
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    




  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    



  
 
    DECIMATION 
 
    Book One: Contagion 
 
    




  
 
      
 
    


  
 
      
 
    
  
 
    January 2019 
 
    Jeff Lorch 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DECIMATION 
 
    Book One: Contagion 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Author: Jeff Lorch 
 
      
 
    First edition, January 2019 
 
      
 
    ISBN: 9781794259744 
 
    Independently published 
 
      
 
    Text and story Copyright © Jeff Lorch, 2019 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is either purely coincidental or is meant as parody. 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced, including Internet usage, without written permission from the author. Publications are exempt in the case of brief quotations in critical reviews or articles. 
 
      
 
    © Jeff Lorch 
 
    www.jefflorch.ca 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For my beautiful wife Jennifer, for always having my back… and my front... and the whole rest of me too. 
 
      
 
  
 
  





 
 
    INTRODUCTION & 
 
    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
      
 
    Okay, first of all, I have to admit that I’m a bit late getting into the writing game. 
 
    Maybe make that a lot late. 
 
    I’ve always enjoyed writing, and back in the day (before I grew up and joined the ‘real world’) I wrote quite a bit; you know, just for the fun of it. After high school I majored in English at the University of Regina thinking that writing was something I could just maybe be able to do as a career. 
 
    But what happened instead was, well… life. I met the love of my life and got my degree. I got a job to pay the bills, got married, and did my part in helping her make two wonderful sons (some assembly required).  
 
    Unfortunately,  along the way the writing thing just fell off the map. 
 
    Fast-forward twenty-plus years, and I’ve had a great life; literally zero regrets. I have a wonderful family and had a career I enjoyed for a very long time (running our family business, a boat dealership). 
 
    Recently, however, it became clear to me that it was time for a change; since my wife has made it abundantly clear that I’m not allowed to get rid of her, and since my kids are now too old for me to get anything by selling them on eBay (or Etsy, since they’re homemade), that left the job. 
 
    It had to go. 
 
    So now in my late-40s, I closed my eyes, pinched my nose, and jumped off a cliff. 
 
    We sold the business and, for the first time in a very long time, I sat down at a computer with a story in my head that I wanted to put to paper (okay, put to screen at first, and eventually, you know,  to paper… don’t nitpick, you know what I mean). 
 
    I was very pleasantly surprised to see how much the book business had changed in the last twenty-plus years. Back then you had to go through a ton of effort to find a literary agent willing to take a chance on a new writer, and then be lucky enough to find a publisher who was willing to take the same risk. Remember, back in the early ‘90s there really wasn’t much happening with that new-fangled Internet thing. 
 
    Today, you can just do the whole thing yourself! Amazingly, I was able to go through the whole process start to finish while sitting at my kitchen table. 
 
    Who says the Internet is just for porn… 
 
    Another revolution? Google Earth. The ability to actually “go” somewhere and see it without leaving home is priceless; people familiar with the regions and areas I’m writing about here will (hopefully) find some of my descriptions very accurate. That turnoff outside the Cabela’s in Barrie, Ontario where the group hides behind the bushes? It’s there, and it’s just like I tried to describe it. There are other places where I’ve obviously taken liberties and let my imagination take over, but I have tried to keep many of the locations as accurate as possible.  
 
    The other big thing the Internet has made possible is discovering the history of stuff like Operation Large Scale Coverage (that shit really happened, just like I laid it out in the story). The Rumsfeld thing, I’m not sure, but I wouldn’t put much past the shady crews we have running the ships today. Besides, it’s on the Internet, so it must be true. What I do know for sure is I’ve spent too many late nights worming my way down the rabbit hole on YouTube. 
 
    Sometimes the tinfoil-hat crew isn’t wrong: just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they aren’t actually out to get you. 
 
    So, I sat down at my computer. Then sat down some more. And more after that. Somehow over the period of a few months, I wrote a book, and in the process, I rediscovered something I had forgotten: writing is fun. 
 
    I’d like to thank a few people for helping me make this happen: 
 
    -          my friends Brent and Rob for their time in proofreading my first draft 
 
    -          my parents Wayne and Kathleen for instilling in me from an early age a lifelong love of books and reading;  
 
    -          my in-laws Everett and Ruth for supporting my life change and for making such a wonderful daughter (see below) 
 
    -          but most of all I want to thank my lovely wife Jennifer who has always supported me in every way I can imagine, and some that I can’t; love you forever babyluv! 
 
    I truly hope you enjoy reading this as much as I enjoyed writing it. (I also truly hope the ‘you’ in that statement is more than just my immediate circle of friends and family). 
 
    I think there are at least one or two more parts of this story to be told, plus maybe a collection of short stories about some of the people we’re going to meet along the way. 
 
    If you’d like to drop me a line with your thoughts on the book, comments, criticism, how you found it, where you found it (hopefully not in the trash), etc., you can always try to hit me up online via Facebook (Jeff Lorch Author) or via my website at www.jefflorch.ca. 
 
    Also, if you’re one of my friends from south of the border who wants to point out ‘errors’ in spelling with words like ‘centre’ and ‘kilometre’, and the extraneous use of the letter ‘u’ throughout in words like ‘colour’, ‘neighbour’, ‘honour’, etc. – I spelled them right, you just spell them wrong on a daily basis. Deal with it. 
 
    So that’s it. Enough rambling. Here’s the book. I’m just gonna go get back to it; as I write this, I’m part of the way into Book Two already. 
 
    Enjoy! 
 
      
 
    Jeff Lorch 
 
    Regina, Sask. 
 
    January 2019 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DECIMATION 
 
    Book One: Contagion


 
   
 
  
 
 
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Kevin Hayes 
 
    Day 1 
 
      
 
    “Sir, would you like something else to drink?” 
 
    I glanced up from my laptop to look at the flight attendant in the aisle. Her stainless-steel serving cart was laden with a range of beverages, including of course a well-used coffee pot thermos. I knew somewhere in there were cans of nice cold beer as well as those lovely little bottles of booze that they would discreetly add to your orange juice or your Pepsi, for an exorbitant fee of course. 
 
    “No thank you,” I replied, rubbing my eyes, “any more coffee and I’ll jitter myself out of my seat.” She smiled warmly, but automatically, and went to move her cart further down the aisle. I reached out to grab her attention before she got away. 
 
    “Can you tell me how much longer until we land?” I asked. 
 
    We had been due to land in Toronto almost forty minutes ago but had been circling awaiting landing clearance due to complications on the ground, according to the pilot’s announcement. 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t be much longer, sir,” she replied with that same automatic smile, dismissed me and moved on to the next row. 
 
    I dismissed her just as quickly and leaned my head back against my headrest, rolling my shoulders as much as I could in my confined area. At least I had an aisle seat so I could stretch my legs out a bit, but still I always felt cramped in airplane seats. I wasn’t a giant by any means, but at a couple inches over six feet and a dozen (okay fine, I was out of shape and maybe a it was more like a couple dozen) pounds over two hundred, I was big enough that airplanes always made me feel noticeably oversized. 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair and turned my attention back to my computer. It was no use, I just couldn’t focus on my work. No big surprise there. 
 
    “Maybe I should have said no to the last two cups of coffee too,” I mumbled to myself. 
 
    “I’m sorry did you say something?” my neighbour asked me. I glanced over at him in that awkward way the confined seating of an airplane allows. It’s a unique situation, in-flight conversations; you sit in very intimate quarters with complete strangers, trying to converse by looking at each other without really looking at each other, and trying to balance that fine line of respecting each other’s personal space while still engaging them. 
 
    “No, sorry, just blathering,” I replied with a wan smile. My neighbour was a man in his sixties, by his looks, and thankfully he was a bit smaller than average which allowed me slightly more room to be comfortable. My always-active imagination told me he was an accountant. I always assumed anyone who looked like a slightly bland, nondescript professional was an accountant. I was often not wrong. 
 
    “Looks like you didn’t get much work done,” he stated, nodding towards my computer which I had been staring blankly at for most of the flight. 
 
    “Not particularly,” I replied, “but I wasn’t able to sleep. I’ve never been able to sleep well on flights. And the Internet quit working not long after take-off, so without that there’s not much work I could have gotten done anyways.” 
 
    With no Internet, a disappointing selection of in-flight movies, lots of turbulence and now our landing delayed by over forty minutes, this flight had been the crown jewel of crappy flights. It off an epic of a disaster-vacation, which I’m pretty sure culminated in the ending my marriage. 
 
    Things hadn’t been great at home for a while, so during a period of relative calm, I suggested to Stephanie that we finally take that vacation to Paris we had talked about for so long. I knew she had wanted to visit the City of Lights for as long as she could remember, but there were always reasons to put it off “for another year or two”. At first, she had dismissed the idea, saying there was no way she would be able to get time away from the office, but finally she had come around, and we booked the trip just over a month ago. 
 
    The month that followed was pretty good overall, and I had been thinking this had been a stroke of genius: step up, show a commitment to my marriage, put work aside and show her that we can reconnect and make things work. 
 
    We arranged for the kids to stay with my parents, and Steph put together the calendar and all the instructions Mom and Dad would need to keep the trains running on time and keep the kids on schedule. Steph’s parents had lived in Regina too, and used to love to watch the kids for us; sadly we lost both of them several years ago, her mom first to cancer, followed by her dad two years later to a massive heart attack. 
 
    Plus, to really start things off with a bang, since our flight to Paris left early and neither of us could sleep with excitement (and since the kids were safely deposited at my parents’ house across town), we had a fantastic bout of crazy wild loud swinging-from-the-chandelier sex before heading to the airport. 
 
    Yep, this trip was just what we needed. I was a genius. 
 
    Paris was beautiful; the early fall weather was crisp and clear sweater-weather in the mornings, then warming up enough during the day to be out in only shirtsleeves. We did all the tours like the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre. It wasn’t until the third day of our week-long stay in Paris that things fell apart. We were having late-morning espressos at a small cafe near our hotel; I was returning from the bathroom when I happened to catch her distracted and saw over her shoulder the text she was typing on her phone and things suddenly froze in awful clarity. “This city is so beautiful babe, I wish I could make this trip with you!”. Happy face emoji. Kiss emoji. Heart emoji. 
 
    What the fuck. 
 
    So yeah, you can likely imagine how things went after that. Screaming, tears, throwing things. Accusations, denials, admissions. Hurt words bashing and stabbing and cutting all around. Me booking a second hotel room a block away, since we couldn’t exchange our airline tickets for an earlier flight home and I sure as hell wasn’t sleeping on the couch sharing a hotel room with her. 
 
    And finally, me exchanging seats on the flights with random strangers so I wouldn’t be sitting anywhere near her as we flew back “home”. To top it all off, we still had another three-hour connecting flight we had to wait for before we were home in Regina. 
 
    “Was this a work trip for you?” my neighbour asked. 
 
    He and his wife had been on the same flight as us out of Paris to Zurich (you know how you get to short-term recognize people when you’re on the same flights, seeing the same faces milling about the airport terminal waiting to board). 
 
    “No,” I replied, “more of a vacation. Sort of.” I hoped my tone didn’t invite a follow-up question. 
 
    “Us too,” he stated with a smile. “Sort of a twentieth honeymoon. Michelle convinced me to close the office for a couple weeks and leave the ledgers and spreadsheets behind.” Bingo, accountant. Damn I was good. “Are you travelling alone?” he asked. 
 
    A voice from the window seat beside him saved me from having to come up with an answer that didn’t involve me trying not to cry. 
 
    “Did either of you two idiots think to ask the stew why we’re still in the air?” I leaned forward to see a woman, his wife Michelle I assumed, lifting an eye mask up and blinking owlishly in the light. She had slept most of the flight (after getting several of those overpriced hooch-laden orange juices from the flight attendant not long after takeoff). 
 
    I envied her. Maybe I should have been drinking those during the flight instead of coffees. 
 
    My new friend rolled his eyes and shrugged at me apologetically. I shrugged back, as if to say, “what are you going to do, right?” 
 
    Whatever he was about to say to his wife was cut off as the cabin speakers dinged, and the Captain’s voice came over the system advising the crew to prepare for landing. People throughout the cabin were cheering and high-fiving each other, glad to finally be landing. 
 
    “Finally,” Mrs. Accountant growled. 
 
    Her husband and I looked at each other. And shrugged, smiling. It turns out it was the last smile either of us would wear for quite some time. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    As soon as the flight landed, I did what most modern people do after almost ten hours in the air: I turned on my cell phone to check messages. I could see others around me doing the same. 
 
    As the plane slowed and began the long process of taxiing to the gate, you could hear around the cabin the dings and chirps of emails, texts and voicemails populating the passengers’ cell phones, mine included. 
 
    I’m self-employed, working out of home as a freelance editor for several different magazines. My contributors electronically share their copy with me, I would read, reread, make the required edits, suggestions and changes, and boom I’m done please pay me. I’ll never get rich doing it, but it pays the bills. 
 
    Since I had made alternate arrangements with all my clients during my absence, I didn’t expect much in the way of messages. I was surprised to hear my pocket chiming again and again as text messages and voicemail messages were loaded onto my phone. As I realized this, I slowly became aware of the same happening around me as phones all throughout the cabin were chiming like a discordant electronic symphony. I also became aware of a growing volume of murmuring as people were reading their messages. 
 
    I opened my phone to see eight text messages, all from my daughter’s cell phone, and four voicemails. My breath went out of me; this meant something was very wrong. My thoughts immediately went to something terrible happening to my kids or my parents. 
 
    I turned and looked several rows behind me to where Stephanie was seated. She was staring at me with her phone in one hand, her other hand over her mouth in shock with a terrified expression on her face. Goosebumps broke out across my body. I looked back down at my phone. 
 
    “Dad help, please call us!” 
 
    “Dad we need you please call!” 
 
    “Daddy help!” 
 
    My daughter Karen was fourteen, three years older than her brother David, and she hadn’t called me Daddy in years. I guess she thought it was babyish. I was Dad, that was it. If she was feeling serious, she called me Father. Last year she had started trying to call her mother by her first name, and we squashed that immediately. But “Daddy”... 
 
    Around me there was a growing murmur from other people with concerned faces looking at their phones, but I was lost in the messages I was reading on mine. The cabin had become too loud for me to try to listen to my voicemails or to make a call, so I texted back with shaking hands. 
 
    “Sweetie what is it what’s wrong?? Our plane just landed please tell me what’s happened!” 
 
    I threw off my seatbelt and went to stand to go back to Steph’s seat, and found the aisle clogged with passengers. I suddenly realized that almost everyone was in a near state of panic, and those that weren’t were lost in confusion. 
 
    “What the hell?” I hear beside me. 
 
    I looked over to see my seat neighbour staring at his phone, opened to a US national news feed. 
 
    “PRESIDENT DECLARES NATIONAL EMERGENCY - MARTIAL LAW IMPLEMENTED” screamed the headline in big black letters. 
 
    I slowly sat back down in my seat and echoed my new friend’s statement. “What the hell?” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll try to remain calm, and go back to your seats, I’ll tell you what we know and what happens next, but nothing is going to happen until you settle down.” The pilot was standing at the front of the plane addressing us over the PA system. 
 
    I’m pretty sure I was still in shock from reading the news feeds from my phone. Words like “martial law” and “suspension of the Bill of Rights” and “outbreak” and “unknown pandemic” were all swirling around in my head. I checked my phone for the twentieth time; still no reply from my daughter. Despite the noise in the cabin, I had tried call her as well as my parents, but I wasn’t able to get a connection; I would dial the number, but nothing was going through. I had tried to get back to my wife but the congestion of people in the aisle made that impossible. We finally managed to communicate with a combination of hollering (but that only contributed to the chaos around us) and hand gestures. She hadn’t heard any more than I had and didn’t know what was happening either. 
 
    Finally, the din around me started to settle as people slowly and reluctantly returned to their seats, as though doing so was admitting defeat of some kind. 
 
    The pilot raised the microphone to his lips. 
 
    “Ok, people, let’s try to calm down. Let’s keep our heads, and we’ll get through this. Here’s where we’re at so far. In the early hours before our morning departure from Zurich, we started getting news coming in of some widespread cases of an unknown illness across wide regions of the United States. Reports were sketchy and unconfirmed, but whatever was happening sounded serious. Whatever it was, it didn’t seem likely to affect us, so we departed as scheduled and headed west. Not long after our departure, we received instructions from head office that as the matter became more serious, it would be in the interests of the safety of our passengers and our crew to discontinue our Internet service for this flight.” 
 
    At this announcement several the more hot-headed passengers began to rise from their seats, exclaiming that the airline had no right to have kept us in the dark as to whatever is happening out there. After a moment, the captain managed to calm them enough to continue. 
 
    “Two hours into our flight, we started getting scattered updates from airports across the Eastern seaboard that whatever outbreak we were hearing about was much more serious and more widespread than initially thought. Remember, when we left Zurich at 7:15 this morning, it was just after 2am on the East coast and everyone here was still, quite literally, in the dark.” 
 
    He motioned to one of the flight attendants for a drink of water, which he sipped from before continuing. I could see his hand shaking as he held his cup. Airline pilots are supposed to have nerves of steel. I swallowed hard, really not wanting to hear what else he had to say. 
 
    “Despite fighting some pretty nasty headwinds on our flight, which I’m sure you felt back here as well, we actually made it on time. However, that didn’t help us since we weren’t able to get clearance to land.” He cleared his throat before continuing. “For now, all air traffic has been completely suspended over North America. They’re working to clear room on the ground for all of the flights currently in the air.” 
 
    “What we’re being told,” he continued, “is that it appears we’re in the middle of some form of pandemic outbreak of unprecedented scale. It’s working its way across the continent at a speed that no-one has ever seen, and from what we’re being told, has never even been anticipated.” 
 
    People around the cabin were starting to shout out questions, but to his credit, the pilot managed to keep everyone under control. 
 
    “Please let me share the rest of this information with you, then I’ll answer whatever questions I can.” When it was clear he had everyone’s attention again, he took another sip of water. “Transport Canada is working in conjunction with the FAA and FEMA south of the border. Inbound overseas flights are being directed into special quarantine areas, since they seem to be confident that we’re not infected with, well, with whatever this is they’re dealing with. Toronto airport is working on establishing appropriate quarantine sections in the airport to segregate us from the rest of the population until they get further instructions.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, visibly glad to get all of that out and in the open. “Now, I’ll be happy to answer any questions I can, one at a time.” 
 
    Immediately one big red-faced fellow sitting near the front of the plane stood up, ignoring others around him who obviously also had questions. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve got a question. When the hell are we getting off this damned plane so we can get home to our families?” 
 
    The pilot nodded, I’m sure knowing this would be the first and most important question on everyone’s lips. 
 
    “I’m told we’re going to be disembarking the plane any minute, we’re just waiting for the thumb-up from the ground. As for when we’ll be allowed to leave to get home to our families, we don’t know. From what we’re being told, I don’t expect it will be any time soon.” 
 
    There were a few more questions from other people, including the nature of the outbreak and what’s happening to those infected, but the pilot didn’t have any answers for them. Before returning to the cockpit, he told the flight crew to prepare to disembark and to see to any passengers’ immediate needs. 
 
    I turned and saw the aisle finally clear, so I climbed from my seat and walked back to kneel beside my wife. She looked at me for a moment with wide with fear, then threw her arms around my neck and burst into tears. 
 
    With that, the walls I had built up over the last difficult six months, the bricks that I had cemented into place over the last four days, they all came down. All the anger and hurt I had squeezed into jagged blocks of resentment and bitterness; all gone. In that moment all I could do was hold my wife of sixteen years, my partner, my best friend, the mother of our children. All I could do was hold her and cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Day 1 
 
        
 
    I looked around the large area we were huddled in. There were hundreds of us all seated in uncomfortably close quarters, but at least we were off the plane. 
 
    Shortly after the pilot’s speech to us, he came back on the intercom and advised that we had been cleared to disembark. We were instructed to follow the directions of the ground crew explicitly, and that anyone who failed to follow instructions would face severe sanctions. That was the word he used: sanctions. I didn’t like that word. He reinforced how much I didn’t like that word when he added that the ground personnel would be armed with live ammunition. You really didn’t have to read too far between the lines to understand what he was laying down. 
 
    The plane followed a lengthy taxi to whichever gate we had been directed, and the jetway was brought out and put in place. I had leaned over my neighbours, who were sitting like me in shell-shocked silence, and looked out the plane window. The ground crew were all wearing respirators. 
 
    The cabin door opened, and the passengers were funneled out, everyone clutching their carry-on luggage. If it weren’t for the presence of the masked, armed people wearing camouflage military fatigues at each intersection or exit door directing us onward, it would have felt just like the end of a normal flight. 
 
    Our destination turned out to be a large vestibule with what would normally have been three departure gates side-by-side. A checkpoint had been set up controlling access into the room. We had been told to present our passports as we passed through the checkpoint. Most of the passengers, my wife and I included, were allowed to pass through, however, dozens had been pulled aside and redirected down another hallway. There was no explanation given. We had been herded in and told that our checked luggage would be brought to us. That was over two hours ago. 
 
    There were two respirator-masked, armed, fatigue-wearing guards posted at every door, and there was a makeshift checkpoint with four guards all dressed similarly to the others, and all armed with what looked like automatic weapons. I didn’t know much about guns, I just knew these ones looked like army rifles. Big and scary. 
 
    When we first got in here a few of the more alpha-male passengers decided they were going to get to the bottom of everything. They stood in a group telling each other they didn’t have to stand for this kind of treatment, and they were going to do something about it. Finally, the alpha-est of them all decided that, since he obviously had the biggest dick out of everyone present, it was up to him to take charge. I wasn’t surprised to see it was the red-faced big guy who had confronted the pilot on the plane about when we were getting out of here. He had stood up straight and marched over to the checkpoint to tell the army guys there how it was going to be. At first you could hear the loud tenor of his voice laying down the law, demanding that we all be allowed to go on our way. No-one could hear the relies from the guards, since they were all wearing respirators, but whatever the reply was didn’t sit well with Mr. Red-face. He puffed up even bigger and started to really put some effort into hollering. This time we could all make out the reply from the guards; it involved all four of them in unison levelling their guns with Mr. Red-face’s chest and flicking off the safeties. 
 
    Mr. Red-face deflated immediately as his red-face became very pale, and he slowly took several steps backing away from the guards before turning and slinking back to where the passengers were sitting. He ignored his old chums and went to sit in a corner, alone. 
 
    A few minutes later a group of more level-headed passengers approached the guards cautiously and tried to get answers. They too were turned away. 
 
    After that, no-one else bothered going near the guards. 
 
    I had sent a handful more text messages to our daughter but had no way of knowing if they were getting through or not. I still hadn’t been able to get through to anyone on the telephone. 
 
    There were several televisions mounted on the walls and hanging from the ceiling around the room, but they were all dark;  so far we still access the Internet on our phones, and everything we were reading was terrifying. 
 
    This sickness, whatever it was, somehow seemed to pop up all over the USA almost overnight, but so far had been concentrated primarily along the East coast. Three days ago, hospitals started to report an influx of cases initially presenting as common colds; coughing, runny nose and sneezing. Since there’s no real treatment for the cold other than rest and fluids, people were sent home to self-quarantine, relax, and wait for it to run its course. After thirty-six to forty-eight hours, however, symptoms changed drastically. There were reports of tens of thousands of people across the country being rushed back to hospitals non-responsive and discharging massive amounts of mucus from their noses and mouths. Most of those patients had lapsed into comas; many of them died, asphyxiating on massive mucus discharge from their lungs when their bodies couldn’t clear the mucus fast enough. Hospitals went from being bothered with too many common cold cases to being clogged with comatose patients they couldn’t care for, and by the bodies of the dead. 
 
    Early this morning, at the urging of the CDC, the American President declared a national state of emergency and implemented martial law. Freedom of assembly was abolished, and people were being forced away from public areas and told to stay at home indoors for their own safety. Public transportation was shut down and most major roadways blocked by Army and National Guard units in a final massive effort to slow down the spread of the sickness. 
 
    It didn’t work. Within hours hospitals across the country were being flooded with panicked patients who, at the moment, were only showing severe cold symptoms. 
 
    Apparently, the longest undefended border in the world didn’t serve as much of a barrier either, since for the last ten hours hospitals across Canada were being flooded in the same way, and no-one had any idea of how to stop the spread, let alone treat the infected. Reports began popping up of hospitals being swarmed with coughing, sneezing patients in Mexico. 
 
    Overseas, airports were refusing to allow planes from North America to disembark; they were landing, being refueled, and sent packing back across the ocean. 
 
    Panic and public unrest was beginning to take hold across North America. New York, Baltimore, Philadelphia and Washington were already in the throes of mass looting and riots as authorities were unable to respond to the crisis; lack of preparedness for this type of event, lack of time to respond properly, and lack of resources due to it hitting everywhere at once. Emergency responses were crippled. 
 
    The President was expected at a press conference momentarily to address the nation, and the rest of the world. 
 
    “Jesus, Kevin,” Stephanie said quietly, running her fingers through her hair, “what are we going to do if we’re not able to get through to the kids?” 
 
    “Listen, we’re going to get through to them, okay? The phone systems are likely just overloaded with what’s going on. I know it sounds bad right now but they’re going to get a handle on what’s happening, we’re going to get out of here and we’re going to get home to the kids who are just fine. Okay?” I sounded more confident than I felt, but then I’ve always talked a pretty good game. 
 
    “But why hasn’t Karen answered your texts? She never puts her phone down!” 
 
    “Who knows, maybe she dropped it and it broke; you know that’s happened before, or maybe she lost it somewhere. It doesn’t mean they’re not safe.” Inside I prayed to a God I really didn’t believe in that I was right. 
 
    “Whenever we get cleared to leave here, we’ll either get a late flight, or if the planes aren’t flying by then we can rent a damn car and drive home to Saskatchewan if we have to.” I did the math in my head. I was pretty sure we could do the drive in two days if we had to, alternating drivers, sleeping in the car only when really necessary, and assuming traffic was moving. We had no way of knowing what the roads would be like, or if they were even allowing travel or if highways had been shut down like they had been in the States. 
 
    Not knowing what was happening beyond the room we were being held in was driving me nuts, but I was trying to hold it together for Stephanie’s sake. 
 
    “You guys are from Saskatchewan?” came a voice from behind me. I turned to see two young men sitting behind us, their phones in their laps plugged in and charging. “Sorry, didn’t mean to be eavesdropping on you guys but I just heard what you said. Us too, we’re from Saskatoon.” 
 
    Stephie and I introduced ourselves. The young guys introduced themselves as Jamie and Alex Walters, twin brothers who just spent three weeks backpacking across France after graduating high-school this spring. They were good-looking kids in a wholesome way; you could tell they were brothers, but not identical. Both had short brown hair with a messy look that suited them. They both looked like natural athletes, maybe swimmers, or runners. Two very beat-up looking backpacks sat between their feet. I thought if my daughter was here, her heart would be all a-flutter right now and she would be spending lots of time staring at the floor and pushing her hair back behind her ears. I think she would be surprised to know that I noticed that’s what she did when she was flustered. 
 
    We chatted for a couple minutes, comparing notes about what we had seen online. Neither of them had any luck getting any texts back from anyone back home either. We decided that since we were all heading west, if we didn’t get an alternate flight arranged to get home, we might as well stick together and see if we could arrange transportation. 
 
    Suddenly an alert popped up on Jamie’s phone. “Hey, the President’s news conference is coming on.” 
 
    I turned to my phone and brought up a news service. It looked like they were all broadcasting the same feed. Stephanie leaned in to watch. 
 
    An image of the President appeared, sitting at his desk in the Oval Office. His famous hair was perfectly combed-over, and he looked like he’d had a fresh coat of spray-tan just applied. All except around his eyes. 
 
    “Good morning. 
 
    “I want to address the horrible crisis that our nation is currently facing, to inform you about what we presently know of the situation, to help you know how to protect yourself and your loved ones, and to let you all know what your government is doing to resolve this.” 
 
    Around us in the airport, you could hear a pin drop as everyone was watching the same images on their or their neighbour’s phones. 
 
    “Our people, our country, and our American way of life all are currently under attack. A terrible sickness has been released on our shores, you’ve been watching what’s happening, we’ve all seen it, it’s just terrible. Our intelligence agencies have confirmed that the source of these outbreaks is not natural, but rather is man-made; this is a deliberate, monstrous attack on America by our enemies. Again, this is an intentional act of aggression, and it is on a coordinated, national scale.” 
 
    At this announcement we could hear a collective gasp from the passengers around us. Stephanie whispered, “Oh my God,” her hands held up to her mouth. 
 
    “I have established an inter-agency task force consisting of top people, very top people, from the CDC, FEMA and Homeland Security. They are coordinating efforts in getting aid to those in need, and with their combined resources along with all of the branches of our Armed Forces, I have no doubt that we will get through this. 
 
    “Emergency aid stations are being established in every major city across this great nation of ours to help those who need it. Food, water, shelter and medical supplies are in place. Meanwhile, we have the full power of the American government working towards finding out who is behind this atrocity. 
 
    “To whoever is behind this cowardly and unforgivable affront: you have made a grievous error. You may think that you have struck a blow against us; you are wrong. You have awakened the wrath of the greatest country on earth, and the strongest military force the world has ever known. You have gained nothing, and you will lose everything. No quarter, and no mercy; none will be granted. You will pay for every American life you have taken. There is nowhere you can hide. There is no-one who can protect you. It doesn’t matter who you are, where you are, or who you have helping you. We will spare no resource, and we will not stop. We will find you and you will be held accountable. 
 
    “Maybe God will have mercy on you, but you will find none here on earth. 
 
    “And finally, to my fellow Americans: we will survive, we will persevere, and we will triumph. We will not be beaten, not in battles abroad and certainly not here at home. Our way of life will continue; and while today, tonight and tomorrow we will grieve, you can rest easy with full confidence in your government and your leaders. God bless us all, and God bless the United States of America.” 
 
    We all sat in stunned silence. A terrorist attack. Tens of thousands already dead. Billions of lives in jeopardy, including our friends and family, our children. 
 
    There wasn’t room; I couldn’t digest it, I couldn’t take it in. It was like trying to swallow when you had something stuck in your throat. I felt like I needed to throw up. 
 
    Suddenly, the televisions around the room simultaneously flickered to life. Their dull, flat screens all showed the same image, that of a tall man with a trim, grey moustache, wearing a green beret on his shaved head. His green military fatigues matched those of the men around the room with us. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, I will ask you to stay seated and give me your undivided attention for the next few minutes. You’re all going to want to hear this to clearly understand the situation we’re in. My name is Captain Harrison of the Canadian Armed Forces. My company has been placed in charge of this airport during this time of crisis. I’m going to give you a little more information on your immediate circumstances and will explain what’s going to happen next.” 
 
    “As you will have just heard from the President of the United States, we are in the middle of a crisis of unprecedented scope here in North America, and it is believed that this is the work of one or more terrorist groups or networks. 
 
    “Current intelligence suggests that the pathogen causing this outbreak is a man-made biological weapon, and that it is binary in nature. What this means is that, as best we currently understand, it was released in two waves. The first contaminating agent was released in an aerosol form starting in major population centres across the country sometime in the last five to six days. Medium-sized centres were targeted in the two days that followed. We don’t believe that small centres or rural centres have been targeted, however, from what we currently understand, some of those centres will also have been contaminated due to winds and natural weather patterns spreading the agent. This agent by itself is non-reactive and harmless. We believe that this agent was used to target a population for the second agent to work on. 
 
    “The second agent was released approximately seventy-two hours ago, also by aerosol release, in major centres across the eastern seaboard. We believe there was intended to be a coordinated release along the west coast at the same time, but for reason or reasons unknown, this release appears to have failed. This second agent is a biological pathogen which, again, on its own appears to be harmless, but when it combines with an organism already carrying the initial agent, what we get is a pathogen of previously-unseen efficacy. Infection initially presents with symptoms of a common cold: coughing, sneezing, and a runny nose. These symptoms persist over a period of a day or two, worsening slightly, following which the body begins producing mucus in the lungs and nasal passages faster than can be expelled, and the victim ultimately loses consciousness and enters a comatose state. I’m sorry to say that none of the reports we’ve received to date show anyone recovering from this state. 
 
    “We have been told that this second release was also aerosol in nature, but it wasn’t as widespread as the initial release. That’s good news, because it is giving us slightly more time to react to this outbreak than we would have had otherwise, but the bad news is this second release is also highly contagious. What this means is even though people contacted by the initial agent’s release who weren’t exposed to the second release haven’t yet become ill, they still are at very high risk if encountering someone who is presenting these symptoms. 
 
    “Despite these terrible things that are happening around us outside and across the country, you people should consider yourselves fortunate that you are in a somewhat unique position: you all have been abroad for at least the last seven days. This means that the likelihood of you being exposed to the initial activating agent, which again we believe was released five or six days ago, is minimal. You therefore are likely to be unaffected by the second pathogen which we believe triggers the onset of symptoms. Those from your flights who were abroad for a period of less than a week have been taken to a separate holding area, as they were possibly exposed to the initial agent and we want to protect them from exposure to the second infectious agent which may still be circulating. 
 
    “As you heard in the President’s speech, the CDC and FEMA are working hand-in-hand on this, and our own Health Canada and military resources will be coordinating efforts with them. 
 
    “For your own safety, we are establishing a temporary quarantine here at the airport to house those of you who are unexposed. Over the coming days, our hopes are that a solution will be found and that the much-needed care will get to those in need. 
 
    “Lastly, at present our telecommunications infrastructure and power grid are working at a significantly reduced capacity. We have been told to expect that, over the next several hours, this will be reduced further as service delivery becomes an as-needed emergency basis only. This will result in loss of cell phone and Internet access. Meanwhile, I know all of you have friends and family members that you will be worried about. We will be sitting down with each of you and will do what we can to establish alternative lines of communication with your families so you can check on them, and so you can let them know you’re okay. 
 
    “I thank you for your attention and your cooperation during this difficult time. Together we will make it through this.” 
 
    With that, the screens went dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Day 1 
 
      
 
    Following Captain Harrison’s speech, a woman in fatigues was allowed into our seating area past the checkpoint. This person, unlike everyone else we had seen to that point, hadn’t been wearing a mask or respirator. She introduced herself as Dr. Lam, she explained she was a Lieutenant with the Armed Forces and was coordinating the quarantine efforts with her commanding officer Captain Harrison. 
 
    With the doctor accompanying us answering whatever questions she could, our guards escorted us out of the holding area. Down the hallway we found our checked luggage had been collected, so after a few minutes of chaos as everyone found their own bags, then we continued along to another large area identical to the room we had just left. This room had been hastily but efficiently cleared of the usual row seating and was set up as a barracks with army cots arrayed in a grid. A few of the passengers protested that they couldn’t be expected to sleep in conditions like this, but Dr. Lam seemed to be very deft at calming them down and gaining their cooperation. 
 
    Stephanie and I found two cots in a corner, affording us at least some small amount of privacy, and claimed them by putting our bags underneath. I sat down heavily, the folding cot creaking under my weight. I checked my phone; true to Captain Harrison’s word, it was now showing “no signal”. The lights were still on at least, so I took the opportunity to plug my phone into the wall jack near my cot. 
 
    I looked at the room around us. One wall was dominated by huge tinted glass panels from the floor up to the ceiling some thirty-odd feet above us, affording a sweeping view of the runways and taxiing areas. Nothing out there was moving that I could see. 
 
    The interior walls were plastered with bright lime-green posters all with the same eerie, handwritten message: “REPORT ANY COLD OR FLU SYMPTOMS IMMEDIATELY” bracketed by the universal biohazard symbol. Looking at those posters gave me a cold chill. 
 
    As everyone was getting settled, Dr. Lam announced that in a short while we would be allowed access to the food court where they were establishing a cafeteria. She told us that over the next hour or two, she and her assistant would make their way to each of us individually to conduct a quick health inspection, get our personal information and any requests we had for communications with those elsewhere, and to answer any questions we might have that hadn’t already been answered. 
 
    I lay back on my cot and closed my eyes. The heavy reality of the situation was starting to sink in. 
 
    “Do you really think the kids are okay?” asked Stephanie in a quiet voice. 
 
    Without opening my eyes, I told her what I knew she needed to hear. “I think so,” I replied. It’s also what I needed to hear. 
 
    “Regina is a small flat spot in the middle of a bigger flat spot,” I told her. “There aren’t any large American cities nearby and we’re a couple hours north of the border, so there’s no reason to think the terrorists would have targeted any place nearby, or that any of this sickness would have spread or blown that far north. We just have to wait this out until they let us go, then we’ll find our way back home to them.” 
 
    “You’re not actually buying this load of crap they’re trying to spoon-feed us, are you?” asked a man sitting hunched over a cot behind me, chewing on his fingernails. I sat up and turned to look at him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He was around my age, likely early forties, but quite slim. His movements were quick and furtive, his eyes darting around the room never resting on any one spot for more than a second. 
 
    “C’mon, seriously?” He was shaking his head in frustration, obviously agitated. “You think this ‘terrorist attack’ crap is for real? Wake up buddy. It’s a spin, it’s a line, a cover-up!” 
 
    I was in such a fog from what we had been through it took me a minute to realize what he was saying. 
 
    “A cover-up? A cover-up for what?” 
 
    “For the real story, buddy, for what’s really happening out there!” This guy was starting to get really worked up. 
 
    “Open your eyes, friend,” he stated intently, leaning forward closer to me, his eyes locked onto mine. “Whatever is going outside, you can be sure we’re not getting the whole story. And I can guarantee it’s not any goddamn terrorist attack.” 
 
    “Okay, so if it’s not a terrorist attack, then what is it?” I asked. From the corner of my eye I saw Stephanie shake her head. ‘Don’t encourage him,’ I could read in her body language. 
 
     “Aliens.” He stared at me, obviously awaiting a reaction. 
 
    I blinked at him, trying to process what he had just said. “What?” I asked, still not getting it. My mind went straight to illegal aliens, still thinking about the terrorist attack. 
 
    “Aliens, man! Some extra-terrestrial germ the government has been keeping in a jar somewhere since 1947 when the UFO crashed in New Mexico!” 
 
    Great, I was dealing with a nut. 
 
    I tried to disengage but his train was really rolling now. 
 
    “For the last seventy-years they’ve been working on stuff like this in their labs in Roswell, buddy. They’ve been reverse-engineering Grey tech and feeding it to us bit by bit as ‘advanced consumer electronics.’ Where do you think the smartphone came from, man? It’s right out of Star Trek, man, open your eyes! They’ve made trillions of it all, creating the 1-percenters, the New World Order, and it’s all about control!” 
 
    I was looking around for someone to come and help me with this fruitcake, but I didn’t see any solders in the room. Other passengers sitting around us were starting to stand and move away, but I was quite literally backed into a corner. 
 
    He stood from his cot and took a step towards me, his eyes bright. I stood and tried to step back, but I had nowhere to go. 
 
    Always the more assertive one, Stephanie stepped in and put her hands against his chest, trying to get him to step back. Before she could open her mouth, he gave her a hard shove sending her sprawling backwards. 
 
      
 
    Now I’ve always kept a tight lid on my temper. Really tight. Growing up I was always the big kid in class, and my parents always told me to be careful because I was bigger than the other kids and could hurt them. In some ways I guess that reserve I have makes me come across as somewhat cool. Maybe that’s what was missing in my marriage: the fire, the temper, the passion. Maybe that’s what drove the wedge between me and Stephanie and made her find that passion somewhere else. 
 
    Seeing my wife falling to the ground, something in me snapped just a little bit. Everything we had gone through, everything I had felt in the last week, all the fear for our family and friends, it came out, all at once. 
 
    With a snarl of rage, I twisted and threw myself forward and grabbed him by his shirt. My forward momentum carried us both over and I landed on top of him.  
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Apparently it hadn’t taken them long to set up a temporary stockade. I sat on a cot identical to the ones Stephanie and I had chosen, only now I sat alone. I was in a room that I assume was, in the normal course of a day, used by customs agents to grill suspected drug dealers, only now the desk and chairs had been removed and had been replaced by a single cot and a stool. I had been in here for around thirty to forty minutes was my guess. In that time the lights had flickered a few times and cut off completely for a few minutes, but eventually had come back on. 
 
    I had been brought in here by two large soldiers. I hadn’t resisted; after jumping Mr. Conspiracy-theory and dragging him to the ground, I had regained control of my temper and had let go of him. He, however, had been primed and ready to go ten-rounds. While I had been raised with the “be careful don’t hurt anyone” philosophy, it turns out he had likely been raised with the “if someone else starts it you make sure you finish it” philosophy. 
 
    For a crazy little dude he was quite a scrapper; while I was on top of him, he had thrown a few elbows up catching me across the lips, followed by a couple shots to the nose. 
 
    I had been so busy trying to climb off him and apologize for jumping him that I didn’t even think to defend myself, but thankfully Jamie and Alex, who had grabbed a couple cots near us, were quick to react and pull us apart. My new buddy was still kicking and cursing when the army guys showed up almost like magic and, before I knew it, I was in the pokey. I assumed conspiracy-guy was nearby sitting in a similar room, since they dragged him out too. He did not go willingly and wound up with a set of zip-tie plastic cuffs holding his hands together behind his back. 
 
    I was lucky he couldn’t get much force behind the blows, so I didn’t sustain too much damage. At least my teeth weren’t loose, and my nose was sore but not broken. If a split lip and a bloody nose was the worst of my punishment, then I figured I was getting off easy. 
 
    The door to my room opened and Dr. Lam entered with a light smile on her face. It was the first smile I had seen since we had landed. I got the feeling if she had entered the private practice instead of the military, she would have had a booming business. 
 
    “Still big and green?” she asked smiling. 
 
    It took me a second to make the connection. Returning her smile wryly, I replied, “Hulk no smash no more.” 
 
    Her smile broadened, and then, as if remembering the circumstances, disappeared. She introduced herself to me. 
 
    “And you’re Mr. Kevin Hayes,” she said, reading from notes on her clipboard, I guess re-introducing me to myself. Yes, Hulk was gone, and mild-mannered Bruce Banner was back at the wheel. 
 
    “I just came from visiting your angry new friend next door, so I don’t think I really need to ask what started the confrontation.” She pulled the stool up in front of me and sat down. Putting on a fresh pair of latex gloves, she gave my face a brief inspection, confirming my nose wasn’t broken. 
 
    “I figured since you’re in a time-out and may have needed some medical attention, I’d take the opportunity to kill two birds with one stone and have our meeting and do the check-up at the same time.” 
 
    After making sure none of my teeth were loose and that my lip didn’t need stitches, she took my blood pressure and temperature, checked my throat, nasal passage and ears. Chest tapping or whatever they call it, followed up by that creepy uncomfortable deep breathing while she listened with a stethoscope, and I got a clean bill of health. 
 
    She pulled out her clipboard and made a few notes. “So, you’re travelling with your wife, Stephanie Hayes, correct?” 
 
    I didn’t feel the need to burden the good doctor with my marital issues, so I said yes to that and the next few questions confirming my address, occupation and family information. 
 
    “Okay, so as of right now, you know as much as I do about what’s happening outside these walls, so I don’t know if I can answer any questions you might have, but if you’ve got them, let’s hear ‘em.” 
 
    The only thing I cared about was getting in touch with my children and told her so. She nodded, I’m sure expecting my response. 
 
    “Communications right now are fairly spotty, but I can tell you that as, of the last report, the Prairie region was showing a comparably low level of infection. If it helps, I would say the safe money is on your family being just fine.” I felt the relief flood through me. I nodded my thanks, my eyes tearing up. 
 
    “Emergency stations are being set up even in areas that have so far been only slightly affected, and they’re establishing a roll call of sorts where people can check-in safe. What I can do is to put a request in with our communications officers to see if they can get on the radio when it’s free and liaise with the emergency operations in Regina and see if they have a twenty on your family. Resources are limited, as I’m sure you understand, so I can’t guarantee anything, but I’ll track you down and let you know as soon as I know anything. Meanwhile, let’s get you back to your wife, as long as I can trust you to keep the peace?” 
 
    I promised to do exactly that and thanked her again for her help. “What about the guy I jumped?” I asked. “Is he back with everyone else? I’d like to apologize to him for my behaviour.” 
 
    “Honestly,” she replied, “Mr. Williams doesn’t appear to be too interested in playing well with others. I’m afraid he’s going to need some time to get settled down. I don’t think I’m out of line saying I have a feeling he’s a little bit less than balanced on a good day and what’s happening outside likely knocked him a bit off-kilter; we may need to keep him isolated for the time being.” 
 
    She had one of the guards escort me back to our barracks area. I got some sideways stinkeyes from some of my fellow passengers around the room, but mostly they ignored my return. I found my way back to the corner where Stephanie and the twins were bunking. I noticed Mr. Williams’ cot was empty and his luggage was absent. I felt a pang of guilt. 
 
    When she saw me, Stephanie jumped up from her cot where she had been talking with the brothers and ran up to give me a hug, but then pulled back at the last minute, and settled for an intimate arm-rub with a smile. I think both of us realized that the events of the last week weren’t gone, certainly hadn’t been forgotten; the wounds were still very raw, and everything was still looming in the background. This crisis may have created a common need, that of ensuring the safety of our children and us getting home to them, but that hadn’t changed the reality of what looked like our crumbling marriage. I didn’t know if we could move on or not, and honestly, I didn’t know if I even wanted to with her infidelity brought to light. But for the moment, at least, I think we were on the same page. 
 
    I nodded to her; I took her hand and looked to where the twins were sitting. Just beside them and chatting with the brothers were my neighbours from the flight, the accountant and his wife. I went to my cot and sat down heavily. I gave everyone an update on what had happened to me and learned that Dr. Lam had made her rounds and check-ups of everyone from our flight while I had been sequestered. Several people from our flight had been showing some minor cold or flu symptoms, so they had been removed and taken to some other area as a precaution. 
 
    Alex learned that there were several other quarantine areas like ours, all consisting of people from overseas flights who had been abroad at the time of the initial release. Dr. Lam had claimed to not know exactly how many people in total were being “collected” (the word Stephanie said she had used, which I found interesting), but a quick calculation on my part put it at well over a thousand. My initial silent reaction was that’s a lot of mouths to feed. But then I considered that Pearson International Airport was a major hub and that, according to billboards I had seen posted around when we had connected here through to Paris a week ago, had over one hundred thousand people a day feed through here one way or another. I decided that a thousand or so mouths parked here when nothing else was happening in the airport really wasn’t that big of a deal. 
 
    Together we all made our way to the food court area to get something to eat, as it had been hours since we had eaten. I saw several younger soldiers stationed behind the grills, their camo fatigues contrasting with the white aprons and hairnets they were wearing. 
 
    It was around four o’clock in the afternoon local time, but that meant it was almost midnight according to my internal clock. We found that TGI Friday’s was serving a lovely menu of either Chicken Caesar Salad (with or without the chicken, for our vegan friends) or a decidedly non-vegan bacon-cheeseburger for the carnivores in the crowd. I was strangely tickled by the fact that everyone present ordered the burger. 
 
    The six of us managed to find a table that would fit us all, and we hunkered down for some grub. I like to consider myself to be somewhat cosmopolitan, but after a week in Paris, that burger with its companion of fries was like a big greasy crunchy slice of home-grilled heaven. 
 
    As we ate, we learned a bit more about each other. My accountant friend and his gruff wife were Seth and Michelle Durant. Partners in business as well as in life, they ran their accounting office out of the basement of their Scarborough home. No kids (unintentionally, it just worked out that way despite tab A fitting into slot B just fine, according to Seth). 
 
    Seth told us they had a summer place in the Muskokas and they were going to try to get to once we were out of here. They would make a quick stop at their house to grab their SUV, some supplies and a shotgun Seth had left over from his younger goose-hunting days, and would hopefully get to their cabin to ride out whatever craziness was happening outside. I asked how far it was to get to their house from here. Earning a glare from his wife, he replied normally it was only thirty minutes or so along the 401. Right now, he said with a shrug, my guess was as good as his. 
 
    They had what sounded like a very good plan, and I told them so. 
 
    They didn’t invite us along, which I understood completely. 
 
    Like me and Steph, Jamie and Alex hadn’t put too much thought beyond just getting home to their families, so it sounded like the Durants were a couple steps ahead of the rest of us. 
 
    After everyone had dug in, Jamie and Alex started giving me a good-natured ribbing over my fighting abilities. “So, Alex, it looks like the big guy here is all show and no go,” Jamie said to his brother between bites. 
 
    Alex nodded as he chewed on his bite of burger. “Yep,” he said out of the corner of his mouth, nodding sagely. “I’ve seen it a million times. The bigger they are, the harder they fall. ‘Sound and fury, signifying nothing,’ I guess,” he quoted. 
 
    I laughed, spitting out a mouthful of hamburger. My combat prowess and literary background aside, that quote had special meaning to me, since that was how my quiet dad had always heckled my verbose mom (at least, he had after a few drinks). 
 
    “Macbeth references notwithstanding,” I said, taking a sip from my water, “I feel bad for jumping that guy. That’s not like me at all.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” chimed in Stephanie with a grin. “I think that’s the first time I’ve seen you lose your cool since before we were married.” 
 
    I gazed around the food court area we were in. I was guessing there were three or four dozen passengers scattered about eating an assortment of meals.  I saw the Chinese food place seemed to be doing a good business and decided if we were still here tomorrow for lunch, that would be my first choice, and the pizza place across from us would be my second choice. 
 
    There were several guards stationed about, and none were wearing the respirator masks present during our initial landing and quarantine. I guess they figured since these guys were still healthy and. from what we had been told, we likely weren’t a health risk. The guards were all armed, but they didn’t seem to be on a very high alert level, since their rifles were all slung forgotten at their sides as they sat and chatted. 
 
    After we all had finished eating, I pulled my little red Swiss Army knife from my pocket. I had gotten this knife from my dad when I was a Boy Scout and had carried it ever since. During the flight, of course, I couldn’t have it with me (although what kind of damage anyone could do with a blade that small, I had no idea), but it had been in my checked luggage. I had dug it out once we got our luggage and put it where it belonged, in my front pocket. I pulled out the plastic toothpick that came tucked into the handle and started cleaning my teeth. I could see Steph’s jaw clench as she pretended to ignore my bad manners. I couldn’t help it, I knew picking my teeth at the table was a bad habit, but one I had never been able to kick. 
 
    Speaking of bad habits, Seth and Michelle leaned back from the table and both simultaneously pulled out cigarettes and lit up. We all looked at them, somewhat aghast. I had seen people smoking at the end of the jetway overlooking the tarmac near our sleeping area, one of the soldiers had unlocked and propped open the boarding gate door for them, but this was the first I had seen anyone light up inside a building in, well, years I guessed. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Seth. “Old habits die hard.” He took a drag, relishing the process, exhaling slowly. “I’m thinking in light of what’s going on, a couple of cigs worth of second-hand smoke is the least of everyone’s worries.” 
 
    After a second, I started laughing, and the others joined in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Day 3 - early AM 
 
      
 
    The second night of our quarantine, I awoke in darkness, and it took a moment for me to recall where I was and the situation we were all in. I had always been a heavy sleeper, something Stephanie had always taken delight in teasing me about. When the kids were babies, and I would sleep through them waking up crying in the night needing a diaper change or a feeding, she used to say that she was sure I was faking being asleep so she would have to get up and take care of them. I always figured she was only half-joking. At best. 
 
    I lay still for a moment, listening to the big quiet room around me, and wondered what had awakened me. 
 
    I could hear the sounds of the hundreds of other people in the room, all sleeping. Many people were snoring, some breathing heavily, some quietly. 
 
    Falling asleep had not been easy. As everyone settled in to bed, the reality of where we were weighed heavily on me and I’m sure on the others around me. Outside of this room, outside of this airport, tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of people were dead and dying; dying ugly from what we had been told. Lying there on a comfortable cot, warm under my blanket, I felt the guilt of survival, the guilt felt by anyone who walked away from a situation that claimed the lives of others. 
 
    Man’s ability to commit atrocity against his fellow man had never surprised me, but then I had never witnessed it personally and certainly not on this scale. In the quiet of the room, I had fallen asleep to the sad lullaby of others crying themselves to sleep, just as I was. 
 
    The lights, which had flickered a few times throughout the evening, had gone out for good around eight o’clock, and hadn’t come back on. No-one seemed too concerned, since during his speech Captain Harrison had warned us that the power supply would be intermittent at best. The guards had set up some temporary lighting around the room to help us get settled in to sleep, but those were off now. 
 
    I threw off my army-supplied wool blanket and sat up, rubbing my eyes. I stood and, with the light provided from the lantern where the sole guard watching over us was stationed, I padded silently through the gloom towards bathroom down the hall. I nodded to the guard as I walked by, and he nodded back, distracted; I could just barely hear the music from the headphones he had jammed into his ears. I grinned in the darkness as I made my way past him, recognizing the song from one my daughter had worn out over the summer. I would never have guessed that a big tough soldier would be a Belieber. 
 
    The bathroom was pitch black, except for a couple chemical glow-sticks that had been placed on the countertop. Their light was enough for me to do my business, and at least there was still enough water pressure to flush, wash my hands and take a small drink. 
 
    As I walked out of the bathroom back to the sleeping area, I passed the guard on his way in, and nodded at him again. Before I had taken more than a dozen steps, I heard him blow his nose. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks, cold. I now knew what had awakened me. 
 
    In the quiet darkness of the bathroom, I heard him sneeze. 
 
    I froze. I didn’t know what to do. Normally a sneeze from a stranger would warrant a “bless you” and a nod and off you go. Today, however, things had changed substantially. Everything they had told us today was ringing through my head as the echo of the guard’s sneeze disappeared. 
 
    Another muffled sneeze followed by a string of coughs in the darkness of the bathroom prompted me to start moving again. I walked quickly back to where the others were sleeping, looking around to see if there were another guard I could notify. There was no-one. 
 
    I walked back towards the bathrooms, thinking there must be another guard past the bathrooms to keep us from wandering off. They would know what to do. 
 
    As I came abreast of the entrance to the bathrooms, the guard walked out, wiping his nose with a tissue. Looking at me, despite the darkness he could easily see the alarm on my face. I could see the wheels turning behind his eyes, and I wasn’t happy about the decision he settled on. 
 
    He lunged forward and pushed me hard up against the wall, whispering to me through gritted teeth to be quiet, to not raise an alarm. As I opened my mouth to shout for help, his one hand came up to grasp me around my throat, cutting off my air. His red panicked eyes stared into mine, desperate and helpless. 
 
    Suddenly he twisted and all I saw was ceiling and then floor as his hip drove into mine and his spin threw me ass over teakettle. He landed on top of me, his hands twisted in my t-shirt. With his hand no longer squeezing my throat my vision cleared, and I took a deep breath; I was about to yell when I felt his fists smashing into my face. My already-bruised nose and lips did not appreciate the repeat attention. 
 
    Without thinking, I took a cue from my paranoid friend from this afternoon and twisted my shoulders while throwing my arm across my body and smashed my elbow into his face. Twice. 
 
    Apparently when someone with some mass and a bit of muscle behind them does that, it’s more effective than when a paranoid nutcase that walks around at a buck-fifty does it. The guard’s nose exploded like an overripe tomato, and he pulled both hands up to his face, crying out in pain. 
 
    I took advantage and instinctively threw my hips up, throwing him off me. I twisted and climbed up to my feet, charging towards him. He was just starting to get to his feet, both hands held to his face, and I grasped out with both hands, seizing him by his short hair, and drove my knee into his face. His head snapped back, and his body followed, collapsing onto the ground. 
 
    I scrambled forward and grabbed at his pistol at his belt. Yanking it free from its holder I stepped back, panting. Adrenaline flooded my system, and my hands were shaking uncontrollably. This was the first time I had ever held a pistol, and I was pointing it at another human being. 
 
    I was seriously freaking out. 
 
    “Help!” I cried, my voice cracking. “Help me!” After a moment’s hesitation, I pointed the gun in the air and squeezed the trigger twice, the blasts echoing down the hallway. Well that should do it, I thought to myself frantically. 
 
    Within moments, alerted by the gunfire, three guards armed with rifles and flashlights and seemingly ready for anything came down the hallway at a brisk walk, one with his rifle facing ahead and the other two swiveling and checking doorways as they passed them. As they neared me, the one in front shouted at me to drop the weapon and to get down on the ground. I tossed the pistol on the ground, stepped back and raised my hands, stammering a confused explanation as to what had happened. 
 
    Before I could react, I was face down on the ground, a knee in my back, and my lips being smashed against the cold tile floor. “Son of a bitch,” I managed to groan as my hands were pulled behind me and secured by plastic cuffs. 
 
    With me secured, one of the other army guys had turned his attention to the injured guard. 
 
    Despite my shouted warnings, he approached the man on the ground. The injured guard was holding his hands to his face, blood running between his fingers and down his arm. Offering his help, the new guy set his rifle down on the ground beside him and leaned in trying to see the extent of the guard’s injuries. 
 
    The downed guard threw his head back and sneezed through his hands. Blood and snot sprayed out in a frothy red mess, covering the guy trying to help. 
 
    The reaction of the other two army guys was galvanic. The guy on top of me spun and jumped back several feet, his weapon now pointed at the two guards on the floor covered in blood and mucus. He and the other guard with the rifle both stepped well back and shouted instructions to their two comrades to stay down. The guard who had been trying to help stared at them in shock, his face spattered with bloody foam. 
 
    By this point, the hallway had started to fill with passengers awakened by the noise and coming to see what was happening. 
 
    One of the guards turned and instructed everyone to stand back and keep their distance. The other armed guard grabbed his radio with his free hand and called for assistance while keeping his weapon trained on the two guards on the floor. 
 
    “Command, checkpoint Delta is condition Red, repeat, Delta is Red. Immediate clean-up required at checkpoint Delta, we have two exposures, repeat two confirmed exposures at Delta. Confirm, over?” I could hear near panic in his voice. 
 
    His radio immediately crackled, a calm, authoritarian voice replied. “Confirmed two exposures at Delta. Clean-up team is en route to you now. Confirm status of exposures?” 
 
    “Two of ours, Command, but we have a heavy civilian presence, over, including one possible civilian exposure.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that, seeing that I was the possible civilian exposure. 
 
    “Copy, Delta. Control the situation, clean-up ETA is five minutes. Command out.” 
 
    “Copy, Command, five minutes. Delta out.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The clean-up crew turned out to be eight people in full biohazard gear including full-face respirators driving three of those large-sized golf carts you would often see driving around in airports ferrying passengers between flights. They came zipping down the hallway with high-intensity lights shining in all directions. Both carts were pulling trailers that I’m guessing originally had been used to carry luggage but looked to have been quickly re-purposed to serve as mobile quarantine cells, complete with clear plastic walls and floors and a zippered door. All the crew were armed with automatic pistols at their hips, and two of them were carrying rifles. 
 
    By this point the far end of the hallway was packed with all my fellow passengers. I doubted anyone remained asleep after the commotion. I didn’t see Stephanie in the crowd, but I was sure she would be in there, concerned with my absence. The clean-up crew had brought a free-standing barricade that they had stretched across the hallway to keep everyone at a safe distance. 
 
    The crew all moved with intimidating speed and efficiency. Both exposed guards were quickly disarmed and placed into one of the quarantine cells while the floor and walls around them were mopped with some cleanser that stank heavily of chlorine bleach. The two unexposed guards who had responded to my gunshots were also disarmed and assisted into the second cell, despite their protests. I groaned as I realized the third cell was for me. 
 
    Today was not turning out to be my day. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Alone in my sad little plastic room, I looked at Captain Harrison where he sat at a portable desk just a handful of feet away from me; he was reading the report in front of him. Dr. Lam stood beside and slightly behind him, occasionally glancing up at me while her commanding officer read the papers in front of him. He did not have a smile on his face, and he did not look happy. Neither did Dr. Lam. Neither, I’m sure, did I. 
 
    He looked up at my poor bruised face. 
 
    “It seems you have a knack for finding trouble, Mr. Hayes,” he said, closing the file in front of him and sliding it to the side. 
 
    I shrugged, not sure how to reply. “Not usually,” I said, “but at the moment, you certainly seem to be not wrong.” 
 
    I had been brought by golf-cart-caravan to an unfamiliar area of the airport. I believe its original purpose was that of an airplane hangar; it was hundreds of feet across and at least as many feet wide, with a ceiling at least sixty or more feet high, and it looked very industrial. Lit by dozens of bright lights standing on pedestals powered by a generator I could hear running off in the distance, it appeared to be a hastily-constructed quarantine and medical zone. Unlike the quarantine area we had been confined to, where we were out in the open but isolated, here there were several clear plastic “rooms”. Each room, my own included, was connected to what looked like corrugated clothes-dryer vent hoses, all snaking along the ground through a complicated series of connections; the hoses appeared to eventually go outside. There was a slight amount of vacuum pressure at the hoses, as my little plastic room seemed to be slightly sucking in on itself. I assumed this was to create just enough negative air pressure to prevent any air from my room escaping into the common area beyond my plastic walls. 
 
    There were a disturbing number of rooms in this area, and almost all of them appeared to be occupied. 
 
    As I watched, more chambers were being hastily constructed from rolls of clear plastic sheeting, snap-together PVC framing, and duct tape. I kid you not. Duct tape. 
 
    “Dr. Lam seems to believe that you represent a minimal risk of infection given your limited exposure to the infected guards, and that you in all likelihood were never exposed to the initial contracting agent due to your trip overseas. I’m told we’re still weeks away from developing any form of conclusive testing for the presence of this contracting agent, so for the time being we’re relying on the timeline of release the CDC has worked up for us.” 
 
    “For the time being, however,” he continued, leaning backwards in his chair, “I don’t feel we can risk returning you to the general population of your fellow passengers.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, and he silenced me with a raised hand before I had even spoken a word. I didn’t like that I complied, but he had that type of physical presence that made you want to do as he expected; I supposed that was some intrinsic quality needed for a military command. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mr. Hayes; from what we’ve been told, another eight or ten hours should be sufficient to eliminate you as a potential contagion carrier. I’m sure you haven’t had much sleep yet tonight, so I can have Dr. Lam here give you something to help you sleep. If you’re still asymptomatic a few hours after lunch, which I expect will be the case, we’ll be happy to escort you back to your wife and friends.” 
 
    I nodded, and thanked him for his personal attention, telling him I would be very happy to be back with my wife. I looked at the room around us, at the hundreds of people sitting dejectedly in their isolation units, almost all of them wearing military fatigues; some were wearing medical scrubs. Other than me, I didn’t see anyone in isolation wearing civilian clothing. In the short time I had been in here, I had seen dozens of people start to show serious cold symptoms such as coughing and sneezing. When they did, each of them were individually removed from their room by a team wearing biohazard suits and taken elsewhere, and just as quickly others were brought into fill their empty chambers. On more than a few occasions, the sick passengers being transferred did not go gently. 
 
    “Sir, how long do you expect until we’ll be allowed to continue on our way back home?” I asked. 
 
    He sighed, closed his eyes, and rubbed his weathered face with both hands. Something in this action conveyed a feeling of immense weariness, and I was suddenly very, very glad that I wasn’t in his shoes. 
 
    “We haven’t made a public announcement yet,” he began, pushing his seat back and standing from behind the table while turning to look at the hectic traffic of the room around him, “but I believe our strategic position here is becoming unsustainable.” 
 
    Despite being a lifelong civilian, I think I knew exactly what he meant by that. Whatever battle they were waging here, they were losing. What I had seen in the last couple of hours had prepared me for this but hearing him say it out loud still hit me hard. 
 
    “My expectation is that within forty-eight hours there won’t be enough healthy resources here to continue this operation. And I’m afraid even that might be an overly-optimistic estimate.” 
 
    He turned to me, a grim smile on his face. 
 
    “What I’m saying, Mr. Hayes, is that very soon I think you’ll be free to go and do as you choose, since none of us will be here to stop you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Day 3 
 
      
 
    “Slow down babe, please,” Stephanie said in a near panic. It was the first time she had called me babe, one of her pet names for me, since that morning in the cafe in Paris almost a week ago. 
 
    I had my suitcase open on my cot and was going through it, culling anything that I didn’t think we were going to need on our journey home. 
 
    Thirty minutes ago, Dr. Lam had come to my quarantine chamber and had unzipped my door, my uneaten lunch still sitting on the tray just inside. Unlike in the past, she was alone, there were no soldiers accompanying her. 
 
    I had been stunned to see she had a runny nose. 
 
    “I think Captain Harrison’s forty-eight-hour estimate is proving to have been drastically underestimating the situation,” she said to me with a shrug as she saw me pause. 
 
    I hadn’t known what to say. In the short time I had known her and the few interactions we’d had, I think I had grown somewhat attached to this young woman and her easy bedside manner. The thought that, within a matter of a day or two, she would likely be dead in a pool of her own mucus staggered me, literally. I had to sit back down on my cot, my head swimming trying to come to grips with this new reality. 
 
    “So, it’s that bad?” I asked after a moment. For the last few hours, unable to sleep, I had watched as time and time again people had been removed from their quarantine chamber as they began to present symptoms. In the last hour I counted almost a hundred people taken away. 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” she replied. She took a deep breath and looked at me with that small smile I had really come to like. “The good news is,” she continued, “we still haven’t had anyone from the several groups who were abroad at the time of initial distribution present as symptomatic, so I think I can safely pronounce you healthy.” 
 
    I sat for a moment, trying to get my head around it all. 
 
    “It isn’t just tens of thousands, is it?” I asked, quietly. 
 
    She looked at me steadily. After a moment, she shook her head. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” she said. I sat, waiting, my eyes closed, dreading what she would say next. 
 
    “It’s millions. Maybe tens of millions. Maybe more.” Her voice caught at that last. I heard her sniffle, and I didn’t think it was from the cold. 
 
    Without saying anything, I reached out and took her hand. She held on tightly. The enormity of what was happening was beyond me, so instead I just shared a moment of humanity with someone I had come to care about in a very short time. 
 
    After a moment she pulled her hand back and wiped at her eyes. She turned to look at me, her eyes sad and soulful, but her gaze intent and solid. This was one strong woman. 
 
    “I hope you get home to your children,” she said, “I really do. I’ve seen so many of my friends and colleagues die over the last two days, I’d like to think that at the very least someone will have a happy ending from all this.” 
 
    I smiled and thanked her sincerely, having a hard time keeping my eyes from tearing up. I didn’t think there would be any happy endings for anyone; I didn’t say it, but I think she saw it in my eyes. 
 
    She waved down a soldier and had him drive me back to the other passengers in one of their golf carts. I thanked him as he let me off and watched him drive away. Looking at the back of his head as he drove away, I heard him sneeze. 
 
    I walked quickly back to my cot and grabbed my luggage. 
 
    “Babe, please,” Stephanie repeated. 
 
    I stopped for a second, looking around us. There weren’t that many people nearby, I was guessing since it was early afternoon most people were gathered at the food court. A few people had seen my return but they gave me a wide berth. I expected the events of the last twenty-four hours had given me a degree of notoriety amongst my fellow passengers, and I’m sure my split lips and black eyes didn’t help. 
 
    “Listen, Steph,” I said quietly, “things are a lot worse than we’ve been told, and things are going to get very intense very soon.” 
 
    I gave her a quick summary of my last few hours, and when I told her the extent of the severity of what has happening out there, she put her hand to her mouth and sat down on her cot as though the strength had gone out of her legs. Like me, she just couldn’t process what it meant, but also like me, she keyed immediately on what really mattered to us. 
 
    “The kids,” she said quietly. I nodded grimly. 
 
    “This doesn’t change anything,” I said, not believing it but saying it with conviction anyway. 
 
    “In a very short while we’re either going to be let go, or there won’t be enough guards to make a difference either way. These people here, there’s nothing we can do for them, and there’s certainly nothing they can do for us. When that happens, I want to have you and me, and maybe those two brothers, ready to move. We’re going in the same direction, they seem like decent kids, and I think it will help to have extra hands and eyes where we’re going.” She nodded, understanding where I was going with this. 
 
    “It’s not just our group here, there are five or six groups like ours in total, and that’s over a thousand people. I don’t know how everyone is going to react when Captain Harrison cuts us all loose, but if I know anything about human nature it’s that we’re unpredictable. And in a situation like this, that can be very bad. I want to be ready to get gone and get away from any big crowds.” 
 
    After a few moments of discussing our options, Steph was on the same page as me. I left her to go through her luggage and trim the fat while I walked quickly to the food court to find Jamie and Alex. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Alex and his brother were joking with each other, a plate of reheated Chinese food in front of each of them. Jamie was stabbing his brother with his chopsticks when I came up to their table. 
 
    “Listen guys,” I started. 
 
    “Hey, it’s the Terminator!” cried Jamie, a big smile on his face. “Or better yet, it’s Mr. Timex, takes a licking and keeps on ticking!” He looked at my bruised face, losing a bit of his smile. “Man, I’d hate to see the other guy!” 
 
    “By now I think the other guy is likely dead,” I said deadpan. That took the wind out of their sails. 
 
    I pulled up a chair to their table, making sure no-one was listening to us, and I brought them up to speed. 
 
    They were surprisingly quick to absorb it all. Ah, the resiliency of youth. 
 
    “Gotcha,” said Alex. “So, we need to be ready to move and move quickly, is what you’re telling us.” 
 
    I nodded grimly. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “Right now, Steph is going through our luggage and making us as mobile as possible, you should both do the same but try and be inconspicuous. Lose the luxuries. Take only what you think you’ll need over the next few days. My plan is when the doors open, or however it happens, we need to be ready. There are dozens of car rental places downstairs. If the guard situation is as thin as I think it is, I’m going to try to get down there now and see if I can find some keys; that will save us some time later. I think some car rental places are on-site and some you have to take a shuttle to get to the cars. Do either of you know which is which?” 
 
    They both shook their heads no. 
 
    Dammit, I thought. Well maybe I could figure out which is which, assuming I could get down there at all. 
 
    “What about everyone else?” asked Alex, looking around the room at the other people, sitting and eating and chatting. 
 
    “I don’t know, buddy, I really don’t,” I said seriously, “I’m not trying to be insensitive, but everyone is going to have to look after themselves. That includes us. I have a feeling that shit is about to get very real here, and I want to be perfectly clear about something: I’m not going to let anything stop me from getting back to my kids.” I saw he heard me, but I wanted to make sure he really heard me. “Anything,” I emphasized, grabbing him by the arm. 
 
    He nodded, and I could see that he got it. 
 
    We agreed to meet back in our common area in thirty minutes, and I went to see if I could track us down some wheels. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I came around the corner into our sleeping area and saw Steph, Jamie and Alex all sitting together on their cots. They looked up at me hopefully, but I shook my head. 
 
    “No keys,” I said, “but I did have some luck.” 
 
    I had gotten past the guards easily since several of the stations were empty, and those that were manned didn’t seem too intent on stopping me. I had made my way down to the lower level where the baggage claim area was, right behind which were the car rental desks. I searched several but none of them had any keys, so I assumed all the key and vehicle storage would likely be somewhere in a parkade nearby, or if we were unlucky, off-site blocks away. I did, however, grab some maps of the Toronto area and southern Ontario, as well as one larger fold-out map of Canada. Once we secured transportation and were on the highway, I didn’t think we’d have too much trouble finding our way home; just hit the TransCanada and follow the sunset. 
 
    Also on the plus side, I had found where they had the big golf carts stored, and they all had the keys in them. None of them were plugged in, since there was no power at the moment; I knew they wouldn’t get us far, but it would be better than running, and if we were lucky, they might have enough juice to get us to the rental depots. For some reason, I didn’t think we could count on a courtesy shuttle anymore. 
 
    I looked at Steph’s feet and saw two new backpacks. They both still had their price tags on them, but they looked like they were stuffed to the gills. I looked around and didn’t see our luggage anywhere, and eventually put two plus two together. 
 
    “I was ready to talk my way past the guard at the end of the hall,” she said, nodding back in the direction I had just come from, “I was going to tell him I needed to get to the pharmacy to find some, you know, feminine products, but he really didn’t seem too interested.” She said she had recalled seeing on the way here a luggage place along the line of stores lining the hallway, not far from where we were now. Once past the guard, she popped into the luggage store and found two sturdy backpacks to replace our awkward roller suitcases. I had walked right past the luggage store but the thought of grabbing more portable gear hadn’t even crossed my mind. 
 
    “Jamie and Alex with their backpacks gave me the idea,” she said. “If we wind up thumbing our way home, these will be better than big heavy bags. If those backpacks would get these boys across France and back, I figure these would at least get us back to Regina.” 
 
    She held up a plastic shopping bag. “I also stopped at one of those grocery kiosks and grabbed some sandwiches and a handful of granola bars.” 
 
    “Smart,” I said, congratulating her on her thinking. I picked up one of the backpacks and saw that she even had water bottles in the outside pockets of both bags. I nodded my approval. I was mentally kicking myself for not going on a bit of a shopping spree at any of the stores I had passed; I was sure there would have been gear there that would have helped us. Maybe if we got lucky, we could have another look on our way out of here. 
 
    I looked down the hallway to where the guard station was. It was deserted. 
 
    “I think we can likely split any time we want to,” I said. “It doesn’t look much like anyone is going to be that interested in stopping us.” I looked at my watch. It was just after three o’clock in the afternoon. The day was slipping away from us, and I didn’t know if we wanted to be out in the city on foot in the dark. We didn’t know what it was like out there, but from what we had seen and heard, I expected things could be very bad. 
 
    “What about Seth and Michelle?” asked Stephanie. “Should we maybe all try to get out of here together?” 
 
    I had considered that. Personally, although I had been to Toronto many times on connecting flights, I had never been outside of the airport. I didn’t know the city at all. The twins had been here a couple of times with their family, but it had been a few years ago and they weren’t much more knowledgeable than me. It would be handy having someone who knew the city to help us navigate, and we could help them get home. Safety in numbers, and all that; it would be sort of a win-win. 
 
    We had the maps I had grabbed from the car rental kiosk. Despite having no cell phone service, I knew the GPS systems in our smartphones would still be operating. There would be no online mapping, since those require data service, but the compass and location services would still work, so that along with the paper maps, I knew we wouldn’t get lost. 
 
    But locals would know which areas of the city would be best to avoid, how to get around traffic congestion quickly, and more. Their route to Muskoka would take them straight north. If I had my geography right, and if we wanted to take the Canadian route home and avoid crossing into the US (which, all things considered, I thought would be wise), we would follow the exact same route. 
 
    We discussed all of this and decided we should track them down and pitch the idea of travelling together to get out of the city, for the first bit anyway. I figured the worst they could do was tell us to piss off. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    “Piss off,” snapped Michelle. I stared at her angrily. I could feel my face getting red as my blood pressure was climbing. 
 
    Seth turned to her, making a shushing motion with his hands. This earned him a glare of truly epic proportions. 
 
    “Michelle, calm down,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Listen, Seth,” I leaned in and repeated for at least the third time, ignoring the blistering glare coming from his wife, “this makes sense for everyone.” 
 
    He turned from his wife and looked at me, his face serious. 
 
    “I understand what you’re saying, Kevin,” he said, “but I also know where my wife is coming from. Listen, you all seem like good people, and we wish you the best in getting home to your families, but I’m not sure us all grouping together is a good idea.” 
 
    I tried to keep my cool, knowing that losing my temper here would achieve nothing. I looked around the food court, noticing hardly any guards present. Some of the passengers were behind the grill in one of the restaurants cooking their own food. 
 
    “There’s no downside here, Seth,” I said quietly, keeping my hands down at the table, trying to be as non-aggressive as possible. “You and Michelle need to get home, get packed and get gone; you can do that easier with some extra hands. We don’t know what things are like out there, and if you run into trouble, having people at your back can never hurt.” 
 
    I thought that maybe he was open to the idea, but he didn’t know how to bring his wife on board. I turned to Michelle, hoping to get through to her. 
 
    “Listen, Michelle, if you run into a traffic blockage, what are you going to do? No offense, but Seth here isn’t going to be able to push a stalled truck out of the way if you get blocked in. With the four of us along to help, everyone stands a better chance of getting out of this.” 
 
    “And the four of you have a better chance of robbing us blind once we get to our house, right?” she asked, standing her ground. 
 
    I was at a loss. As soon as I had brought up the idea of us leaving here and getting out of town as a group, I could almost see her gates slam shut. I didn’t know where this was coming from, but it was becoming clear that we weren’t going to be able to convince her that this was good for everyone. 
 
    I threw my hands up, my temper finally getting the better of me. 
 
    “All right, fine, you win. Have it your way,” I snarled. I pushed my chair back from the table and stood up. 
 
    “Kevin, wait,” Steph started, trying to get me to calm down. 
 
    “No, screw it,” I said. “You know what? I figured you needed us at least as much as we needed you, but if you want to be idiots about this, then fine, you’re on your own.” I looked at Steph and the twins. 
 
    “All we did here was waste the last thirty minutes trying to reason with these morons. They deserve whatever they get outside these walls. We don’t need them, we’ll get home fine.” 
 
    I turned and stomped out of the food court, my heart pounding in my ears. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I was lying on my cot, staring at the ceiling. I had a map of the Greater Toronto Area open beside me and had drawn with a pencil what looked like the most direct route north. From the most basic figuring I was able to do without a ruler, we were looking at around twenty-five or twenty-six-hundred kilometers to get home. It looked like going south around the Great Lakes through Detroit and Chicago would likely be a bit shorter distance, but I really didn’t want to risk trying to cross the border. Plus, the northern route would take us through much less-populated areas, which I reasoned would be safer. 
 
    If we left at first light tomorrow, with four of us taking turns driving straight through, we could possibly be home by the next day, at the earliest. Assuming we didn’t run into any major delays. Assuming we were able to find gas along the way. Assuming we found a car with keys in it. Assuming we made it out of the airport without getting arrested. Or shot. 
 
    I looked back down at the map sitting on the cot beside me. I looked like a very long way. 
 
    I sat up and pushed the map aside, putting my head in my hands. I really didn’t feel prepared for any of this. I was a bookworm for God’s sake, and an out-of-shape one at that. But I also knew that Stephanie wasn’t going to be able to do this on her own, and, despite what had happened over the last week, I knew it wasn’t in me to abandon her. My kids needed their mother every bit as much as she needed me. Everything else was just chatter and noise. 
 
    I heard Stephanie walk up and sit down heavily onto her cot beside me. 
 
    I looked up at her. She looked like I felt. She looked tired. 
 
    After a moment, I realized she was crying quietly, silent tears tracing tracks down her cheeks. I just didn’t have it in me to try to make her feel better, so I just sat there. Finally, she sniffed and wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand. She pushed her hair back from her face and tucked it behind her ears. 
 
    “It’s going to start getting dark soon,” she said. She looked out past the wall of windows at the unmoving airplanes outside and sounded more together than she looked. “Jamie and Alex said they were coming right behind me, all of us should try to get to sleep early so we can get going first thing in the morning.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, I just looked out the window at the long shadows stretching away from us. She looked back towards the food court, her mouth set in a tight line. I knew that look well, I had seen it pointed at me enough times. 
 
    “Screw them,” she said, angrily. I knew who she was talking about. “You were right back there, we don’t need them. Assholes.” I smiled slightly. Despite recent events bringing my temper much closer to the surface, Steph had always had a hot streak. Next to her fantastic caboose, it’s one of the things about her that had always most attracted me. I guess that’s why we balanced out, or rather I guess we used to balance out. 
 
    Suddenly from down the hallway towards the guard’s stations I heard several voices shouting, followed by a very loud “pop pop pop”, and I went cold. That was gunfire. 
 
    We could hear more shouting, and then more shots ringing out. 
 
    That’s it, I thought to myself, it was time for us to clear out of here. I told Steph to grab her pack, I threw mine across my back and grabbed Jamie’s and Alex’s, and we ran back towards to food court to find the boys. 
 
    We met them halfway, they were running back to the sleeping area. 
 
    “Where’s the shooting?” asked Alex. Jamie was right behind him. I handed each of them their backpacks. 
 
    “It sounds like it’s coming from back towards the guard stations,” I said. I didn’t have to say that was the direction we had planned to go to get out of here. 
 
    “Do either of you know another way down to the exit?” I asked. My forays with the guards, first into the pokey then into the quarantine, hadn’t taken me anywhere near the main floor area opening to the outside; the only route I knew was back in the direction the shooting came from. 
 
    More shots echoed down the hallway. Jesus, I thought, what the hell is going on back there? 
 
    “Screw it,” I said, “sometimes the best course of action is the direct one.” 
 
    Steph and the boys looked at me, questioning, then fell in behind me as I ran towards the closest boarding gate I could see. 
 
    The door was latched, but it didn’t seem that solid. 
 
    “Outside is right through here,” I said, shaking the door. It rattled and shifted easily. Yep, we were getting out of here right now. 
 
    I stepped back, then took a half step forward and kicked out, planting my foot hard in the middle of the door. The door boomed and rattled but didn’t come even close to opening. I hit it again; nothing. Then I noticed that the door hinged inwards towards us. Shit. 
 
    Then the light bulb came on. Stephanie had the same thought, she looked at me and already started running back to our sleeping area. 
 
    “The smoking area!” I called behind me to the boys. It took them about three seconds to outpace me and catch up to Stephanie as all four of us ran back to the boarding gate door that had been opened to allow people access to the jetway to smoke outside. 
 
    The sound of gunfire was getting more intense, but so far it still sounded like it was quite a way down the hall. People were milling about the sleeping area in alarm. I could see others hastily gathering their items, likely with the same idea we had. 
 
    We ran to the gate, still propped open with a chrome waste bin. I held the door open for Steph and the boys, then we all ran down the sloped jetway. You could smell old cigarette smoke in the air, and at the end we found an overflowing ashtray. 
 
    I looked down. It looked like the opening was ten or eleven feet in the air. Without speaking, I nodded to the boys and shrugged off my pack, dropping it by their feet. I sat down on the edge of the jetway, my feet dangling, then rolled over onto my stomach, and shuffled out. Grasping the edge, I stretched out, lowering myself, then gritting my teeth, I let go and dropped heavily to the ground. I swore to myself I had eaten my last double-cheeseburger; salads from now on for this big boy. 
 
    I stepped back and Jamie threw my pack to me. I caught it and set it aside, motioning for the rest of the packs. 
 
    Stephanie mirrored my actions, but with far more grace than I had managed, and was followed by the twins who displayed an infuriating level of natural, youthful athleticism. In no time we were all standing on hard asphalt. Alex ran quickly over to an open truck sitting nearby with an empty luggage train behind it. He looked inside, then back at me with a smile and two thumbs up. Bingo. 
 
    I jumped up behind the wheel and started the engine while Stephanie and the boys climbed onto the luggage trolley. Checking to make sure everyone was holding tight, I started to pull away. 
 
    “Kevin, Stephanie, wait!” I heard from behind us. I looked back to see Seth and Michelle standing at the end of the jetway, waving for help. As I’m sure you can guess, I didn’t stop, and before I turned back to watch where I was driving, I saw Stephanie look back and flip them the bird. 
 
    I smiled. That’s my girl. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Day 3 
 
      
 
    Once out on the tarmac, it took us a while of driving around to figure out how to get out of the secured area. The truck we were driving had a top speed equal to a brisk trot, so it took some time to cover ground. Several times we ran into dead ends or areas that were gated preventing access. At one point we came around a corner to an area where there were dozens of military trucks scattered about, large and small. We didn’t see any activity at the moment, and we briefly debated maybe trying to see if we could find a weapon, but finally decided it wasn’t worth the risk. We could still hear the sporadic sound of gunfire and I didn’t want to take the chance. 
 
    Finally, after driving for a few more minutes, we came around the corner of a building and saw what looked like a public or employee parking area on the other side of a closed gate. 
 
    I braked and came to a full stop, and after a moment I shut off the engine. Sitting still as we listened to the truck’s engine ticking as it cooled, I became very aware of the silence around us. The shadows were long, the sun getting low in the sky behind us. 
 
    I consulted my map and guessed on the other side of the sea of airport roads and ramps, past the hotels and commercial buildings to the north and east of us, was Highway Four-Twenty-Seven, with the city proper beyond that. 
 
    The roads were all bare. 
 
    Across where the hotels and malls were, nothing was moving. 
 
    Further off to the east, we could see a few plumes of black, thick smoke rising into the air. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I whispered. “It can’t be everywhere, not this fast.” No one had any answer to that. 
 
    Finally, I climbed out from behind the wheel and approached the gate. It looked like it likely had an electronic lock operated with a keycard or some kind of remote sensor, but with the power out I was hoping it would be unlocked. I didn’t like our chances if it turned out we had to ram through the gate or fence with this truck; I had visions of me winding up impaled on a broken steel fencepost. 
 
    I grabbed the gate and gave it a pull. Nothing. I waved the boys over and had them lean into it. I let out a sigh of relief as the heavy gate slowly started to roll back. We pushed until the opening was wide enough for us to fit the truck through. 
 
    We followed the signs on the roads and made our way to the Arrivals area of the airport. Here too were some military vehicles parked near the doors, but no people. Parking the airport trolley beside a jeep with a flat olive-green paint job, we grabbed our packs and climbed out. Before we abandoned the truck, I dug around behind the seat and found a tire iron, which I took with us. 
 
    We walked along slowly, following the signs directing us to the car rental stations located in the multi-storey parkade across from the terminal, our footsteps echoing eerily in the silence. The first rental kiosk we came to looked like it was securely locked down, with mesh metal screens across all the windows. I figured eventually we might be able to get in there using the tire iron to pry with, but we decided we’d check the other kiosks first to see if any of them looked like easier pickings. 
 
    After a couple more stops, we got lucky. There was a car rental kiosk that looked closed up, but not locked down. I walked up and tried the door, and found it unlocked. 
 
    A small bell above the door jingled as I opened it. The small building looked deserted. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. Across from the door was a counter with brochures and maps displayed on it, and behind that was a desk area and a wall-mounted lock box where I hoped we would find keys for the rental cars. Beside the desk was an open door leading to what looked like a staff room. 
 
    I set my pack on the counter, leaned over to look behind it and found a latch that allowed me to lift a hinged section of the counter and get back to the lock box on the wall. 
 
    Once at the lock box, I looked into the staff room, and could see a small bathroom in the corner. A woman lay sprawled on the ground halfway into the bathroom. 
 
    “Shit, Steph give me a hand here,” I said rushing into the room, kneeling beside her. She was laying on her stomach, head to the side, and I’m guessing that’s what saved her. If she had been laying on her back, she would likely have strangled on the mess of phlegm and snot that had poured out of her mouth and nose, pooling on the ground around her head. 
 
    “Oh, dude,” I heard from behind me. “I think I’m gonna puke,” said Jamie. 
 
    “Well go do it somewhere else, man, there’s enough of a mess in here already!” I yelled back at him. 
 
    Grimacing, I leaned my head in near the woman’s mouth. I could hear a shallow gurgling as she struggled to breathe. Her eyes were half-open and rolled back in her head, only sickly-yellowish whites showing. Her eyes had a crusty buildup on the lids (“eye-boogers”, as my kids would say). 
 
    I looked up at Stephanie where she knelt beside me. 
 
    “We have to try to get her some help,” she said. I considered this for a moment, then nodded. The shooting we heard inside near our quarantine area was a long way from the main entrance; I could run back and see if I could find someone. If I saw any signs of violence, I would run back here. 
 
    “I’ll be quick,” I said. I stood and grabbed a jacket from where it hung across the back of a chair, likely hers. I folded it and set it under her head. 
 
    “Stay here and make sure you keep her head turned to the side so she doesn’t choke, I’ll run down to the Arrivals gate and see if I can find a guard.” I turned to look at Alex where he stood in the staff room. He looked green but not as bad as his brother who was outside barfing on the side of the kiosk. 
 
    “You guys go through the keys here and see if you can find a vehicle, preferably a minivan or even better an SUV. Get it started and up here, and make sure it’s full of gas okay? Pack up our gear. I’ll be back as soon as I find someone, then we’re out of here.” He nodded grimly. 
 
    I ran back down the way we had come, and passing the army trucks and our airport trolley, went back into the airport terminal to look for help. 
 
    Just inside of the terminal there was a spot you could see had been set up as a muster point or checkpoint of some kind. There were a few camo backpacks leaning up against the wall near where a table had been set up, along with several chairs. Playing cards lay strewn across the table and floor, the chairs pushed back from the table. One of the chairs had been knocked over. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out, my voice echoing in the large empty room. 
 
    I looked at the backpacks, wondering if I should grab them. Finally, I decided to leave them, thinking I could grab one on my way back through if I wanted. 
 
    I walked past the guard station and continued along walking towards the baggage claim area where I had been only a couple hours before. As I took a step, I kicked something that jingled and went skittering across the floor. I looked down to see empty bullet casings scattered across the floor. Dark red blood spatters were evident in many areas. 
 
    My stomach fluttering in fear, I continued along deeper into the terminal. It wasn’t long before I came across the first of the bodies. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    A green minivan was parked next to the rental kiosk with the doors open, and I could see our packs inside as I ran up. Jamie looked up from behind the counter as he saw me arrive. 
 
    “Any luck?” he asked, looking at the state of my clothes, and surprised at the pistol I had in my hand. 
 
    I shook my head, rushing past him and into the staff room. Alex was sitting at the desk and Stephanie was kneeling on the floor next to the unconscious woman. They both looked at me as I came into the room. 
 
    “Let’s go, we’re leaving right now.” I said urgently 
 
    Stephanie looked up at me, and looked at the gun I was holding, surprised. “What?” she said, confused. “Didn’t you find anyone? We can’t just leave her here like this!” 
 
    “We have to leave her, we have to leave, we have to leave now,” I said in a near panic. “There’s no-one to help, everyone inside is dead.” 
 
    “What? Who’s dead?” She looked at my shirt and pants; I was covered in blood. “Are you hurt? Are you bleeding? All the soldiers…” 
 
    “The blood isn’t mine. All the soldiers I found are dead. All the passengers from our flight that I found are dead, they all look like they were beaten to death, some were torn apart. I mean literally torn to pieces. There’s blood everywhere. I found lots of bodies of people who looked like they had whatever she has,” I panted, pointing at the sick woman on the ground, “and they’d all been shot.” My hands were shaking. Worried I might accidentally pull the trigger, I handed the gun to Alex, who made sure the safety was on and tucked it into his belt. I leaned forward bracing my hands on my thighs, breathing heavily from running. I realized I had blood on my pants and hands from where I had slipped in a pool of it. I explained that many of the bodies dead from gunshots were also soldiers, and they all had been sick. 
 
    “I don’t know what the hell is going on,” I said urgently, “but I know we need to be away from here right now.” 
 
    Stephanie stayed kneeling, the woman’s head in her lap. I could tell she didn’t want to leave the sick woman, and I didn’t know how to make her. 
 
    Stephanie looked down to the woman’s face and saw glazed, rheumy yellow eyes staring back at her with terrifying intensity. 
 
    Suddenly a snarl of animalistic rage ripped from the sick woman’s mouth, mucus spitting out in a spray and she reached up with both hands and grabbed Stephanie by the hair. 
 
    “What...” Stephanie managed to say before she cried out in pain, the woman’s hands tearing at her hair. 
 
    Heaving herself from where she lay prone on the floor, the woman pulled herself up and, with her hands grasped deep in Stephanie’s long brown hair, smashed Steph’s head into the floor. 
 
    I rushed forward and tried to grab the woman around the throat from behind. She snarled and twisted in my grasp. She let go of Steph and turned to attack me. 
 
    Her eyes were blank, empty, glazed over. Instead of trying to save Steph, now I was trying to save myself. She was howling in a blind fury, smashing at my face with her fists. Her breath was pounding at me, her face close to mine, and each breath sprayed green slime out of her mouth and all over me. 
 
    I managed to protect my face from her strikes, and with a desperate shove, I pushed her backwards into the bathroom, smashing her back against the sink and stunning her for long enough for me to step forward and slam the door shut. 
 
    “What the fuck?” shouted Alex, stunned. 
 
    “Alex, grab Steph and get her out of here! You guys get into the van, now!” I shouted. 
 
    He grabbed my wife, helped her up, and they ran out to the minivan, Steph cradling her injured head. 
 
    The bathroom door shook as the woman inside screamed and pounded against it, mindless animal rage trying to get at me. 
 
    I shook my head, trying to clear it, trying to get my bearings. I looked around, there was nothing to brace against the door to hold it shut. The floor was smooth, cold tile, if I braced a chair under the door handle or pushed the table up against the door, it would just slide out of the way. All I could do was make a break for the door and hope I could make it out of here and into the van before this crazy woman got at me. 
 
    From where I was, I couldn’t see outside to the van, I could only hope the three of them were inside the vehicle and ready to move. 
 
    Steadying myself, I took a deep breath, and went for the front door. 
 
    I threw myself through the doorway and leapt over the counter, ran to the minivan where it sat with the driver’s door open and waiting, and climbed inside slamming the door behind me. I wrenched the keys and the engine started right up. 
 
    Panting, my hands shaking, I looked back into the rental office. Over the quiet purr of the engine running, we could hear her screaming and snarling with rage, pounding her hands against the bathroom door. 
 
    “Kevin, what the hell is going on?” cried Steph, her nose bleeding. 
 
    I shook my head. With no answer to give her, I put the van in gear and slowly drove away, leaving behind us the animal sounds of the sick woman stuck in the bathroom; trapped there because in her state of rage she couldn’t think to twist the door handle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Day 3 
 
      
 
    We drove slowly along the 400, headed north towards Sudbury. To my surprise, it hadn’t taken long to leave the city behind, its buildings, strip malls, hotels and car dealerships crowding in on the highway. With no traffic, we made good time getting away from the airport and once across the river and heading northbound, the buildings started to disappear. I could easily have put the pedal down and made better time, but under the circumstances I didn’t trust my reactions; I wanted to be able to stop quickly if we needed to. Also, I had a feeling finding fuel was going to be a bit of an issue, and at the slower speed we were burning much less fuel. I hoped we would be able to siphon gas from cars along the way, but until we were away from the heavily populated cities, I didn’t want to take the chance. 
 
    Aside from some accidents where we could see cars smashed into other vehicles, or sometimes into the lane dividers, we saw no other vehicles. We stopped at the first couple accident sites, but there were no people there. Several of the cars had snot and bile spattered across the dash and around the interior; some were covered in blood. 
 
    We didn’t find any people, alive or dead. 
 
     “Where is everyone?” wondered Jamie from the back seat where he sat beside his brother. Steph sat beside me, the map folded and tucked down beside her seat. It was a straight shot north and so far, there hadn’t been any navigation required. I had my phone plugged into the van’s USB charger; I didn’t really have any use for it right now, but as I was starting to learn, old habits die hard. 
 
    It was the same thing I had been wondering since we got out of the airport terminal. From what the rental agency brochures told us, the Greater Toronto Area including the connected suburbs was well over six million people. We had been driving for almost thirty minutes and hadn’t yet seen a single person. 
 
    “We’re going to need a plan,” I said, not taking my eyes off the road ahead. “We’ve been lucky so far, but that luck can’t hold. We’re going to run into people sooner or later, and we should have some kind of a plan about how we’re going to deal with that.” 
 
    “Whatever this sickness is, it’s obviously not what we were first told,” said Steph. She had changed her shirt from the one that was covered in the sticky mess from the sick woman in the car rental office, but her pants were still smeared. I hadn’t had a chance yet to change my clothes, and between the blood I slipped in back in the airport terminal and the spew I had taken from the car rental woman, I looked like a freaking horror show. 
 
    “Back at the airport it looked like the soldiers and the other passengers had been overwhelmed by the sick soldiers and maybe a mob of civilians, maybe from the street. I don’t know where the passengers from the other flights were being held, maybe in one of the other wings or terminals, but everyone I saw in our area was gone.” I didn’t need to remind them that was hundreds of people dead in a matter of minutes, and that we had been lucky to get away. 
 
    “What can do that?” asked Alex, still in shock. “What can make you go crazy like that?” 
 
    I looked at him in the rearview mirror. “Nothing we’ve ever seen or heard of before obviously. But think this through for a second: we’re in a city of millions of people, and we haven’t seen anyone yet. So, unless there was some major evacuation operation that we weren’t told about, they’re still here, somewhere. Hopefully most people aren’t sick, and maybe they’re just following orders, they’re hiding themselves away and quarantining themselves. But from what we’ve been told, I don’t think we can count on that.” 
 
    Everyone let that sink in for a minute, the probability that right now there were tens or even hundreds of thousands of infected homicidal maniacs roaming the streets, somewhere, in the city around us. All we could do was hope that we didn’t run into many of them at once, or if we did, that we were able to outrun them. 
 
    I saw Steph looking down at her hands in her lap. 
 
    “Kev, back at the airport, when you went back in… did you see… did you find Seth and Michelle?” 
 
    I had been waiting for that. I told her I hadn’t seen them. I told her I hadn’t seen anyone that we had gotten to know there, back among the dead. I lied to her. 
 
    She looked up at me, tears in her eyes. I had never been a very good liar. 
 
    I was about to tell her anything that happened to them wasn’t our fault, we had offered to help them and were turned away, when suddenly in the dusk ahead I saw a figure covered in blood, hands waving in the air sprinting towards our car from the side of the road. 
 
    I jerked the wheel in surprise and took my foot off the gas pedal. I started to slow down, but then I realized this might be one of the infected just as easily as someone needing help. 
 
    As we got closer, I could see it was a woman, probably in her late thirties. She was stocky with short blonde hair, and I could see the look in her eyes; it was terror, not rage. 
 
    “Help me, please help!” 
 
    I came to a stop and reached over and was about the thumb the unlock button for the doors, but hesitated. Steph noticed. 
 
    “But Kevin she needs help, we can’t…” Steph began, and I cut her off. 
 
    “We need to make sure she’s okay before we let her in, that’s all.” 
 
    I rolled my window down an inch and waved her over to my side. She ran up to the side of the van and started pulling the door handle frantically. 
 
    “Whoa, slow down, slow down, please step back for a second okay?” I looked at her face; she was filthy and had blood splashed across her forehead and eyes, as well as the rest of her shirt, but her face looked free from any sign of sickness. 
 
    “I’m not sick, I’m not, but please let me in and get us out of here!” 
 
    I looked at the others, and they nodded their agreement. 
 
    I pushed the door unlock button, and the rear sliding door opened. Jamie crawled through into the back-row seat as the stranger scrambled in to sit beside Alex and closed the door quickly. 
 
    “There are hundreds of them just down that street, we need to move now,” she said frantically, eyes darting back the way she had come. 
 
    I nodded and started ahead slowly, leaving my window down slightly so I could hear. Looking down the dimness of the street she had just come from, we could see a crowd of people moving, and we could hear their screams of rage. Suddenly I saw one of them break off from the crowd and with a shriek of fury come bolting towards us. Others followed suit, and within seconds there were dozens of infected pouring from the side street with more coming from behind. 
 
    Hammering on the gas, we took off leaving them, and two strips of smoking rubber, behind. Looking back, I could see a crowd of hundreds of them, maybe thousands, flooding the street in a living wave of violence, climbing over one another for the chance to get at us. 
 
    In our rearview mirror, the crowd got smaller and dropped back from sight as we tore away from them. 
 
    Turning to look behind us, as if to make sure the mob hadn’t somehow managed to keep up, the woman let out a deep, ragged breath and fell back into her seat. 
 
    “Thank God you came along,” she said in a quavering voice. “I’ve been stuck under that car for hours, I was afraid I was going to be there all night.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” whispered Jamie from the back seat, looking back at the seething mass of infected swarming the highway. “You were hiding under a car with that crowd around you?” 
 
    Our new passenger nodded, wiping off her face with her shirt as best she could with shaking hands. Alex handed her a bottle of water, which she took gratefully. 
 
    “I hadn’t left my apartment in over three days,” she said. “Like they told us to on the TV, I stayed isolated to avoid the sick. A couple days ago things got crazy. I could see mobs of crazy sick people everywhere out on the streets. I saw a couple get beaten to death across from my apartment. But then the power went out and I was running out of food and water, so I had to come out. I don’t have a car, so I was on foot. I checked a couple local stores, but they’ve all been looted, they’re mostly empty. And then I heard this crowd coming around the corner, so I just crawled under a car waiting for them to pass. They didn’t.” She drank from the water bottle again. 
 
    “Was there any evacuation order given?” asked Steph. “We’ve been driving for a while and other than you and that crowd, we haven’t seen anyone. We were starting to think the city was completely deserted.” 
 
    “No, there was nothing,” she replied. “There was some stuff on the news, then a few public alerts in the media and online about this terrible cold that was circulating, but that was it. Online there were all kinds of crazy theories from the nuts on there, but most news feeds were downplaying it. Then the power went out, and I haven’t heard anything since then.” 
 
    “Where are you guys coming from?” she asked, correctly assuming we weren’t from here in the city. 
 
    Steph and the boys introduced us and explained our circumstances as we drove, and I kept my eyes open in the dusk, watching for movement as our headlights cut in front of us. She introduced herself as Taylor. 
 
    “Listen, I think we need to find somewhere to stop for the night,” I interrupted them. Our original plan had been to drive straight through in shifts but seeing that ferocious mob fill the street behind us made me realize how exposed we were out here in the darkness. 
 
    “Anyone who’s infected nearby is going to see our lights long before we see them,” I stated. Glancing at our new passenger in the rearview mirror, I asked her, “Taylor, you said this was near your neighbourhood; do you think we can stow away at your apartment for tonight?” 
 
    She glanced around the van looking at us, obviously uneasy about the idea of having a bunch of strangers settle in with her, but also obviously unable to say no since we literally just saved her life. 
 
    Finally, she agreed and started giving me driving directions. We took the first turn and started doubling back. 
 
    We arrived at her block and drove by slowly without stopping, looking for any sign of people. There was none. Cautiously, I pulled the van into the alley behind her building and killed the engine. We all sat quietly, waiting to see what would happen. 
 
    A few minutes went by, and everything looked okay. Grabbing our packs and making sure not to slam any car doors, we climbed out of the van, locked it, and followed Taylor into her building. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Despite the falling darkness, from inside Taylor’s fourth-floor apartment I could see a bit further around us and back into the city. I couldn’t see the lake, though; I guess we had come too far north. Too bad, I thought to myself, I had never actually seen Lake Ontario before. Maybe tomorrow in the light. 
 
    Looking up and down the street and at the surrounding buildings, I didn’t see any movement. I could see plumes of dark smoke in the sky several blocks away, as well as from several other areas around the city. I was guessing fires started from looting, or maybe an accident, and there was simply no-one to come put them out. 
 
      
 
    Turning to Taylor, I asked if she knew how to get up to the roof of her building. 
 
    “Yeah, no problem,” she answered. “I go up there sometimes in the summer to suntan. We can go up the fire escape, there’s only one more floor above us.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” nodded Alex. “We can go up and catch some rays tomorrow!” His brother swatted him, a wry grin on his face. 
 
    I frowned at the twins. 
 
    “Tonight, after it gets full dark, I’d like to go up there and see if we can see anything. If there’s a rescue centre or evacuation post set up anywhere, they might have power, it might be lit up. It will be easier to see it in the dark,” I said. 
 
    This time Alex nodded in genuine appreciation for my obviously stunning intellect. I smiled at him smugly and took a bite of my sandwich. 
 
    Not to be outdone, Jamie threw a good idea into the mix. “I was thinking, if you’re running low on water and supplies, we can always check your neighbours’ apartments,” he said. “Anyone who may have left when the health scare hit wouldn’t likely have taken their food with them, and at the very least all of the toilets will have clean water in the reservoir that we can collect.” He looked around at us, shrugging. “A little breaking and entering can likely be forgiven in a life and death situation like this.” 
 
    “What if we find infected people?” asked Taylor. 
 
    I told her about the woman from the airport car-rental kiosk who hadn’t been able to figure out how to open the door of the bathroom. “I think if we just go door to door and knock quietly, we should be okay,” I suggested. “We’ll just keep our eyes open, go slow, and be ready to get back here in a hurry.” 
 
    To be safe, I suggested we should have some tools and stuff ready by the door to be prepared to bar it and keep it shut if we had to. 
 
    We all agreed these were some good ideas and went to work getting everything together. Taylor gathered all her pots and pans and some empty bottles for us to collect water in, and she had a pile of some cloth grocery bags for any supplies we might find. 
 
    “What have you got for tools?” I asked. She went to a closet and pulled out a small toolbox. Like most urbanites living in an apartment, she didn’t have much. She had a hammer, a pair of pliers and a few screwdrivers; I figured with the flimsy way these apartments were built, it would be enough to get us into the other apartments in the building while causing the least amount of damage to the doors and frames. 
 
    With the last of the light, I looked at the gear we had assembled, and figured it was a good start. We’d get up and going early tomorrow as soon as the sun came up, and hopefully, with some luck, we’d be on our way tomorrow with some extra supplies. 
 
    Steph handed out some of the sandwiches she had grabbed from the airport kiosk earlier today. If we were careful, I figured we would have enough food for a couple days for the four of us. I sat down wearily in a chair in the darkness of Taylor’s apartment. I couldn’t believe everything that had happened today. It felt unreal. 
 
    After we finished eating, we closed Taylor’s blinds so the light wouldn’t be seen from outside and lit a candle. Taylor went to the closet and pulled out a “Who Wants to be a Millionaire” board game, which kept us entertained and distracted for the evening. It was either that, or Monopoly, and if this was the end of world, I didn’t want us to go out all hating each other. 
 
    After the game was finished, Taylor showed me how to access her fire escape. I told everyone else to stay in the apartment while I climbed to the roof. As I climbed to the floor above, I had a moment of fear, thinking if there were any infected in that dark apartment that they might come smashing through the glass at me any second, but I made it up to the roof without incident. 
 
    Being careful to keep it shrouded with my hand, I used the flashlight on my phone so I could see where I was walking and so I didn’t trip and go head-first off the roof of the building. Up on the roof I had a slightly better view than from the apartment. I turned off my flashlight and gave my eyes a few minutes to adjust to the full dark. 
 
    I turned a full three-sixty and scanned the horizon of the city around us. 
 
    I could see a few areas in the distance that had an orange glow, likely from a car or building fire I guessed, including one only a few blocks away. I didn’t have a line of sight to see what was on fire, but it was in the same direction I had seen smoke earlier. 
 
    Everything else was in darkness. I was hoping to see that familiar white light given off by electric lamps, something that would mean order and authority somewhere, but there was nothing. 
 
    I stood listening for several minutes. Off in the distance I could hear the shrieks of groups of the infected, and once I heard a few gunshots ring out, but other than that, everything was quiet. 
 
    I was starting to get the feeling that we were well and truly on our own. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we were all up and going early except for Taylor. She said she didn’t sleep well and asked that we leave her in bed while we made the supply run. 
 
    Jamie and Alex looked at each other and shrugged (I was coming to understand that was one of their ways of communicating many different things, from humour to agreement to frustration). I agreed, since it was her place and her building, I could see her not wanting to invade her neighbours and steal their stuff. 
 
    I, however, felt no such compunction. 
 
    We started on her floor; we went door by door, knocking, then waiting, then burglaring. The entry doors were disturbingly easy to open with only a screwdriver and a shoulder push. Most of them had been fairly well stripped by the previous occupants, but we did manage to find several bags worth of canned soups and beans, a small bag of white rice, an opened box of stale oatmeal cookies and best of all, a half-full forty-ounce bottle of vodka (what can I say, I’ve always been a half-full, not half-empty guy). 
 
    The fridges were a write-off, since the power had been out for several days and everything had spoiled but collecting the water from the toilets had been a stroke of genius (as Jamie kept reminding us) and we filled all of the pots and bottles Taylor had gathered, plus two empty twenty-litre water-cooler bottles we found in one of the apartments. 
 
    Several of the apartments on Taylor’s floor were abandoned, but not all of them. One of the apartments had an infected person inside, so that door we left unopened; after a while, the shrieking and pounding on the inside of the apartment door stopped. 
 
    Two of the apartments had bodies in them, people who appeared to have been sick, but died, choking on the mucus their bodies were expelling. 
 
    The last occupied apartment was somehow worse. 
 
    She had been in her seventies, by my guess, and it didn’t take much detective work to figure out what had happened. The pile of crumpled, snot-caked tissues on the floor by the bed and the half-empty bottle of pills on the night table told us everything we needed to know. The discovery knocked everyone back a bit. We had been fairly feisty, all things considered, having fun “shopping” for supplies, but the sad reality of this poor woman dying sick and alone was a harsh slap in the face. 
 
    I covered her with her bedsheet, and we left and closed her bedroom door behind us. 
 
    From Taylor’s floor alone, we had enough supplies to fill all of the bags we had with us, and honestly, I don’t think any of us wanted to risk finding another scene like the dead woman down the hall, so were standing in her apartment debating the need to continue when Taylor came out of her room. 
 
    We all stopped and looked at her in silence. 
 
    She was sick. 
 
    Her nose was running, and her eyes were red and watery. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re going to have to worry about how to split up the supplies,” she said. She blew her nose into the wad of tissues she had bunched in her fist, and burst into tears. 
 
    Stephanie didn’t even hesitate, she ran across the room to Taylor and hugged her. I started to say something about not getting close to her, but then realized that we were either going to get sick, or we weren’t. Taylor had stayed healthy by staying isolated, but as soon as she had gone outside for supplies and come into close range of the infected, she was doomed. 
 
    Steph helped Taylor to the couch and sat beside her, trying to comfort her. Jamie handed her a glass of water, and Alex grabbed a box of tissues for her from the kitchen. 
 
    I stood across the room, helplessly, not knowing what to do. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Stephanie and the boys were downstairs in the lobby waiting for me. They had all said their goodbyes. We had already loaded all of the supplies into the van, except for a couple bottles of water we had insisted Taylor let us leave her. She refused to let us leave her any food. 
 
    “Are you sure this is what you want?” I asked Taylor quietly, sitting beside her on the couch, looking at the bottle of pills on the coffee table in front of us. She nodded firmly, wiping her nose with a fresh tissue. 
 
    “We can take you with us, we might find somewhere with some doctors,” I tried again lamely. 
 
    She looked up to my eyes, her gaze steady, silently asking me if I really believed that. I didn’t, and I had to look away. 
 
    “I don’t want to wind up like one of them,” she said quietly. “Final answer.” 
 
    I looked at the board game from last night where it still sat on her coffee table and smiled sadly. 
 
    After we had come back to the apartment to find Taylor sick, we had discussed all the options we could think of. She had spurned them all, stubbornly sticking to her decision. “I’m not giving up,” she had said firmly, “I’m going on my own terms. There’s a big difference.” In the end, we couldn’t argue any more. 
 
    “Thanks for everything,” I said lamely, and stood to leave. “Do me one favour will you? Don’t be in a hurry, okay? Wait as long as you can. If we find some help, we’ll come back for you, I promise.” 
 
    She nodded without looking at me. I didn’t believe her. 
 
    And with that, I left her; closing her apartment door behind me, I left her alone in the darkness to die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Day 4 
 
      
 
    We drove in silence, the only sound that of the tires humming across the pavement. For the last hour and change, since we had left the apartment, no one had felt much like talking. 
 
    We had passed several more accident scenes, including one where a vehicle was little more than a blackened husk; flames were still rising from its charred frame and smoke was blowing in the wind. I didn’t look too closely afraid of what I might see inside. 
 
    Twice we came upon crowds of dozens of infected swarming the highway, but we had been able to slow down and push our way through, their crazed, slime-splattered faces smashing against the windows with rage, their fists and clawed fingers pounding against the doors and roof. Our pristine green rental minivan now was dented and covered in grime and, in some places, blood. 
 
    For the third time this morning, I turned on the radio and scanned the AM and FM bands searching for a signal. Finding nothing, I turned it off in frustration. 
 
    One of the boys had suggested we should keep our eyes open for any stores we might go by that would have any kind of gear that would help us, like a place that sold hunting or outdoor gear. I thought that was a great plan, so while I drove the other three kept their eyes scanning turn offs and exits looking for anything that might look promising. It kept them busy, plus it seemed to break the gloomy mood in the van. 
 
    We continued northward, past Innisfil, into Barrie. I was afraid we would be unable to see much from the road, and that we would have to pull off the highway and look for a service station with a phone book that would give us and address. I knew how rare public payphones had become, so was worried we would spend too much time wandering around, when Steph piped up from the passenger’s seat, pointing excitedly off to the right. 
 
    Bless big box stores and their business models of setting up right next to major highways, I thought. Big as life we saw a business area full of large retail outlets, including a Cabela’s. 
 
    We had just passed an off-ramp less than a kilometre back, and I was going to continue driving north until I could find a turn-off when I realized I could just stop, turn around and go back south along the way we came. Another case of old habits dying hard, I thought to myself, and hey, if I got a ticket for reckless driving, I’d pay it happily. 
 
    Heading south in the northbound lane, I had just turned off the on-ramp when I saw the glint of the sun reflecting off a windshield to the south of us. It looked like it was moving. It was far enough away that I wouldn’t have seen it without the sun glint, so I was hoping whoever was in that vehicle couldn’t see us at the moment. I figured they were no more than two or three minutes behind us. Something about a car following us that close didn’t feel right to me. 
 
    “Hold on everyone!” I said. I pulled off to the right into the ditch behind a clump of trees and shut off the engine. The ramp descended below the built-up level of the highway, and I thought the chances were good whoever was in the vehicle would drive by without seeing us. I quickly told the others what I had seen. 
 
    “Well maybe it’s someone who can help us,” said Stephanie, “or someone like us looking for help.” 
 
    I agreed that maybe it was, but I was more afraid that it might be someone willing to take what we had, or worse. For the time being I thought it best to let them drive past us. I rolled down my window so we could hear. 
 
    A couple of minutes later, we could hear a vehicle approaching. It sounded like it was going fairly fast. A moment later, it blew past us on the highway without slowing. I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    We waited until the sound of the engine faded into the distance, then I started the van and drove around to the Cabela’s entrance. 
 
    As we pulled up, parked, and climbed out of the van, I could see that this was a waste of time. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I said, looking through the windows of the sporting goods store. Big heavy metal bars were locked down in place over the doors and windows. One of the large windows was smashed and you could see where someone had beaten and pried on them trying to get in, unsuccessfully. 
 
    I had been hoping, naively it seems, that getting in here would be like getting into the apartments in Taylor’s building. I hadn’t realized it would all be shuttered and secured like this. 
 
    I leaned in closely, hooding my eyes with my hands, trying to see into the darkened store. 
 
    Dammit, I thought, look at all that stuff we could use. There were rows of warm clothing, sleeping bags, tents, and cooking gear, not to mention shelves full of beef jerky and walls of guns and ammunition. I didn’t really like guns and didn’t know the first thing about them, but I had been kicking myself for not grabbing more than just the pistol from the dead soldiers back at the airport. I had been hoping here we could grab at least a couple rifles to be able to defend ourselves if need be, or maybe even to hunt for food if it came down to that. 
 
    I turned away. It was no use teasing myself, we weren’t getting in there without a cutting torch or a tank. Dejectedly, I started walking back to the van when I heard Alex pipe up from behind me. 
 
    “I think I know how we can get in there.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    “Alex, this is crazy,” I said. I can’t believe I was going to let them try this. 
 
    He sat in the driver’s seat of a Honda Civic, the driver’s window smashed open. He had chosen this car from the few left abandoned in the parking lot because it was a manual transmission. Using the tools Taylor had given us he smashed the window with the hammer and used the screwdriver to break loose the ignition allowing the steering wheel to turn. 
 
    “Where did you learn to do that?” I had asked, doubting he had a dark history as a car thief. 
 
    “From the ‘Fast & the Furious’ movies,” he answered nonchalantly as he swept the broken shards of window glass off the seat. 
 
    Of course, I thought to myself, why not? 
 
    “Can you hotwire it to get it started?” 
 
    “No,” he said, looking at me somewhat wistfully. “That would be cool as shit though, right?” 
 
    He and his brother pushed the car the hundred yards or so to the far end of the parking lot, and turned it lining it up so it faced back towards the glass walls right next to Cabela’s entrance doors. Jamie ran back and hopped in our minivan and drove it across the lot, maneuvering it tight behind the Civic. 
 
    “Kevin, you can’t let them do this!” insisted Steph, standing off to the side.  
 
    The boys looked at me, their eyes sparkling with excitement. I looked back at Steph and shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said somewhat sheepishly, then looked back at the boys. “I think it might just work.” Alex had his seatbelt secured, and besides, I thought hopefully, the Civic has front and side airbags. 
 
    Alex let out an excited whoop and waved his brother forward. Jamie nudged the front bumper of the van up against the Civic’s rear bumper and started pushing forward. The two vehicles gained speed slowly at first, but soon both were rolling forward at an uncomfortably high rate of speed. 
 
    Steph stood beside me, her hands clenched in front of her mouth, her face anxious. I began to think this might have been a mistake. 
 
    They had to be doing close to thirty miles an hour when only fifteen yards or so shy of the building, I heard Alex let out a thrilled howl as Jamie slammed on the brakes in the van letting the Civic with his brother inside coast freely ahead to smash head-long into the tall front glass windows. 
 
    The wall of windows exploded in a huge shattering crash and the car stopped dead, its windows blowing out as the airbags blew. Glass was flying everywhere. 
 
    Jesus, I thought, that kid’s going to be cut to pieces! 
 
    Stephanie and I ran ahead to check on Alex, as Jamie hopped out of the van. Before we got there, we could hear shrieking coming from inside the car and my heart almost stopped, but then I realized it was shrieks of laughter. 
 
    As we got alongside the car, shattered glass crunching under our feet, we looked in to see Alex laughing explosively as he struggled to get the collapsed airbag out of the way. 
 
    “Dude that was so awesome!” he cried to his brother, who reached in and gave him a high five. I whispered a little prayer, thankful the kid was okay. 
 
    Turning to the building, I could see that the concrete foundation had stopped the car, but the force had been enough to dislodge the metal bars inside. 
 
    It had worked; we were in. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The back of the van was now packed to the brim with gear from the store. We were now officially ‘looters’ I supposed, and I honestly did feel pretty guilty about it. Not guilty enough to have left my name and visa number behind, but guilty, nonetheless. But then again, I thought, looking at the minivan, I was already guilty of grand theft auto. 
 
    It hadn’t taken long to gather everything we thought we would need on the road. Stephanie grabbed some sleeping bags and two small tents, although I honestly couldn’t see myself being able to sleep in a tent knowing there was the slightest chance there were any infected in the area. 
 
    The boys ran to the wall of guns like two children to their stockings on Christmas morning. They had told us they had done lots of shooting with their dad, had taken the firearms training program when in high school, and had even gone deer hunting several times as a family. That officially made them our resident firearms experts. I just warned them to remember space was a factor; I didn’t want to see ten shopping carts filled with guns. 
 
    I was the unofficial chef in the family, so I grabbed a cart and made my way over to the camp stoves and cookware section and started loading up. I also threw in a few water bottles and a couple lanterns, as well as some flashlights, a solar panel and battery bank for charging electronics like a phone or the flashlights, and for good measure threw in a small axe, a saw and a folding camp shovel in case we needed to have a campfire along the way. I packed it all up in a slick new backpack off one of the shelves. On my way out to the entrance, I grabbed several packages of the dehydrated backpackers’ meals that were hanging from a hook, since on the packaging they looked delicious (but I expected in reality they would taste like gym socks). 
 
    Once we had everything loaded into the back of the van, we all went back inside and grabbed some cold weather gear and a couple rain jackets, just in case. All we had in our luggage was sweaters and light jackets from our Paris trip. 
 
    Jamie and Alex had each grabbed a pistol. They suggested that Steph and I each take one as well, but I honestly wasn’t comfortable with the idea, and neither was Steph. Neither one of us had any experience at all with handguns, and I could too easily imagine a very bad accident happening. The boys put the extra guns off to the side and kept theirs tucked into their belts. 
 
    The boys had packed a couple hunting rifles with scopes, as well as a few boxes of ammunition, in the back with the rest of the gear. At their feet they placed a pump-action twelve-gauge shotgun. At my suggestion, they loaded it and kept a box of shells nearby, and double-checked to make sure the safety was on. 
 
    Finally, all four of us had grabbed sturdy belt knives and had them strapped to our waists. 
 
    I looked at the pile of gear we had assembled and felt pretty pleased. I figured overall, I owed Cabela’s a few thousand bucks for the gear, plus the damage done to the front wall breaking in; if we made it out of this safe and sound, I’d be happy to send them a cheque. 
 
    I looked at our van; if you ignored the slime and damage to the vehicle, we might look like any average family going camping for the weekend. But with more guns. 
 
    Okay, so I guess we’d look like an average American family going camping for the weekend. 
 
    We decided since we were already stopped, we might as well get sorted for fuel as well. The front of the store had a green garden hose neatly coiled on a brass hanger, which I’m guessing would normally have been used to wash down the front walkway. I used my new belt knife to cut an eight-foot length of hose free while the kids ran inside to look for gas cans. 
 
    They came back a few minutes later, unable to find any red gas cans, but they found five blue plastic twenty litre water jugs which, for the short term anyway, should serve us just fine. 
 
    We tried a couple of the cars in the parking lot until we found one with a gas cap we could open. I fed the hose down into the tank and started sucking until I got a mouthful of gas. I spit it out and with gas running out of the end of the hose, filled two and a half of the jugs before the tank ran dry. I figured that was plenty for now, since the van’s gas gauge was still almost on full. 
 
    We loaded the cans into the back, made sure everyone had a quick pee in the Cabela’s bathrooms, and we were back on the highway headed north. 
 
    It was only ten minutes later that we ran into the roadblock. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Day 4 
 
      
 
    We came over a rise on the highway, and I slammed on the brakes, squealing to a stop. Nose to nose only fifty or so yards in front of us, covering almost the whole width of the highway, were two large green military trucks. Behind them I could see a range of other vehicles, both military and civilian, and rows of tents had been set up along the shoulder. 
 
    The entire area appeared to be deserted. One of the army trucks had its door left open, and several of the tent flaps were loose and flapping in the breeze. 
 
    I rolled the windows on the van down, and shut off the engine, listening. 
 
    All I could hear was the wind in the trees. No engine sounds, no voices. No infected. 
 
    I started the van again and slowly rolled forward, finding just enough room between the two trucks blocking the road to pull through. Once on the other side, I pulled to the side and left the engine running. 
 
    “You guys stay here, keep it running. It looks abandoned but I’m going to go have a look around.” I could see she wanted to tell me not to, but Steph finally nodded her agreement. 
 
    “I should come with you!” said Alex. I was coming to learn he was the more adventurous of the two brothers. 
 
    “I’m not going far, I’m just going to see if there’s any sign of where everyone from here went. I want you all here in case we have to leave quickly.” In my mind I saw myself running towards the van with a crowd of screaming infected close on my heels. I shivered. 
 
    Nervously, I climbed out of the van, and walked towards the tents and other vehicles. 
 
    There were several rows of tents covering half of the highway, and vehicles parked along the other side of the road leaving a driving lane more or less up the middle. I checked a few of the tents closest to the road and they looked like a barracks of sorts, tables and several cots filling the inside. I looked briefly for personal gear, signs that whoever had been here left in a hurry but saw nothing. 
 
    I went back to the next row and came to a tent that looked to have been some sort of command centre. Its flaps were tied back so one whole wall was open to the roadblock. Inside were several tables and chairs. Map cases were stacked on one of the tables, with a map of the area unrolled and open on its surface. 
 
    The table that interested me most was one dominated by a large radio unit. It looked like it was running on battery power as some of the lights and switches were illuminated. 
 
    I picked up the handset and squeezed the talk button. 
 
    “Hello, is there anyone there? We’re at a roadblock or rescue station on Highway 400 in Barrie but there’s no-one here.” After a second’s hesitation, and feeling a bit like an idiot, I finished with, “over.” 
 
    I waited a moment, then repeated my call. 
 
    There was no reply, no sound from the radio at all. I didn’t know if it was working, if I was broadcasting or not, or if it was running out of juice. I had no idea. There were dials and markers on it, but I didn’t know what they meant. I dropped the handset back to the table in frustration. 
 
    I checked a couple more tents and came across what appeared to be a medical tent. Inside were several cots, all empty, but the cots and sheets were all covered in dried splashes of green slime. I was about to check for any first aid supplies when I heard the van horn blare. 
 
    I turned and ran back to the van; I stopped short when I saw two men standing beside the van, one at the driver’s door reaching in and pressing the horn, and the other at the open sliding passenger door behind Steph, his hand on Jamie’s shoulder keeping him in place. Both men were holding rifles. 
 
    When he saw me, the man pushing the horn leaned back, and the quiet rushed in. 
 
    “Hey, buddy!” he called out in a friendly manner from where he stood beside my wife. “There you are!” He smiled and waved me ahead. 
 
    I had started towards the van when I noticed Alex wasn’t in the back seat beside his brother. I didn’t say anything. 
 
    When I neared the van, the guy by the driver’s door turned and pointed his gun at me. 
 
    “Whoa, friend, I’m just gonna get you to drop that knife of yours on the ground there for me, sound good?” he said with a smile. 
 
    I stopped where I was, maybe ten feet away from him. 
 
    “No, I don’t think that sounds good at all.” 
 
    His smile broadened. I looked beyond him to where Steph was sitting. She looked like I felt: terrified. 
 
    “Oh, don’t be like that,” he said, a look of mock disappointment on his face. “I just get nervous around people with knives, that’s all.” He turned and pointed his rifle at Steph, his smile gone. “I won’t ask you again.” 
 
    I pulled the knife from my belt and dropped it on the ground in front of me. 
 
    Smiling again, he turned back from my wife and lowered his gun slightly. 
 
    “See how much better that is? You know we thought we might have missed you somewhere along the way. We had been behind you for a fair way, catching up slowly, and then for the last while we couldn’t see you. Nick over there figured you must have turned off somewhere, but I was pretty sure you had just gotten further ahead of us. Looks like Nick was right, you made a pit stop somewhere,” he said looking at the gear loaded in the back of the van. “I guess I owe him ten dollars, don’t I?” he asked. 
 
    “Andy there owes me ten dollars, he bet me you had seen us and taken off ahead,” said Nick with a malicious grin. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. 
 
    “Right to the point, I see. I like that,” said Andy. “Well, to put it bluntly, we want your shit. We wanted whatever shit you had when we saw you go by in an empty van a while ago, so we started following you, but now I can see that you have more shit. Now we really want your shit.” 
 
    Jamie tried to jerk himself free from Nick’s grasp. 
 
    “Listen man, just go back to the store back there and take wha…” he started to say when Nick smashed a backhanded fist across Jamie’s face. Jamie spit out a mouthful of blood and went to jump out of the van, when the man pushed the barrel of his rifle into Jamie’s stomach. With a grunt, Jamie fell back into the van. Nick pulled the gun back out of the vehicle and stood with it nestled comfortably in the crook of his arms. 
 
    “See, we could go back to the store, we could,” continued Andy, nodding, unfazed. “But I’ve never been much for buying retail. See my daddy raised me to be frugal and always told me to settle for second-hand whenever I could.” 
 
    “Besides,” he continued, smiling, turning his head to look at Stephanie inside the van, “I’m guessing some of the goodies you have in here are what you might call ‘one-of-a-kind items’.” 
 
    I felt sick to my stomach. I was trying to think of what to say and how to deal with this, when I saw Alex creeping quietly from behind one of the army trucks up to the back of the van. I saw he had a pistol in his hand. 
 
    I looked back to Andy, making sure he hadn’t noticed me looking towards the back of the van. He was keeping his rifle pointed in my direction but was looking at Steph. 
 
    “You can have the stuff,” I said, getting his attention. “You can have the stuff, you can take whatever you want, just let us go. You don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “You’re right buddy, I don’t have to,” he agreed, “but I want to.” His smile slowly slid off his face. “And as of right now, there’s no-one to stop me. The kid in the back seat isn’t going to stop me. I know you’re not going to stop me. And I’m guessing once I get started, that pretty little lady in there won’t even want to stop me.” 
 
    Just then Alex leaned past the side of the van and shot Nick square in the back. 
 
    The impact blew him forward along the side of the van, his gun flying from his hands, half falling into Steph’s window before sliding to the ground. 
 
    Startled, Andy turned toward the sound of the shot, raising his gun. 
 
    I charged forward, scooped my knife from the ground, and hammered the blade into Andy’s shoulder up to the hilt. He screamed in pain. He spun back to face me, bringing his rifle up, and I grabbed it with both hands, trying to wrestle it away from him. He fought savagely, twisting and shoving, until suddenly he screamed in pain again and went stiff. I took advantage and drove my knee into his groin as hard as I could. His eyes bugging from his head, he released the rifle and fell to the ground clutching his crotch, groaning in agony. As he fell, I saw a second knife sticking out of his side and saw that Steph had lunged forward and stabbed him in the side through the open van window. 
 
    I stepped back away from him and motioned Alex to come and cover him while I ran around the van to check on the others. He stood over the injured man, hands shaking, his pistol held in both hands pointed at the ground. 
 
    Jamie was okay other than a bruised face. I reached in through Steph’s open window and threw my arms around her. She said she was okay, wiping the tears from my eyes. Man, I married one seriously tough bitch, I thought with some pride. 
 
    My hands shaking, I walked back around the van to where Andy lay on the ground, bleeding and sobbing. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I had Jamie grab a chair from one of the tents. I pulled one of the tent guy-lines free and used it to tie Andy to the chair in the middle of the road. We dragged Nick’s body around to the back of the van and left him lying on the ground. 
 
    Blood from my knife in Andy’s shoulder had coated his left side, the knife still sticking out at a sharp angle, and Steph’s knife was still sticking from his side. This asshole looked like one sorry pincushion. 
 
    Once we had him secured, the four of us stepped back and stared at him. 
 
    “Alex, are you alright?” I asked. I saw him keep looking at the back of the van where Nick’s corpse lay. 
 
    He nodded tersely. 
 
    I grabbed him in a tight hug, both of us still shaking. 
 
    “Thank you for what you did,” I said into his ear. “You saved us.” 
 
    He nodded again after a moment. I could tell he was struggling to hold back tears. 
 
    Stephanie explained that, contrary to my instructions, Alex had left the van only a moment after I had, intent on exploring. A short time later, the two other men had come over the railing at the side of the highway, guns aimed at the van. They only asked where the driver was, so obviously hadn’t seen Alex. 
 
    There wasn’t anything else I could say, so I just gave his shoulder a squeeze. He looked at me thankfully. 
 
    “What the hell are we going to do with him?” I asked the others, quietly. 
 
    “Just let me go, man,” he cried, tears running down his cheeks. “Just let me go, I didn’t hurt anyone, I was just talking, I wasn’t going to hurt anyone!” 
 
    I stared at him, not saying anything. 
 
    “Kevin, we can’t just let this animal go,” said Steph, her voice cracking with emotion. I looked at her, I could see the fury and fear in her eyes. 
 
    I looked at the boys. Neither one wanted the responsibility of this decision. 
 
    “We’re not going to let him go,” I said finally. “We can’t. People like him can’t be allowed to go free. If Alex hadn’t left the truck, my guess is right now the three of us would be dead, and Stephanie would be wishing she were.” 
 
    At this he started thrashing in his seat, swearing and spitting at us. 
 
    “Our choices are to leave him tied up, until either he dies of blood loss, dehydration or exposure, or some of the infected find him; or I put a bullet in him and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Kevin…,” she started, then stopped. She knew the reality of what needed to be done but didn’t like it any more than I did. 
 
    He shrieked as I stepped forward and pulled the knives from him, earning myself a gob of spit in my face, and a string of curses following me back to the others. 
 
    I was about to tell the others to climb back into the van and pull ahead a bit so they wouldn’t have to see me do this, when we heard tree branches cracking in the woods to the west of us. A howl of fury, soon joined by others, came from the woods as we saw a crowd of infected, likely drawn by the sounds of the gunshot and the yelling, swarming out of the woods at us. 
 
    “Get in the van now!” I shouted needlessly, as the others were already several steps ahead of me. 
 
    “Don’t leave me here! You can’t leave me like this!” screamed Andy as we ran for the vehicle. 
 
    We jumped into the van, locked the doors and rolled up the windows. We were already moving when we could hear Andy’s screams rising above those of the infected swarming over him. 
 
    “Saved us a bullet,” I said coldly as we accelerated away. I didn’t look back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Day 4 
 
      
 
    We made it to Sudbury just after two in the afternoon. The fields we had been driving past had given way to sharp stone outcroppings, covered with grass but raw where the road had been blasted through, swelling out of the ground. 
 
    Beautiful areas covered with trees spotted the land along the way, and the colours were incredible. Rich browns, vibrant reds, deep auburns with striking yellows mixed among them. This area was known for the beauty of its fall colours as the leaves changed, and I could see why. 
 
    As we made our way north, we began to see more signs of traffic including car crashes. I was coming to think that when the health scare hit, many had thought to leave the city and get away from the traffic, fleeing to the smaller more remote centres, and by doing so en masse they had brought the sickness and the traffic with them. 
 
    Crowds of the infected were becoming more common. On the drive north, we had only a few times seen a solo infected stumbling along the roadside or out in a field; they almost always seemed to congregate in large groups. Thankfully, all the groups we had encountered were small enough we were able to simply push past them and keep going, but each time I was terrified of getting stuck in their midst. 
 
    As we came into the city from the south, we came to an RV-park-style campground on the right which, according to the map, was nestled beside a small resort lake. At this time of year, I was expecting that most of the trailers would be deserted and locked-up for the season, so it should be a safe place to pull over and let everyone get some air and a bite to eat. 
 
    We pulled into the parking area past a sign that read ‘Carol’s Campsite & RV Park” and continued slowly along a gravel drive towards a glimpse of water we could see ahead. We came to an area along the shore of a pretty lake. There was a beach area which, during the summer, would likely have been marked as a swimming area as well, and beside it was a boat launch leading down into the water. The docks were dragged up on the shore, and there were several boats, all tarped for the coming winter, in a storage area off to the side. 
 
    As had become our habit, without being told we all rolled our windows down and listened for any sign of trouble. 
 
    “Coast seems clear,” Jamie said, and I nodded back at him. Alex had been especially quiet since our encounter at the roadblock. The boy had just shot a man in the back; he had killed a man and, despite it being to save us and not having a choice, the bitterness of having to pull the trigger must be eating at him. 
 
    We climbed out of the van, and the boys opened the back, digging out the last of the airport sandwiches. I told them to grab one of the pots and a few soup cans, and I grabbed the axe and saw from the sporting goods store and went looking for some firewood. I had seen there were a couple barbeque grills near the beach area so I figured we could get a small fire going and have some warm soup with lunch. Steph was leaning against the hood of the van looking over the map. She had seemed okay during the drive despite the very real threat of rape and likely murder only hours before. 
 
    In no time we had a small fire burning and a couple cans of soup starting to simmer in a pot next to the grill. The boys had stripped down to their underwear after daring each other to go for a swim and had barreled full-speed into the lake, gasping for air at the shock of the cold water. I had warned them not to shout so we wouldn’t draw any attention from any infected nearby, and they both threw a look at me that clearly said, ‘seriously, do you think we’re idiots?’ 
 
    In such a short while, I had become very attached to these kids, and I knew Steph had as well. I knew it was the situation, and that we were likely projecting our worry for our own kids, but that didn’t change the fact. I prayed that we would be able to help get these boys home to their own family. 
 
    As soon as they were in the water and the shock had worn off, they started egging me on to come in for a swim. 
 
    “No really,” Jamie called to me through chattering teeth and blue lips, “the water’s not that cold!” 
 
    Realizing that I was still crusted with gore from the airport, despite having changed into fresh clothes while at Taylor’s, I decided screw it and stripped down to my underwear and ran to join them. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I sat at the picnic table beside the grill drying my hair with a towel Alex had given me, a steaming bowl of soup in front of me, and a stale sandwich in my free hand. The boys had run from the water as soon as I jumped in, and said back to me, “are you mental? This water is freezing!” They had not been wrong but coming out of the lake I felt more refreshed than I had in days. 
 
    Steph had done some figuring with the map and worked out a plan for us. We had all agreed that, despite us wanting to get home as soon as possible, we all agreed that driving at night was foolish, so we decided to be set up somewhere safe before it got dark. Based on the traffic we had seen and the time we were making on the roads, she figured we might make it to Sault Ste. Marie by dusk. If we were lucky. 
 
    I thought that sounded okay but suggested maybe we should think about stopping in a smaller centre overnight, avoiding areas with any significant population. We didn’t want to drive into an unfamiliar area right at nightfall and run into a crowd of infected in the darkness. 
 
    Together we looked back at the map, and I pointed to a small town just east of Sault Ste Marie right along the highway that looked perfect. It had a long, small peninsula sticking south out into Lake Huron that looked like it was a bit out-of-the-way and would likely have some houses that we could settle into for the night. 
 
    “What’s the name of the town?” she asked, looking at it from upside down. 
 
    “Thessalon,” I said. 
 
    I looked back down at the map and did a quick guess at the distance. I put it at around six hundred kilometres from the airport, and maybe five hundred from where we left this morning. We weren’t making very good time. At this rate it would take us at least four or five days to get home. 
 
    We discussed it and decided that for tonight we’d see how far we got, and just have to hope that as we got into less populated areas, we could pick up the pace. 
 
    We got everyone collected and, after doing the dishes quickly in the lake and filling the van’s gas tank from our blue water jugs from the sporting goods store, we were back on the road, finally heading west, towards home. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Twilight was starting to grab hold by the time we pulled into Thessalon, so there was no question about continuing further on that night. As we came to the turnoff from the highway, we saw an Ontario Provincial Police station on the south side of the road. Aside from the abandoned military roadblock, this was the first location of possible authority we had seen. 
 
    We pulled into the parking lot, listened for any warning signs, and climbed out of the van. I pulled out a couple flashlights and we approached the long, squat tan-coloured brick building. Like everyplace else, it was in darkness. I cautiously went to the front doors and found them to be locked. 
 
    “Kev, look,” said Steph, pointing inside with her flashlight. 
 
    On the wall inside opposite the locked door was taped an orange poster board, with a message in black marker, written by someone in a hurry by the look of it. 
 
    STATION CLOSED 
 
    POST ABANDONED SEPT 30/18 
 
    MANDATORY CIVILIAN AND SUPPORT EVAC TO S.S.M. 
 
    90KMS WEST FOLLOW HWY#1 
 
    SIGNS POSTED 
 
    We all read the poster excitedly. This was the first sign of any presence of authority or law and order we had seen since leaving the airport. It was posted two days ago by the looks of it. 
 
    Steph was in favour of pushing on in the dark on the chance we might get there tonight and find some kind of sanctuary. 
 
    As much as I wanted to, I argued against it. It was simply too dangerous. A car on the highway at night with headlights on would be like a magnet for any infected in the area. We had to find somewhere to stay here tonight, and we could be up and gone by sunrise tomorrow and at the refuge, if there was one, an hour after that. 
 
    Reluctantly, she finally agreed that was the right call. 
 
    “Hey guys,” said Jamie, “I think I found a place with some comfy beds for us to sleep in tonight.” He was using his flashlight to point at a large billboard along the highway, just visible in the gloom. It showed a picture of a large, beautiful house overlooking the lake. 
 
    Lighthouse Point Estates 
 
    “Your Dream Home, Today!” 
 
    Furnished Show Homes available for Viewing Today! 
 
    Follow the Signs! 
 
    It featured a ten-foot-long arrow pointing down the side road behind us. We all looked at each other. And shrugged. We all burst out laughing at the same time. Everyone’s mood had brightened; this was it, there was something out there other than this horror, something other than death and sickness. This was the sign we had needed. We were going to get home to our families. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    From the police station we had followed the red arrow signs down Royal Street, across Government Bridge, and south along Water Street to where it turned into Lighthouse Point Drive. 
 
    The single paved lane was lined on both sides with beautiful treed lots overlooking Lake Huron on both sides. This was the peninsula we had seen on the map, and in real life it looked like the perfect place to hole up for the night. 
 
    We continued south along the road to a cul-de-sac at the end. There were three imposing two-storey show homes, done in what Steph liked to call the “executive-gauche” style, which means if some is good, more must be better. The billboard didn’t do these places justice. Even in complete darkness, these show homes were gorgeous. 
 
    We drove into the large circular drive of the first house, had a listen, then rolled up the windows and killed the engine. 
 
    Steph did the honours tonight and gained entry to our house of choice by smashing out a basement window. One of the boys (I honestly couldn’t tell which in the darkness) climbed down inside with a flashlight and made his way back to the front door, unlocking it from the inside. Once inside, I saw that the place was fully equipped with the latest smart-home tech including an iPad on the wall, likely one in each room; it was also most likely equipped with a state-of-the-art alarm system. ‘Lotsa good that’s gonna do you, mate,’ I thought as we stomped in bringing our food, guns and sleeping bags. Any other gear we left in the van and locked it up tight for the night. 
 
    Once inside, we settled in and pulled the blinds on the road-side of the house, leaving the lake-side windows uncovered. I lit up a propane camp stove and started warming some soup for supper. Steph walked over to the floor-to-ceiling windows and gazed out over the night-shrouded great lake. It was a beautiful view.  I imagined sunrises would be spectacular from this room. 
 
    She stood close to the glass and looked to the south, and pointed out to me the tall building at the tip of the point; it was an old two-and-a-half storey wooden structure, its half lap siding looking very worse for wear, and at the peak, in the darkness, I could just make out a cupola that was sided on all four sides with glass. 
 
    “Is that a lighthouse?” I asked, and then suddenly felt incredibly stupid given the name of the road we drove in on. 
 
    Steph ignored my blunder, and nodded, her eyes wide taking it all in. 
 
    “Remember for our honeymoon we had talked about driving all the way out to this area and through to New England during the fall?” she asked. I did remember. I also remembered, sadly, that our actual honeymoon had been put aside year after year while we tried to pay down our mortgage and save up enough money to renovate the bathroom. I stood beside her in the gloaming and took in the silhouette of the old lighthouse. She reached out for my hand and found it. 
 
    The boys made a point of reconnoitering the house, making sure we were secure for the night. At one-point Jamie called out from the basement for his brother, who ran downstairs two steps at a time, only to arrive and yell out, “Holy shit!” 
 
    Leaving my soup to simmer, I walked downstairs at a much more dignified pace, only to let out an equally agreeable “Holy shit!” as soon as I walked into the basement. Nine-foot ceilings dominated a room that looked like it would seat at least twenty-five people, all facing a floor-to-ceiling movie screen that looked like it was at least twenty feet wide. I whistled in appreciation, and Steph walked up behind me. 
 
    “And I thought you called what you have a ‘home theatre’,” she said teasingly. 
 
    I think my stone-cold ‘I am not amused’ gaze spoke volumes, and the boys laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    “Babe, are you awake?” I heard from behind me, quiet, hesitant. 
 
    The four of us lay in a group on the floor in the living room, like spokes on a wheel. Spurning the large bedrooms upstairs, as a group we had collectively but silently decided to pull the mattresses from the large, separate, sterile rooms and gather them together in one space. We had laid out our new sleeping bags across the mattresses, close together, silently acknowledging that tonight we all needed the closeness, the connection. 
 
    From the sounds of their heavy breathing, the brothers had fallen into sleep quickly, tired from the events of the day. The sleep of the innocent, despite blood-stained hands, I thought to myself. 
 
    Sleep, however, had eluded me, and I lay in the darkness, my eyes open, my thoughts heavy. 
 
    I didn’t answer her, but she continued on, I think knowing I was awake. Or not knowing but needing to say the words anyway. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” came her voice, quiet, breaking, heavy with tears. “I love you and I’m so sorry, babe.” 
 
    I couldn’t say anything. The weight of our loss, the damage done by her infidelity, the hurt of my neglect, it had all been pushed aside over the last few days by the enormity of what had been happening around us. And yet it was still there; every time I looked at her, every smile or joke we shared, every time I heard her voice. 
 
    I heard her sob in the darkness, alone, and I couldn’t turn to her. 
 
    I knew I carried as heavy a weight of guilt in this as she did, but I couldn’t turn to her. 
 
    I knew that somewhere along the line there was something I had done, or that I hadn’t done, that had helped make this happen. I knew there was something in me that she couldn’t reach, or something missing from me that she needed to reach, and that failed connection had turned her love and her passion aside, little by little, day by day. 
 
    And yet I couldn’t turn to her; I couldn’t answer her. 
 
    I don’t know what it was that was missing in me; some connection, some spark, maybe the spark that had been missing between us, but its absence left me cold. 
 
    I heard her roll over onto her other side, away from me. I heard her crying quietly, trying to smother her sobs so as not to awaken the boys. 
 
    And we lay there close in the darkness, our faces wet with tears together, but silent and miles apart. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The sound of breaking glass tore me from my restless sleep, and I thrashed about, surprised, trying to sit up, and found myself wrapped and tangled in my sleeping bag. Panicked, I kicked loose and stood up, trying to get my bearings. 
 
    The sky outside was brightening, the room bright enough I could see Alex and Jamie, but Stephanie’s sleeping bag was empty. The boys sat up, also awakened by the crash. 
 
    From the kitchen came a scream of terror and bellows of rage. My blood went cold, and I bent to grab from the floor the shotgun we had brought in from the van last night. After supper the boys had given both me and Steph a basic walkaround on the firearms we were stocking, and I had immediately bonded with the shotgun. Big shells, simple action, don’t aim it just point it. This was my kind of gun. 
 
    I carried it as I ran to the kitchen area where we could hear a struggle. 
 
    It looked like Stephanie had been in the kitchen preparing a breakfast of Backpacker Pantry dehydrated scrambled eggs for us over a camp stove when several infected had come smashing through the tall glass doors overlooking the back deck. 
 
    Last night we hadn’t worried about the windows facing the lake, since we felt the likelihood of infected being anywhere along the shore was so slim. 
 
    We had been wrong. 
 
    Two men and a woman were lying sprawled on the hardwood floor of the dining area, having crashed through the sliding patio doors from the backyard, as we saw them, they struggled awkwardly to get to their feet, their faces just twisted masks of hate, teeth bared and snarling like wild animals. A fourth infected was halfway through the window above the sink and had her clawed fingers buried deep in Stephanie's hair. 
 
    Without thinking, I pointed the shotgun at one of the infected in the dining area and squeezed the trigger. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I squeezed again, with the same result, while the infected got to his feet, throwing his head back and howling in fury, turning his shoulders towards me, ready to charge. I frantically thought back through my lessons from last night, trying to understand what I was doing wrong, and realized my mistake. Squeezing the release just behind the trigger, I racked the action, cocking the gun and pumping a shell into the chamber. 
 
    “Hey motherfucker!” I screamed as I put the stock to my shoulder and squeezed the trigger for a third time. 
 
    This time the gun bucked explosively in my hands, and five or so yards in front of me, the top third of the infected man who just stood up from the dining room floor simply vanished in a bloody cloud, turning into a frothy red spray that covered the cut glass and chrome serving station behind him in a spray of gore. 
 
    Off to the side, an infected man and woman were scrambling to their feet in the clutter of shattered glass while Jamie and Alex braced themselves and squared off against them. It was like watching an old western movie where the lawless gunfighters drew their guns on the newly-appointed US Marshals. Jamie and Alex were almost in perfect unison; mirror images but a half-second-delayed, as they both faced the infected in a symmetrical half-step-back two-hand stance and they each put two rounds into the chests of the infected from only a dozen feet away. 
 
    Without pausing to see the effect of the shots the boys put out, I turned to see Stephanie locked with her hands in her hair, trying to keep the infected woman hanging in the window from pulling her forward into the shards of broken glass, but she didn’t have the leverage to pull the woman into the kitchen. 
 
    Running into the kitchen, I yelled Stephanie’s name and told her to get down. 
 
    I raised the gun up past my shoulder, butt-first, and was about to smash the woman in the window with the stock when another infected I hadn’t known was there flew at me through the destroyed dining-room doors and grabbed me around my neck with both hands. 
 
    My arms were pinned across my body, giving me no leverage, and the sick man’s face was only inches from mine, the feverish heat of his sick breath washing over me. 
 
    I drove my arms down, trying to brace the empty shotgun between us to give me a second to breathe and get my bearings, but he managed to twist his body to the side and with his leverage threw me towards the outside wall, crashing through the last intact patio door and out onto the wooden deck outside. 
 
    Collapsing outside on the deck, shattered glass crashing and scattering around me, I scrambled to get my feet beneath me and stood, facing the infected man in the dining room doorway. 
 
    A sliver of ice speared through my neck, sharp and hot in places but yet cold in others. This struck me as odd since it wasn’t that cold outside yet. 
 
    I reached up to under my chin to where I could feel the sharp pierce of cold and drew a long sliver of broken glass from inside my neck under my chin. I pulled it out and threw it aside, hearing it shatter on the deck while I staggered, facing the infected in front of me. 
 
    Now I was warm, I thought, and I could feel warmth spreading across my chest. Taking a stuttering, unfeeling step forward, I felt my knees collapse from under me, and I found myself lying on the deck on my side with waves of cold and heat taking turns lapping up against my legs and my chest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Stephanie Hayes 
 
    Day 5 
 
      
 
    I heard gunshots blasting behind me, first the heavy boom of Kevin’s shotgun followed by almost simultaneous pops, I’m guessing from the twins firing their pistols, but I couldn’t see anything. The wild thing that had smashed through the large kitchen window to get to me had her clawed hands buried in my hair and was trying to smash my face into the sink. I had both hands on hers, trying to get them out of my hair. 
 
    I heard Kevin call my name, yelling at me to get down, then I heard another scream as another infected came smashing through into the kitchen from the dining room and I heard him struggling with Kevin, followed by another smash of broken glass. 
 
    I turned to the woman who was scrabbling at my face with one of her clawed hands, trying to scratch my eyes out. In desperation, I grabbed a soup bowl we had used for supper last night from the sink and smashed it against the edge of the counter. It shattered into jagged pieces of porcelain, and I felt one piece cut my hand badly. 
 
    Grasping one of the shards, I stabbed out repeatedly to where I thought her face was. I could feel my hand being sliced, but it didn’t matter because I could feel my jagged weapon sinking again and again into her. 
 
    “Stephanie, drop down!” I heard Alex yell at me from behind. Without thinking, I buckled my knees, dropping my weight down, and pulled the woman part way into the kitchen with me. 
 
    I heard the crash of a gunshot near my head and felt a splash as blood and brain matter exploded out of the sick woman’s skull, covering me and the counter above me. 
 
    My ears ringing from the blast, I stood and tore the dead woman's hands out of my hair and wiped my eyes clear. 
 
    I ran through into the dining-room in time to see Jamie firing his pistol twice into the chest of the infected man standing in the doorway. The impact blew him out the doorway, his corpse collapsing onto the deck outside. 
 
    Beyond his body, out in the open of the deck, was another body, still moving. 
 
    I saw Kevin, my husband, lying on his side in a massive pool of blood. 
 
    Screaming his name in denial, I ran forward, throwing myself down on my knees in front of him. 
 
    His lifeblood was pumping out through his fingers, a warm stream surging in time with his heart, pouring from his neck down his arm, down to the stained deck beneath him. 
 
    “No! No no no no!” I screamed, pressing my hands to his throat, trying to stop the flow of blood. 
 
    I looked down at him and saw him looking up at me, shaking his head, his face pale with loss of blood. He looked at me and smiled, his lips turning blue, blood from inside his torn throat bubbling up and out his mouth. 
 
    He tried to speak, but coughed and spattered blood across his lips and chin instead. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I cried, tears pouring down my face, my hands twined into his, “I’m so sorry baby!” I cried as I wrapped my bloody fingers into his, pressing my forehead to his. 
 
    I saw him trying to speak as he lay on his back beneath me, dark blood pooling across his neck and chest, and running out of the corners of his mouth. 
 
    “What, baby, what?” I asked, pressing my forehead to his, feeling the cold of his fading life sucking the heat from me. 
 
    “...ve you….” he gurgled beneath me, twice, coughing on blood pouring from his throat. 
 
    I pulled back, and stared at him, eyes wide. 
 
    His eyes looking at me were clear, and warm, and full of love. I saw him, clearly, for the first time in a very long time. 
 
    … love you? 
 
    … forgive you? 
 
    With a gurgle of blood and a hard cough, his head fell back against the deck, and his eyes lost their focus; then they closed for the last time. 
 
    “Noooo!” I cried, beating my hands against his chest, “nononoooo!” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    It took a while, but after some time I finally became aware of Jamie and Alex standing in the dining room, still panting from the adrenaline pouring through their systems. Behind them, the house looked like the scene from a horror movie. Broken glass and blood was everywhere, corpses of the infected lying in heaps. The boys stood, their pistols loose in their hands, their shoulders heavy, and they watched me. Their faces were white with shock, and I could see tears in their eyes. 
 
    I knelt on the back deck, blood pooling around me, and used a corner of my shirt to wipe the blood and grime from my dead husband’s face. 
 
    The sun was full up above the horizon now, shining brightly across the water. I turned my face into the light, my eyes closed, and let the same warming rays of the autumn sun fall across both our faces, mine and my dead husband’s. I realized this would be the last thing I would ever share with him, and the tears started flowing anew. 
 
    I let them. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I came out of the bathroom, wiping my face dry. Jamie had found a plastic pail under the kitchen sink and had gone out to the shoreline to fill it with cold, clean water. Not bothering to warm it, we took turns cleaning up with the frigid lake water. I embraced the cold, I let it scrape me raw. I wanted to be clear, I wanted to be awake. 
 
    I looked at my bandaged hand. Six or seven deep slices cut across my palm and the base of my fingers. Alex had grabbed one of the first aid kits from the van and had done as best he could to sterilize the cuts and bandage them. They were bad, and without doubt should have stitches, but he did what he could. 
 
    While I had been washing, the boys had loaded the van, keeping their eyes open for any infected that might be wandering in the area. 
 
    The hardest part had been deciding what to do with Kevin’s body. 
 
    In the end, I decided we should put him in his sleeping bag and close him in one of the bedrooms upstairs. That would hopefully keep any scavengers from getting to him, and once this craziness was behind us, assuming it ever was, I could come back and get him taken care of properly. 
 
    I was going to do it, but Alex and Jamie took care of him for me. 
 
    I was going to leave his backpack with his clothes behind. They were just clothes, nothing that mattered to me, but Jamie suggested we should take it just in case. We had the space, he said, and we may run into someone who needs them. The thoughtfulness in that gesture made me tear up again. 
 
    The only thing of any sentimental value Kevin always carried with him was his little Swiss Army pocket knife, so I had taken it, almost reverently, from his pocket and placed it in my own. 
 
    We closed up the house as best we could, but it was pretty obvious that the back-patio doors were beyond repair. 
 
    I climbed into the van, the boys already both in the back seat, neither of them feeling right about sitting up front. I looked over at the empty spot. I wiped away a tear, started the van, and drove away without looking back. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The drive was quiet. No-one felt like speaking. The boys sat quietly looking out their windows, and I stared at the road ahead, but I saw nothing. 
 
    The beauty of the drive was lost on me. The sunlight sparkling on Lake Huron when we could see it off to the south looked dim. The breeze blowing the rainbow of leaves in gusts left me cold. 
 
    With every breath the weight of guilt pressed down on me. 
 
    … the guilt of having the camp stove burning in the kitchen without thinking of covering the window to block the light. 
 
    … the guilt of him having to come to my aid in the kitchen and dying as his reward. 
 
    … the guilt of being apart from the rest of our family during this crisis because he felt we needed this trip to salvage our marriage. 
 
    … but by far the worst was the guilt of having broken his trust; of having dishonoured our wedding vows, of selfishly and thoughtlessly throwing away my family for a fling that, in the harsh cold light of day, had meant nothing. Worse, it had meant less than nothing; it had been sex and nothing else, and it had cost me everything. 
 
    I felt dead inside. 
 
    My injured hand throbbed in agony, and I relished the pain. I wanted it, I deserved it. It was the only thing I wanted to feel. 
 
    The road from Thessalon to Sault Ste. Marie traced west and north, and then south, as the highway followed the contour of first the lake, and then the river that joined Lake Huron and Lake Superior, but that separated Canada from the United States. I slowed as we came into town. 
 
    Almost immediately we saw a huge billboard with flashing orange lights on it erected on the side of the highway telling us to follow the Highway 1 evacuation route and to not deviate under threat of law. 
 
    Seeing that sign lifted a weight off us a little. I looked in the rearview mirror and saw the boys smiling for the first time that day. I allowed myself a brief smile, cheered by their youthful enthusiasm. 
 
    As we drove along, according to the signs the highway became Trunk Road and then turned into Wellington Street East. We drove with what looked like waterfront commercial developments on our left, and train tracks on our right. We passed a couple more signs reminding us to stay on the posted route. 
 
    We came to an intersection at Bruce Street which had been blocked off, signs directing us to turn left. We did so slowly, now heading south towards the waterfront. 
 
    Two blocks ahead, I could see activity and a blockage of sorts, and through our open windows, we began to hear engines and voices yelling in the distance; not screams of rage or terror, but of people communicating. 
 
    I heard laughter. 
 
    I heard sounds of life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Day 5 
 
      
 
    A steel wall made up of shipping containers, the kind you see stacked up to the sky on cargo ships, blocked off our vision. The containers had been placed end-to-end, like giant LEGO blocks, forming a solid wall eight feet high. It was topped by a tall chain link fence complete with razor wire strung along the top, and this wall stretched across the road left and right as far as we could see. As I looked down along the wall in both directions, I saw soldiers carrying rifles walking slowly, or standing watching the roads and the city beyond. At several points along the top of the wall were stations with sandbags stacked up, behind which I could see the long black barrels of machine guns mounted on swivels. 
 
    In front of us across the road was a barricade marked with flashing orange lights in front of a closed chain link gate. Behind the fence I could see a guard station surrounded by a wall of sandbags and more razor wire. 
 
    Three soldiers in camo outfits stood to meet us, waving us up to them then signaling me to stop. 
 
    Behind the soldiers mounted to the steel wall were two huge signs, one printed in English and the other in French. 
 
    Please turn off your engine and remain in the vehicle. 
 
    Please do not make any sudden movements. 
 
    If you are armed, please do not reach for your weapons. 
 
    YOUR COOPERATION IS MANDATORY. 
 
    USE OF DEADLY FORCE WITHOUT WARNING HAS BEEN AUTHORIZED. 
 
    My palms were sweating, and I turned off the van’s ignition. One of the soldiers approached us, carrying a clipboard. The other two soldiers stayed back by the gate, their rifles held ready. 
 
    The soldier coming up to my window was quite tall, maybe almost as tall as Kevin had been, and was built like a tractor. He had a thick neck and what my mother had used to call a barrel chest. His short dark hair was hidden under a green bandana tied over his head. He wore a short-trimmed soul patch beneath his bottom lip, and he wore dark sunglasses covering his eyes. His movements were very precise, his tone leaving no room for argument. For some reason he looked very familiar to me, and suddenly it came to me: my son David loved playing video games, and one his games, Gears of War, had a character that looked just like this guy. 
 
    “Good afternoon ma’am, boys. Are any of you sick?” he asked, leaning down to look into the car, staring at each of us in turn, I’m sure looking for any sign of the sickness. We all shook our heads no. He nodded. 
 
    “Do any of you require immediate medical attention?” he asked, looking at my bandaged hand. While my hand hurt like a bastard, I thought I could wait to have someone look at it and said so. 
 
    “Outstanding,” he said, relaxing a little. “My name is Corporal Kelley. Before we go any further, I’m going to ask you all a couple questions and get you to do a few things for me, then we’ll get you inside where it’s safe, sound good?” 
 
    The boys and I nodded the affirmative. 
 
    “First things first,” he said, “if you have any firearms on your persons, I’m going to collect them before we continue, this is for your safety as well as ours. Do you have any firearms?” 
 
    I confirmed that we had a few on us, plus a few in the back with our gear. He waved one of the other soldiers to come over to our van. 
 
    “Alright, the firearms you have in the back we can deal with in a minute, for now let’s deal with the ones you’ve got on you. I want you all to keep your hands where I can see them, and one by one, I’m going to ask you to take each of your weapons, keeping your hands clear of the grip and fingers away from the trigger, I’ll get you to grasp the firearm by the barrel, and hand it out here to Private Reed okay?” 
 
    We all nodded. 
 
    “Ma’am we’ll start with you first.” 
 
    “I don’t have any guns on me, they’re all back there,” I said indicating the boys in the back seat. “Are we going to get them back?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes ma’am, any personal possessions that are removed, including firearms. It’s temporary only and will be given back to you.” 
 
    He moved to the back window and looked in at Jamie. 
 
    “Alright son, I’ll get you to reach to your belt with your left hand please and with two fingers please remove that pistol, then with your right hand grasp it by the barrel and pass it out here to Private Reed,” This whole time Corporal Kelley had his right hand on the butt of the pistol holstered at his waist. Jamie did as he was told. 
 
    “Perfect, now please with only your left hand, reach down to your feet and grab that shotgun by the barrel and pass it here to Private Reed.” 
 
    Jamie was reaching for the gun to comply when the soldier standing at the gate swung his rifle up to his shoulder, pointing it down the road behind us. 
 
    “Contact twelve o’clock!” he hollered, sighting down the barrel of the gun. 
 
    “Ma’am, you may want to cover your ears,” said Kelley as he set his clipboard down on the roof of the van, drew his pistol from his belt, and took a step back. 
 
    I looked out the window behind us and saw a crowd of infected, maybe a dozen or more of them, sprinting towards us down the street we had driven in on. 
 
    Suddenly everything seemed to happen very quickly. 
 
    Private Reed dropped the guns Jamie had handed over and swung his rifle clear from his shoulder. 
 
    The sound of gunfire tore through the morning air, and I pressed both hands over my ears, ducking my head down in fear. I saw soldiers on the top of the wall firing their rifles back behind us. Shot after shot rang out. 
 
    Seconds later, it was all over. 
 
    I slowly lowered my hands and turned to look in horror out the van window behind us. 
 
    A dozen or so bodies lay strewn in the street; two of them were still moving. Private Reed walked over to where they lay in the street, and methodically put two bullets into each of the moving ones. They stopped moving. 
 
    Kelley motioned to get the attention of the soldier standing back by the gate and told him to call this in and get a cadaver removal crew out here on the double. 
 
    “Clean-up on aisle six,” chuckled Private Reed, walking back over next to our van, earning himself a smack on the side of the head from Kelley. Reed glared at Kelley, then checked himself, nodded to his superior, and nodded to us. 
 
    “I’m sorry ma’am,” he said, looking somewhat contrite, “that was uncalled for.” 
 
    Kelley collected his clipboard from the roof of the van, and continued where he had left off, as if nothing had happened. 
 
    After gathering the firearms we had near at hand, he had me climb out of the van, open the rear door, and hand them the other guns we had in the back. 
 
    Kelley inspected each gun and wrote on the clipboard, I assumed he was recording the model and serial number, and then Reed carried them back to the station beside the gate. Corporal Kelley handed me the clipboard and had me double-check the information. Two pistols, one shotgun, and two rifles. I signed it where he indicated and returned it to him. 
 
    Next, Kelley asked each of us for our personal information, including name, age, birthdate, and home address. 
 
    When he got different last names and addresses from me and the boys, he remarked on it. 
 
    “No relation?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I replied, “we were on the same flight when we landed in Toronto and decided to try to get home together.” I gave him a brief explanation of our experience at the airport, including the theory that, since we had been aboard during the terrorist attack, it meant we were immune to whatever was happening here. Then, without going into too much detail, I explained what had happened this morning with Kevin, and that we were all trying to get back home to our families. Despite my best efforts no to, I began to cry. Alex reached forward from the back seat and gave my shoulder a squeeze, which only made me cry harder. It was exactly the type of thing Kevin would have done. 
 
    Kelley nodded through this, making notes on his clipboard. 
 
    “My condolences, ma’am,” he said quietly, sounding like he meant it. As much shit as we had seen in the last five days, I had no doubt these guys had seen much worse, so I wouldn’t have been at all surprised to see these guys come across like emotionless robots. Like Private Reed, I thought to myself, looking over at him in distaste. He stood beside the other soldier near the gate, grabbing his crotch and laughing, likely at some off-colour joke. The soldier beside him didn’t seem all that amused. 
 
    Dickhead, I thought to myself, scowling. 
 
    If Corporal Kelley saw my reaction, he was polite enough to not mention it. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I was sitting in a hotel room in the Days Inn only a block away from where Corporal Kelley had processed our entrance into the compound. Jamie and Alex had a room adjoining mine, and at the moment we had the door between the rooms propped open. 
 
    Both rooms had two twin beds each, plus my room had a kitchen suite as well, which was nice. We had been allowed to keep our supplies, including our food, so we had stacked it all in the kitchen area. 
 
    Jamie and Alex had each kept their own packs, and all the extra gear was stacked on the empty bed in my room. 
 
    After collecting our firearms and taking our personal information, Corporal Kelley had motioned to the other soldiers to open the front gate, and saying his goodbyes to us, handed his clipboard to Private Reed and instructed us to drive inside and follow instructions, which we did. Private Reed followed us in and showed us where to park. 
 
    Immediately inside the gate, to the right of us was a large stadium and to the left was a Holiday Inn. 
 
    The hotel had what seemed to be a cell phone tower behind it. Up in the tower I saw a soldier had been positioned with binoculars and a long rifle. A lookout or a sniper, I guessed to myself. 
 
    The hotel appeared to have been converted to be used as a headquarters of sorts, I saw a few soldiers walking in and out of the main entrance. In the parking area a large tent had been set up to serve as a medical station.  
 
    A soldier came out to us and took the clipboard from Private Reed, who then returned to his position at the front gate. The new soldier double-checked the information written on his notes and led us into the tent. 
 
    We were given a quick physical by a nurse (which basically consisted of temperature, blood pressure, and a sniff test to make sure we weren’t showing any signs of nasal congestion), then told to wait off to the side. A short time later a doctor came in and inspected my hand. He frowned and shook his head as he peeled the bandages off, several of the cuts opening and washing fresh blood across my hand. The pain shot up my arm, and I took it somewhat gratefully, since it was mine and Kevin’s. 
 
    He called for a nurse, and, after disinfecting the cuts and administering an anesthetic, he put exactly nineteen stitches into my right hand; he coated them in a thin layer of petroleum jelly and wrapped my hand in bandages. He had me go through a range of motions with my hand and fingers, and said he feared I might have some nerve damage when it all healed, but remarkably none of the tendons seemed to have been damaged. 
 
    He tried to give me some pills for the pain that would come, and I declined. He shook his head and seemed somewhat apologetic for what my hand was going to look like after it healed, but I didn’t mind. 
 
    A little while later, another soldier showed up in a golf cart with a trailer and told us he was taking us to our quarters. He instructed us to load our packs into the trailer, and shortly we were zipped away, 
 
    Our quarters turned out to be another hotel right around the corner. We were led inside, where our clipboard was handed off to yet another soldier who was stationed at the front desk. Yet again we confirmed our personal information and were given room keys and directions to our quarters as well as a map of the compound and directions to the common shower area. There was no water pressure in any of the buildings, so we had to collect water in jugs from the lobby to take to the room to use for washing and flushing the toilets. 
 
    I thanked him as I took the room keys. 
 
    I thought to myself that Kevin would have tried to tip him, just for fun. I smiled sadly, my eyes tearing up a little. 
 
    Now, lying on my bed in my room, I lay with my eyes open, staring at nothing.  
 
    I could hear Alex and Jamie in their room arguing over who got the bed closest to the window. After a few minutes, they came to a solution. It sounded like they were going to take turns kicking each other in the nuts, and whoever called quits first, lost. Now they were arguing over who got to kick first. 
 
    We had electricity, which I assumed was thanks to a generator I had been able to hear running out the back as we were led inside. I thought longingly about going to take a shower in the common area tent outside, but I was simply too weary. 
 
    I sat up and went over to the spare bed where the backpacks were. Hesitantly, feeling almost like I didn’t have the right, I opened Kevin’s pack and took out one of his sweaters. My hand throbbed in agony, and I wrapped Kevin’s sweater around it. 
 
    I sat back on my bed, his sweater in my hands. I realized it was what he had been wearing that morning in the cafe in Paris when he had caught me texting. I remembered the hurtful and hateful words we had thrown at each other. My God, how could I have said those things to him, I asked myself. How could I have done those things? Fresh tears spilled from my eyes. 
 
    I lifted his sweater to my nose, burying my face in it. I breathed in. He had a special scent, one that I had always loved, but I had forgotten it somehow. He didn’t wear cologne and never had, but he had a smell that was just him. It wasn’t something anyone else would ever recognize, but I knew it and it was him. 
 
    I closed my eyes and breathed in slowly, inhaling his scent, taking in everything that I had left of him, and I breathed out all my anguish and sorrow and regret. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    A knock on the door woke me. I was curled on my bed in a ball, using Kevin’s sweater as a pillow. I sat up and rubbed my eyes, looking out the window. Outside the late afternoon sun was painting everything with a warm orange brush. I must have slept for hours. I didn’t hear the boys next door, so figured they must either be sleeping or off exploring. 
 
    The knock came again, more insistent this time. 
 
    I got up from the bed and rubbed my eyes. I didn’t even want to think about what I looked like, so I avoided looking at the mirror as I walked to the door. 
 
    I opened it and saw Corporal Kelley standing there. 
 
    “Good evening Mrs. Hayes,” he said, nodding respectfully at me. “I hope you’re getting settled in alright?” 
 
    I agreed that we were and thanked him for the rooms. 
 
    “My CO would like to have a moment of your time, if you’re free?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” I replied after a moment of hesitation, surprised. “Just give me a second to leave a note for the boys.” I went to the desk in the room and, grabbing a hotel pen and notepad, scrawled a quick note to the twins that I was going with Cpl. Kelley and would be back later. 
 
    I followed him down the stairwell to the ground floor. Most of the lights in the hotel might be working, but the elevators weren’t. They had enough juice for the basics, he explained, but not for the luxuries. 
 
    We walked into the Holiday Inn and approached the front desk. A soldier stationed there waved us in when Cpl. Kelley told them we were there to see Capt. Meyers. 
 
    As we walked along a hallway leading to the command centre, he glanced down to my freshly-bandaged hand. 
 
    “Doc Connor told me your hand was quite a mess, if you don’t mind me saying so Ma’am,” he said, nodding at the fresh bandages on my hand. “He also said you didn’t want anything for the pain.” I detected a note of respect in his voice. 
 
    I looked down at my bandages, my hand throbbing in white hot flashes of pain, and I shrugged; I told him I figured I had gotten off easy. 
 
    He nodded, understanding. I think he got it. If anyone knew about survivor’s-guilt, it was these guys. 
 
    At the end of the hall, Cpl. Kelley knocked on a door and, after hearing a voice inside telling him to enter, opened it and walked in motioning me to follow him. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Cpl. Kelley stood at attention and awaited his superior’s acknowledgment. Behind the desk, the man stood and nodded. 
 
    “Capt. Meyers,” said Cpl. Kelley, “Mrs. Hayes.” 
 
    Meyers nodded, thanked and dismissed Kelley. 
 
    Kelley turned on his heel and, nodding to me as he left, exited the room closing the door behind him. 
 
    Capt. Meyers came out from behind his desk, his right hand extended. 
 
    “Mrs. Hayes, it’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, shaking my hand. He stepped back and motioned to a chair in front of his desk. “Please,” he said. 
 
    I thanked him and sat down. He offered me a drink of water, which I gladly accepted. 
 
    He walked back behind his desk and sat down. 
 
    On the desk in front of him was a manila file folder with several pages inside. Without saying anything, he returned his attention to the papers in front of him, and continued reading. 
 
    I sipped from my plastic bottle, grateful for the silence. 
 
    I guessed Capt. Meyers to be in his late fifties, his once-dark crisply-trimmed hair well fading into salt-and-pepper grey (with more salt than pepper), but he moved like a man much younger. He was of average height and had a slim, lean appearance. 
 
    After a moment, he closed the folder and pushed it aside, looking up at me. 
 
    “Please accept my sincere condolences for the loss of your husband,” he said. 
 
    I sipped from my water again, swallowed back my tears, and nodded my thanks. Right now I wanted Kevin beside me, but I was alone. 
 
    He tapped the folder beside him. “I understand your group was abroad during the outbreak,” he said, and looked up at me. 
 
    I nodded my agreement. “We were,” I said, “our flight arrived in Toronto from Zurich when news of the outbreak became public knowledge.” I didn’t bother to elaborate since I was confident he knew everything we had already related since our arrival. 
 
    Still looking at my file, he nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s something we have in common,” he said, standing and walking over to the window overlooking the front gate. “Our entire battalion was stationed overseas when the SHTF back home.” 
 
    He smiled at my blank stare. 
 
    “Sorry, force of habit. Us old soldiers love our acronyms. ‘Shit hit the fan,’ if you’ll pardon the expression. We were recalled four days ago; we have been tasked with establishing this base with instructions to provide support capacity for upwards of ten thousand civilians if needed. Regretfully it appears we are vastly over prepared in this regard.” 
 
    “Is this everywhere?” I asked, afraid of the answer. 
 
    “It’s not everywhere, but it’s extensive throughout North America,” he replied. “A significant majority of the American population has been affected, as well as most Canadian cities in any kind of proximity to US centres of population.” He didn’t need to mention that most major Canadian cities were located close to the border. He didn’t need to tell me that ‘significant majority’ translated into tens of millions of people, maybe hundreds of millions. There was no way I could wrap my head around it. 
 
    I told him what we had seen on our travels, the packs of infected, but that I couldn’t understand why there weren’t more of them. 
 
    “Based on the information we’re getting from command, and from what we’ve seen here in the field, if left unassisted after infection roughly seventy to eighty percent of them will simply expire on their own due to asphyxiation.” Choking to death on their own mucus, in other words, I thought, and I shuddered. 
 
    He nodded grimly. 
 
    “It’s a horrible ending,” he agreed, “but if there’s any silver lining it’s that we’re left with a significantly more manageable threat level from the infected that are still out there.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. 
 
    “What about out west?” I asked. “Have you heard anything about what’s happening in Saskatchewan?” 
 
    “As far as the illness goes, I’m told that Saskatchewan is faring well, comparatively. I understand you have family back there?” 
 
    “My children and Kevin’s parents,” I said, nodding. Everyone I had in the world was out there, I thought to myself, and suddenly felt very alone. I couldn’t stop the tears. 
 
    He gave me a moment to collect myself. Meyers stoically handed me a box of tissues, which I took with thanks, and a moment later I wiped my eyes dry. 
 
    “That brings me to the purpose for requesting this meeting, Ma’am,” he said to me, returning to his seat behind his desk. 
 
    “We’re preparing a supply convoy I will be heading that will be leaving in two days, heading west. The convoy will be stopping at CFB Shilo in Manitoba, and then carrying on west to CFB Suffield near Medicine Hat. We’ll be heading straight through Regina on our route west, and we would like to offer you and the young men you’re traveling with an escort home.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I found the twins in the cafeteria that had been set up in a massive tent in the parking lot of a large waterfront shopping mall across from our hotel. 
 
    After my meeting with Capt. Meyers had ended, I had returned to my hotel room to find the brothers gone. The soldier at the front desk was kind enough to show me on my map where the common areas such as the cafeterias were and suggested that’s where I might find them. 
 
    There were hundreds of people in the room, mostly civilians but many soldiers as well. It took me by surprise; it was the first time since leaving the airport that I had seen a group of people that weren’t infected. 
 
    The boys were sitting at a table with several soldiers around their age, including, I saw unhappily, Private Reed. 
 
    I motioned them over to me, sitting down at an empty table nearby. 
 
    I told them about my meeting with Capt. Meyers, and their eyes lit up with the news. 
 
    “Seriously?” Jamie exclaimed, looking at me in excitement, and then to his brother. “How did you manage to arrange that?” 
 
    I looked around the room and pointed to a table not far from where the boys had been sitting with Private Reed. “I didn’t,” I said. “He did.” 
 
    Corporal Kelley saw me pointing in his direction and nodded to us with a small smile. He stood with his tray of food and walked over to us, asking if he could join us, to which we all agreed enthusiastically. 
 
    “I’m guessing Capt. Meyers gave you the news?” he asked with a smile, taking a sip from his coffee. 
 
    “He did,” I replied, “I don’t know how to thank you!” I looked around the room at the hundreds of civilians present. “But why do we warrant such special treatment? Surely almost everyone here has a home and family elsewhere, why are we getting a free ride?” 
 
    “Simply good luck, Mrs. Hayes,” he replied after taking a bite of his lunch. “This supply train has been scheduled for days, and you won’t be the only civilians thumbing a ride along with us. A couple more days and you would have missed out, I’m afraid. 
 
    “We have a dozen or so groups who will be accompanying us on the trip headed west,” he continued between bites, making sure to politely chew with his mouth closed, “we’re arranging for anyone here who might be heading that direction to come with us, if they want. Our company is making the trip, including my section. Several of us have family out west also.” Until now I hadn’t considered that these men were essentially in the same situation as we were: they were away from home and family, but unlike me, their duty kept them from being able to go home no matter how much they would want to. 
 
    “We’re going to have an orientation briefing tomorrow at 0800 hours for the people making the journey with us, following which will be a mandatory basic firearms safety instruction. Capt. Meyers thought it prudent in the interest of safety, yours and ours, since you’ll have your firearms returned to you for the trip.” 
 
    He didn’t say that the thought of a bunch of civilians in a tense situation walking around with loaded guns and no idea how to use them scared him; he didn’t need to. 
 
    It scared me too. 
 
    I thought sardonically about how quickly my liberal approach to firearms had changed in the event of this crisis. 
 
    A week ago, the thought of sitting through instruction in firearms use from soldiers would have sounded like torture to me, but today it sounded like a fantastic idea. If I had been comfortable using a gun and had been carrying one this morning in the house on Lighthouse Point, maybe Kevin would still be alive here with me. 
 
    The thought of Kevin’s death deflated me again and brought me to the verge of tears. 
 
    I thanked him once again for his help in making this happen and told them I was going to take a walk before returning to my room. As I left, I saw that the boys stayed to chat excitedly with him, mostly likely asking about the trip; I certainly preferred them visiting with him over Private Reed. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    It was full dark outside, and a heavy, wet fog had settled into the area coming off the river, making it feel colder than it was. Most of the buildings in the compound were dark also, with the exception of the ones in use by the army and the civilians. Only one in three street lights were lit, likely to help preserve electricity, providing enough light to see where you were walking, but still much darker than a born and bred city girl like me was used to. 
 
    I stopped in the doorway of a building that had its lights on and looked at the map the soldier at the desk had given me. The area they had secured as this compound wasn’t big: it was huge. They had used the natural borders of the waterfront on the south and the border bridge leading south to the US on the west, and so had only needed to build half as much wall as they would have otherwise. This also gave them control over the border crossing at the bridge from Michigan only a thousand or so yards south across the river. Looking across the river in darkness, I didn’t see any lights so it didn’t look like the American military had any presence there, at least not that I could see in the fog. 
 
    The compound wall extended first east and then curved southeast as it followed Queen Street all the way to the stadium and the hotels where we had entered. My guess was it was almost two kilometres long, and looked like it had shopping malls, restaurants, office buildings, and even a casino within its perimeter. Most of the area was designated as “restricted” in red on my map, meaning military only, but there was still no shortage of areas open to civilians, including trails along the waterfront. 
 
    As I walked along in the semi-darkness, I could occasionally hear gunfire ringing out at the gates. When we had been brought into the compound this afternoon, after the soldiers had shot the crowd of infected at the gate, I had asked if that was the only way to deal with them. Corporal Kelley had advised that they were only firing on the ones that threatened the access gates to keep it clear for incoming civilians, like us. Elsewhere along the wall, and at the bridge coming up from the US, they hadn’t been shooting them yet, they just let them amass along the wall. It was the “yet” that stuck with me. 
 
    It turned my stomach to think these were just sick people, people just like me, like Kevin, like the twins, but unfortunate enough to have been afflicted by this horrible illness that made them lose all control, and that the only solution was to be shot down in the street. But I also had come to have some small understanding of the scope of what was happening, and knew in all likelihood, for the infected, a bullet might be a mercy. 
 
    The outbreak had only happened five, or maybe six, days ago. I didn’t know what kind of awareness or survival instincts the infected would have, with their thought processes apparently reduced to sheer rage and fury, as it appeared from what we had seen. Would they be able to take care of their most basic needs, such as finding water, food and shelter? I didn’t know, but nothing we had seen so far made me think that they could. That meant the harsh reality was that the army likely didn’t even need to use bullets to deal with the problem of the infected; maybe all they needed was a little patience. 
 
    I had walked aimlessly for several blocks along the waterfront, feeling my injured hand throbbing with every beat of my heart, and I sat down heavily on a bench overlooking the water underneath one of the lighted street lamps, it’s glow eerie in the fog. Sitting there I could faintly hear screams and howls of the infected coming from the northwest, in the direction of the border bridge. 
 
    I tried not to think about where my children might be right now, and how they might be fairing, but it was no use. Capt. Meyers had said that while the infection wasn’t as severe out west on the Prairies as it was here in the more densely-populated regions close to the US border, it was still very serious. But even more serious was turning out to be the total breakdown of infrastructure and supplies of food and medical goods, hence the supply run we would be accompanying. He advised that there had been a breakdown in authority as people abandoned their posts, including police and emergency personnel, and there was a general state of lawlessness that made it dangerous for everyone; looting was prevalent as people were fighting for whatever supplies were left. I hadn’t told Jamie and Alex about that part of it, I figured they didn’t need to worry any more than they already were. 
 
    From the darkness to my right I heard men’s voices coming towards me, and I suddenly realized how vulnerable I was at that moment, alone in the mire of darkness and fog. The encounter with the two thugs at the roadblock outside of Barrie suddenly felt very fresh in my mind, and I felt my heart rate spike and my palms start sweating. 
 
    I saw two soldiers come into the light, rifles slung over their shoulders. Sitting where I was under the streetlight, I expect they were able to see me before I had been able to see them. 
 
    “Evening, Ma’am,” one of the soldiers nodded to me courteously. I let out a nervous breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding. “Everything alright?” he asked, maybe sensing my nervousness. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I replied. “Out on patrol?” I asked lightly. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am, quiet night so far.” He looked around the area, and looked back at me, a slightly concerned look on his face. “If you don’t mind me saying, Ma’am, it might not be the best idea for you to be sitting out here like this alone. Would you let us escort you back to your quarters?” 
 
    I was about to agree with him and thank him, when off to the south, out over the water, we heard boat motors idling through the fog. 
 
    At that same moment, several guard stations nearby must have heard the same sound at the same time, since before the soldiers I was speaking to were able to call in an alert, bright lights slammed on, their beams pointed out into the darkness of the river. The fog made it impossible to see anything out there, just turning the beams of light into solid shafts of fog. 
 
    “Ma’am, it would be a good idea for you to return to your quarters if you can find your way there yourself,” the one soldier said to me as they both lifted their rifles from where they were hung over their shoulders and turned to face the sound of the boat engines. 
 
    Nodding warily and nearly tripping over myself, I walked quickly away from the waterfront back towards my hotel. All along the riverfront I could hear voices yelling back and forth as soldiers sounded off, and I could see rows of searchlights cutting through the fog and sweeping across the river. As I walked, I tensely expected the sounds of gunfire, but there was none. 
 
    The voices eventually fell away behind me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Day 6 
 
      
 
    I awoke the next morning to the lovely sharp smell of a mug of strong, dark coffee on the table beside the bed, and, breathing in that heavenly smell and blinking myself awake, I smiled sadly. Coffee on the nightstand in the morning had been Kevin’s thing for years. He had always been a morning person, whereas I most certainly was not. 
 
    Our inside family joke was that sometimes he woke up grumpy, and sometimes he let her sleep a little longer. 
 
    I wondered when it was that the morning coffees had stopped. I couldn’t remember, but somewhere along the line, that special ritual he had for me had simply fallen away, and the saddest part of it was, I hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    I could hear the boys in the room next door chatting. We had left the doors open through the night just in case, but the night had been quiet, and I had been asleep the second my head had hit the pillow. 
 
    Jamie poked his head into the room to see if I was awake just as I sat up, flexed my right hand painfully, and then leaned back against the headboard, savouring the morning brew. 
 
    “Whichever one of you brought me this coffee, you’re my favourite!” I said with my eyes closed as I felt my brain slowly coming to life, the caffeine hitting my system and flipping all my switches to “on”. 
 
    “I did it!” said Jamie followed by an immediate “You did not you liar, I did!” as Alex grabbed him from behind, the two wrestling to the floor in the doorway, both laughing and growling at the same time. Maybe twins are different, or when it’s two boys maybe, but Karen and David weren’t like that at all; with them she was the little mother, always protecting him when he was little. Now that he was the same size as her and growing fast, I’m sure he would become her protector. 
 
    I choked back tears at the thought, saying a silent prayer that they would protect each other now. 
 
    Before their wrestling devolved into an actual fight, I shooed them back into their room so I could have some privacy as I got changed. I had a jug of water provided by the soldier at the front desk last night and used some of it to freshen up as best I could, then the boys and I went down to the cafeteria for a quick breakfast before the morning orientation. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    It was still dark outside, but the fog of last night had disappeared and the sky to the east was starting to lighten when we went into the cafeteria tent for breakfast, following which we were directed to another pavilion tent across the parking lot set up for the briefing. I looked around the room and, including the twins and myself, figured there were almost forty civilians present. 
 
    At eight o’clock sharp, Capt. Meyers walked to the front of the tent, and several other soldiers stood behind him off to the side. He cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention and to quiet the room, said good morning to us all, and asked us to be seated and to please hold all our questions until the end of the briefing. 
 
    “First of all, for those of you I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting personally yet, I’d like to take this opportunity to welcome you to the newly-christened Fort Rapids.” This was met with a round of cheers and clapping, likely from a group of people who were just happy to be alive and well, more than anything else. 
 
    “This time tomorrow,” he continued, “All of us here in this room, along with fifty-two of the fine men and women under my command, will be leaving for our journey west. The purpose of this briefing is to inform all of you how this is going to work, and what will be expected of you on our journey. 
 
    “This trip is the first of what we plan to be regular supply runs east and west to re-establish communications between regions and to establish a regular supply route. We will be wheels-up at 0800 tomorrow morning. Let me be clear in that there will be no delays, and we will not be waiting for you, so I would recommend that you be packed and ready to go no later than 0745. Like this morning, breakfast will be served starting at 0600 in the cafeteria. We will be leaving as a convoy through Gate Bravo, located at Bruce Street here behind me. 
 
    “For those of you who have reliable vehicles that can make the trip, please come and see Staff Sergeant McReary here immediately after this briefing, and she will coordinate ensuring your vehicle is fueled up today so you’re ready for departure tomorrow. She will be providing you with radios so we can maintain communication between all the vehicles in the convoy. These radios are for necessary communication only, not for asking the person in the vehicle behind you if they saw that bear on the side of the road.” He indicated a young woman to his right who stepped forward and nodded to us when he mentioned her name. 
 
    “For those of you who don’t have a vehicle, or don’t trust the vehicle you arrived here in, we have commandeered two buses that will accommodate all of you and your gear. You will find those buses at Gate Bravo at 0630 tomorrow, and Staff Sergeant Dagenais here will assist you with getting your gear stowed and finding a seat next to your travelling partners.” He indicated a stocky man with a shaved head to his left, who stepped forward and nodded. “Again, we ask that you be there early to allow for time in getting gear and asses stowed. We need you to be in your seat ready to roll at 0745 at the latest. 
 
    “Our trip will take us west along the TransCanada highway,” Capt. Meyers continued. “Our first scheduled full stop is CFB Shilo just outside of Brandon, Manitoba. This first leg of our journey is just under sixteen hundred kilometres in length and under normal circumstances would take approximately seventeen hours before allowing for rest stops. We expect we will find some delays, and so we are anticipating between twenty-four to twenty-eight hours on the road. This puts us ringing the doorbell at Shilo between 0800 and 1200 two days from today. We will bivouac there until 1800, at which time we will begin the second and final leg of our journey heading west to CFB Suffield in Alberta. This second leg of our journey is just under nine hundred kilometres in length and would normally take approximately eight and one-half hours. We are anticipating that this will take us between thirteen to fifteen hours, so that has us wheels down in Suffield sometime between 0700 and 0900 three days from today. 
 
    “We will not be stopping to sleep or eat.” At that many of the people in the room began to protest, but Capt. Meyers cut them off and continued. “We will be driving in shifts, and if you will be driving in your own vehicle, we expect you to do the same. We will have scheduled rest stops along the road that will allow for getting out of the vehicle and stretching, using the head, refueling and distribution of rations.” He looked around the room at those that had begun to gripe, making it clear he was speaking to them while at the same time addressing the whole room. “If this is going to be a problem, then there are two options: Option A is to leave the driving to us, and you can ride in one of the busses; Option B is you can make your own way home. There is no Option C.” 
 
    When he saw everyone understood, he continued. 
 
    “We are expecting that we will encounter civilians in need of aid. We will be prepared to hand out some supplies as needed en route and will be directing them to head here to Fort Rapids, but we will not be stopping for more than that. 
 
    “Along the way we fully expect that we will have to engage with infected and, to a less likely extent, possibly other threats. You will let us do our jobs and leave it to us to resolve these encounters. However, in the event of an emergency, it is certainly your right to defend yourselves and your family, and your property.” Many of the same people who had been dissenting about the driving arrangements were now nodding in agreement. I heard a ‘hell yeah we will’ from a table behind me. 
 
    “Following this briefing,” Capt. Meyers stated, “I ask that you will remain seated, and the Staff Sergeants behind me will divide you into groups. These groups will be your assigned arrangements for the next few days. They will be your go-to contact for any questions or needs you might have. They will conduct the firearms safety instruction later this morning, and they will give you the finer details of what you’ll need to know before we leave tomorrow. 
 
    “Along the way, as you each get to or near your individual destinations, you will want to branch off and continue along your way. We will not have time to stop for heartfelt goodbyes and tear-filled farewells,” he said with a dry smile, repaid with many chuckles around the room. He was more solemn when he continued, “so let me now say that we sincerely wish you all the very best in the difficult days ahead. These brave men and women here in front of you, and the others stationed here and across our great country, the reason they are here today instead of making their own journeys home to be with their families is because they believe in this country. They swore a solemn oath to faithfully resist her enemies and to keep the peace. Absolutely nothing would make any of us happier than to have you all find a happy end to this. And it breaks our hearts to know that this will not be the case. Not for everyone.” 
 
    I was moved to see tears in his eyes, even though his composure didn’t change. I was struck again by the sacrifice these people were making. They weren’t here for themselves, there were here for us. Their families too were out there somewhere, maybe sick, maybe dying, unprotected. And yet these people were here providing safety and aid to us. 
 
    “To that end, the last piece of business I have to share with you is to inform you that your group leaders will be also providing you with maps of where we currently have bases established, new ones like Fort Rapids here in the Soo, as well as others east and west of here, including radio frequencies and the names of the base commanders. If you are able to find your families, or sadly even if you’re not, as long as those bases stand, they’re open to you if you can make your way to them.” 
 
    Clearing his throat, he took a sip of water and opened the floor to a brief round of questions. Some of the questions were trivial in nature, and those he redirected to ask of their group leader once they were split up. 
 
    Some of the questions were not trivial. 
 
    A woman with two small children seated off to the side stood up. “What’s happening everywhere else? Do we still have a government? We’ve been told about the US, but what about the rest of the world? Is the sickness spreading, and if not, are those countries going to help us at all?” 
 
    “Good questions, thank you,” he said. “First off, yes we still have a government. The Prime Minister and from what we’ve been told a majority of the Members of Parliament are still safe and doing their jobs. Individually, we’re told some of the provinces have fared better than others, but as a whole, it sounds like we’re in pretty good shape that way. Right now, they have two main hurdles to restoring public order: we have the threat posed by the infected, and we have a shortage of manpower to provide infrastructure, supply distribution and law enforcement. Helping with hurdle number two is the reason behind our supply trip tomorrow. 
 
    “South of the border we’ve been told their government, like ours, is largely intact and is operational. They have the same hurdles to overcome as we do but magnified greatly due to a much larger population and due to, as we understand, them being the direct target in this. 
 
    “As to what’s happening elsewhere in the world; to date information has been limited, but it sounds like this crisis has been confined to North America.” You could hear the relief in the room. I’m sure many people in the room had friends and family around the world, and hearing that they weren’t dealing with this sickness was a blessing. 
 
    “Without going into too much detail, we have been told to expect that in coming days and weeks there will be support incoming both in terms of goods supply and manpower from around the world. One of the reasons Fort Rapids was established here is our direct access to shipping channels and our position as a border station. We will be one of the primary outposts for distribution of goods throughout the country and down into the US during this crisis. 
 
    “Our NATO allies will come to our aid now, as we have for them in the past. We will not suffer through this alone. However, right now there are still too many unknowns about this sickness, and to ensure that this sickness doesn’t spread beyond our borders, the rest of the world is being cautious, and rightly so.” 
 
    I heard a chair scrape back behind me as someone stood. “Do they know who did this yet? Was it ISIS, or the Russians, the North Koreans, or what?” 
 
    This was clearly a question Capt. Meyers had been expecting. 
 
    “To date we haven’t received any information on this beyond what was disseminated to the public during the outbreak via the Presidential address and various media outlets. Presently you know as much as we do on this matter.” 
 
    I raised my hand and stood up, and Capt. Meyers nodded to me. 
 
    “What was the commotion along the river last night?” I asked. 
 
    This was a question I don’t think he had been expecting, and he took a moment to drink from his water bottle before continuing. 
 
    “Well Ma’am, the ugly truth of it is that we live in a world where not everyone plays well with others, and not everyone is willing to obey the rules. Despite the fact that we will open our doors to anyone in need of aid and shelter, it appears that there are some people out there who aren’t willing to live by the few simple rules we have here that make life together possible. 
 
    “To put it simply, we’ve had a few occurrences of theft from our supplies. We’ve also seen a great deal of looting around the surrounding area.” At that I began to feel guilty, knowing that we too were guilty of exactly that crime, as were most of the people in the room most likely, which Capt. Meyers must have considered. “And I don’t mean foraging for what you need to survive, I mean profiteering,” he said with distaste, “looting and pillaging for profit or benefit at the expense of others.” 
 
    He sighed deeply, considering how to continue. “Some of our patrols outside of the compound walls have found wreckage and, well, remains, of people like you who were trying to get here, seeking shelter, who were set upon and killed.” 
 
    One of the civilian men in the tent with us raised his hand, and asked, “How do you know that wasn’t just the infected? We’ve seen lots of sites on our way here with people beaten to death by them.” 
 
    “Because the infected don’t strip the bodies of their supplies and their food,” Meyers replied simply, not holding anything back, “and they don’t rape their victims.” 
 
    The silence in the room was heavy. All of us had made it through the nightmare outside the steel walls of the camp; any of us could have met the same fate the captain was describing. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m speaking out of turn when I say there will invariably be people who will thrive in this kind of environment,” he continued. “I’m not talking about citizens who prepared for a collapse, like the survivalists or preppers out there who were ready for something like this. I’m talking about the criminal personality who has always chafed under the rule of law, and who now find themselves unfettered by society’s chains.” 
 
    I once again thought about our encounter with the thugs at the roadblock and how badly that could have turned out for us, and I knew he was very right. And that was only two guys; I didn’t want to imagine a whole gang together organized enough to think about stealing from an army base. I looked at the boys and guessed they were thinking the same thing. 
 
    I could see that even talking about people like this left a bad taste in his mouth. Those predators were the antithesis of everything this man and his service to his country stood for. 
 
    I could see him shake himself from the dark mood the subject brought on. 
 
    “These raiders out there are part of the reason we’ve decided to have you travelers join with our supply train, to help offer you the protection of the army in your journey, not just from the infected, but from the raiders as well. I think it is unlikely that anyone would have the nerve to attack a military convoy, so my guess is that we’ll get to our destinations unmolested. But a lone civilian vehicle out there unprotected might well be another matter.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The hard impact to my shoulder and cheek stunned me for a moment, and I saw stars. Wincing, I lowered the shotgun from my shoulder and rubbed my cheek, looking at Corporal Kelley. 
 
    “Owwww!” I said, smiling through the pain. 
 
    He shook his head, feigning disappointment. “I just don’t think the shotgun is the gun for you,” he said, and walked me through the steps of unloading the gun and, leaving the action open, I set it down on the table in front of me. 
 
    Over the last fifteen minutes I had put a couple dozen rounds through the shotgun in front of me, and despite Kelley’s best efforts of instruction ensuring I had it tight up against my shoulder, pointing not aiming, and squeezing the trigger instead of pulling, I still wasn’t able to fire it without feeling like I had been punched in the face. 
 
    I had, however, become pretty comfortable with the Glock 17. 
 
    After the briefing we had been given a short break and were told to meet at an area where they had set up a firearms training station; that’s where the firearms we had surrendered at the front gate would be waiting for us. Last night after returning to my room, I had remembered that Kevin had grabbed a pistol from the airport when we had left, and that, packed away and forgotten, it hadn’t been among those we handed over when we were admitted into the camp. I had dug through the bags and put it in my coat pocket next to Kevin’s Swiss Army knife. When we gathered at the training station and took back our firearms, I brought the pistol out of my pocket and put it with the others. Corporal Kelley hadn’t missed my movements and gave me a raised eyebrow in lieu of a question. I explained what had happened, and he accepted it gracefully. 
 
    For the next thirty minutes or so, Staff Sergeant Stephenson, a tall blonde woman with glasses and an ease of motion I envied, gave us basic theory instruction on how firearms worked and the steps behind safe use and handling of them; we were then broken into smaller groups and turned over to individual instructors for some practical instruction. The boys and I were pleased to see our instructor was Corporal Kelley. 
 
    The boys turned out to be naturals, their experience growing up around firearms evident in their comfort and practiced handling. Corporal Kelley was pleased with their proficiency and told them so. The boys actually blushed. I figured they had a bit of hero worship happening there, and I was fine with that, they had made a good choice. 
 
    I, however, felt totally inept. And I think Kelley was absolutely right in his assessment that the shotgun was simply not for me. I had wanted to learn to use it because it was the gun Kevin had been using when he died protecting me. I handed the unloaded shotgun over to Alex, who had seemed most comfortable using it today. He took it solemnly, I think understanding my feelings. 
 
    I had much better results with the Glock. The Glock and I did manage to come to terms, but I thought to myself, I didn’t know if we would ever be best friends. 
 
    Plus, through all of this, my damaged hand ached and throbbed brutally with every trigger squeeze. I looked at bloody spots on the bandages and was pretty sure I had torn some of the stitches. 
 
    Kelley had repeatedly drilled me on the steps of loading the rounds into the magazine, the magazine into the pistol and loading the rounds into the chamber, followed by the steps in reverse, again and again until, even with my bandaged hand, I could do it with my eyes closed. Then, with the gun empty, we went through the steps of drawing, cocking, target acquisition, trigger squeeze, and holstering the gun. And finally, we went through a couple dozen rounds of live fire at the target. When we were done, Corporal Kelley announced that all in all, I was a passably adequate shot. But just barely. 
 
    And that was good enough for me, I replied with a smile. 
 
    As the boys packed away our firearms, ensuring they were all unloaded and safe, and packed away our ammunition, Corporal Kelley walked over to me and handed me a holster for my gun. I thanked him again for his kindness. 
 
    “Well,” he said with some reserve, “I guess helping you out and making sure you all get home safely helps make up for me not being able to be home helping my wife and sons right now.” 
 
    I said nothing for a moment, again struck by the enormity of the sacrifice these people make putting their service before their personal needs. 
 
    “Where is your family?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m from northern Alberta, north of Edmonton a way,” he replied, “so I’m pretty sure they’re safe. We live a long way from the border, and our place is pretty rural so I don’t think they would have much to worry about so far as looters go. You know what small towns are like, I’m sure, everyone looks out for everyone else. Plus, I’ve always had a Boy Scout mentality, you know, ‘Be Prepared’? They’ve got lots of food and emergency supplies on hand. My boys are both almost grown, and they know how to take care of themselves. So as much as I’m worried about them, I’m also sort of not, if that makes any sense. And besides,” he said with a dry smile, “unlike you, my wife is one hell of a good shot.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Day 7 
 
      
 
    With military precision our convoy rolled out of the compound gate at eight am sharp. 
 
    The morning had been a flurry of activity around the camp, but I marveled at the organization as everyone, except for us, seemed to know where they were supposed to be and what they were supposed to be doing. 
 
    The afternoon before, following our firearms training, I asked the soldier at the front desk if there were any shower facilities set up for the civilians, since there was no running water working in the hotel. He said there wasn’t yet, but they were expecting to have something set up later that afternoon in the parking lot. True to his word, two large army tents had been set up near the waterfront, one for ladies and one for gentlemen, drawing water right from the river. Hot water was of course limited, so our choices were a very brief warm shower, or an unlimited cold shower followed by hot water to warm up with. 
 
    Yesterday the lineup for the shower had been way too long for my taste, so instead I got up earlier this morning and went down in the darkness. I had the tent to myself, so I didn’t feel too guilty about using a little more than my allotted amount of hot water. I was careful to keep my fresh bandages dry and out of the water; after firearms training yesterday, at Corporal Kelley’s insistence I had visited the med tent and had it inspected, torn stitches repaired, and rebandaged. 
 
    Back in the hotel room, wide awake from the frigid river water, I had coffee ready for the boys when I woke them up and shooed them out the door to the shower so I could enjoy my coffee in silence, likely for the last time for a while. 
 
    The cafeteria had been a noisy mob of chaos and energy and as I looked around at everyone in the room, eyes bright, talking between mouthfuls of scrambled dehydrated eggs and fried spam and slurped coffee, I was reminded of last summer when Kevin and I had dropped the kids off for two weeks at summer camp. It was that same feeling; the excitement of something new and unknown. 
 
    The boys and I had agreed yesterday that we would drive our beat-up green minivan along with the convoy. I had gotten us this far, and we would need transport once we got where we were going. Between the three of us, we would be fine taking shifts driving. We loaded up all our gear, making sure we had easy access to our weapons, including our belt knives at our hips. I kept Kevin’s Swiss Army knife in my pocket, I hadn’t been without it since Thessalon. 
 
    I fully expected that our escort would take care of any threats on the road, but I was trying to shift my thinking; like Cpl. Kelley, from now on, I was going to be prepared. 
 
    As our convoy began to move, and we found our place among our escort vehicles, I was doing the math in my head; based on Capt. Meyers’ briefing the day before, I expected we would be rolling through Regina sometime around midnight tomorrow. 
 
    My stomach fluttered, and my palms were sweaty, gripping the steering wheel. 
 
    We were going home! 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before the wreckage this sickness had wrought to our world became evident. Before we made it out of town, we saw dozens of burnt buildings, some still smouldering. Abandoned vehicles were everywhere, some intact, some smashed, and some burnt-out husks. We had several encounters with small groups of infected, which we were able to simply push past and leave behind on the road. 
 
    The sight of all the dead bodies in the streets was the worst of it. 
 
    In the two days we had been at the camp, the horrors of the trip north from Toronto had soon faded, like a nightmare will upon waking. But driving through this carnage quickly brought it back, as did the hollowness of the empty passenger’s seat beside me. 
 
    All of this quickly sapped the energy from the van, and our feelings of exuberance for being on our way home soon soured. 
 
    Once we were past the edge of town, the wreckage and the groups of infected became less frequent, but still a constant reminder of the destruction around us. Several times we had to come to a stop as wreckage and debris blocking the road had to be cleared away. Each time I wondered if this had been created by someone as an ambush point, but we never saw anyone other than the infected. 
 
    Despite all of this, it couldn’t take away the raw beauty of the land around us as we found the rhythm of the convoy on the road, and the miles started to fall away, We drove north, often skirting Lake Superior to our left, with small resort villages scattered along the shore and it’s broad expanse of dark, cold water disappearing to the west, but more often we were just nestled between the evergreen forests and the rock of the Canadian Shield as the road played out ahead of us. 
 
    We had been instructed to keep a fair distance between vehicles but not to fall back too far. Along with the two buses, there were almost a dozen civilian vehicles in the group scattered between at least as many military trucks carrying the supply load. There were also two fuel-supply trucks, one of which was pulling a trailer unit that had several bathrooms in it, like you’d see outside a concert or event, only this one was painted green instead of white. Rounding out our group were two six-wheel armoured trucks, one at the front driving further ahead as a scout, and one at the back, providing protection from possible raiders. 
 
    We were almost three hours into the journey when the call came back from the lead vehicle across the radio we had been given; we were making our first scheduled rest-stop. The vehicles slowed and came to a stop as a group. We were on a stretch of highway with an airstrip to our right and a turnoff just ahead directing us to the town of Wawa. 
 
    As the boys got out of the van and stretched their legs, I walked ahead to the bathroom trailer eager to get rid of the three cups of coffee I drank that morning with breakfast. Based on the already long lineup at the trailer, I wasn’t the only one with that need. Several of the men were availing themselves of their God-given right to use the world as their bathroom and had wandered off to the tree line to water the foliage. 
 
    I scowled at them; not out of any sense of propriety or prudishness, but out of jealousy. 
 
    As I stood in line, I saw one of the privates drive a couple long metal posts into the ground at the side of the road, and attach a large sign directing those needing aid to the compound in Sault Ste Marie. I hoped there were people out here who would see it and would be able to make the journey. 
 
    “Contact north!” came a shout from the front of the convoy. I looked ahead as the soldiers around us all were at an instant state of readiness. 
 
    I saw two trucks racing towards us from the direction of the town, honking their horns as they came. I could see several people in each truck, including people sitting the back. Most appeared to be carrying guns. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The vehicles turned out to be locals, including the mayor of the town. Captain Meyers and a few of his men took the mayor and a few of her people aside while other soldiers pulled food and medical supplies from one of the transport vehicles and helped load them into the trucks the locals had driven up in. I expected Meyers was giving the mayor and her people a quick version of the briefing we had gotten yesterday. 
 
    While this went on, the rest of us went about the business of emptying our bladders and grabbing some snacks, while several soldiers kept a wary eye on the woods around us. 
 
    The whole business didn’t take long, and soon we were back on the road. 
 
    The routine for the rest of the day was more of the same. We did full stops every three to five hours at predetermined locations, plus a few short stops along the way at communities along the road where we were flagged down by civilians. At each stop Captain Meyers met with the locals, distributed some supplies and traded information, and got us back on our way. 
 
    The boys and I took turns driving; we each managed to nap a little between shifts, and hour after hour, the miles fell away behind us, each turn of the tires getting us a little closer to home. 
 
    It wasn’t until in the darkness of the very early morning that we ran into real trouble. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The call came back on the radio for everyone to pull over and stay in our vehicles, waking me from a restless sleep. Once darkness had fallen and we weren’t able to see ahead, Captain Meyers had begun sending the front scout vehicle ahead when we got near to a town and had the rest of the convoy sit back and await the all-clear. 
 
    Both boys were in the front seats, allowing me to stretch out a bit in the back. Ahead in the darkness, all we could see were the red brake lights of the truck in front of us as the convoy slowed to a stop at the side of the road. 
 
    “Where are we?” I asked, sitting up and rubbing my eyes. I blinked blearily into the darkness, unable to see anything past the dim glow of the lights of the vehicles in front and behind us. 
 
    Alex was behind the wheel, his window rolled down a few inches to let in the night air, likely to help keep him awake and alert as he drove. Jamie sat beside him, the roadmap folded up and tucked down beside him under his seat. Throughout the day we had made several stops, both scheduled and unscheduled. I had been driving when we stopped at Kenora at around one AM, and the boys insisted I take the back seat to get some sleep. 
 
    “I think we’re almost at Winnipeg, from the road signs we’ve been seeing” said Jamie, “but I haven’t seen any sign of the city yet so we must be still at the outskirts. Without any lights anywhere, it’s pretty hard to tell.” 
 
    My heart leaped! In our past lives, Winnipeg was only a six-hour drive from home, a drive Kevin and I made dozens of times over the years. Compared to where we started our trip, this felt almost like my backyard! We were almost home! 
 
    I grabbed my water bottle and was taking a long drink when I heard it through Alex’s open window, faint, almost inaudible at first, but getting louder. 
 
    When we were first married, before the kids, Kevin and I splurged one year and bought season tickets for our local pro football team’s home games, the Saskatchewan Roughriders. Once the kids came along, it was a luxury we couldn’t really justify anymore, so we contented ourselves just buying tickets to special games. Regina’s stadium is known throughout the CFL as being one of the loudest stadiums in the league, due mostly to the Rider fans being the most passionate about their team. 
 
    The sound that came from that stadium when the refs made a bad call against the Riders is what I could hear coming in through Alex’s window. The sound of enraged people screaming and bellowing at the top of their lungs. 
 
    The sound of thousands of them. 
 
    Suddenly everything seemed to happen at once. 
 
    I opened my mouth to yell to Alex to close his window while... 
 
    Alex was already rolling his window up while... 
 
    The radio squelched as dozens of voices overlapped yelling ‘Contact!” while... 
 
    The pop-pop-pop of rifle fire coming from everywhere was overlapped by... 
 
    The heavy rip of the machine guns on the armoured scout trucks at the front and the back of the convoy drowned out everything else, everything except the roar of the wave of infected as they crashed into our convoy, many splattered with blood, eyes blank and crazed. 
 
    As the mass of frothing madness crested over the transport truck in front of us, I saw soldiers torn from their seats and ripped to pieces before they even hit the ground. 
 
    Our van rocked to the side as dozens of shrieking, flailing infected slammed into us. Gritting his teeth and showing an amazing level of composure, Alex put the van in gear and twisted the wheel to the left as he accelerated into a tight U-turn, thinking only to get away from the mob of infected. The three-lane highway was more than wide enough, and we were almost turned around and clear of the throng when we were blinded by the headlights of another vehicle; the driver, trying to turn the vehicle around while swarmed with bodies and flailing arms and legs, blindly hit the gas and smashed into us broadside, crumpling the left side of the van, sending little jagged shards of smashed glass flying everywhere. 
 
    Alex’s head crashed into the window beside him, shattering it. Blinking, stunned, his head bleeding badly from where his head hit the window, he shook his head as he tried to regain his senses and steer clear of the wreckage. 
 
    Suddenly Jamie saw a clearing in the infected ahead and pointed it out to his brother; Alex turned the wheel and aimed for it, gunning the throttle. The van ripped free from the other vehicle and leapt forward, hammering into, over and through several infected before breaking clear of the mess. He steered to the right across the median, narrowly avoiding two wrecked cars in the ditch; suddenly we were on the other side of the highway, in the clear. He raced ahead for a moment into the darkness, only one of our headlights still working, the other a mangled ruin. I reached forward, my hand on his shoulder, and told him slow down, to stop, to wait. 
 
    Behind us in the darkness, through the smashed and shattered windows of the van, we could hear screams of rage, and of pain and terror, all overlaid by the sounds of gunfire and smashing glass. 
 
    The three of us were panting in fear, hands shaking from the dump of adrenaline, as we waited to see who else from the convoy would make it out, tears of frustration pouring from my eyes knowing there was nothing we could do to help those still back in that chaos. 
 
    Several times we heard engines revving, roaring off into the darkness, one of which was followed by a terrible crashing sound, and after a moment the sound of gunfire became more sporadic. I hoped that meant that at least some of the convoy made it out of there, but no other vehicles came back our way. 
 
    From the darkness I heard the screams swell as we saw dozens of infected racing out of the night towards us, arms reaching, teeth gnashing. Without needing to be told, Alex knew it was time to go. Putting the van in gear, we accelerated off into the darkness, getting further away from home every minute. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    We drove through the darkness, the wind whistling through the van’s shattered windows. We were only able to drive around sixty kilometres per hour, if we went faster than that the front end of the van developed a terrifying wobble. After a few minutes, I made Alex pull over and get into the back of the van so his brother could have a look at his bleeding head while I got behind the wheel and continued driving. Inspecting his brother’s injuries by the pale illumination from the van’s interior light, Jamie announced that he had a serious goose-egg over his left eye and a pretty nasty cut above his ear, but other than that and what Alex described as “one nasty bitch of a headache,” he looked like he would be okay. 
 
    While Jamie bandaged his brother’s cut and told him that from now on, he had to date ugly girls since pretty girls wouldn’t want to date a scar-faced monster, I breathed out a sigh of relief that ended in a sob. 
 
    I didn’t want to think about what had happened behind us. I didn’t want to think that good people like Captain Meyers and Corporal Kelley might not have made it out of there. I didn’t want to think about all the other people who would never make it back to their families. 
 
    Forcing myself to put that aside, I wiped my tears away with the back of my hand and reached down beside me to pull out the highway map from under the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “Jamie, once you’re done doctoring, have a look and see what’s the best way to go south and then west around Winnipeg; we can’t risk going anywhere near a large population in the dark. We could drive right into a swarm of them and not know it until we’re on top of them. I don’t think this van will hold up to another encounter like that. There’s a river that runs south through the city, so we have to find somewhere with a bridge to be able to cross it.” 
 
    As Jamie packed away the first aid kit, the van was starting to vibrate even worse, so reluctantly I slowly backed off on the gas until our speed was down to fifty kilometres per hour. 
 
    After a few minutes Jamie awkwardly climbed over the console and squeezed into the seat beside me, hauling the unfolded map with him, and turned on the dome light above us. 
 
    “I think if we turn here,” pointing to a spot on the map, “and go south to Steinbach, we can go west from there and cross the river here.” I glanced over and saw he was pointing at a small town named Ste. Agathe. “It looks like there’s a bridge there.” 
 
    Judging from the map, it looked like the town was around twenty kilometres south of Winnipeg, and not on any major roads. From there we could travel some back roads west and back north to join up to the TransCanada highway. It looked good, and I told him to keep his eye open for the turnoff. 
 
    I looked in the rearview and saw Alex was trying to sleep, laying back with his eyes closed. Jamie and I drove without speaking, only the sound of the wind and the road, and the rattling of the van to fill the silence. 
 
    “It’s not going to be like that at home,” Jamie said quietly, staring ahead into the darkness. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, I just nodded grimly. 
 
    “Winnipeg is a pretty big city, and it’s only a few hours from Grand Forks and Fargo,” he continued, “so sure the sickness would get up here. Regina and Saskatoon are further north, and there aren’t any cities in the US near the border up there.” 
 
    I knew he was right, and I told him so. I also knew he was talking to keep from thinking about what had happened to the others in the convoy behind us. 
 
    “So, what was your favourite part of France?” I asked him, trying to distract him. He smiled at my obvious ploy. 
 
    “The two Ws,” he replied without hesitation. I looked at him curiously. “The women and the wine,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I laughed sincerely, for the first time in a while. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the front wheel fell off. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    As we had been driving along in the darkness, the vibration continued to get considerably worse; obviously something in the front-end had been badly damaged in the crash back at the convoy. We had been reduced to a near crawl to keep the vehicle from shaking itself apart, so at least when the wheel flew off, we just came to a screeching halt instead of flying off the road in a fiery crash. Alex startled awake in the back seat. 
 
    I looked around in the complete darkness and listened. The only sound was the ticking of the motor as it cooled. 
 
    We climbed out and Jamie and I spread the map on the hood of the van; I had him show me where we were. 
 
    “It looks like Steinbach is around twenty klicks south of here,” he said, pointing at our location. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and find a vehicle there.” 
 
    I agreed, and the three of us started gathering our gear. 
 
    Soon we were walking along the paved road in the darkness, our loaded packs on our backs, guns slung over our shoulders and at our hips. 
 
    I had been forced to leave Kevin’s backpack behind, since each of us was carrying our own. I moved Kevin’s sweater and his wallet to my pack, so all that was left was clothing, but that didn’t matter. It still felt like I was leaving the last of him behind. 
 
    Alex’s head was really hurting him, and I was worried he may have a concussion from the crash. He said he felt okay other than a bad headache, so we rooted through the first aid kit and found some Tylenol for him, then continued on our way. 
 
    We set a decent pace, the sky slowly brightening as we walked. Alex’s head pounded and my hand throbbed. Only Jamie was intact, so far. 
 
    A little over three hours later, the sun still low in the sky to the east, we began to see buildings. It looked like an industrial area, large yards full of transport trucks and metal buildings. I quietly told the boys to keep their eyes open for any cars or trucks that might look promising. 
 
    The town was silent and still. 
 
    Soon we saw a sign for a car dealership on the right. Row after row of shiny new vehicles were all lined up patiently awaiting their new owners. We jogged up to the front door, but of course it was locked. We made a circuit around the outside of the building and tried all the doors, but no luck. 
 
    Back at the front of the building, we discussed our options. 
 
    It turns out a shotgun makes for a very efficient master key, easily opening both the front door into the building and the lockbox with the vehicle keys. This was really becoming too easy, I thought with some concern; we didn’t even give stealing a vehicle a second thought. 
 
    Our ears still ringing, we went through the keys until we found a suitable vehicle, a large four-wheel-drive SUV. We briefly discussed taking two vehicles, and promptly decided against it; we didn’t want to risk getting separated. 
 
    Once we had our gear packed into the SUV, we spread out our map and decided on our next course of action. We figured we would stick with our original route heading west from Steinbach, staying well south of Winnipeg; the danger of running into a huge pack of infected like last night was slim, since in the daylight we would be able to see them well ahead of time and avoid them, but we didn’t want to take any unnecessary chances. 
 
    “Once we’re back on the highway, I think we should stop at the base near Brandon,” I told the boys. I was aching to be home, and if we drove straight through to Regina we would likely be there well before dark, but I also figured we owed it to everyone to see if there were any other survivors from the attack last night, and if not, to let the people at the base know the fate of the convoy. If road conditions were good and we didn’t have to detour, we could maybe still get home to Regina sometime tonight, although I was worried about driving in the dark after last night’s events. 
 
    The boys agreed, and we were back on our way. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, skirting Winnipeg turned out to be a fairly easy process. From Steinbach we headed west to Ste. Agathe, then took some back roads north and west to a town called La Salle, where we crossed a river again (or maybe it was the same river, it was hard to tell from our map). From there we went straight north and connected with the TransCanada highway, continuing west. 
 
    We all let out a breath of relief, glad to be back on the highway and heading in the right direction. According to the signs, we were around two hundred kilometres from Brandon. Our map didn’t show where the base was, and I couldn’t remember having seen the base when driving this road in the past, but from Captain Meyers’ briefing it had sounded like it was right along the way; we would have to hope there were signs posted, like the ones that helped us back in Sault Ste. Marie. 
 
    All along the drive we saw signs of violence. 
 
    We passed countless accident scenes with wrecked cars in the ditch, and more than once we drove through small towns where some buildings were nothing more than smouldering piles of charred wood and rubble. But through it all we didn’t see any signs of survivors. 
 
    We had to backtrack and detour twice to get around massive wrecks including cars and tractor trailers, and once we had to switch to four-wheel-drive and cut through a deep ditch due to blockage on the road, but around three hours later near the town of Douglas, just a handful of kilometres east of Brandon, Manitoba, we saw a sign directing us to a turnoff south to the town of Sprucewoods and CFB Shilo. 
 
    Our luck had held out.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Day 8 
 
      
 
    It looked like our luck had run out. 
 
    Things are not working out the way I had expected, I thought to myself as I sat in the jail cell. 
 
    At the turnoff from the highway we had found a large sign indicating safe access and aid would be provided to survivors, just like back in Sault Ste. Marie. Following the signs through the small town of Sprucewoods, we came to the access gate at the base. The base had chain link fence running around the perimeter as far as I could see, with armed stations placed periodically along its length behind stacked sandbags. From what I could tell, it didn’t look like anywhere near the whole base was fenced, likely just the critical areas. 
 
    We told the soldier at the gate about leaving Fort Rapids with the convoy and the attack early this morning at Winnipeg. He immediately got on his radio calling in our arrival, while another soldier directed us to park off to the side and exit the vehicle, leaving the keys and our weapons behind. 
 
    We climbed out and stretched as the soldier took our particulars and wrote them down on a clipboard. Moments later I saw two soldiers driving up in a military green jeep. They advised they had been instructed to take us to the base commander’s office for an immediate debriefing. 
 
    Moments later the boys and I were sitting at a table in a small conference room in a large brick building, warm cups of coffee on the table in front of us. A soldier stood at the door, standing at ease, but he snapped to immediate attention when the door opened and three men walked in. 
 
    One of them was Private Reed from the convoy. 
 
    Despite my almost instant dislike for this brash and cocky young man a couple days ago back in Sault Ste. Marie, he was a sign that at least some of the convoy had made it out of the attack. I stood up and ran to him and, out of sheer impulse, grabbed him in a hug. 
 
    He stepped back, obviously embarrassed, when I released him. 
 
    “Good to see you too, Ma’am,” he said, blushing and glancing sidelong at his superior office standing beside him. “Ma’am, this is Lt. Col. Dumont, the base commander,” he said as he stood at attention and stepped off to the side. 
 
    The tall, imposing man stepped forward, and shook my hand. “Welcome to CFB Shilo, Mrs. Hayes,” he said, as he directed me back to my seat at the table. He directed his men to stand at ease and took a seat at the table across from me. 
 
    I would guess he was almost as tall as Kevin was, but not quite, and while he had the build and movement of a much younger man, I would put Lt. Col. Dumont in his mid- to late-fifties. He had piercing dark eyes and his close-cropped hair was turning to a light gray. 
 
    “Private Reed here has given us a debriefing on the events on the road this morning, Mrs. Hayes, but if you would I would like to get from you everything from your perspective, from leaving Fort Rapids yesterday morning through until your arrival here this afternoon.” 
 
    “Of course,” I replied, “but first, can you tell me how many from the convoy made it here?” 
 
    Dumont glanced at Private Reed, and then down at the file folder in front of him, squaring it off to the table edge. 
 
    “Not many, I’m afraid,” he replied quietly. 
 
    I looked up at Private Reed directly. “Captain Meyers? Corporal Kelley? Master Sergeant Stephenson?” I asked, dreading the response. Without looking at me, gaze focused off in the distance, Private Reed blinked away tears as he shook his head slightly. 
 
    I felt the air go out of me. 
 
    In the very short time we had been at the base, I had gained a great deal of respect for the men and women who were there working to start to rebuild what we had lost in all of this. I thought of Corporal Kelley’s wife and sons at home in Alberta, and that he would never make it back home to them. 
 
    Lt. Col. Dumont handed me some tissues from the box I hadn’t even been aware was sitting on the desk, to wipe away the tears I hadn’t been aware were running down my cheeks. 
 
    “Did any other civilians get out?” I asked. 
 
    “One other civilian vehicle from the convoy came in with the two supply trucks Private Reed and a few others escaped with,” advised Dumont. “Three other civilians, plus six military personal. Plus yourselves.” 
 
    Four vehicles, I thought to myself, twelve people. Twelve people out of over seventy that had left in the convoy yesterday morning. I wiped away more tears. 
 
    Slowly, I began to relate to Dumont the events of the last thirty-six hours or so, including where we stopped to unload supplies and when, and of course the attack by the infected on the highway. Beside him, a soldier was taking notes while Dumont listened intently. I finished with our journey skirting around Winnipeg to get here, including our decision to come here to ‘check-in’ as it were before continuing home. I hesitated, wondering if I should admit to car theft knowing that one of the main directives these men had was to establish order and prevent raiding and looting, but decided screw it, and included how we had ‘procured’ a replacement vehicle when ours had died. I couldn’t read Dumont’s reaction, but out of the corner of my eye I saw Private Reed smile sideways when I described using the shotgun to gain entrance to the dealership and get the keys to the vehicles. 
 
    When I finished, Dumont asked some questions, clarifying or expanding on some of the things I had said, while the soldier beside him continued to take notes. Finally, deciding that he had all the information he needed, he nodded and took the notes, placing them in the folder in front of him. 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Hayes,” said Lt. Col. Dumont, standing and shaking my hand. “I’ll have Private Reed take you to your accommodations.” He turned to leave, but I held tight to his hand, making him turn back to look at me. 
 
    “Thank you, but we won’t be staying tonight; the boys and I discussed this on our way here, and we want to get on our way and get home as soon as possible. We’re so close now, we don’t want to wait until tomorrow.” 
 
    He turned to look at me, his face stern. 
 
    “I’m afraid you don’t understand Mrs. Hayes,” he said. “We’re not able to let you leave today, and not tomorrow either. The situation outside of these walls makes it simply not safe for you or any civilian to travel unescorted. In addition to the risk from the infected, we’ve seen and heard of increasing bandit and raider activity along the highway. You wouldn’t make it home on your own. 
 
    “We’ve spoken with Fort Rapids and they will be dispatching another supply train to us in three days. After the terrible fate of the last convoy, they won’t be travelling at night on this trip, so they’ll be here five days from now. When they leave here continuing west, you’ll be able to accompany them, but until then, for your own safety, I’m afraid you three will be our guests here.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I probably could have handled that better, I thought to myself as I sat on the cot in the jail cell, staring at the wall, nursing my hand. 
 
    I was pretty sure I had torn a couple more stitches, but I doubted Dumont would be in a very big hurry to send a medic to look at my hand. He would have them busy setting his broken nose, was my guess. 
 
    Tears of frustration welled up in my eyes, and I squeezed my injured hand into a fist, letting the pain wash through me, distracting me. 
 
    “Self-important prick,” I growled to myself between clenched teeth. 
 
    He had refused to consider us leaving on our own, or to make an exception to what he saw as ‘his duty to protect us, to save us from ourselves,’ and when he saw I wasn’t going to be dissuaded, he had thought to dismiss me like I was one of his soldiers. When that didn’t work, he instructed his men to remove me from the room physically. 
 
    In hindsight, punching him in the face hadn’t been the best idea, but at that point I had been in a rage. Not my finest hour. 
 
    I had been sitting here for a couple of hours and had watched the light from the window across the hall fade to full dark. The room I was in had four cells along one wall, and a hallway running the length of the other wall leading to a door to an outer office. The other cells were unoccupied. 
 
    The door at the end of the hallway opened, and Private Reed walked in carrying a tray with a sandwich and a bowl of soup. He unlocked the cell door and came in, setting the tray on the cot beside me. 
 
    He sat down on the toilet, his elbows on his knees, and looked at the floor. Then he glanced up at me sideways and started to laugh quietly. 
 
    After a moment, I joined him. 
 
    “Is his nose broken?” I asked him after a moment. 
 
    He laughed harder at that and nodded his head. 
 
    “Oh yeah, you got him square on the beak,” he laughed. “Tomorrow he’s going to look like a racoon with two black eyes.” 
 
    My stomach growled at the smell of the food on the tray, so I picked up the sandwich and took a bite, chewing quietly. 
 
    The laughter gone, Reed looked up at me. 
 
    “I know why Lt Col. Dumont is insisting on keeping you here,” he said. “He seems like a pretty decent guy, it’s just that things are bad out there, really bad, and he takes his responsibilities seriously. I’ve talked to some of the guys stationed here, and they’ve seen some bad shit out on patrol. Not from the infected, either.” 
 
    He went on to tell me that the word around the base was the protocol established by the federal government in the event of a national or international crisis like we were currently in, in the event that the Corrections administrators felt they would be unable to continue to provide ongoing incarceration with the required standards of care, they were to release all provincial and federal inmates for humanitarian reasons. 
 
    I stared at him, dumfounded. It didn’t take me long to put the dots together. 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, “Brandon has a prison doesn’t it.” 
 
    “It did,” he replied, nodding. “And word is that instead of leaving the prisoners in their cells to maybe starve to death, they opened the doors and let them all loose. From what the guys here have been able to gather from their patrols, most of the prisoners are still in town; it looks like they’re settling in for the long-haul.” 
 
    I had misjudged this young man, I thought to myself. He was a bit crass, sure, but maybe that was a touch of gallows humour, a way to keep the horror of the last week at bay. 
 
    This news made it even more critical that I get home; Regina was home to a prison too. It wasn’t maximum security or anything, but I was pretty sure most of the people in there weren’t leaders of their church choirs, either. 
 
    I put my sandwich down and leaned forward, grasping his hands in mine, and looked in his eyes. 
 
    “Private Reed, I need to get home. I need to know, one way or the other, what’s happening to my children, to my family.” 
 
    He met my gaze for a moment, and finally nodded. 
 
    “I know,” he said, his voice quiet. “That’s why I’m going to help you guys get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Private Reed told me his plan to get us out and on our way home, and it sounded good to me. He left me with my supper and went to make some arrangements. After finishing my meal, I lay down and tried to get some sleep; I had a feeling it was going to be a long night. 
 
    Just before midnight he returned, this time with a small backpack. 
 
    “I forgot to ask Jamie and Alex what you had for provisions in your vehicle, so I packed you some food and water,” he said, handing me the pack. “Plus, the special present I told you about is in there.” 
 
    I was touched by his thoughtfulness, and I thanked him for it. He looked at my feet, as if trying to figure out how to say something. 
 
    “Corporal Kelley was a good man,” he said, his voice quiet. “He was sort of like a big brother to some of us FNGs, you know?” He realized I didn’t know what an FNG was. HE blushed as he said quietly, “that means Fucking New Guy.” I didn’t say anything, I just nodded. He looked up at me. “I know he wanted you guys to get home. That’s why I’m doing this.” 
 
    “Private Reed, are you going to get in trouble?” I asked, sincerely concerned, but knowing I would take the help he was giving us regardless. 
 
    He shrugged, a gesture that reminded me of Alex and Jamie, and I realized this man in front of me was likely about the same age as the twins. 
 
    “You might as well call me Glen,” he said with a cocky grin. “If we’re going to commit a federal offense together, I think we can be on a first name basis. And hey, I’m already a Private; what are they gonna do, demote me?” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    He walked us out of the jail area, straight past a soldier who sat at his desk, reading, ignoring us as if we weren’t even there. Once outside, he ushered me into a waiting jeep parked in the darkness near the building. I opened the door to climb into the passenger seat and was overjoyed to see Alex and Jamie smiling at me from the back seat. 
 
    “Hey Stephanie, glad you could make it!” said Alex with a grin, his brother beside him giving me a double thumbs-up. 
 
    Gleefully, I tossed the backpack of food to them and hopped into the front seat while Private Reed, Glen, trotted around the other side and climbed behind the steering wheel. 
 
    “Okay, so Jerry back there owed me a favour so he was happy to ‘fall asleep’ while on duty,” he said as he drove, referring to the soldier that let us walk out of the jail area, “but I don’t know the guys at the gate so this is where things might go fubar on us.” I said I didn’t know what fubar meant, and Jamie laughed from the back seat and told me. I nodded, it was a good word to know, I thought to myself. 
 
    “I’m going to let you out at the corner up ahead, from there it’s a straight shot to the gate so you’ll have to walk to your SUV. Keep to the shadows if you can, there’s yard lighting but it’s pretty spread out so you should be fine.” He reached into his jacket pocket and handed me the keys to our vehicle. 
 
    At the corner he came to a stop. He turned in his seat to look at us. 
 
    “Just remember: be quick and don’t hesitate. They’re not going to fire on you, you’re not dangerous criminals. Just make sure you don’t stop no matter what. Once you’re clear of the gate, keep going for a way, but not too far. When you’re away from the base, find somewhere to hole up until daybreak, you don’t want to be driving at night.” He didn’t have to remind us, the attack early this morning on the convoy was still fresh in my mind. 
 
    “Alright, time to go. But make sure you give me at least five or ten minutes before you pull the trigger okay? I need to get myself scarce, so I have plausible deniability,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I thanked him again and leaned over to give him a hug. He returned it warmly, then gave a fist-bump to each of the twins as they climbed out behind me. We waited in the darkness and watched him drive back the way we came. 
 
    Everything was very quiet suddenly, as we stood in the darkness listening to the sound of the jeep’s engine fading. I walked close to the building at the corner and peeked around toward the gate. I could see a few hundred yards away the gate was well lighted, the two soldiers on post sitting in the small booth. I couldn’t see from this distance, but it looked like they were playing cards. 
 
    About fifty yards closer to us, parked where we had left it, sitting bathed in the glow of a bright streetlight, was our SUV. I ducked back behind the corner. 
 
    “Dammit, the truck is sitting right under a light,” I said to them. “But at least Glen was right, the lights are pretty spread out, so I think we should be able to get close to it without being seen if we stick to the shadows.” 
 
    We waited another few minutes, just to make sure Glen was somewhere visible, then we turned the corner and headed north, sticking close to the shadows of the buildings. 
 
    As we slowly walked along, I kept my eyes on the guard shack. Every minute or so one of the guards would look up and give the area a quick scan. When he looked up, we froze in our tracks, not wanting our movement to give us away. 
 
    Finally, we were on the edge of the parking area; our next steps would take us into the light and make us visible. I waited until I saw the guard look up, look around, and look back down to their card game, then I motioned to the boys and we casually walked towards our vehicle, like we had every right to be there, like Glen had suggested. 
 
    I was coming around the side of the truck to the driver’s door when the guard looked straight at me and sat up in alarm. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” I whispered to the boys. I unlocked the truck with the fob, which flashed the parking lights on and off, and jumped inside. 
 
    I started the engine and backed out of the parking stall, facing the gate ahead of us. 
 
    One of the guards was on his radio in the booth while the other had grabbed his rifle and had run out to stand in the road in front of the gate, his other hand in the air signaling for us to stop. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I put the truck in gear and jumped forward, the guard pinned in my headlights. As I raced forwards, I saw him pull his rifle to his shoulder, I saw his mouth moving yelling at us to stop but we couldn’t hear him over the roar of the engine. At the last moment he dove off to the side to safety as we flew past him, crashing into and through the chain link gate. Our windshield shattered as part of the gate smashed into it, but the safety glass held, and the twisted frame of the gate rolled off to the side. 
 
    We were out! 
 
    I looked behind us and saw the guard with the rifle stand up and dust himself off, and like that we were out. We accelerated north, back the way we had come in, and raced through the streets of Sprucewoods. 
 
    “Should we turn off here?” asked Jamie.  I shook my head, we were only one or two kilometres from the base, and in this small town there were only so many places to hide; they would find us for sure. 
 
    “It’s too close. We need to get some space between us before they get any vehicles out here after us.” 
 
    For the last part of the plan Glen had come up with for us, I slowed to a stop in the middle of the road, and I nodded to Alex and Jamie.  They grabbed their guns from where we had left them on the floor and climbed out of the SUV while I grabbed the pack Glen had given me, pulling out his ‘special present’. 
 
    While the boys smashed out the tail lights and headlights with the butts of their guns, I turned on the night vision goggles and put them on, looking around. The night landscape was a wash of shades of green, and in the pitch darkness I could see the road as if it were broad daylight. 
 
    When the boys opened the doors to climb back into the vehicle, I had to squeeze my eyes shut as the interior lights came on and washed everything through the goggles bright white. When the doors closed, I opened my eyes and could see again. 
 
    I put the truck in gear, and we raced off into the darkness. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Glen had warned us that they would likely send out a couple of trucks to try to chase us down, but it wasn’t likely that they would take the time to grab any night vision or thermal imaging gear; they were just chasing down some misbehaving civilians, not going on a mission. So after driving for another five minutes or so, we drove through the small town of Cottonwood and then turned west onto a gravel road, finally picking a spot where we slowly coasted down into the ditch behind a bunch of trees and waited. 
 
    Sure enough, less than a minute later we saw headlights cutting the darkness up the road leading back to the base.  Two of the trucks continued north towards the highway where we had come in that morning, and the third truck slowed and turned off into Cottonwood. It slowed to a crawl and a spotlight snapped on, illuminating driveways and yards. We waited until they had turned a corner further into town, then drove back out of the ditch and headed west towards Brandon.  I whispered a heartfelt thanks to Private Glen Reed; thanks to him, we had made it out! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    Day 9 
 
      
 
    We spent the night in a farmyard parked behind a grain bin, sleeping in the truck, taking turns watching for soldiers. 
 
    Last night, once we were clear of immediate pursuit, Jamie had pulled out his flashlight and looked on the map to see where we needed to go to get past Brandon and back on the TransCanada highway heading west to Regina. 
 
    It wasn’t good news. There was another river running through Brandon that looked like it could only be crossed in a couple of places, all of which were in the direction the two army trucks had raced off to last night. Obviously, they knew the area, so I thought it was very likely they would set posts at those bridges knowing we were likely to come to them sooner or later. I guess it depended on how badly they wanted to catch us. 
 
    I thought about Dumont sitting in his office nursing his broken nose and his bruised ego, and I thought he might really want to catch us. 
 
    We finally decided on a route that would take us north around Brandon to an aptly-named town called Rivers, Manitoba, where it looked like we could cross the river, then drive the backroads working our way south and west until we re-joined the highway near Virden, Manitoba. It would take extra time, but we would be avoiding the city of Brandon, which, based on what Glen had told us last night, seemed like an imperative. Plus, this way we were pretty-much guaranteed to not run into our soldier friends. 
 
    Once we were all awake, before the sky started to lighten, we set off from the farmyard and headed north. We wanted to be across the highway before it got light. We drove north through Douglas, and crossed the TransCanada highway without seeing anyone, and we all breathed a bit easier. Once we were across the highway, we followed gravel grid roads west and north to the town of Rivers, the rising sun behind us slowly brightening the landscape until soon we were able to turn off the night vision goggles. Jamie took the unit and plugged it into the SUV’s 12v charger so it would be fully charged when we needed it again. 
 
    In less than an hour, we came through a small valley and crossed the river, slowing as we came into town, looking for signs of life. 
 
    The town had been devastated. 
 
    Any cars we saw along the side of the road had been wrecked, windows smashed, and many were burned out, resting on the ground on blackened hubs, rubber tires melted away. 
 
    Several of the buildings too had been razed to the ground, and all the storefronts we saw had been smashed open, doors torn from their hinges. 
 
    “Jesus,” I whispered, stunned by the destruction. This wasn’t from the infected; someone had done this intentionally, looting the buildings for whatever goods they might have and burning the rest. 
 
    Who could do this? What possible reason could there be for this? Breaking into a place to get what you need to survive was one thing, something I still felt guilty about; but this wanton ravaging of a town was something else completely. 
 
    Whoever had done this, I was pretty sure they had enjoyed it. 
 
    We drove slowly past the ruined town. When we came to the bodies lying in the road, I turned my eyes away, wishing I could protect Alex and Jamie from seeing this. 
 
    This was the fate Dumont had been trying to protect us from. Whatever kind of animals were out here doing this, these were the people he had been trying to warn me about. 
 
    I suddenly felt a little bit bad for breaking his nose, but it still wouldn’t have changed my decision. If anything, seeing this carnage just reinforced my need to get home. 
 
    From Rivers, we worked our way west and south, driving for almost an hour until we came to the town of Virden. We followed the road to a stop sign, finally meeting up with the TransCanada. I stopped at the intersection and looked at the gas gauge. It was getting low, we were under a quarter of a tank. 
 
    “We’re going to need to find a gas station pretty soon,” I said to the boys in the back seat, “or we’re going to be walking within an hour or so.” 
 
    “A gas station won’t do it,” said Jamie, thoughtfully, from the back seat, looking out his window. 
 
    As soon as he said it, I realized he was right. Gas stations needed electricity to pump the gas up from the underground tanks. I felt stupid for not thinking of it before. 
 
    We still had the plastic fuel tanks we had grabbed from the store in Barrie, but they were now empty, and any of the cars we had seen on the roads had been either stripped or burned. 
 
    “I’m guessing some of those will have gas in them,” said Jamie, pointing out his window to my right. “We still have the siphon hose and the plastic jugs, we can likely fill the SUV and the jugs; that should be more than enough to get us back to Regina.” 
 
    On the corner of the highway right beside us was a boat dealership, and the yard had dozens of small sport-boats lined up side by side. 
 
    I brightened and told Jamie he was a genius. As I backed up our SUV looking for the entrance to the dealership, I heard Alex congratulate his brother for his quick thinking, and then punch him in the shoulder and remind him that he, Alex, was the older brother, by a whole six minutes, and not to be a smartass. I was shaking my head, grinning, as we pulled into the boatyard. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, we were on the highway headed west, our gas gauge at full and four plastic jugs full of gas strapped to our roof rack, less than three hundred kilometres from home. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    All in all, it was a boring drive. To be honest, it was always a boring drive, but this time we were ready, almost expectant, for something to go wrong. Nothing went wrong. 
 
    As we headed west, mile after mile falling behind us, through each small town, we saw nothing. No signs of violence or destruction, thankfully, but neither did we see any signs of life. 
 
    My heart literally skipped a beat when we passed the “Welcome to Saskatchewan” sign on the highway. I mean for real; I thought I was going to have to pull over, but I managed to keep it together and continue driving. 
 
    Having grown up in Regina, and always secretly wanting to live somewhere else, I never thought I could be so happy to be so close to home; after all that we had been through getting here, the moment I saw that sign, I started to cry. 
 
    The three-hour drive took us closer to four hours, since we were driving cautiously. The closer we got to Regina, the more excited I got. By the time we got to Balgonie I knew we were only twenty or so minutes out, and I could barely contain myself. 
 
    But as we got closer to the city, the mood in the truck started to darken as we began to see signs of violence around us. Along the highway, along the service roads, we saw buildings and cars stripped, wrecked, and burned. 
 
    As we came into the city, we saw whole blocks still smouldering. Few areas were untouched. We turned and took the Ring Road around the south perimeter of the city. 
 
    Everywhere were wrecked and burnt cars, debris was strewn across the ditches and into the streets. 
 
    Tears poured down my cheeks as we passed block after block of devastation. This was my home, the city that had raised me. I had gone to school here, met my husband here, given birth to both of my children here. Maybe it wasn’t much in the big picture, but it was home, it was mine. And right now, it felt like the dark side of the moon; it felt wrong. 
 
    As we came around the south Ring Road and up into the city, things became worse. We saw bodies along the side of the road, some of whom looked like victims of the infected, torn apart; others looked like they had been shot, some stabbed, some beaten. All looked like they had died badly. 
 
    By far this was the worst we had seen on our journey, and my stomach churned trying to imagine how my children could have fared the last nine days without me here. 
 
    As we headed north up Albert Street, past restaurants, gas stations and shopping centres, we saw more signs of violence. We crossed the Albert Street bridge; growing up I had heard it was in the Guinness Book of World Records as the longest bridge over the shortest expanse of water in the world, even though in this Age of Internet I learned that there was no such record. I looked to the right and saw bodies floating in the water of Wascana Lake. My stomach turned, and I had to stop and open my door to be sick. 
 
    We turned onto 13th Avenue, towards Kevin’s parents’ house. We drove slowly but saw no signs of life. We drove past houses with front doors hanging sideways, knocked off their hinges. 
 
    Kevin’s parents were what I had always called post-boomer-pre-hippies, and the area they lived in was what I always called ‘New-Agey’. The Cathedral district was sort-of the ‘hip’ area of town. The houses were older character homes with stucco, stained-glass, hardwood floors and natural wood mouldings. The lots were narrow, but the neighbourhood felt cozy instead of crowded. Small business lined the street in houses converted to commercial. 
 
    It was the kind of area where you would find Tarot readings, homeopathic care, and small coffee-houses with live jazz music on a Saturday night. 
 
    We pulled up to their house, a Tudor-style built two-and-a-half-stories tall on a narrow lot, and my stomach heaved. Their heavy hardwood front door was hanging open, cocked sideways, knocked off its hinges. There was no car parked in front of their house, and since their small single-car garage was off the alley behind the house, we would have to go around back to look inside. 
 
    My hands shook on the steering wheel, I was unable to open the door. 
 
    “Steph,” said Alex, reaching forward and putting his hand on my shoulder, “you should stay here, let me and Jamie look inside.” 
 
    I tried to say no, I had to go, it was my job my duty my responsibility; I couldn’t, it just came out as a croak, as a sob. 
 
    I sat there, paralyzed, unable to speak, unable to move. The boys climbed out of the SUV, solemnly, and went inside. I opened the door and leaned out, thinking I was going to be sick again. All my mind could conjure up was broken furniture and blood-splattered walls. 
 
    It was only a minute later they both came out, running. I almost heaved, thinking the worst, picturing what they might have seen inside, what kind of devastation they may have witnessed, until I saw one of them was holding a piece of paper in his hand, and he was smiling. 
 
    They climbed back into the truck, and Jamie handed me the paper. 
 
    “They’re not here,” he said, breathless, “it says they wanted to get out of the city, so they went to the cabin. I assume you know where that is?” He grinned at me from the back seat. 
 
    I burst into tears, clutching the note to my chest. 
 
    Kevin’s parents had a summer cabin in the Qu’Appelle Valley, less than an hour drive east of Regina, and Kevin and I had bought the place next door a few years ago. We had driven within thirty kilometres of it as we came to the city from the east, and I hadn’t even thought of it. 
 
    We sat for a moment; I was sobbing, my eyes closed, fingers clutching the note before I could even think to open my eyes and read it. It was written in Karen’s neat, precise printing. 
 
    “M&D, we know your flight is likely still in the air so you won’t get any of the texts we’ve sent, but by the time you read this, you will know what’s happening everywhere. Things in the city are getting bad so we’re ‘bugging out’. G&G are packing right now and we’re heading to the cabin, we’ll wait there for you. Love you both, K&D” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to keep it together. My kids got out, they were safe with Kevin’s parents out at the lake. 
 
    “Steph, come on, move over,” the voice said. I didn’t know if it was Alex or Jamie, my eyes blurred with tears, squeezed shut against the world. My breath came in sobs, my hands clutching the note to my chest. I shuffled over to the passenger’s seat. 
 
    I heard the engine start and felt us begin to move. 
 
    “Where to?” Jamie asked from the driver’s seat, my eyes finally clearing enough to see him. 
 
    I couldn’t speak, so I simply pointed back the way we had come. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    We headed back east, away from the city, along the TransCanada, back the road we had just travelled thirty minutes before. We turned northeast at Balgonie, heading towards the Qu’Appelle Valley. It was a glacial leftover: four lakes in a row in a shallow, picturesque valley, with a small town in in the middle; a gathering of small resort-villages surrounded by First-Nations’ reservations. 
 
    Historically, Fort Qu’Appelle was supposed to have been the capital of Saskatchewan, the primary Hudson’s Bay Trading Company fort back in the early eighteen-hundreds during the settlement of the province. However, for politics reared its ugly head. The Lieutenant-Governor at the time, one Edgar Dewdney, had significant land holdings on a barren patch of land some eighty kilometres to the south-west, and so the capital was moved. Instead of being a sparkling jewel in a scenic valley with four lakes surrounding it, the capital was located on the bald-ass barren prairie with a railway junction on it that was charmingly named, at the time, Pile ‘o’ Bones. Eventually, it came to be called Regina, the Queen City, which at the time was the capital of the entire Northwest Territories. 
 
    As Jamie drove, I tried to think how to tell them they didn’t need to come with me. Each minute took them further away from their home in Saskatoon, but they didn’t hesitate, they didn’t argue, there was no discussion; they simply moved me into the passenger seat and the three of us drove east, hopefully towards my family, but further away from theirs. 
 
    As if he could read my mind, from the back seat, Alex piped up. 
 
    “Don’t be a dork and ruin the moment now,” he said, a smile in his voice. 
 
    I nodded, silently, still unable to talk. 
 
    Eventually, after twenty minutes or so of driving, we came to the Balgonie turnoff, and I directed them to take the exit towards Fort Qu’Appelle. 
 
    “It’s about thirty or forty minutes from here,” I said quietly from the passenger’s seat. “You’ll want to take the turnoff to Highway 210 down into the valley.” 
 
    I didn’t know what we would find on our arrival to the cabins, but I was optimistic; I knew Kevin’s dad had a generator in the garage, plus each of the two cabins side-by-side had a well drilled down into the water table providing an unlimited supply of fresh, if not potable, water. A quick filter and boil over a stove would render it drinkable; there was always a fair supply of soups and canned beans and ramen in the pantry, and they had cords of firewood stacked up behind the cabin. In short, you could last for weeks without any power or other supplies. I began to hope against hope that we would find them all safe and sound. 
 
    But Kevin wasn’t here. How was I supposed to go to them, tell them what happened, explain to them why he wasn’t here, explain to them that he would never be coming home? How could I ever face my children again knowing that their father had died in my arms, died bloody, forgiving me for dishonouring my wedding vows, forgiving me my infidelity? 
 
    Thirty minutes later, we were following the descent down into the Qu’Appelle Valley. As we followed the curve down, slowly the lakes on both sides of the road became visible. 
 
    There were four lakes in the chain, with the town of Fort Qu’Appelle in the middle. Pasqua Lake and Echo Lake were the first two, and then after the town, Mission Lake and Katepwa Lake finished off the chain. In the summer, the lakes were a buzzing hive of activity, with holiday boaters, fishermen and swimmers peppering the shores and beaches. Now, in the fall, the lakes had turned dark and cold, mirroring my dread. 
 
    The valley had a prominent First-Nations population, with several treaty reservations established in the area. Pasqua Lake, the lake our cabins were on, was to the left. The lake was bordered to the south by the Pasqua First-Nations reserve occupying almost the entire south side of the lake, and the Standing Buffalo First-Nations placed between the two lakes on the north side. Across the bridge just onto reserve land was the Standing Buffalo school and the community centre, behind which was the rodeo-powwow grounds and a gas station-slash-convenience store at the corner. 
 
    As we followed the road down the valley where the road crossed into the reserve, we saw ahead a road block at the bridge between the two lakes. From where I sat, I could see a half-dozen people or more standing behind the blockade. It looked like they were all armed with rifles. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The sun was starting to dip behind the end of the valley to the west as we drove slowly up to the blockade. The bridge spanning the lakes, a small concrete affair only two lanes wide covering a sixty- or seventy-foot wide stretch of slow-moving water, had been blocked with two large water trucks parked back-to-back. 
 
    As we came within twenty feet or so of the trucks, I motioned Jamie to stop the SUV. He shifted into Park and shut the engine off. I told him to wait in the vehicle as I climbed out and approached the blockade. 
 
    I saw six or seven men standing behind the blockade, all armed. None of them were pointed directly at me, yet, but I could sense the borderline hostility the closer I got. 
 
    “Far enough,” one of them said, the voice accompanied by the sound of guns being cocked. 
 
    “We’re not sick,” I said, “we’re not infected.” Having said it, I felt stupid; this blockade wasn’t here to stop the infected, it was here for another reason entirely. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter if you’re sick or not, turn around and go back the way you came,” came the same voice. 
 
    “My family is here,” I said, pleadingly. “We have a cabin just down the lake, my children are there, and my in-laws. Please, I need to get to them, we’re not going to cause any trouble.” 
 
    I could hear voices speaking behind the trucks, discussing. Then, off to the side, I heard a voice speak out. 
 
    “Mrs. Hayes?” it said. “Stephanie?” 
 
    I looked to the voice, hopefully. 
 
    “Terry?” I asked, my voice breaking. “Terry Yuzicapi?” 
 
    Terry lived on the reserve and ran water delivery and a septic haul service along the lakes, looking after hundreds of cottages.  He liked to joke that he rarely mixed up the two trucks. He had been providing the service for years, first for Kevin’s parents’ cottage, and then a few years ago when we bought the neighbouring cabin, for us as well. He and Kevin’s dad had a tradition every year, once a summer, of sitting down over a beer and having a game of chess. At last count Terry had won six years straight. 
 
    “It’s okay, she’s okay” he said to the men beside him, stepping ahead and motioning for them to lower their guns. They did so, albeit reluctantly. 
 
    I ran up to him, giving the big man a hug. We had never exchanged more than a couple of dozen words each summer, and maybe shared a beer or two on chess-day, but at that moment, finally seeing a face I knew from before all this pain, all this horror, it was like running into an old dear friend. 
 
    I looked into his eyes, at his brown, weathered face. He had his long black hair, streaked with grey, tied back with a rawhide thong, and a green John Deere ball cap on his head.  I saw a long scar running down from his left eye to below his jaw. The scar was fresh, at least as new as the scars on my right hand. He saw me looking at his injury and winced. 
 
    “This is why the trucks are here,” he said quietly, gesturing to his face. “There have been raiders coming out from the city, men coming to take what is not theirs.” I could hear the anger and the quiet fury in his voice, words unsaid, coming from generations of knowing that same anger, that feeling of helplessness. “We’re not going to sit back and let that happen, not ever again,” he said. “We’re going to defend what is ours.” 
 
    He looked at my hand and took it in his. He saw the fresh blood on the bandages, from my fight with Lt. Col. Dumont. With that, he looked to the SUV behind me, seeing what wasn’t there. 
 
    “Kevin?” he asked quietly, his words speaking volumes. 
 
    Silently, I shook my head, tears welling up at his name and pouring down my cheeks. It was all so fresh, and the fear of what I would have to tell my children, his parents, was still in my throat. 
 
    Without speaking, he nodded and stepped back, motioning to the men behind him. 
 
    “Let them in, their family is here,” he said, his voice ringing out. 
 
    I felt my knees go weak, my hands dropping to my side. I took a step back and steadied myself against the SUV. 
 
    “They’re here?” I said, my voice breaking, “they’re safe?” 
 
    He told me the kids and Kevin’s parents were at their cabin just a few minutes away; he had stopped by there a couple days ago and they had all seemed fine. 
 
    “They don’t know?” he asked needlessly, referring to Kevin, as I climbed back into the SUV. I shook my head. He reached out and grabbed my bandaged hand where I was hanging onto the truck door. 
 
    “You’re here,” he said. He waited a moment, looked at me and squeezed my hand again, bolts of pain shooting up my arm. “You’re here,” he said again, emphasizing his words by squeezing my hand. 
 
    I knew what he was saying. I was here, that was something. Right now, that was everything. I looked him in the eye and nodded firmly. He knew that I got it. 
 
    Terry guided us past the roadblock and told us they had a headquarters of sorts set up at the school, just across the bridge. They had collected all the supplies in the area and were safeguarding them there, armed guards and all. We were welcome there, as long as we brought whatever supplies we had with us. 
 
    Behind the blockade, I saw several familiar faces, people who worked the convenience store beside the school, people we would see and exchange words and smiles with during the summer while getting gas for the boat. There were no smiles today, only a simmering anger. For the first time since I had been coming here when Kevin and I had started dating, I felt like an outsider. 
 
    We drove slowly to the corner and turned left along the lake road. My hands were shaking, my stomach churning. I was torn between the need to see my family, and the desire to run away and not have to tell them about Kevin. 
 
    Suddenly, there it was, as we came around a bend in the road, Kevin’s parent’s cabin and driveway came into view. The driveway gate was closed, so I parked along the road and shut the engine off. 
 
    I asked the boys to wait in the SUV as I climbed out and went to open the gate. 
 
    “Mom!” I heard my son cry from inside the cabin, and a second later the back door flew open. David came charging across the yard and flew into my arms just as my legs gave out. I fell to my knees, sobbing, holding my son tight in my arms never wanting to let go. Then I heard the door slam again and I heard Karen cry out and suddenly I had both of them in my arms, the three of us hugging and crying, kneeling in the dying light of the day, amid the yellowed grass and the dead leaves of autumn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Day 9 
 
      
 
    The seven of us sat inside, the cabin warm from the fire in the old Franklin wood-burning stove in the corner. A coffee cold and forgotten on the table in front of me. I sat on the couch facing the lake, hidden now in the darkness, my feet curled up under me, and my children hugged tight to my sides. Our eyes were dry now, but red and raw from the tears we had all cried. 
 
    Kevin’s parents, Tom and Pauline, sat together on the loveseat to my right, their strength gone. 
 
    We had several candles lit, providing a little light for us, a little comfort. Tom had the generator running outside, but said they were just using it enough to keep the fridge and deep freeze outside in the shed working. They didn’t need lights at night, but they needed to keep the food from spoiling, he had said. 
 
    Tom was a large, powerfully-built man. His sixty-five years in this world hadn’t seemed to age him anywhere except this full head of thick, white hair, but in the last thirty minutes he seemed to have aged a decade. He looked smaller. For the first time ever, I thought he looked old. 
 
    Pauline sat, leaning into her husband, somehow both taking support and giving strength at the same time. Her long grey hair was tied back with a simple piece of yarn, accentuating her fine features; despite the tears, her blue eyes were still clear, but full of pain. 
 
    Alex and Jamie had brought the truck down into the yard, closed the gate, and had unloaded our gear into the back room, keeping themselves conspicuously occupied and absent while I told my family about Kevin and we shared our grief, our tears, our loss. 
 
    Finally, I had called them inside, and made introductions. Pauline made a fresh pot of coffee, and we all sat down together. 
 
    Slowly, the three of us told my family about the last nine days, of getting out of Toronto, meeting Taylor, getting supplies, the bandits on the road (we left out the threat of rape, but I think Tom and Pauline understood anyway), and of the attack by the infected at the beach house on Lighthouse Point. When I could continue, I told them about the fort established at Sault Ste Marie and the long-term plans of re-establishing supply routes along the TransCanada, but also about the risk of raiders and looters. 
 
    When I got to the part about Shilo and the point where I broke Dumont’s nose, David’s mouth fell open. “Mom kicks ass!” he said reaching across me to poke his sister for emphasis. I saw Tom smile, a little, for the first time. 
 
    “She sure does,” said Alex with a big grin. “Wait until she gets to the part about the jailbreak.” 
 
    It only took a few moments to finish the narrative and bring everyone up to date, but at the end of it, I felt wrung out. 
 
    Standing up to grab a fresh cup of coffee, Tom told us their story which, as he pointed out, was much less exciting than ours. When the news hit about the sickness spreading across the continent, Tom had immediately gone out to Costco and filled his truck with as much food and other supplies as he could get. It was crazy, he said, people fighting in the aisles over the last packages of toilet paper. He didn’t elaborate beyond that, but I saw him rubbing a days-old scratch on his bruised knuckles. Like his son had been, Tom was a gentle man, but I knew he also could have a fierce temper when provoked. 
 
    Pauline and the kids had gone home to our house and loaded up everything they could think of in short order, and then the four of them had come straight out here to the lake. When they left the power was still on and emergency services were still operating. They had managed to avoid the real violence and madness in the city. 
 
    Once out here, Tom had filled their gas cans and topped off the vehicles so they would at least have some fuel for the generator if, and when, the power failed, which it did that evening. 
 
    He had spoken a few times with Terry, who had kept him abreast of what was happening on the reserve. They were doing okay for food, and some of the men were spending their days hunting deer along the valley, but they were running low on things like baby formula, milk and some medicines. Fort Qu’Appelle had been looted extensively, so there wasn’t much to be found there. 
 
    “How long do you think you can hold out here?” I asked Tom. I knew they had water from the wells and heat from the fire, with enough firewood put up outside to last for quite a while, weeks likely, maybe even a month or more, and they had some food, but I didn’t think they had anywhere near enough. 
 
    Tom echoed my thoughts; he said there was enough food for a couple weeks, maybe three if we were careful, but that was it. 
 
    There were deer and rabbits all along the valley, and Tom had a couple rifles here so hunting for food was always an option I supposed. But winter was coming, possibly sooner than later, and trying to tough out a Canadian winter here in the cabin without proper provisions would be madness. 
 
    “I think we should try to make it to the army base in Alberta the supply convoy was headed for,” I said, finally putting voice to thoughts that had been running through my mind since we left Shilo. Everyone was looking at me, waiting for me to continue. 
 
    “Shilo is closer,” I said, embarrassed, “but honestly I think we might have worn out our welcome there.” 
 
    “Ya think?” said Alex through his crooked smile. I saw Karen look up at him, her eyes sparkling, and I swear to God I heard a little bow twang and an arrow hit her heart. My God, I missed my husband at that moment. I looked at Pauline, and she smiled at me, seeing what I saw. 
 
    “If we were going straight through from here, I think we would want to try Moose Jaw first, see if the air base there is still occupied. I’m kicking myself for not thinking to ask when we were at Fort Rapids, but since they didn’t mention it, and it’s on the way, I’m pretty sure it’s been abandoned.” 
 
    CFB Moose Jaw had been reduced to little more than an air force training base back in the nineties. I didn’t know how much of an active military force was maintained there pre-outbreak, but since our convoy from Fort Rapids was going to go past it without stopping, I was guessing any active units had been moved from there to one of the other bases like the one in Alberta we were headed to. 
 
    The boys were nodding, following my logic, but Tom and Pauline weren’t. I knew it was going to be hard to sell them on this idea, and we weren’t even at the hard part yet. 
 
    “But we’re not going to head straight through from here; we need to head north to Saskatoon before heading to the base at Medicine Hat.” That was the hard part. 
 
    Both Alex and Jamie were smiling, I’m sure they had been hoping for this but still grateful for me to have said it. Jamie jumped out of his seat and grabbed me in a bearhug, tears in his eyes. 
 
    I saw the idea take both Tom and Pauline by surprise. “Saskatoon?” Tom asked, then realizing where this came from, glancing at the brothers. 
 
    “Their family is in Saskatoon,” I said, “or at least they were. I never would have made it home without them, and I’m sure as hell not going to abandon them now. We can’t come this far together without going that little bit farther.” 
 
    I could see Tom’s walls going up, and my heart sank; I loved the man to pieces, but something that had always infuriated me about him was his stubborn streak; when he made his mind up about something, almost nothing, including being wrong, could make him change his mind. And right now, I could already tell his mind was made up on this. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he said, setting his coffee cup down on the table in front of him. “We’re fine here, we have food and water, more than enough to wait this out. Terry and his people are protecting the valley from the raiders, it would be crazy to just pick up and leave. You just finished telling us what it’s like out there, and in the next breath you say you want to leave the only safe place we have and take your children out into, into, well, into who knows what?” 
 
    “Tom,” I said quietly, “when we were at Fort Rapids, they talked about working at getting things back working again: getting the lights back on and the trains running on time, but they were talking optimistically about it taking months. Optimistically, months.” I let that sink in for a moment before continuing. 
 
    “Two months from now this valley will be buried in snow and it might be twenty- or thirty-degrees below freezing outside; the lake and the wells will be frozen solid. But none of that will matter to us, because long before then we will all have starved to death, with no food, or frozen to death, with no heat. That little fireplace isn’t going to cut it at -30. 
 
    “I can’t make you come with us, but I hope you do. I don’t want to spend the coming months worrying about the two of you here by yourselves,” I leaned forward and took his hands in mine, “but the kids and I are going.” 
 
    Things did not go well after that. We never broke down all the way into a full-blown fight, but tempers were flaring on both sides, and we were getting nowhere. At the end, Tom stomped off to bed, slamming the door behind him, while Pauline went about gathering spare blankets and pillows for the boys, who would be sleeping on the couches. Our cabin was next door, but we had shut it down before leaving for Paris, just in case there was an early freeze. 
 
    I tried to talk to Pauline, to make her see that we had to leave, but she cut me off gently with a motion, without saying a word. 
 
    I slept with Karen, her brother in the room beside us. 
 
    Something had changed in me, I thought to myself in the darkness. I never would have stood up to Kevin’s parents like that in the past, would never have stood my ground. I flexed my hand, the pain not as severe as yesterday. I never would have punched a man in the face before, either, I thought with a wry smile. 
 
    I rolled over and snuggled up closed to my daughter, and let sleep take me. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I climbed from the bed and made my way to the kitchen, dreading the reception I was going to get. Tom had never been one to hold a grudge, but he did like to hang onto it for a day or two sometimes before letting it go. 
 
    To my surprise, Tom was in the kitchen chatting with the twins over coffee while Pauline was frying bacon over the wood stove. The sun hadn’t yet peeked up over the top of the valley, but the sky was lightening. 
 
    Without pausing in his conversation with the boys, something about their trip to France, Tom got up, poured me a coffee, and gave me a sad kiss on the forehead as he handed it to me. I smiled, grateful, a million words said in that simple gesture. We were good. 
 
    Steaming mug of coffee in hand, I walked to the front room and stared out over the valley. 
 
    The change of season was in full swing here, the south side of the valley across the lake almost glowing as the sun came up, the leaves caught in transition from the vibrant green of summer to the full, thick reds and yellows of fall. 
 
    Down by the shore, the sections of dock were stacked up, leaning off to the side, safe from the damage that ice could cause in the spring when it moved from our prairie winds. Tom’s old Bayliner boat was tucked away for the winter in his boathouse. I thought of all the summers we had with the kids being towed water-skiing and tubing behind that boat and wondered sadly if we would ever have another summer like that. 
 
    This couldn’t last forever, I hoped, grasping, it’s not like this everywhere. This was going to pass. I didn’t know what was on the other side of this, and what the country, or the world, would look like afterwards, but I knew it couldn’t be just this lawless wasteland. It couldn’t be. 
 
    Across the valley, as the sky brightened, I could hear occasional gunshots echoing across the lake, likely hunters from the reserve taking advantage of deer caught out in the fields feeding. 
 
    I walked to the kitchen to see if Pauline needed a hand with anything and was surprised to see a large turkey sitting in the sink, covered in water, thawing. 
 
    “I pulled it out of the freezer last night,” she said as she chopped onions on the counter. “Today we have something to be thankful for.” 
 
    I suddenly realized that it was Thanksgiving. My dad had been born in the US and moved to Canada after having served in Viet Nam, so growing up we had always celebrated both Thanksgivings, Canadian in early October and American in November. Between two Thanksgivings followed by Christmas, by January I didn’t want to see another turkey until the next Thanksgiving. 
 
    I looked at the table where Tom and the boys sat; I pictured it dressed for supper tonight, and in my mind, I saw the empty chair set for Kevin. 
 
    “Tom figures he can cook it on the barbeque outside, so we won’t have to waste the gas running the generator to power the oven in here. He said we might need the fuel for our trip to Alberta.” 
 
    I looked at her in surprise. She gave me a small, sad smile and went back to chopping her vegetables. I ran up and hugged her from behind. I knew after they had gone to bed, she had sat in the dark and explained to her husband of fifty years that he needed to stop being a horse’s ass and think things through. She would have kept him calm and done what I couldn’t do; she had made him see that leaving was the only option. 
 
    I walked over to Tom and wrapped him in a hug, crying. 
 
    Pauline was right; despite the loss of a husband, a father, a son, today we did have something to be thankful for. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day was a blur of activity, with Tom directing us in our tasks; Pauline good naturedly corrected him when he made a mistake while still somehow managing to make cooking a full Thanksgiving dinner without electricity look easy. She had enlisted her granddaughter to help her with preparing the meal, since the two of them often cooked together and managed to not get in each other’s way. 
 
    Over bacon and eggs that morning, Tom had prepared his list. 
 
    Tom was a legendary list-maker. Anything worth doing couldn’t be done unless it was on a list first. I had once asked Kevin if his dad had a list on the night table beside his bed that started with “#1 - put on pants” just to get his day off on the right foot. 
 
    We got a plan put together. We would pack up and prepare today and leave tomorrow at first light. 
 
    We went through the food that wouldn’t spoil and packed it away in the vehicles, dividing everything between our SUV and Tom’s truck. Anything that would spoil was moved to the kitchen where Pauline and Karen would somehow make use of it for tonight’s meal. We still had several gallons of water in our SUV, so we took the two big jugs of drinking water Tom and Pauline had left and packed them in Tom’s truck. 
 
    Despite it being better on fuel, the decision was made to leave Pauline’s Prius behind, since it was just too small for our needs. Tom’s truck was an old four-wheel-drive Ford with an extended cab, so between it and the SUV, we had plenty of both seats and cargo space. 
 
    The SUV’s windshield was a mess from when we smashed through the gate at Shilo, but it was still holding and, while it took away from a bit of visibility, it was useable. 
 
    Alex went about filling the SUV with gas, then siphoned the Prius dry to top up our gas jugs. We figured between our jugs and Tom’s we had enough spare gas for almost one fill for each vehicle which should be more than enough for our trip, even allowing for delays and detours. 
 
    Jamie and David organized the firearms and ammunition between the two vehicles, including Tom’s rifles. My gut reaction was to tell David no, he was too young to be handling guns, but then I thought better of it. Jamie proved to be a very competent instructor, and I realized, just like me, David was better off knowing how to use a gun than not. 
 
    My job was to change my bandages and, while I was at it to make sure we had a decent first-aid kit put together for each vehicle. We still had the first-aid kit in the SUV we had grabbed from the store in Barrie, so that just left Tom’s truck. 
 
    I sat in the bathroom and slowly removed the bandages from my hand, careful not to tear anything loose. Despite the nightmare of stitches, and the repeated abuse I seemed to be putting it through, it looked like the cuts were healing and there was no sign of infection. As I wiped the cuts with alcohol swabs, Karen poked her head in to see if I needed help. 
 
    She looked at my palm and my fingers, something that would make Dr. Frankenstein cringe, and came to sit on the tub beside me, taking my hand in hers, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Mom, your hand,” she said in a quiet voice, disbelieving. She took the alcohol swabs and gently began wiping the cuts. She then started wrapping fresh gauze around the wounds. “This happened when daddy died?” she asked in a whisper, her breath hitching on the last word as she tied the bandages. 
 
    I nodded, and took her in my arms, holding my little girl who was becoming a woman, as she cried. 
 
    Last night I had told them the truth, that Kevin had died protecting me from an attack by the infected. The news had come hard, but I think the ten days since the outbreak had prepared them for the news of the loss. There would be time to grieve, time for us all to share the loss, to remember all of the good times, and the bad, but that time was not yet. Not until my family was safe. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    We took a break for lunch, with most of the preparations done. We didn’t want to fill up, everyone was looking forward to the turkey dinner to come, but the table was laid out in a feast of all the perishables we were leaving behind. Anything that didn’t get eaten Tom was going to take down to the school and leave for Terry and the people staying behind. While there, Tom would pull Terry aside and tell him our plans, and suggest that they should come with us, or maybe take the shorter trip to Shilo; he doubted they would ever leave their land, but at least they could make their own informed decision. 
 
    While we had gone about our chores that morning, Tom had gotten the bird wrapped in tinfoil while the grill got up to temperature; charcoal, not gas, he was a purist in that. Pauline had the sink full of washed and sliced vegetables ready to be cooked. He had put the turkey on the grill in the roaster about thirty minutes ago, and the smell of charcoal and cooking turkey was already starting to drift in the open front door, making everyone’s mouths water. 
 
    I was asking Tom what would be involved in heating water for a bath, it had been days and I knew the boys and I were all getting a bit ripe, when a volley of gunshots rang out. These were closer than the ones we had been hearing throughout the morning. These sounded like they came from the bridge. 
 
    More shots rang out, almost continuous now, as Tom stood and grabbed the binoculars from the hook by the front window. He walked out onto the front deck and looked towards the end of the lake where Terry and his people had the blockade. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I heard him whisper. I shaded my eyes as I looked east into the sun towards the bridge; I couldn’t make out much detail as it was over a kilometre away, but standing outside, now I could hear them. 
 
    I saw a mass of infected swarming down the valley road, hundreds of them, heading straight for the blockade. It looked like some of the infected had already reached the bridge and were fighting furiously with the men behind the trucks. I could tell in a heartbeat the defenders had no chance. 
 
    Tom handed me the binoculars as he went for the door to grab his gun. 
 
    “Tom, wait,” I said, my glasses trained at the top of the valley. I saw a truck and a few vans parked at the side of the road, men sitting inside and standing beside them, watching the violence at the roadblock below. 
 
    Grabbing a second pair of binoculars from the back porch, Tom came beside me and I pointed out where to look. 
 
    I turned to the others. 
 
    “Boys, finish getting everything in the trucks and get ready to go. We’re leaving now.” 
 
    While the brothers ushered everyone out, Tom and I stood watching. 
 
    The men at the top of the valley looked relaxed, standing casually. Cold washed over me as I realized what had happened; I knew what they were doing. They were letting the infected do the heavy lifting for them. 
 
    Having been turned away before by the men at the bridge defending their land and their families, the raiders came up with a better idea. Somehow, they had led a group of infected here, likely from one of the nearby towns or maybe even all the way from the city, and they had simply pointed them in the direction of the blockade. 
 
    In my mind, I could see how it would work; how easy it would be. Drive slowly through a populated area, maybe honking the horn to attract them. Get a crowd of them following you, driving just fast enough to stay ahead of the crowd. Then once you had them near your target, you could speed up and get out of sight, maybe turn off a side road and let the wave of them wash past you. Let the infected kill do all the killing. Then all the raiders had to do was wait for the infected to eventually disperse on their own, or they could go through the same process and lead them away; all the goodies would be left behind, undefended. 
 
    “They’ll kill everyone,” Tom said, his voice lost. Through the binoculars he saw the last of the men at the bridge fall, and the crowd swept forward towards the school. 
 
    “We can’t help them Tom,” I said, telling him what he already knew. “We have to get out of here. They’ll get here soon, maybe ten minutes, maybe less. Do you know a back way out of the valley?” 
 
    The road coming in along the lake from the turnoff was a dead end, it continued seven or eight kilometres westward along the lake and ended at a farmer’s field past the last of the cottages. 
 
    “Tom!” I grabbed his shoulder to get his attention. 
 
    He looked at me, thinking for a moment. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said nodding, “there are a few trails that we could take, maybe the snowmobile trail up past the warm-up shack.” 
 
    I knew where he meant; in the winter we often came out to the cabin for day trips, sometimes skating on the lake, or cross-country skiing. Sometimes we fired up Tom’s old snowmobiles and took the kids, one on each of the machines behind me and Kevin and drove around the trails in the valley. West of us towards the end of lake was an old shack with a wood stove the local snowmobile club maintained, and the trail followed a fairly easy climb up out of the valley. I knew Tom’s old truck would manage fine, and since it had been a dry fall, I figured my SUV was up for it also. From there we could make it across the fields to the grid roads and head west. 
 
    We closed up the cabin and ran out to the vehicles, taking the binoculars with us. Everyone had finished stuffing the last of the gear in when a truck roared up to the gate and came to a screeching halt. I grabbed for the pistol at my hip but relaxed slightly when I saw Terry climb out of his truck and come running down the drive. 
 
    “Terry, you need to get your family and run,” I said desperately. “This isn’t just the infected, I think they were led here.” I told him about the trucks and the men I had seen at the top of the road. 
 
    “I saw the bastards up at the top of the valley,” he said, his voice a tight ball of fury. “I was just down the lake checking on some friends when I heard the shots. I’m on my way back to the bridge but I wanted to stop and make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do at the bridge,” said Tom, coming up to see his friend. “They’re past the bridge, there must be hundreds of them. It looked like they were heading to the school.” 
 
    Terry uttered a rough curse in Sioux and spit at the ground. 
 
    “My family are all at the school,” he said. “It’s a solid building, and they’ll have it locked up, but given time and enough of them, they’ll get in.” 
 
    I looked at our family sitting in our vehicles, and up at Terry’s truck at the top of the driveway. 
 
    “Guys, I have an idea,” I said. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Tom and I roared down the road toward the school in Terry’s big red truck, honking the horn as we went. We came to a screeching halt in the school parking lot, dust from gravel spraying up around us in a cloud. In front of us, piled up against the doors and windows of the school, we saw hundreds of infected turning, almost as one, screaming in fury. They turned and charged at us, and my knees went weak. 
 
    “Well, I think you got their attention!” Tom yelled, holding onto the door frame as I threw the truck in reverse and squealed back out of the parking lot. We turned, bouncing out onto the road, and put the truck into forward gear. Behind us, the crowd of infected came pouring out behind us. 
 
    We turned east, away from the road to our cabin, and towards Fort Qu’Appelle, driving along the north side of Echo Lake. It look a minute or so to find the right speed, but soon we were driving along at a steady clip just under twenty kilometres per hour, honking the horn as we led the horde away from the school. Behind us we could hear the wild shrieking of the infected as they ran, trying to catch up to us. 
 
    If our decoy was successful, at the speed the infected could run it would only take a matter of minutes before the schoolyard was clear and Terry and our family could get to his family and friends inside. He said there were enough armed men inside the school to go back and secure the blockade at the bridge. No matter what happened, he said, the raiders wouldn’t find easy pickings here. 
 
    We planned to drive into the town, leading the infected behind us, and then speed up and lose them in the streets before doubling back and returning to the school to meet up with the others. There was a good chance some of them might fall away along the route, or maybe find their way back to the school, and they would have to be dealt with; but dealing with a few here or there was a far cry from a crowd of hundreds of them. 
 
    Once Terry got his people organized, they would arrange a couple of vehicles to come into town and attract the infected and lead them further away up out of the valley, but for the moment, this should do the trick. 
 
    We drove past the golf course and into town, crossing the river, the howling mob hot on our heels. I drove south for two blocks, honking all the way, hoping to make sure the bulk of the mob was across the river before turning east again and speeding up and heading for the highway. 
 
    I looked in my rearview mirror as I came around the last corner before the highway, making sure I didn’t see any of the infected behind us. The coast looked clear, so I stepped on the gas and turned my attention ahead. Suddenly I slammed on my brakes, throwing Tom ahead into the dash. 
 
    “What the ...” he started to say, sitting up and looking at me in surprise, then turning to look in front of us. 
 
    Twenty feet ahead of us parked crossways in the intersection, its engine idling smoothly, was a white van. Its side door, facing us, was thrown open wide, and two men were sitting there, casually, their legs stretched out onto the road, their rifles sitting across their knees. A third man was sitting at the front of the van, leaning across the engine, a shotgun in his hands pointed at our truck. 
 
    I was about to put the truck in reverse, when I saw another van pull up behind us, two men in the front seat. 
 
    Apparently, someone didn’t like that we had messed up their plan 
 
    One of the men in front of us stood up, stretched, rifle cradled at his side, and walked easily towards our truck, an arrogant smile on his face. 
 
    He stuck his hand out wagging his index finger in the air and making a ‘tsk-tsk’ sound, he looked like he was ready to tell me what a bad girl I had been. 
 
    I had other ideas. 
 
    “Fuck this prick,” I growled as I slammed my hand down on the horn. The blast made the man in front of me jump, surprised, his self-assurance gone. Still leaning on the horn, I nodded to Tom who leaned out the passenger window and racked the action on his pump shotgun, barrel aimed directly at the man’s chest. 
 
    I let off the horn, and in the sudden silence, I smiled and raised my middle finger to the man still standing in the street; the howling screams of the infected got louder and louder as they poured down the street behind us. 
 
    Warning Tom to hold on, I threw the truck into gear and slammed my foot down on the gas pedal, the truck leaping forward narrowly missing the man in the street. From the corner of my eye, I saw the glare of hatred in his eyes as we blew past him. 
 
    I pulled the truck hard to the right, but still clipped the corner of the van as we drove past, the impact throwing the man on the hood back. In my rearview mirror I saw the van that had pulled in behind us swarmed by a wave of the infected, literally disappearing from sight. As I pulled away down the road getting some distance from the mob, I saw the man from the street jumping into the front van and taking off just before the crowd reached it. 
 
    I turned again, heading back into town, and made several tight corners making sure neither the van nor any of the infected were following us, before heading back across the bridge and heading to the school. 
 
    From the passenger seat, Tom was looking at me with a new respect. 
 
    “Damn, girl,” he said, his voice tinged with awe, holding his hand out to me, flat, palm up. 
 
    I gave him a low-five him with my Frankenstein hand, smiled, and we headed back to our family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Day 10 
 
      
 
    I gave Terry a hug and climbed up into my SUV. Tom stood outside beside his friend, ready to climb into his truck. Everyone else was already inside and ready to go. Jamie sat in the passenger seat, while Karen and David were in the back. Alex had climbed into the truck behind Pauline. 
 
    I rolled down my window and squinted at Terry where he stood in the sunlight. 
 
    “Sorry again about your truck,” I said. He glanced over at the left front crumpled bumper and shattered headlight. 
 
    “Trucks can be fixed,” he said with a sideways smile. “I’ll send you the bill.” 
 
    Once we had drawn the horde of infected away from the school and the people trapped inside, Terry had driven with Pauline and the kids into the parking lot while Alex and Jamie followed in our SUV. Seeing the familiar faces, already some of the people were coming out of the school, armed, and ready to fight. Terry warned them of the raiders at the top of the hill, and moments later the blockade was again armed, ready to turn away attackers. 
 
    By the time we returned with his newly-dented truck, Terry was already directing sentries to the different roads, and making plans to have vehicles at the blockade and other entry points ready to be driven as distractions to draw away any infected that might come this way, on their own, or led here by others. They wouldn’t be caught by the same trick again. 
 
    I had tried to talk Terry and some of his people into leaving for the protection of the army base, but there was no use. My heart ached for them thinking of the hard winter they had coming their way. But these were tough people who knew tough times, and more importantly, they knew how to make it work. It would be hard, but they would manage. 
 
    I was more worried about the bandits than I was about the infected, or even the harshness of the coming winter. 
 
    Terry turned and shook Tom’s hand, saying goodbye. Tom told him there were still food supplies at the house we wouldn’t be needing, and they were welcome to them or anything else there they might need, including the generator. 
 
    “And if you give it another few hours,” he said to Terry as he climbed into his truck, “you’ll find a nice fat turkey grilled to perfection waiting for you on the barbeque.” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, white man,” said Terry with a smile, “but I’m not real big on Thanksgiving.” 
 
    Laughing, Tom slammed the door to his truck, waved again to his friend, and we were off. 
 
    Even though the trucks at the top of the hill that had led the horde to the valley were long gone, we didn’t want to risk running into them on the road. Instead we drove north from the school then followed that road up out of the valley, then turned west; I was glad we didn’t have to test the SUV’s off-road capabilities by taking the snowmobile trail. 
 
    Behind me, David tested the walkie-talkies we had packed from the cabin, talking to Alex back in the truck behind us; in previous summers the kids used them when hiking up in the hills, but now they would keep the two vehicles connected. The radios had been a Christmas gift for both kids a few years ago and had sparked an interest in David that extended to learning Morse Code for a badge in Boy Scouts and wanting to get an amateur HAM radio licence someday. It’s funny, I thought, listening to David explain proper radio etiquette and call-sign use to Alex in the other truck, you can never tell where a kid’s interests are going to lead them. 
 
    Before leaving, with the immediate threat of the raiders less likely, we had discussed staying the night as originally planned and setting off tomorrow morning; in the end had decided it made more sense to get out of the valley and put some miles between us and the raiders now. I certainly didn’t think they had been expecting to have their attack redirected like it was, so it was unlikely they had any contingency plans in place. But given another day, and if they had enough people, they might well have scouts or blockades of their own set up, trapping us here. 
 
    Whoever that asshole on the road by the van had been, I had a feeling he might hold a grudge; I wanted to make sure we never gave him the chance to settle the score. 
 
    Beside me, Jamie had a road atlas open on his lap Pauline had put aside at the cabin. It was one of the good ring-bound Rand McNally books that had all North America, the kind everyone used to have when they travelled before GPS and smartphones took over. This one was well-weathered and dog-eared, like all the best books are. There was a coffee-cup ring stain on the front page. 
 
    Jamie did a quick figure on the distance, heading west to join Highway 6 at Southey, north to Dafoe, then west to Saskatoon. We would pass through dozens of small towns along the way, but there were no larger centres to present a risk. 
 
    “Driving the back roads like this it looks like we’re around three hundred klicks to Saskatoon, maybe a few more” he said, folding the book open to the page we would need and setting it aside. “I think everything should be pretty smooth since it’s all backroads. If there are any obstacles, we can just go around them or detour a mile over to the next road.” 
 
    It was just after one in the afternoon, so allowing some time for the odd delay or backtrack, I figured we would make it to Saskatoon hopefully by around five o’clock or so, meaning if we were lucky, we could get into the city and find the boys’ family before dark. 
 
    Jamie and I kept our eyes peeled for other vehicles on the roads, or any sign that we were being followed. Twice, when coming over a rise and down the other side, I signaled back to Tom and we pulled over. We walked back to the rise and used the binoculars looking back the way we had come; waiting, watching for raiders following us from a distance, but not seeing anything. 
 
    We made pretty good time. 
 
    The drive was uneventful; the few small towns we drove through all looked deserted and emptied out, but they didn’t show the same ruthless destruction we had seen in some of the other towns and centres. There was no sign of the infected anywhere. 
 
    We stopped at Dafoe at around three o’clock; it was a wide spot along the road right beside Quill Lake where Highway 6 joined up with Highway 16.  We had time for a quick pit stop including some sandwiches Pauline had made and packed that morning. We pulled over at a small truck stop just on the edge of town; the large gravel parking lot was empty, deserted-looking without the big rigs and RVs that usually took up the real estate at this kind of place. 
 
    Like most gas stations, it had bathrooms with doors to the outside. Normally you would have to get the key from the front counter, and it would be attached to something the size of a boat anchor to keep you from stealing it. In our case, Alex simply forced the door with a crowbar, and we all did our business in private, sitting down like civilized people instead of up against a tree somewhere. 
 
    While we were parked and waiting for the bathroom brigade to finish, I pointed out to Tom that we were going to want to disable the truck’s lights so we could drive in the dark, if we had to, without standing out like a sore thumb. He looked at the job the boys had done on the SUV’s lights and shook his head. 
 
    “How about we just do this,” he said, popping the hood to his truck and, a second later, pulling out a fuse from the fuse box. “That’s the brake lights,” he said. “This old beast doesn’t have daytime running lights, so the headlights won’t turn on unless I turn them on.” 
 
    I looked at the smashed empty sockets where my SUV’s headlights once sat and looked at Tom. I swear he looked smug. 
 
    “We were in a hurry,” I said defensively. 
 
    Once we were all emptied, fed and watered, we were back on the road. Two hours and change later, we saw Saskatoon’s skyline on the horizon, and it was still an hour or so from sunset. 
 
    At Tom’s suggestion, we took a moment and filled both vehicles with gas from our plastic containers, just in case. 
 
    As we climbed back into the vehicles, I got into the passenger seat and let Jamie drive, and Alex did the same in the truck behind us; we figured it was better to have people who knew the city behind the wheels. With that, our convoy of two rolled into Saskatoon. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the Walters brothers lived with their family in the southeast area of town, fairly close to where the highway came into the city. As we drove slowly into Saskatoon, we again began to pass signs of violence and looting, but it didn’t look as severe as we had seen in Regina. Maybe the city being a few more hours north, further away from the possible spread of the sickness, was enough to make a difference. 
 
    As we made our way cautiously turning off Circle Drive turning west onto Taylor Street, we saw smashed cars in a few places, as well as some signs of housefires, but again not as bad as what we had seen in other places. 
 
    We drove slowly past a high school on our left, and Jamie pointed out that’s where he and Alex had graduated from earlier that summer. 
 
    I looked at the school as we drove by; the windows had all been smashed, and there was blood on some of the doors. 
 
    A couple blocks past the school, and Jamie slowed as he turned north onto Morgan Avenue. It was a pretty neighbourhood made up of bungalows and wide front yards. 
 
    “End of the block on the right,” Jamie said quietly. I could see his jaw tense, fingers tight on the steering wheel. I reached out and grabbed his hand, giving it a squeeze. 
 
    As pretty as the street was, it had not been spared. 
 
    We saw signs of violence and destruction as we drove slowly along. Doors were smashed in, some hanging from hinges, windows were shattered. Blood stains spattered one of the driveways across the street; a lot of blood. 
 
    We came to a stop in front of a small grey and while bungalow on a corner lot, an apple tree to the right side of the driveway, still covered with red leaves, and a large elm to the left, mostly bare, its leaves scattered across the lawn and driveway at its feet. The house had a two-car garage off the north side, connected to the house by a covered breezeway. 
 
    One of the garage doors was open; there was a late model blue Honda sedan in the stall, it’s driver’s door open. The car’s back window was destroyed. 
 
    Jamie sat behind the wheel, staring at the road ahead of him, both hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. Tom’s truck pulled up behind us and came to an abrupt stop and Alex charged out of the truck towards the house. 
 
    “Wait here,” I shouted to Jamie as I jumped out of the vehicle; I grabbed Alex as he went to rush past me. 
 
    “Wait,” I said, pulling him back. I gave him a shake to get his attention. “Stay here with your brother. Let me do this.” I gave him another shake, and he stopped pulling. He looked at Jamie, still sitting in the SUV, shaking 
 
     “Let me do this for you.” 
 
    He looked at me again, tears in his eyes, and finally nodded. He gave me a hug, then went and climbed into the SUV beside his brother. 
 
    Tom climbed out of the truck, and I motioned him to stay behind with Pauline and my kids. 
 
    I grabbed a flashlight from my bag and made sure I could reach my pistol in case I needed it. I asked the boys if they had a house key, or if there was one hidden somewhere. Alex quietly told me where to find the key for the front door under a planter by the door. 
 
    In the quiet of the late afternoon, I walked into the garage, careful to look around the door and into the corners first. Tiny squares of broken glass covered the grey concrete floor. Other than the broken back window, the rest of the scene looked normal. 
 
    I walked back out and climbed the few steps to the front door. I tried the handle, and found the door was locked. Hesitantly, thinking of checking the apartments in Taylor’s building on our first day away from the airport, I knocked three times on the door, and listened. 
 
    After a moment, I knocked again, just to be sure. I heard nothing. 
 
    I stepped back and bent down, finding the key under the planter where Alex had said it would be. I unlocked the door, steeled myself, and stepped inside the Walters family home. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The stench of death was like a cocoon that enshrouded me the second I opened the door, and I had to cough before catching my breath and continuing. The sickly-sweet smell of decomposition was everywhere in the house. I couldn’t place ever having smelled it before, but there was no mistaking it. It triggered some primitive, instinctive response in me; I wanted to turn and run from this place. 
 
    Instead, I pulled my shirt up over my mouth and nose, clicked on the flashlight, and continued inside. 
 
    To the immediate left was a small but tidy kitchen with a table in one corner and a wrap-around counter in the other. The sink looked out a window to the driveway and the street beyond. Through the kitchen was a doorway to a dining room, and to the left again a stairway leading into the darkness of the basement, as well as out to the garage. I stepped back from the kitchen and stepped ahead into a hallway. To the left was a large living room furnished with a tasteful couch and loveseat combination facing a large television hanging from the wall. 
 
    I turned to the right, facing a hallway with four doors, two on each side. 
 
    The first door on the right was open, and I peeked inside and saw a bathroom. 
 
    The door opposite, to my left, was closed. I knocked on the door, not expecting an answer, and opened it. 
 
    The colour scheme was predominantly blue, with a large bookcase on one wall filled with paperback novels. Two posters were on another wall, Deadpool on one somehow managing to look snarky even though you couldn’t see his face, and Dave Grohl on the other, looking badass and cool even though he was just standing with his arms crossed, staring without emotion at the camera. 
 
    I backed out into the hall and closed the door behind me. 
 
    At the end of the hall were two doors, both closed. I gambled on the left door next to the first bedroom, and knocked again just to be safe. I opened the door and had guessed right. 
 
    Although they were twins, in some ways they were studies in contrast. Where the other room had been fairly tidy, this room was a work of modern art. Sports teams motif dominated the decorating theme, highlighting the ‘modern slob’ look many teenagers loved. I could imagine their mother walking in here, throwing her hands up in disgust, and stepping back, closing the door behind her, telling herself, ‘he’s an adult, he can clean it up himself when he gets home’.  I did the same and closed the door behind me. 
 
    I braced myself against what I would find when I opened the door; I took a deep breath, trying not to gag on the stench, and knocked. Hearing nothing, afraid of what I would find, I opened the door... 
 
    … into a scene from hell. Blood had soaked through the sheets and mattress, dried almost black in gathering shadows of the fading day. Huge gouts of gore had splattered the painted wall behind the bed and sprayed the curtains by the window. 
 
    Bloody handprints covered most of the walls, as well as the glass of the windows looking out into the yard. 
 
    On the bed was an unrecognizable mass that once had been human but had been beaten and torn at until there was nothing human left of it. 
 
    On the floor beside the bed was another corpse, this one also covered in blood and filth and gore but didn’t appear to be injured. 
 
    The boys’ mother had been infected. My guess was her husband had been sleeping beside her, maybe holding her hand while they slept to give her some comfort in her sickness, when she had awakened into madness. She had beaten him to death in their shared bed, and when, in her demented state had been unable to figure out how to leave the bedroom, had taken her fury out on his corpse. Finally, after however many days trapped in here without water, it looked like she had succumbed; falling to the floor, too weak to move, finally dying in a pool of her husband’s congealed drying blood. 
 
    Crying, my hands to my mouth, sick from the smell and what I had seen, I stepped back into the hallway, ran to the bathroom, and was sick in the toilet. 
 
    After several minutes, when I was finally able, I stepped back into the hall. I had found a linen closet in the bathroom and grabbed some clean sheets to throw over the bodies before I let the boys come in here. I didn’t want them to come into this house, into this stench, but I knew they would want to; there were things they’d want to take with them when we left. At least I could cover their parents and keep them from opening that one door. 
 
    I walked back to the bedroom, unfolding the sheet, and walked right into their mother’s corpse where it stood, tottering in the doorway, her desiccated arms reaching for me, her dry, raspy voice still trying to howl in fury. 
 
    I screamed in terror and pushed out, throwing her backwards into the room. She hit the bed and fell forward to the ground to the same spot I had found her in moments before, before she had awakened and crawled across the floor, before she had pulled herself up using the dresser for support, before whatever it was in her that was keeping her alive had driven her to try to attack me. 
 
    She lay on the floor, her body spent, exhausted, unable to move, but still trying to kill me. Her eyes were a sick yellow and radiated pure hatred and fury as she tried to lift her head from the ground to spit at me, nothing but dry skin flying from her torn lips. Her system was so dehydrated, so destroyed, that even the mucus from the sickness in her mouth and nose had dried to a filmy green crust. 
 
    And still she twisted on the floor, still she wanted nothing but to spend her last dying breath trying to kill me, just as she would try to kill each of her sons if they were here. 
 
    I couldn’t let the boys see this, I thought to myself in a panic. Sobbing, knowing I had no other choice, I stepped into the room. I stepped over her body where she lay covered in blood, stepped over her as she twisted and writhed, her strengthless fingers reaching for me, her dried and torn lips peeled back from her teeth where she chewed at the air, and grabbed a pillow from the bed. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    In the end, the boys hadn’t wanted to go inside. 
 
    I came out and told them their parents were in there, but they were both dead from the sickness; I told them that neither had turned, that they had died together. 
 
    I held them both as they sobbed. I held them both as I told them that their parents hadn’t suffered, that they had gone peacefully in their sleep. In this, they may have known I was lying, but they let it go. 
 
    We stood in the street, the darkness falling around us, and knew that we needed to get somewhere for the night. 
 
    “I think I know where we can go,” said Jamie, wiping his face on his sleeve. 
 
    His brother did the same and ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “You’re thinking Roxy’s place?” asked Alex.  Jamie nodded. 
 
    “My ex-girlfriend's parents’ house isn’t far from here,” Jamie explained, “and I know where they keep the spare key. Before Alex and I left for France, she had told me her folks were going on a cruise somewhere, so the house will likely be empty. Roxanne will be at school in Montreal.” He paused, suddenly realizing that in all likelihood, she was dead. He shook his head, putting it aside for now. 
 
    We agreed it sounded like a good plan. Jamie drove the SUV and Alex followed in Tom’s truck, and a few blocks later we had the vehicles pulled into the driveway of a modern bungalow overlooking a small park. After knocking on the door first, Jamie went into the back yard and came back with a key, unlocking the front door and letting us inside. 
 
    Once inside, Alex and Jamie gave the place a quick sweep to make sure it was safe. I immediately found a linen closet and grabbed handfuls of towels and blankets to hang over the windows; I didn’t want any lights we might have being seen from the street. 
 
    Pauline went about setting up the camping stove Kevin had grabbed for us back in Barrie and started getting some food heated up. Jamie and Alex sat together, talking quietly, and everyone gave them their space. I assigned Karen and David the task of looking through the kitchen cupboards to see if there was any food that we could take with us when we left tomorrow. 
 
    Tom grabbed our empty plastic fuel jugs and the siphon hose and started filling them from the cars in the garage. I followed him into the garage to look for a couple empty pails; I wanted to go to the basement to collect water from the water heater. If we got lucky, they would have a gas water heater and might have some hot water, and if not, then it would be cold but at least we could wash up without using our supply of fresh drinking water. 
 
    After being in the boys’ parents’ house, I needed to wash up. 
 
    As I rooted around shelving in the garage looking for a clean pail or two, and Tom set up his gear ready to practice his siphoning skills, he asked me what I had actually found back there. 
 
    In a quiet voice, in as few words as possible, I told him. 
 
    He stood and came to stand behind me in the darkness of the garage, and simply hugged me. 
 
    I turned and buried my face in his big chest, and I cried. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    It turns out we had scored big on two counts; first, Roxy’s parents had a natural gas water heater that was chock full to the brim with steaming hot water, and second, they had a hot tub out on the back deck. With no electricity to run it, the hot tub was long-since cold of course, but it was full of water and hadn’t yet gone skunky. It required several trips with a couple pails, but by mixing the two we managed to get enough warm water in the tub for the boys and I to take turns and have a good washing before supper, and we still had enough hot water leftover to clean up from supper. 
 
    Pauline, Tom and the kids had been lucky enough to wash regularly at the cabin by warming lake water by the fire throughout the day, so other than washing their hands and faces, they left the water to us. 
 
    We sat at the dining table in Jamie’s ex-girlfriend’s house, blankets over the windows and candles on the table, and we talked about their parents. Not the end, not that… maybe never that. But we talked about them; who they had been, and what they had been like. 
 
    The boys recalled memories of family trips, Christmases, hunting trips with their dad and weekend camping trips as a family. Laughing so hard he had tears in his eyes, Alex asked Jamie if he remembered the time their dad had gotten too drunk sitting by the campfire and burned his hand; he had been convinced that if you poured rubbing alcohol on your hand and lit it, your hand wouldn’t burn and just the alcohol would burn off leaving your hand untouched. Jamie started laughing and told us how seriously unimpressed mom had been to be awakened at one o’clock in the morning and pulled out of her sleeping bag to administer to second-degree burns on her drunk husband’s hand. 
 
    “And the look on Dad’s face,” Jamie gasped for air, laughing, “when Mom asked where the rubbing alcohol was so she could wash the area around the burn!" 
 
    We let the silence that followed hang for a while. It was a good silence. 
 
    “I’m going to go sit out on the back deck for some fresh air,” said Pauline. 
 
    Tom smiled and shook his head in exasperation. 
 
    Pauline had been a pack-a-day smoker for decades until all of us had finally ganged up on her enough to convince her to quit. But in Pauline’s case, ‘quit’ turned out to be a relative term. 
 
    Over a period of six months she had gone from a pack-a-day down to only one or two cigarettes a week, and that’s where she called it good. “I still enjoy the taste of a cigarette,” she always said, “especially after a meal or after, well, you know.” 
 
    “I’ll join you,” I said, only in my case I really did just want some fresh air. 
 
    We sat on the back deck in the darkness while the kids helped Tom clean up from supper. It was funny, we were comfortable with breaking into this home and taking what we needed, but none of us wanted to leave a sink of dirty dishes behind us. 
 
    David had found a cupboard with some board games, so right now the discussion was raging whether it would be Monopoly or Trivial Pursuit. I silently cringed; I hated Trivial Pursuit. That game always made me feel stupid; I had a university degree and I read constantly, but somehow that game made me feel like an illiterate moron. 
 
    Pauline sat in the darkness and dragged on her smoke, relishing the experience. 
 
    Together we listened to the noise of the city. 
 
    In the absence of the normal noises we all became used to living in a larger city, like the sounds of traffic, car horns and stereos, ambulance sirens and the like, we were left with a vacuum that let the other sounds carry further. 
 
    We could hear screams of the infected, thankfully off in the distance, almost like the sound of the coyotes calling to each other across the valley and in the fields up behind the cabin in the summer. 
 
    Only this sounded like tens of thousands of them, off in the night, their cries ebbing and swelling, cresting like waves on a distant shore. 
 
    I wondered what it was that made them seek out each other’s company; maybe some innate tribe or pack mentality we all carried with us, or some strength in numbers instinct. Humans were innately social creatures, we weren’t loners by nature, we needed other people. I guess the infected, no matter how devolved and devoid of human thought and reasoning they had become, were still human once you drilled down to it. 
 
    Maybe they were even more human than us, I thought. Anger, fury, hatred: these were all pure emotions; pure passion at its basest level, in its rawest form, before it got complicated by other feelings and questions of morality, or social acceptance, before political correctness got in the way. 
 
    So many of us had forgotten how to feel. We went through our day to day lives, and we laughed, we loved, we cried, we hated, but we did it all weakly; it was all watered down. In today’s civilized society, it was as if we did all of this through a layer of gauze, like watching television but through a layer of cellophane. 
 
    I know I did, and I had let it ruin my marriage. I had become so inured to the life I lived every day, so used to the hundrumness of the daily routine, that I had forgotten how it felt to be passionate about something; and so, I had sought out something else, something that would make me feel that spark, that passion. It had been sex, and nothing more, but I had let it seduce me the way I had seduced him, I guess. 
 
    But this, here, now, this was raw. This was primal. This was real. 
 
    The gauze had been ripped away, the cellophane stripped off, and I felt like I was seeing the world, and seeing myself, clearly for the first time in as long as I could remember. 
 
    And the infected; I knew they saw it, they felt it, too. 
 
    I wiped a tear from my face, at the sadness of everything we had lost, everything I had taken for granted. I swore to myself I would never take anything for granted again. The gauze had been stripped off my reality, and I meant to feel everything, the good and the bad. 
 
    Pauline reached out and gently took my hand in hers, running her fingers across the stitches. After supper I had taken off my bandages and washed the cuts, and for the first time I left the bandages off, wanting the wounds to breathe. David had been fascinated by it. 
 
    “Mom that’s going to look seriously wicked once the stitches come out!” he had said, marveling at my wounded hand by the light of a candle. 
 
    I smiled at him. I did the math in my head; it had been five days since the doctor had stitched me up, and he had told me to leave them in for at least ten days; maybe more like fourteen if the cuts were slow to heal or got reopened. I figured I would leave them in for at least another week, maybe ten days at the outside. Over the past five days my poor hand had taken a beating. 
 
    From nearby, maybe only a block away or less, we heard the screams of several infected calling out into the night. Off in the distance, another group answered back. We heard the ones near us moving away, screaming their lungs raw. 
 
    Stubbing out her cigarette, and giving my hand a tender squeeze, Pauline stood and went back inside. We hadn’t said a word to each other but hadn’t needed to. 
 
    I stood and followed her into the dining room where the others were setting up the Trivial Pursuit game board on the table. 
 
    ‘Son of a bitch,’ I thought to myself, smiling wryly.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    Day 11 
 
      
 
    Morning came and we were all up early. We agreed to skip breakfast and just get going, everyone eager to get on the move. Pauline and David used the last of the bread to make up some sandwiches for a lunch that we could eat on the road if we had to. 
 
    Tom, Alex, Jamie and I sat at the dining table and talked over our route. 
 
    “I still think it’s a mistake not to at least check out the base at Moose Jaw,” said Tom. We had discussed it briefly last night before bed, and I had been in favour of a straight run to Suffield. 
 
    This morning, Tom had been sitting at the table with a ruler and looking at all the options; figuring out which routes would be fastest and, more importantly, safest by avoiding population centres. 
 
    “Look,” he said pulling out his notepad and the road atlas. He used his pencil to trace a path south of Saskatoon to Outlook, then due west through Rosetown and through to Bigstone, Alberta; at that point we would turn south straight to the base. “This route is just over five hundred klicks, maybe five-twenty or so,” he said, “so allowing for possible delays and detours let’s say it’s a six and a half, maybe a seven-hour drive.” 
 
    “But if we get on Highway 11 and head south first,” he said, tracing a different path, “that takes us to Moose Jaw, just over two hundred klicks, where we can at least check out the base; if it’s abandoned then it’s a four hundred kilometre run straight west on Highway 1 to Suffield. It’s a difference of only a hundred klicks, give or take, likely just over an extra hour on the road.” 
 
    I had to agree it made sense. 
 
    “Plus,” said Tom, “we would be driving right past Dundurn so we could check it out too.” 
 
    A light went on in my head. I had completely forgotten that there was a military base just forty or so kilometres south of Saskatoon at Dundurn. It was set back a bit from the highway so had never been more than a road sign to ignore as we drove by on our family trips to Saskatoon. 
 
    I think Tom saw my reaction, as he smiled and pushed the atlas towards me. 
 
    “Dundurn, Moose Jaw and then Suffield,” he said with just a hint of smugness in his voice, “three for the price of one.” 
 
    It was going to be a long day of driving, and more stops meant more chances for things to go wrong, but Tom was right, we couldn’t afford to not check them out. 
 
    The decision was made, and without a backwards glance we were on the road. We were back to our original driving arrangements, me in the lead in the SUV and Tom following behind in his truck. 
 
    To change things up, Alex was in the passenger seat beside me and Jamie had gone back to sit with Tom and Pauline. I got the feeling Karen was more than pleased with the substitution, despite her patented ‘whatever’ attitude. She kept herself busy being painfully aloof while David kept Alex busy talking about everything under the sun, from sports to movies to video games and more. 
 
    Driving south, we saw plenty of signs that raiders had been active in the area. There were a couple gas stations on the side of the highway just south of town, and both had been burned to the ground, the stations nothing but still-smoking ruins. We couldn’t tell what had started the fire, but the fact that both were burnt despite being hundreds of yards apart suggested it had been done on purpose. 
 
    Along the highway we saw dozens of wrecked and smashed cars, both in the ditch and in the middle of the road. Some of them still had corpses in or near the wrecks. We slowed each time we came near a vehicle in the road, wary of an ambush, but each time we passed without incident. 
 
    It was a quick forty-minute drive south, and we came to the sign indicating the town of Dundurn turnoff to the right. 
 
    From the back seat, David’s radio crackled, and Tom’s voice filled the cabin. “Stephanie, we must have missed the sign, the turnoff to the base is north of the town.” 
 
    Alex reached back and took the radio from David. “He didn’t say ‘over’,” said David with a frown. 
 
    Alex thumbed the talk button and replied, “I’m pretty sure we didn’t miss any signs, we’ve been watching. We’ll turn off here and follow the roads back to where the map shows the base is.” 
 
    “Say ‘out’,” came David’s voice from the back seat. 
 
    Alex smiled, and depressed the talk button again. “Out,” he said, and handed the radio back to David. While David talked into the radio scolding his grandfather for not using the callsigns he had come up with for us (our SUV was ‘Momma-Bird’ and Tom’s truck was ‘Old-Faithful’, to which Tom had taken mock umbrage, saying he wasn’t that old) and for not saying ‘over’ when he was done speaking, I turned off the highway into town while Alex provided directions. 
 
    As we drove, my hopes of finding anyone at the base fell; it looked like a war zone.  Like the truck stops just outside Saskatoon, the small gas station set back from the highway was destroyed, burned out. Tucked behind it was a long single-storey motel, and it looked like it had been the site of a gun battle. All the motel windows were blown out, doors were missing or hanging sideways from broken hinges, and there were bullet holes everywhere. 
 
    We drove through the town, past the hockey rink and community centre that you will find in almost every small town in Saskatchewan. Wrecked and burned-out vehicles were scattered along the road and beside the buildings, most had been peppered with bullets. 
 
    After backtracking for over a kilometre, heading north past the town and then west along a gravel road, still without seeing any signs, we came to the camp. 
 
    The road curved to the west, and we followed along past a long stretch of buildings that looked like barracks or common housing. 
 
    Beyond the barracks, it looked like a chain link fence had been erected around the perimeter of the main camp, and nearer to the road large metal shipping containers had been lined up to serve as a makeshift wall, just like back at Fort Rapids. Off in the distance we could see crews of soldiers working with cranes and heavy equipment extending this wall, apparently fortifying the camp. 
 
    Across the road there was a gate similar to what we had seen at Shilo. Two guard stations, complete with sandbag walls and machine guns mounted on swivels, were built beside the gate, and I saw six guards all standing at alert, rifles held at the ready. Behind the gate, two large trucks had been parked nose-to-nose across the road. 
 
    What was missing were the big ‘welcome civilians’ signs we had seen at both Fort Rapids and at Shilo. 
 
    As we came to a slow stop in the road, all of the soldiers brought their rifles up to their shoulders except for one who approached the gate and lifted a loudspeaker to his lips. 
 
    “Turn off your vehicles. One of you, and one of you only, may exit your vehicle and approach the gate. Remove any firearms you may have before approaching the gate. If you fail to follow these instructions, you will be fired upon.” 
 
    Nervously I instructed Alex to call back to Tom’s truck on the radio and tell them to wait in the truck and that I would go up to the gate. 
 
    I gingerly took my pistol from its holster at my hip and placed it on the dash of the SUV. I opened my door and stepped out. 
 
    I walked slowly up to the gate, approaching the soldier with the bullhorn and keeping my hands visible. He lowered the loudspeaker. 
 
    “Ma’am, this is a secure military facility. I’m afraid you and your people have to turn your vehicles around and vacate this area immediately.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, and I explained that we had been at Fort Rapids and had headed west with the supply convoy, and then made it to Shilo, but had left to find our families. “We had been told the military bases were sheltering civilians.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not here at Dundurn, Ma’am. We’re a supply depot only, we’re not equipped for a civilian presence here.” The guard paused, looking at me then back at our SUV with the smashed windshield. I saw him look down to my bandaged hand. “You said you were at Shilo?” he asked. “What’s your name?” 
 
    My heart fell. 
 
    In my mind I could see Lt. Col. Dumont nursing his broken nose, looking at his smashed gate, and then getting on his radio sending out an APB or whatever the hell they would call it; telling the other bases to keep an eye open for this crazy bitch who broke his nose, and to arrest her on sight. Or maybe shoot her on sight. 
 
    Reluctantly, I told him my name. 
 
    He nodded, his face, stern. “Mrs. Hayes, please get in your vehicle and instruct the others with you to follow me.” 
 
    He turned to the men beside him, twirling his finger in the air. “Coming in!” he hollered, and the gate in front of me started to open. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Once we were inside, a soldier backed one of the trucks up allowing us to pass by. The soldier I had spoken to hopped in a jeep parked beside the guard station and, making sure we were following him, drove slowly ahead into the camp. We drove a short distance along the main grid road up to a large two-storey building that was most likely the command centre, where he climbed out of his jeep and signaled where he wanted us to park. 
 
    We all climbed out of our vehicles and followed the guard towards the building, when the front doors opened and a familiar face stepped out into the morning sunlight, smiling. 
 
    “Glen!” I said, running forward to Private Reed where he walked down the steps towards us. 
 
    I grabbed him in a hug and gave him a squeeze. 
 
    “I had a feeling you guys would make it here,” he said with a smile when I released him. Jamie and Alex ran up to their friend and gave him a hug. Glen stepped back and looked at my family where they stood together beside Tom’s truck. 
 
    “It looks like you found your family!” he said with a smile, and I introduced him to my kids and their grandparents. He looked at the boys, where they stood slightly off to the side, their smiles fading. 
 
    “Have you been up to Saskatoon yet?” he asked, obviously dreading the answer. 
 
    Alex nodded, swallowing hard. 
 
    Glen nodded, sadly. “I’m so sorry guys,” he said sincerely. 
 
    “How did you get here?” I asked him. 
 
    He nodded to the guard who had led us in here, who then hopped back into his jeep and drove back towards the gate. Glen turned and led us into the building behind him. 
 
    “After you guys split from Shilo, it didn’t take the brass long to determine that someone helped you escape,” he said as we walked into the darkness of the building. “I’m pretty sure he knew it was me, but since he couldn’t prove it, he was more than happy to see me gone. So, when the opportunity to head out here with this guy came up, I jumped at it.” 
 
    It took my eyes a moment to adjust from the bright morning sunlight outside, but when they did, I saw Corporal Kelley standing in the hallway talking to another soldier. His left arm appeared to be heavily bandaged all the way down to his fingers and was supported in a sling around his shoulders. 
 
    He handed the clipboard he had been holding to the other soldier, thanked her, and turned to us. When he saw us in the doorway, he broke into a smile. 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” he said as he walked towards us. 
 
    I had never really considered myself much of a hugger, besides my family anyway, but today I seemed to be hugging everyone. I ran up to him and gave him a big awkward hug, trying not to crush his arm, which he accepted gracefully, with a pained wince, then stepped back, clearing his throat. He shook hands with Alex and Jamie, as well as my family when I introduced him to my kids and to Tom and Pauline. 
 
    “What do you say we quit blocking this hallway? I’ll buy you a round of coffees at the cafeteria and we can catch each other up.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Over coffees for the adults and hot chocolates for my kids, despite my daughter’s insistence that she could have a coffee, Cpl. Kelley told us of his escape from the attack by the infected. I sat in horror listening to his story. 
 
    When the horde of infected had hit our convoy, they literally hit the truck he had been driving with enough force to turn it up on its side. Instinctively, he had thrown his arm out to try to brace himself against the door as the truck went over, but his arm had smashed through the window and been crushed under the door when the truck landed up on its side. The two other soldiers riding in the cab with him wound up landing on top of him, pinning him in his seat behind the steering wheel and nearly smothering him, and pinning his right arm against his body, so had been unable to reach his sidearm. He was completely helpless. 
 
    The infected hammered against the windshield, swarming the truck, eventually climbing on top of the upturned vehicle and crashing through the passenger-side window. The soldiers on top of Kelley thrashed, trying to reach their weapons, trying to defend themselves, when one or more of the infected had crawled through into the cab of the truck. Kelley hadn’t been able to see what had happened, being at the bottom of the pile, but he had heard it. 
 
    “They died hard,” he said, quietly, looking at my children knowing he couldn’t describe it to us, even if he had wanted to. 
 
    Kelley had struggled, trying to free either of his arms, but he had been pinned completely immobile. Finally, he had admitted to himself that even if he could get one or even both of his limbs free, there was nothing he could do to save the men above him other than to die with them; so finally, he had swallowed his pride, had pushed down his sense of duty, and laid still; he had played possum. 
 
    He stared at the table, as if unable to meet our eyes. Knowing that there was nothing you could do doesn’t make it any easier to live with, I knew that from experience. I knew that he had no other option, that doing anything else would have resulted in his death, and I knew that he knew it as well, but a man like this would still likely feel like a coward for having done nothing. 
 
    In the end, the infected had simply not found him under the tangle of the corpses of the two dead soldiers and had moved on to other prey. 
 
    At some point, he figured maybe twenty or thirty minutes later, the swarm had moved on, leaving him among the dead. 
 
    I tried not to imagine what that half-hour had been like. Trapped, arm mangled and pinned under the slowly-cooling corpses of men that you knew, men that you had served with; covered in their sticky lifeblood, and being able to do nothing other than listen to the sounds of killing and dying around you. 
 
    When he knew they were gone, he began to slowly work at getting himself free. He had eventually managed to free his right arm. He had been able to awkwardly shift the bodies of his fellow soldiers enough that he wasn’t as immobile, but his left arm had still been trapped between the door and the pavement of the road outside. 
 
    With his only other option being giving up and just lying there to die, he did what he had to do. He braced himself against the steering wheel and began ripping and jerking on his crushed arm, tearing it free little by little from under the truck. Again glancing at my children, he didn’t elaborate, but again I could picture what it had been like, tearing his crushed arm, already fractured in who knew how many places, free from under the truck, leaving blood and skin and eventually meat behind. 
 
    He said he didn’t know how long it had taken, since he had passed out several times from the pain, but eventually he had managed to get his arm free, and then had climbed out from under the corpses of his friends and out of the truck. By then it had been getting light out; he found a med kit among the debris left behind after the infected trashed the convoy and bound his wounds enough that he wasn’t likely to bleed to death. While he limped around amongst the wreckage, two others who had been able to flee in the dark and hide during the attack found their way back to the convoy; together they managed to find a vehicle that was still roadworthy and, as he put it, ‘we got the fuck out of there, if you’ll pardon my language,” without running into the horde again. 
 
    The vehicle they were driving had run out of gas fifty kilometres or so shy of Shilo, and together they had walked the rest of the way to the base. 
 
    He said they had limped into the base just as the men there were fixing the gate that I had smashed through only an hour or so before. He had been rushed into the medical centre and spent four or five hours in there getting his arm looked after; his arm was so badly damaged that the doctor wasn’t sure he could save it, and that only time would tell. “Three rods and eleven pins later,” he said, looking ruefully at his arm. “I’m guessing airport security will love seeing me coming down the pipe from now on.” 
 
    He had been released in the early hours of yesterday and run into Private Reed who had filled him in on our arrival, our brief visit, and our very hasty exit. 
 
    “After what happened on the road with the convoy,” he said, finishing up his story, “I knew I needed to get to my family and make sure they were okay. I put in a request with the CO to transfer up to CFB Cold Lake, and Private Reed, along with a few more grunts who wanted to head west, volunteered to accompany me. We were given the green light and a transport, and we made our way here for a pit-stop. I’m heading north tomorrow to Cold Lake, north of Edmonton. It’s the closest base to my home up at Lac la Biche, so if my family headed anywhere, it would be there. We’ve had some communication with the base and my family isn’t there yet, but I’ll head there anyway just in case. If I don’t find them there, I’ll head home to collect them and then head back to the base.” 
 
    He looked at me, and for the moment it was like there was no-one else in the room with us. 
 
    “I thought I could stick it out without seeing to my family,” he said, solemnly. “You know, do my job, do my duty.” He looked down at the table again, then back at me. “But after meeting you nutjobs, and after getting to Shilo behind you and hearing about what you went through to get home to your family, I knew I couldn’t do anything less.” 
 
    I reached out across the table and took is hand. It meant so much to me that this man had made it out of the attack at the convoy, and that he might yet make it home to be with his wife and his sons. It meant to me that maybe there was something beyond all this; something that wasn’t just running and fighting and dying. 
 
    Suddenly something occurred to me. “How did the guard at the gate recognize me?” I asked. 
 
    Kelley say back, his face turning sour for a moment; he glanced over at Private Reed, who sat back in his chair, a look cocky of challenge on his face. 
 
    “What?” said Glen, shrugging his shoulders with a smile. “A civvie soccer-mom who likely goes a buck-twenty handing out a broken nose and two black-eyes to a Lt. Col., then pulling a gate-smashing jailbreak isn’t a story worth telling all of a sudden? I’ll be able to drink for free for months on that!” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The guard at the gate hadn’t been kidding: they really weren’t equipped to house civilians here. There were no sleeping quarters other than the temporary barracks they had set up in the middle of the camp, and everyone here had a job to do that didn’t include babysitting us. It looked like most of the work being done was building the wall of shipping containers around the camp. Everywhere, you could see soldiers working with heavy construction vehicles moving containers into place, being showered by the bright sparks of welding equipment at work. 
 
    After telling us how he made it first to Shilo and then here to Dundurn, I got a fresh round of coffee and hot chocolate for everyone and told Cpl. Kelley about our journey, and most importantly about the raiders’ attack on the reserve in the valley. I explained how they had collected a group of infected and launched them at the defenses like a battering ram, and how we had redirected the swarm away from the school giving them a chance to regroup. 
 
    “Smart thinking,” he said. “Someone had their head on straight.” He looked at me frankly. I mumbled something about it being dumb luck. 
 
    He said he thought this intel was something that the camp commandant should hear, so he left us to see if he could get in to see the Colonel, and to hopefully find us some temporary lodging at the same time. 
 
    While he was gone, Private Reed brought us up to speed on Camp Dundurn. 
 
    “It’s more than just a supply base,” he said, “it’s an ammunition depot, the biggest one in Canada. This camp supplies all the ammo for all of Canada’s armed forces all over the world. I couldn’t even begin to guess how many hundreds of thousands of rounds of ammo are here, and armaments coming out the wazoo; it’s literally enough to supply an army, so you can imagine how important security here is. I’m really glad they let you guys in here, but I wouldn’t count on being allowed to stay.” 
 
    “What about Moose Jaw?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head, “nope, it’s been shuttered. All the aircraft and personnel have been relocated to Cold Lake. The two closest bases that are housing civilians are Suffield and Cold Lake, and from here it’s almost exactly the same distance to both bases. You can likely choose which one you want to go to.” He leaned back, a sideways grin on his face. “After Shilo, I highly doubt anyone would try to stop you from going where you want to go.” 
 
    I smiled and said I figured that was something we would have to discuss as a family. We hadn’t really considered going to Cold Lake, but if that’s where Cpl. Kelley was going, maybe we should too. That way we would be travelling with some extra muscle instead of going alone. And after all, we didn’t know anyone at Suffield, so one was likely as good as the other. 
 
    “I know Cpl. Kelley said he’s heading north to Cold Lake,” I said, “but what about you? Are you going to stay here or go with him?” 
 
    “I had planned to head north with him, but now that I’m here, I think I need to stay,” he said. He leaned into us and spoke quietly. “Raider activity is getting pretty bad here. We don’t have much intel to go on, but it seems like over the last week the groups raiding Saskatoon and looting the surrounding area are either getting bigger, or joining forces, or both. So far, they haven’t made any direct attacks against the camp, but patrols that have been out and around the area have been involved in some pretty nasty firefights. Many of them simply haven’t made it back.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine a ragtag group of raiders that would be crazy enough to attack a military base, let alone one as well armed as Dundurn, and I said so. 
 
    Glen shook his head, all false bravado gone. “There just aren’t enough of us to go around,” he said, “which is why I’m going to be staying; they need the manpower. And from what I’ve heard from some of the guys here, these raiders are a lot more organized than you would think, and they’re getting more organized,” he said. “We’re not talking about a group of starving civilians; these people are well armed and they’re smart, and from what we can tell, there are a lot more of them than there are us. If they somehow managed to take this base, they would be the most heavily-armed force in the country.” 
 
    That was a scary thought. So far everything in my mindset had been that this was a temporary thing, something in the short-term; now that we were together as a family, all we had to do was make it to a support camp and wait it out. 
 
    But what Glen was talking about was something I had a hard time wrapping my head around. 
 
    If there were bases set up like Suffield or Cold Lake that were sheltering civilians, why would they not just go there? Why fight for food and shelter when it would be provided for you free for the taking? 
 
    I thought back to Capt. Meyers at Fort Rapids, how he had said that some people now found themselves ‘unfettered by society’s chains’, people like the ones we had run into at the roadblock north of Barrie. Those people wouldn’t want things to go back to the way they were, and they certainly wouldn’t want to live under the watchful eye of the military. 
 
    I imagined what people like that would do with the kind of firepower Glen had been talking about. I tried to think what kind of world it would be like with them in charge, and I shuddered. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take us long to settle in to the routine of the camp, it seemed. 
 
    Cpl. Kelley was back within the hour; he had arranged for a tent for us to be set up not too far from the dining hall where we would be allowed to stay for a day or two until we figured out where we would be going from here. I told him how grateful we were as he led us to our quarters and asked that he pass my thanks along to his commanding officer, which he promised he would do. 
 
    Jamie and Alex went with Glen for a tour of the camp, eager to help wherever they could. With their family gone, I wondered where the twins would wind up. It wouldn’t surprise me if I found out that they wanted to stay with Glen, maybe even enlist. There was really no need for them to continue along with me and my family, and that thought brought a deep sadness; in the very short time we had been together, those boys had become like family to me. 
 
    Once we found out where our tent was, Pauline and I went with my kids back to where we had parked our vehicles by the command centre, despite David’s argument that he should be allowed to go with the twins and Glen. We drove the trucks around to our tent and began unpacking our gear. 
 
    Cpl. Kelley took Tom and Pauline to show them where the latrine and showers were, and he promised to arrange a time when we could have the showers to ourselves and not have to share with a bunch of ‘grunts’. I sent David with them along with our water jugs with instructions to fill them and put them back in the vehicles. Karen and I went through our gear from the truck and SUV and organized our temporary ‘home away from home.’ 
 
    Unlike at Fort Rapids, no one had confiscated our firearms. My guess it was because they weren’t really set up for admitting and housing civilians, there was no protocol for it, so it had simply been missed or forgotten. 
 
    I chose one of the cots to use as a table to organize our food supplies, and another for the guns and ammunition. What with the pistol Kevin had grabbed from the airport, the rifles, shotguns and pistols from the store in Barrie, and now with adding Tom’s guns from the cabin, we were collecting a fairly impressive little arsenal. 
 
    When it came my turn to use the shower, it was as if I had died and gone to heaven. Cpl. Kelley had told me that Dundurn had its own natural gas reservoir that ran their generators and heaters, plus it had a large well system, so electricity and hot water were basically unlimited. I decided to put that theory to the test. 
 
    I wasn’t paying attention to the time, but by the time I got out of the shower, my hands and toes were very wrinkly, so I knew I had been in there for a while. 
 
    Earlier this afternoon Cpl. Kelley had asked if any of us needed to see the medical personnel, but we had said no. No one else in the group had been injured, luckily, and my hand was healing nicely. 
 
    “We could likely make use of the laundry facilities though,” I said.  I hadn’t thought to ask the boys, but I knew I had run out of clean clothes days ago, and recycling only went so far when it came to dirty laundry. 
 
    So now, freshly scrubbed and in a fresh set of clean clothes, I made sure I belted my knife at my left hip and my pistol holster at my right. I was amazed at how quickly I had adapted what I thought and how I felt about firearms. I checked my Glock’s magazine and slotted the gun into the holster. ‘No such thing as an atheist in a foxhole, I guess,’ I thought to myself, flexing my right hand. 
 
    Earlier in the afternoon, the twins had come back from their tour with Glen and had given us a quick run-down on the camp. They had been told that meals were served in the mess hall for breakfast, lunch and supper, plus a midnight supper for the night owls, but if we were hungry outside of those times, we were welcome to pop into the mess hall and they’d be happy to give us some MREs. I had to ask what an MRE was. 
 
    “It’s a Meal Ready to Eat,” said Jamie. “Alex and I ate lots of them when we were in France, you can get them at lots of camping stores.  Basically, they’re like the backpacker meals Kevin grabbed for us at the Cabela’s store, except you don’t have to boil water for them.” 
 
    He reached under his cot and pulled out a couple of plastic pouches. “I figured as long as we’re here and they’re handing them out, I’d stock up on a few. These ones even have a self-heating system; you just add water to the pouch, and it gets boiling hot in only a few minutes.” 
 
    Now, late in the day, we were all showered and laundered and fed, and no longer smelling like an old gym locker. After organizing all our gear, we packed it all back in the vehicles, both to keep it secure and so we would be ready to move on a moment’s notice. 
 
    We were all relaxing in the tent waiting for it to be late enough to call it a day when the sound of gunfire ripped through the camp. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Almost as one we jumped from our cots in alarm. Seconds later, a droning siren could be heard coming from the direction of the main gate and I went nervously to the entrance of the tent and looked out. In the dim lighting afforded by the yard lights I could see soldiers running out of buildings scrambling towards the main gate, and again the sound of gunfire rang out, this time from a way behind our tent out by the west wall. 
 
    “Mom, what’s happening?” cried David from behind me. 
 
    “I don’t know baby,” I said from the doorway. I held him and Karen close behind me. 
 
    The sound of engines roaring pierced the night as trucks loaded with armed soldiers raced by headed for the gate. I could hear other trucks going by to the west of us. The west fence of the compound was maybe seven or eight hundred feet behind our tent, past a couple of large buildings. This area hadn’t yet been converted over to the steel container wall and was still all chain link fencing. 
 
    More explosions ripped through the night around the camp, seeming to come from every direction at once. Flames leapt up to the north. I could hear soldiers shouting and gunfire; flashes of light split the darkness as blasts around the perimeter of the camp shattered through the night. 
 
    All at once, the blasts ceased, and the sound of gunfire slowed, and then stopped. I heard shouts to hold fire, and the droning whine of the siren wound down, dying. 
 
    Then, filling the void, came the deep, roaring wave of thousands of infected converging on the camp, coming out of the darkness like ants swarming from a disturbed anthill. 
 
    Suddenly it seemed like they were everywhere all at once, filling the roads and the yards, pouring around every corner. 
 
    Chaos reigned. The sound of gunfire was almost non-stop, as were the shrieks of the infected and the screams of the dying. I turned and looked behind me into the tent, at my family. Like me, they were all stunned, in shock, frozen with fear. Their looks of horror, of shock, of helplessness, it all combined to snap me out of it. 
 
    And as fast as that, the camp was lost. Whoever was out there in the night that had been blasting and shooting at the walls and the gates and the fences had used the same tactic as the raiders in the valley back at the cabin, only this time they had used the cover of darkness to hide their approach. All they had needed to do was get the swam of infected within sight of the camp, and then blast some openings in the walls and fence line. At that point they could fall back and hide in the darkness while the thousands of infected were drawn to the noise and the light of the camp like moths to a flame. 
 
    “Grab any gear you’ve got in here and get in the trucks, now!” I whispered in a near panic. “And don’t make any noise!” 
 
    I turned back outside, and in that second the need for quiet evaporated. Two infected charged around the corner of the mess hall around eighty or so feet away, saw me standing in the lit doorway of the tent, and charged at us, teeth bared and eyes full of fury. 
 
    My ears rang as the roaring bark of gunfire tore through the tent once, and then again, and a split second apart both infected were hit square in the chest, blowing them backwards and spinning their lifeless corpses to the dirt. I turned to see my family staring at me in awe. 
 
    In shock I looked at the smoking pistol in my bandaged hand, then shook myself clear and turned to usher my family out to the vehicles. 
 
    “Holy shit, Mom,” said David in a whisper as he ran past me, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Not now,” I said, pushing him along. I had no idea that I had even pulled my gun, let alone aimed it and fired. Twice. 
 
    Tom grabbed a shotgun from the floor of his truck and walked quickly around to the passenger seat. He indicated that Alex should get behind the wheel while Pauline ran and jumped into the seat behind her husband. 
 
    My kids ran and climbed into the back seat of the SUV, and after a moment’s consideration, I told Jamie to drive. Keeping my pistol pointed at the ground, I made my way around to the passenger’s side. 
 
    I aimed and fired at an attacking infected almost without realizing it, and again, and again. Two more twisted, snot-covered bodies fell lifeless to the dirt road. It was almost like I was riding along in my own body, but someone else was at the wheel; someone calm, someone collected. someone who had eyes in the back of her head. 
 
    I knew we couldn’t go for the main gate; there was a good chance they were open enough to allow the infected in, but unless the trucks had been moved, there wouldn’t be room to get a vehicle through. The boys had told me there was another gate at the north side of the camp they had seen on their tour with Glen, but I was afraid it would likely be the same. 
 
    I turned to look behind us in the darkness, to the west fence where we had heard blasts and gunfire coming from, and where waves of the infected had poured in. I was kicking myself for not having paid closer attention to the camp layout in the daylight, and I tried to remember what had been back there. It was a dark night, and outside of the lights of the camp, I couldn’t make out anything. We still had the night-vision goggles Glen had given us to help with our escape from Shilo, but they were packed away along with the gear in the back of the SUV. 
 
    We were near the south-west corner of the camp, in the field beside the mess hall. I knew that behind us near the west fence there was an outdoor swimming pool, long since closed for the season. Beyond that, I thought I remembered seeing a ditch running around the perimeter of the camp. 
 
    But between the fence and the ditch, there had been a hundred or so metres of flat, open field; I thought if we could get through an opening that had been blasted in the fence line, we would have some room to maneuver. If we ran dark, keeping the lights off, once away from the camp we would disappear into the darkness and stood a chance of maybe getting away. 
 
    “Stephanie, look,” cried Jamie, pointing towards the command building. 
 
    Stumbling in the darkness, Cpl. Kelley ran towards our tent, his pistol gripped in his right hand. He saw us in our vehicles and ran over. 
 
    He didn’t see the infected coming at him from in front of the mess hall, but I did. I leaned out of the SUV and let my instinct take over, squeezing the trigger twice. He ducked and spun, bringing up his gun, but so far, I was batting a hundred. He turned back to us and came to my door. 
 
    “Thank goodness you’re okay,” he said, panting, wincing in pain from his mangled arm. 
 
    I told him my plan for getting out of here. He nodded, agreeing it was likely our best chance. 
 
    “Come with us,” I pleaded to him. “You can’t help anyone here,” I said before he could reply, knowing that abandoning his post would go against everything he believed in. 
 
    He looked at me and smiled, kind of a sideways smile. I could see that’s where Glen had likely picked up his crooked smile from, modeling it after this man. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not so sure about that,” he said quietly, “and besides, that’s not really the point, is it?” 
 
    He stepped back and looked into the darkness behind us where the fence had been blasted away. 
 
    “Will you go to Cold Lake for me?” he asked, even though that wasn’t what he was really asking. 
 
    Unable to speak, I nodded my reply, my eyes blurring with tears. 
 
    He nodded back to me once. 
 
    Then he turned and ran into the darkness behind us, his face pinched against the pain of his arm, and started firing at any infected he saw. He met their shrieks of fury with a scream of defiance. All the infected that I saw between us and the fence were turning and running towards him. 
 
    Wiping my eyes, I refused to be weak; determined to use the break that our friend had given us, I pointed to Jamie where to head. 
 
    He turned the SUV around and we drove west, as fast as we dared in the darkness, toward the fence. Behind us I heard Kelley scream out his own challenge, his pistol barking again and again until it, and he, were silenced. 
 
    Through the tears pouring down my face, I saw the gap in the fence we were hoping for; we drove past a tangle of twisted and torn fencing and out into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    Day 11 
 
      
 
    Once past the wreckage of the chain fence, we slowed. To the north the fence came too close to the ditch to drive safely, so I had Jamie turn left and head south, paralleling the ditch. He drove slowly, looking for where the gravel road that led up from the south joined with the road we had driven in on from the east earlier that morning. He drove cautiously, worried about driving into an obstacle, or worse, into the ditch. 
 
    There was no sign of any infected out here, they all had been drawn to the light and the noise of the fighting behind us. Right now, I was more worried about running into the people who had led the infected here in the first place. 
 
    I forced myself to think of how we were going to get out of here, and I pushed aside thoughts of our friends, of Cpl. Kelley and of Pvt. Reed. 
 
    I motioned to Jamie to follow the fence line and keep it in sight off to the left, that should guarantee we wouldn’t wind up in the ditch in the darkness. As we came around to the south side of the camp, there were buildings closer up to the fence, so the camp lights were enough to illuminate the area in front of us, allowing us to speed up a bit. 
 
    Just ahead, we could see the gravel road that led south away from the camp. As we drove up the side of the embankment onto the road itself, we paused. 
 
    From here we could see the main gate of the army camp. The two trucks that had been parked nose-to-nose across the road were both burning fiercely. The gates had been blown open, blasted by the explosions, the sandbagged guard stations burned and destroyed. 
 
    Hundreds of infected lay dead outside the gate and the walls, and along the road leading into the camp; but among them also were bodies of young men and women in camouflage, some likely killed by gunfire or explosions, others obviously dead at the hands of the infected. 
 
    We headed south, away from the flames and smoke of the burning camp, away from the howls of the infected. The sporadic sound of gunfire, becoming less frequent, was dying off behind us. 
 
    After a kilometre or so driving south and following a couple turns of the road, I had Jamie pull the SUV over to the side of the gravel road. Before the vehicle had come to a stop, I had the door open and was in the ditch, throwing up. My hands were shaking, my breath coming in sobs. 
 
    Before I knew it, Karen was beside me, holding me, crying with me. 
 
    David came and sat beside me solemnly. He handed me a water bottle, which I took gratefully. I drank some and washed my face with the rest. I looked at my children; they looked shell shocked, no more than I did too I was sure. 
 
    How could I explain to them what was happening to the world around them when I didn’t understand it myself? How could I explain the insanity our world had become? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I stood and walked back to the SUV. The others were standing around the vehicles, guns at the ready, protecting me. No, I corrected myself, we were all protecting each other. 
 
    Behind us, the lights of the camp were barely visible through the trees. 
 
    “We need to get to the base at Cold Lake,” I said, making a decision that needed to be made. “We need to let them know what happened here. They need to know what they’re up against.” 
 
    “And what exactly is it you think they’re up against?” came a man’s voice from out of the darkness. 
 
    Everyone turned immediately to the south to where the voice came from, swinging their guns up, ready for anything. 
 
    In the silence, with only the sound of distant screams drifting to us from the camp, we heard the gravel crunching under someone’s feet as they walked towards us. 
 
    A man’s form slowly appeared. He was quite tall, likely as tall as Kevin had been, but he was lean where Kevin had been husky, and he walked with an easy, relaxed gait that was at odds with the situation; despite having a half-dozen guns pointed at him, he walked as if he felt he was in complete control. 
 
    He had short dark hair and a couple days’ worth of dark stubble on his jaw. He wore a jean jacket with a sheepskin lining against the cool night air. At his belt he carried a large revolver in a holster, but he kept his hands clear of it. 
 
    I moved to stand in front of my kids, to protect them from this new threat, but he motioned to me with his palms out in a ‘calm down’ gesture. 
 
    “Relax, we’re all friends here,” he said easily, his voice smooth and deep. “No one’s going to get hurt.” 
 
    He came to a stop maybe ten feet away from the front of our SUV and put his hands in his back pockets. 
 
    “My name is Trey Paterson,” he said. In the dark I couldn’t place his age, but I was guessing around my age, just north of forty, maybe a bit older. “I’m afraid I’m going to need you all to come with me, just for a short while. There are some things we need to discuss; a debriefing, in the parlance of our camo-clad friends back there, following which you’ll all be free to continue along your way.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere with you,” I said. “Not if you’re responsible for all this,” I said, waving my hand back towards the camp. 
 
    He didn’t look at the camp, he just stared at me with an easy gaze. 
 
    “I’m no more responsible for this than you are,” he said. “But there are things happening here that I think you’ll want to know about, and since it sounds like you’re headed north to the camp at Cold Lake, there are things I know you’ll want to tell them when you get there. I have a temporary spot set up just a couple of minutes away; you have my word you won’t be harmed, and you’ll be free to leave afterwards.” 
 
    I looked back at the others, but it was clear they were waiting for me to decide. 
 
    “All right,” I said, motioning for everyone to lower their guns, “where are we going?” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    When we agreed to go along with him, he turned into the darkness behind him and signaled with a flashlight. We heard a vehicle engine start up, and an army jeep pulled ahead out of the darkness, its lights off. 
 
    He told us where we were headed and asked us to follow him. We backtracked north but turned east along another gravel road, skirting the camp. Trey’s jeep drove ahead of us for several minutes and we followed him into town, turning into the parking lot of the hockey rink. 
 
    He pulled up to the building entrance and climbed out, turning to us expectantly as we pulled up behind him. The driver’s door of his jeep opened, and a huge monster of a man stepped out and walked around the vehicle to stand behind Trey. He was at least four or five inches taller, so that put him at around six-foot-six or so, and likely outweighed the man by well over a hundred pounds. From where I sat, it looked like he had been carved from a giant tree. 
 
    Using the radio, I told everyone to wait where they were while I climbed out of the SUV. 
 
    “Be ready to go, just in case,” I said, turning to look at Jamie. He nodded to me, a look of concern on his face. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked, looking nervously at the two men standing by the door to the rink. 
 
    “No, but I think he meant it when he said he just wanted to talk,” I replied. “If they had wanted to hurt us, they could have done it back on the road; we were sitting ducks there, they could have picked us off from out in the darkness.” 
 
    I looked around the parking lot, and from what I could see it looked like it was deserted, the same as when we had driven by this morning. 
 
    He and his mountain walked to the front door and waved me ahead. 
 
    “After you,” I said, keeping my eyes on them and my hand near my gun, and I walked behind them into the front lobby. 
 
    Inside the building, it was pitch black, and Trey led us through to a back room using his flashlight. As he came near a door, I could see a person sitting in the darkness, leaning back up against the wall, a rifle in their hands. He ignored the guard and opened the door, leading into a locker room. 
 
    The room was well lit with lanterns and had a dozen or more people inside. Several tables had been arrayed around the room, with maps, radio equipment, firearms and flashlights scattered about haphazardly on their surfaces. As we walked in, everyone stopped talking and turned to look at us. 
 
    “Back at it, people,” said Trey casually, leading us past the organized chaos in the room to a back corner where a desk and several chairs had been dragged in. Everyone slowly went back to whatever they had been doing before we walked in, but I could tell they were keeping an eye on me. 
 
    Trey pulled the chair out from behind the desk and draped his jean jacket over the back of it. He asked the behemoth beside him, his bodyguard I was guessing, to go and track down a couple of coffees for us. 
 
    “Should I have Brett take some coffees out to your people in the trucks?” he asked. “Or they’re more than welcome to come inside.” He spoke like a courteous host offering drinks to a friend stopping by for an afternoon visit. 
 
    “Unless he wants to get shot, he should stay clear of my people,” I said with more than a touch of frost. 
 
    He laughed at that and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “That’s good,” he said, “I think we’re going to get along.” 
 
    When I didn’t reply to him, he asked my name, so at least he knew what to call me; I gave it to him. 
 
    In the light of the lanterns I could see my guess of his age had been about right, likely in his mid-forties, but he seemed to be in very good shape. He had the lanky build of a runner, or maybe a swimmer. Whereas his bodyguard, Brett, looked like a pro-wrestler who could bench-press a small car, Trey moved like a coiled spring, smooth and relaxed; but I had no doubt he could snap into movement in the blink of an eye. 
 
    “I’m glad you and your people made it out of the camp,” he said. “We watched you drive up there earlier this morning. I didn’t think they would let you in, they’ve been turning away all the other civilians we’ve seen pull up to their gates seeking shelter. But for some reason they let you in,” he said, obviously curious. “Did you have family in there? You’re not military, that’s for sure, otherwise you’d still be back at the camp.” 
 
    I didn’t answer him; I was paying more attention to the people in the room behind us. I could hear them talking to each other, and to others on the radios. It sounded like they were getting reports called in from others out in the field. I was trying to keep track of all the different voices and call-signs I was hearing, but there was too much. 
 
    It was immediately obvious to me that this was a big organization, and I remembered what Glenn had said back in the mess hall, that this wasn’t any ragtag group of raiders; he had been right. 
 
    As if reading my mind, Trey spoke up. 
 
    “We have just over three hundred of us in the area tonight for this operation,” Trey said, answering my unasked question. I obviously hadn’t been as subtle as I thought I was. 
 
    “Most of us are out along the roads and in the fields,” he continued, “out there to make sure no-one gets out of the camp alive, especially not if they’re trying to drive away with any of the ordnance they had stored there. If a few stragglers get away on foot, so be it, but so far it sounds like the operation has been a complete success. No-one has made it out alive, and I fully expect that no-one will. Except for you.” 
 
    I heard the threat unspoken in his statement. He said everything except adding “for now”, but it was there. I decided to not let him off the hook. 
 
    “And why are we so lucky?” I asked. 
 
    He sat forward in his chair, bringing his hands up and threading his fingers together in front of him. 
 
    “Look, Stephanie, I’m not going to sit here and blow smoke up your ass,” he said, staring me straight in the eyes. “The only reason you and your people are still alive is because we saw you drive in there this morning. I’m not sure why they let you in when they’ve turned everyone else away, but I know you’re not military; if you were, you’d be dead back there at the camp with your brothers-in-arms, or you’d be dead on the road where we found you.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” I replied, trying to sound smug, wanting to knock that self-assured smile off his face. “There were seven of us there, and five of us were armed. The two of you might have been the ones to wind up dead on the side of the road.” 
 
    He leaned back again tilting his chair, smiling. 
 
    “You thought it was just me and Brett out there?” he asked with a laugh. “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but there were thirty-eight of us in nine different vehicles around that checkpoint, all within fifty feet of you, all well-armed, with well over three thousand rounds of ammunition between us.” 
 
    I felt a cold blade of fear run down my back, suddenly realizing how vulnerable we must have been outlined in the dark against the light of the camp behind us. 
 
    I leaned forward, the fear I felt curdling in my stomach and making me suddenly furious. 
 
    “You insufferable, arrogant little prick!” I said to him, not shouting but loud enough to quiet every voice in the room. “There are men and women back at that camp that are dead or dying right now, good people, some of whom were my friends, all because you and these assholes around you decided you wanted their fucking guns.” 
 
    I sat back, my hands shaking, my heart thumping in my chest. Silently I congratulated myself on my restraint; I had wanted to spit in his face, but I didn’t. Yay me. 
 
    The smile slowly dissolved from his face. He looked around the room and stared daggers at everyone who was standing silently, looking at us. Immediately they returned to what they had been doing. 
 
    “You really don’t get it, do you?” he said quietly, his voice like cold, wet steel. “Those people back there dying in that camp are the reason that the world is as fucked up as it is right now, including the world that you and I are living in. Yesterday those people might have been in Afghanistan murdering husbands and wives and sons and daughters, innocent men and women and children who were guilty of nothing other than being born brown. The day before that it may have been Sarajevo. Tomorrow others like them might be kowtowing to orders coming from Saudi Arabia, or China, or the USA or some other fucking country that’s writing a big-enough cheque. 
 
    “They’ll pull the trigger on whoever their guns are pointed at, man woman or child, all in the name of ‘duty’ or ‘responsibility’ or, here’s my favourite, and stop me if you’ve heard this one before, ‘I was only following orders.’” 
 
    He leaned into the table, bringing himself closer to me. He lowered his voice. 
 
    “Those people are guilty of murder, each and every one of them. They’ve murdered brown people and black people and red people and yellow people and white people in every country on every continent around the world, including our own. The land you’re sitting on right now has been stolen ten times over, and the deeds have been written in blood 
 
    “It’s not just our government either; every government in the world today is as guilty as the next one. They’ve all got their dirty little back rooms where dirty little secret deals are made behind the scenes. Canada puts out a Tweet condemning Saudi Arabia for human rights violations while out the back door they’re handing out billions every year for Saudi oil, all while Alberta loses hundreds of thousands of jobs in the oil sector because Quebec doesn’t want a pipeline, and yet those hypocrites are funneling millions of gallons of raw sewage into the St. Lawrence River. 
 
    “Those people at that camp behind us were the muscle behind the hand holding the tire iron, lady; they’ve been the crowbar that’s been beating the rest of us into the ground for generations. Every family who has ever lost their farm to the bank, every businessman who has had to put up a ‘For Sale’ sign after getting a CRA audit, one way or the other those assholes were the cracking knuckles behind the slimy smile. 
 
    “You actually think you’re free, don’t you?” he grinned at me, his smile sour like he had taken a bite from a lemon. “You think you live in a free country? You’re a fucking hamster who’s free to choose between the wheel or the water bottle. You wake up in the morning and you’re free to eat, drink or shit, and that’s it. If you think you’re free, next time you’re in the mall, try to light up a smoke. Or maybe try to drive down the street without your seatbelt on. You want to get married? Get a licence. You want to drive a car? Same thing. You want to own a gun? Ditto. 
 
    “There are literally four things you can do each day without permission from the government, Stephanie, and that’s wake up, rub one out, take a shit, and go back to sleep. Everything else, you need the government’s permission for. You want to have a morning shower? The government sells you the water. You want a morning coffee? The government had their hand in putting that bean on the shelf in the store, same as the food you might pull out of the fridge to make breakfast. You want to turn on a lightbulb? The government sells you the electricity. You’re going to go to work? Government has one hairy fucking eyeball on every aspect of that shit, I can tell you; from business licences to workers’ compensation, from unions to occupational health and safety, there isn’t one minute of each day of your fucking life that the government doesn’t have their finger on, and if you don’t believe me, you’re asleep. There is absolutely nothing in your life that’s of your own free will and by your own choice other than to breathe and masturbate in the privacy of your own bedroom, and yet you people think you’re free. 
 
    “In the last seventy years, we’ve gone from a society where a single-earner minimum wage job could support a family to where two full-time employed post-secondary-education families can barely pay the bills. And do you know what the difference is? Taxation, sister. That’s right, it’s covering the tab for all the pigs lined up at the government trough. And let me tell you, those hogs are lined up deep and wide, and they’re always hungry, and every day that goes by a few more of them sidle on up for their share of the slop. 
 
    “Every year it just keeps getting worse. Every year our freedoms are eroded little by little and just like the proverbial frog in the pot of water put on to slowly bring to a boil, we just sit there and take it. Every year the temperature rises just a little bit more, and yet we just sit there; sure we sweat and we bitch and moan about the heat, but year after year we just sit there in the hot water and we take it until one morning we wake up and realize we want to choose something other than just the wheel or the water bottle. 
 
    “And all of that rhetoric is just about when it comes to what you want to do. Now if you want to throw what you say and what you think into the mix, then it gets really messy. 
 
    “If you think we live in a world of free speech, try expressing an unpopular opinion sometime and see how long it takes the PC crowd to come down on you. If you say something even slightly negative about anyone, either in person or on one of your precious social media platforms, then suddenly you’re a misogynist, or a racist, or a sexist, or a hate-monger. 
 
    “Our society has devolved to the point where words hurt so today’s youth need to be coddled; we’ve created a world of victims who have no idea how to exist outside of a safe space where everyone agrees with you, and any opinion that might threaten their fragile bubble is suddenly hate speech. 
 
    “This sickness, this disaster, this dark cloud has a silver lining, and it’s this: it’s like the finger of God, and what it really did is push down on the giant lever of this toilet we call society and now the shitty water we’ve been swimming in is finally swirling the bowl. 
 
    “That world we’ve all been living in was yesterday, and believe me, yesterday is gone and it’s not ever coming back. This morning do you know what I did? I woke up, I crawled out of bed, I walked outside in my boxers and I took a piss up against a tree in my backyard, and do you know who was there to give me a ticket for it? No one. I grabbed and loaded the gun that I had zero permission to have, and I drove here in my stolen jeep without my seatbelt on hanging a cigarette out the window, and I didn’t get a ticket, not one. And tonight, once this is all said and done, and the fires burn out, and the bodies start to cool, I’m going to sit back and I’m going to light up a joint; and do you know how much tax I paid on buying the weed for it? Not one red fucking cent. 
 
    “Me and the people behind you in this room? We get it. The hundreds of others of us stationed out there around the camp that’s being flushed clean as we speak? They get it too. And the hundreds of thousands, or maybe even millions of us scattered across the rotting corpse of this country, and the millions of our brothers and sisters to the south that are still waiting in the wind? I can promise you that we all fucking get it; and just like those big football-pad-wearing cross-dressers from New Jersey said all those years ago, we’re not going to take it. 
 
    “And after all the bullshit, after all the posturing, do you know what that really means? That, more than anything else you or I or anyone else in this room has ever experienced before, that is real freedom. And that freedom is what I have waited my entire life for. It’s something I’m willing to kill for, and if needed lady, without a word of a lie I am willing to die for it.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and sat back from his desk. He stared at me, waiting for me to take it all in. His glare at me was challenging. I realized he wanted me to debate him; he wanted me to engage in an argument with him; this was something he had obviously been preparing for, for God knows how long. 
 
    It had grown quiet in the room again, Trey’s impassioned speech drawing the attention of everyone in there. 
 
    But I didn’t want to argue with this guy, and I didn’t want a debate. 
 
    So instead, I stared at him, deadpan, and asked, “did you seriously just super-villain monologue me?” 
 
    He stared at me in the silence, his face carved of stone. I waited for the shot to ring out, for him to say screw it and decide to use a bullet to put me to sleep. Behind me in the locker room, I heard someone bark out a coughed laugh, muffled for fear of the response. 
 
    He threw his head back and belted out a huge belly-laugh, one that went on for several moments. 
 
    Instead of the bark of a gun, from behind me I heard Brett, the walking hillside with arms and ears, clear his throat nervously. I turned and saw him standing with two coffee mugs in his huge hands. 
 
    “What did I miss?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Trey took a sip from his coffee, black, just handed to him by his bodyguard and he set my coffee on the table in front of me. 
 
    “See, I knew we were going to get along,” Trey said, smiling. He leaned forward on the desk, his smile fading, his face serious. “Listen, I’m sure you’re thinking everything I just said is a big steaming pile of crap, and that all of this,” he said motioning to the activity in the room around us,” is just a bunch of assholes who have spent too much time on YouTube watching prepper videos eagerly anticipating the zombie apocalypse.” 
 
    I had actually been thinking something very close to just that very thing. 
 
    “And in the big picture, I guess none of that really matters, not to you at least. I’m not expecting to convert you over to ‘our cause,’ if you will. But what I’m hoping is that I can rely on you to pass along a message and some information for me.” 
 
    I looked at him, genuinely confused for a moment. 
 
    “Pass along to whom?” I asked. 
 
    “Back at the camp on the road I heard you say you were planning to head to the base at Cold Lake; I have some information they really need to hear.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I asked. “You just seized one of their bases, I’m sure somewhere in there is a radio or two that you could figure out how to use.” 
 
    He ignored my sarcastic jab, and continued, calmly; he was being frustratingly reasonable, and it was seriously beginning to piss me off. 
 
    “Yes, well, due to recent events I have a feeling they might be disinclined to carry on a constructive conversation with me.” 
 
    ‘Yeah, no shit, Sherlock,’ I thought to myself. 
 
    “Well what do you have to tell them that they could possibly be more interested in if it came from me instead?” 
 
    He leaned in towards me, his voice quiet for the first time. 
 
    “Believe me, they’re going to want to hear this just as much as you’re going to want to tell them.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later I walked out of the rink into the cool darkness, into the quiet of the autumn prairie Saskatchewan night, and took a deep breath. Holding it as long as I could, I breathed it out into the blackness, my breath fogging before my eyes, becoming solid, becoming real. 
 
    I looked down at the small backpack I carried, the one Trey had handed to me. It felt alive in my hands. I wanted to run into the darkness and throw it away, or to drive back to the destroyed camp and throw it into the fire of a burning truck. I didn’t want it. 
 
    The doors to the SUV and the truck flew open and my family came running out to hug me, to hold me. My children, both born and adopted; I reached my arms around them, as many of them as I could, and I held them, but this time I had no tears in my eyes. I was cried out; I was done with that for now. 
 
    Behind us, off in the distance back towards the camp, we could still hear the screaming of the sick, of the dying, of the dead; we could see the light in the night sky of the fires burning, of the death of the old fueling the birth of the new. 
 
    And through it all, after all we had been through that night, even after everything I now knew, all that I could think was to thank a God I didn’t believe in that we weren’t back there with the rest of the dead. 
 
    We held each other for a minute or two, and I knew we were being watched, and that the people watching had guns in their hands, and still I didn’t care. 
 
    After a minute, I pushed everyone back; I told them to get back in the vehicles and to follow me. 
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Alex, his gaze intent, staring behind me at the rink. He held his shotgun in his hands, his grip tight. 
 
    “They’ve got a place we can bed down so we can all get a few hours sleep and wait out the night; as much as my skin crawls taking anything they have to offer, there’s nowhere else unless we want to sleep in the vehicles. We’re leaving bright and early in the morning; we’re going to Cold Lake, like we had planned, and we need to get there fast.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Day 12 
 
      
 
    Beside me in the SUV, Jamie sat with the map open beside him. It wasn’t the ring-bound Rand McNally atlas we had been using since leaving the cabin, it was a map Trey had given me, the kind you can buy at any gas station near a highway. On it was marked the route we took south around Saskatoon and north-west to Cold Lake; the path that Trey had given us that would keep us clear of the army of the infected that his people were controlling. 
 
    According to him they had tens of thousands of infected that they were keeping herded, corralled in a few different places in the city, to be used like they had used them against the camp last night. As we sat there in the rink, he said his people were herding them back away from the camp towards Saskatoon, but that process would take many hours and he didn’t want us distracting and redirecting his ‘army’. 
 
    “I know, they’ve got a limited shelf life,” he had said sitting across from me in the rink, “but they are effective.” 
 
    I had been horrified; the callousness of someone being able to treat ill human beings like that literally turned my stomach, and it must have shown on my face. 
 
    “Hey, don’t get me wrong,” he had said defensively, “I don’t take any pleasure in the situation, but I’m a realist. Those people are all sick and dying; there’s nothing I can do to cure their condition, or to even ease it, but if I can use the situation to our advantage, I will. If I can put one of them, ten of them, or a hundred of them in the path of a bullet meant for one of my people, I will do it in a heartbeat, and I’ll do it without one moment of remorse.” 
 
    Sitting in the SUV driving through the overcast fall morning, I tried to figure out just how in the hell I had gotten us mixed up in this mess, and more importantly, just how I was going to get us out of it. 
 
    The drive up to Cold Lake was almost a letdown, it was boring; Trey had marked out the areas to avoid, and which areas his patrols had cleared of groups of infected. I asked him if he wasn’t worried that I would show the map to the people in charge at Cold Lake, and that they might use some of the information on it such as routes and locations against Trey and his people. He had smiled at me and said that by the time we got to Cold Lake, everything on that map would be outdated and useless, so I could share away to my heart’s content. 
 
    As we got further north, the signs of the infected began to disappear, as did the evidence of violence and conflict. We saw less random damage, fewer fires. We still didn’t see any signs of people, which I found strange, but Trey had said that over the past two weeks since the outbreak, people had been grouping up, choosing sides. There were people who had flocked to the military base for protection, and others who had joined with Trey’s growing groups, and each day there were fewer left out in the middle, fewer people like us. 
 
    I drove along, silent, with Jamie and the kids in the SUV with me and Alex and my in-laws in the truck behind, Trey’s insane ramblings of doom echoing through my mind. No matter how I tried I couldn’t make his ideology fit. 
 
    Yes, I agreed that each day it seemed that our world had more problems than the day before, but that didn’t mean it was time to wipe the chalkboard clean and start over. 
 
    I could see some attraction to the world he envisioned, but no matter how I tried I couldn’t reconcile it with the cost. 
 
    Outside our vehicle the view gave way from the grain fields, some bare, some in the midst of harvest, and some still full, never to be harvested again, and morphed into the thick, lush green of the boreal forest; tall fir and spruce trees crowded the horizon, occasional gaps in the trees giving us glimpses of blue lakes sparkling like oases in a green desert. 
 
    By late afternoon we were crossing Beaver River and driving north into the town of Cold Lake. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    The first thing I noticed was how normal the town looked. As we drove slowly past the hardware stores and the car dealerships, we saw no wrecked cars, no broken windows. Other than the lack of people, it looked like a normal small town on a normal afternoon. I was tempted to turn into the Tim Horton’s in the Walmart parking lot to see if they had a fresh pot of coffee on so I could order a double-double. 
 
    Jamie patted my arm to get my attention and pointed up ahead to the turn-off we needed to take to get to the base. Two fighter planes mounted on tall pillars looked out over the road as we drove slowly past. 
 
    I wondered at the fact that we hadn’t yet seen any extra signage posted directing us to the base, as there had been at Fort Rapids and at Shilo, but then I realized that the population this far north was sparse enough that everyone would know well enough to go to the base, and the pre-outbreak road signs were sufficient to lead anyone there. Anyone driving here from the south was most likely already on their way to the base, so extra signage wasn’t really needed. 
 
    The road led us west out past the edge of town, with tall spruce trees crowding close to the road blocking our view; but looking ahead up in the sky we could see that we had made it. 
 
    “I guess we just follow where the helicopters are going, right?” I said to Jamie with a grim smile. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    We had been rushed directly to the base commandant’s office; the guards at the gate had been on high alert, understandably, but as soon as we told them where we had come from, they made a call and we were whisked away. 
 
    After two young men relieved us of our weapons, a young woman in fatigues ushered us into a conference room and introduced Wing Commander Col. Philip Scott, who stood as we came into the room. We introduced ourselves, and he asked us to be seated. 
 
    “I understand you people were at CFD Dundurn last night?” he stated, his face stoic, not really asking a question. “Then you’ll understand why I have some very serious concerns about what might have happened there, and how it is that today you’re on my doorstep. I’m hoping you can fill in some blanks for me.” 
 
    While the Colonel was being courteous on the surface, he wasn’t even trying to hide his anger, his borderline contempt. 
 
    It didn’t escape me that there were four other men in the room, all armed. Quite frankly I had expected worse; I had thought it very possible that we would be having this conversation with a set of steel bars between us, and if I didn’t handle this properly, I thought it more than possible that the conversation would still end that way. 
 
    I had expected that these men would have been aware of what had happened at Dundurn last night. I didn’t know military protocol, but I’m guessing a radio distress call or something had been sent out last night when the attack had hit the base. With their helicopters I thought it very likely someone from Cold Lake had even been to the camp already today to see it firsthand. 
 
    But they didn’t know the how, or more importantly, the why. Only I knew that; and not just the why of the attack on the camp; I knew the why about everything. 
 
    And to be perfectly honest, I was tired of being pushed around. 
 
    “Listen,” I said, leaning forward, my hands pressed flat against the table top, “let’s get one thing perfectly clear right off the bat.” The Colonel’s eyes widened noticeably, my attitude taking him by surprise. That was good. “I’m not here because I need you, I’m here because you need me. You may not know it yet, but you do. So, how about you knock off the patronizing bullshit and let’s talk straight, okay?” 
 
    Recovering his composure, the Colonel’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “You want straight talk? Fine, here it is. Last night one of our bases was attacked and destroyed, presumably by a horde of infected, but today my people flew down there to inspect and found an empty camp; not only are there hardly any infected there, other than the corpses, but the camp has also been stripped of a majority of the munitions stored there. Last I heard, the infected haven't figured out how to pull a trigger, so I hope you’ll understand why this leaves me somewhat confused. Then suddenly, lo and behold, I get a visit from a soccer mom and her brood in an SUV that looks like it’s been through WW3, who claims she was at the camp during the attack and has news for me. Plus, icing on the cupcake, this same woman matches the description of someone who reportedly broke the nose of a very good friend of mine only a few days ago at Shilo and then smashed her way out of the camp after a jailbreak. So, unless you have something to say in the next sixty seconds that changes my mind, you and your people will be leaving this room in handcuffs.” He glared at me, his face red, and yes, his nostrils were even flaring. 
 
    I leaned back in my chair, smiling. 
 
    “There, isn’t that better?” I asked. “Cards on the table, right?” 
 
    After a moment and a few more nostril flares had passed, he too leaned back, and allowed a small smile to cross his face. 
 
    “Cards on the table, okay,” he agreed, nodding. “I showed you mine, now how about you show me yours.” 
 
    I nodded and reached down into the backpack Trey had given to me. From the corner of my eye I could see the soldiers in the room stiffen in response, their fingers twitching on the rifles in their hands. A glare from the Colonel immediately returned them to their original posture. I pretended not to notice. 
 
    I pulled a ring-bound notebook from the bag and dropped it on the table in front of the Colonel. It was the kind of notebook any kid in grade school might carry to doodle in or take notes. It looked innocent, innocuous. It wasn’t. 
 
    “This is from the guy who orchestrated the attack on the camp last night,” I said. “He sent me here with the explicit request that I deliver this to you personally.” 
 
    “Before we get to that,” the colonel stated, his eyes flickering over the notebook, “why don’t you fill us in on how you and your people fit into all this.” 
 
    I nodded, and started from the beginning, covering everything from the airport through to the death of my husband, Camp Rapids, the attack on the convoy, everything. I was getting pretty good at telling this story; repetition breeds efficiency, I guess. 
 
    Aside from a few questions here and there, Colonel Scott was silent, taking it all in. To his credit, he was a good listener, and I could tell he wasn’t missing anything. Despite his statement earlier about Dumont being a good friend, when I got to the part about me breaking his nose, Col. Scott tried to hide a smile. Unsuccessfully. 
 
    Overall, I thought I did okay up until I got to the part where Trey had me sitting down in the rink. That’s where things got complicated. 
 
    Colonel Scott could tell I had hit a stumbling block, so he helped me out. He leaned forward, patting the binder with his hand, and asked me, “Stephanie, don’t overthink it; as plainly as possible, tell me what’s in here.” 
 
    I took a deep breath, and I looked up at him, tears in my eyes, trying to hold it together. 
 
    “If Trey isn’t lying, then this explains how the world is going to end.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Day 12 
 
      
 
    Colonel Scott leaned back and looked at the notebook like it was a box that held a rattlesnake, one that might snap out at him any second; not afraid of it, but afraid of what it might have inside of it. Then he realized his position, the sole point of authority in the room, and on the base, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “How about you talk me through it,” he asked. 
 
    I took a moment and summarized the “freedom isn’t free” monologue Trey had given me in the rink. Colonel Scott nodded along in all the right places. As I spoke, I realized for the first time that much of what Trey had said actually resonated with me. 
 
    For the first time I realized how much of our lives were controlled, constrained, restricted. I realized how little of what I chose to do each day of my life was actually that: choice. I would be at work for a certain time frame performing certain duties because it was demanded of me. I drove a certain way because it was the law. I treated others a certain way because it was expected of me. When posting on social media I always double- and triple-checked to make sure it wasn’t something offensive, something inflammatory. I was on cruise control and had been for almost my entire existence. 
 
    It was something I had never given much thought to before now, but I realized that the last couple weeks had truly been eye opening in more ways than one. As much as it pained me to think of it, I realized that maybe my affair had been an unconscious rebellion against expectations; for the first time in my life it was something I had deliberately chosen to do, damn the consequences, for better or for worse. 
 
    I looked across the table at Colonel Scott. He sat there, uniformed and controlled. He gave orders and expected them to be followed. Breakfast at 0700 with a mug of black coffee, showered, shaved, bed made, boots shined. 
 
    I thought back to last night, looking across the scarred table in the small-town community skating rink at Trey. He was everything the Colonel wasn’t. He was rolling out of bed at noon on a Tuesday with a hangover and three-day-old stubble. 
 
    Colonel Scott was a twenty-year anniversary; Trey was a drunken roll in the hay. 
 
    And here I sat, across the table, trying to figure out where I fit in with it all. 
 
    As horror-filled and terrifying and painful as they had been, I knew that the last two weeks had been the freest I had ever been in my life, and to a degree it had been liberating. But at the same time the sane part of me realized that the price to pay for that freedom was too high; limitations on our personal freedom were required for us to live in a world of generalized freedom. I recalled once reading a quote that said, “your right to swing your arms ends where the other man’s nose begins,” and finally understood, I mean really understood, what it meant. 
 
    It wasn’t about freedom; it was about the cost of freedom. 
 
    But where did that leave us in the world of today, rather than the world of two weeks ago? Where did that leave my family? Where did that leave me? 
 
    I looked down at the notebook on the table and realized that I knew exactly where it left me. 
 
    It left me in control. 
 
    “Let’s get the elephant out of the room to start with, why don’t we,” I said to Col. Scott. “You know as well as I do that this was no terrorist attack, don’t you?” 
 
    I saw him start, his eyes immediately glancing to his men standing behind me. I had a feeling this conversation was going to be above their pay grade. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later the population of the room had decreased dramatically. My family, the twins included, had been escorted to another room nearby where they were promised coffee and something to eat. Col. Scott had ushered his four soldiers out with instructions to find someone named Major Heath. 
 
    While we awaited the major’s arrival, the colonel graciously provided me with a cup of coffee. His attitude had changed dramatically, in that his anger and his antagonism seemed to have disappeared. I think he believed that we weren’t to blame for what happened last night at Dundurn, and that alone cooled him off considerably. But more importantly I think he also realized that I wasn’t really any part of what was happening outside the walls of his base. 
 
    A knock on the door prompted Col. Scott to move back behind the desk and sit down. 
 
    “Come in,” he said loudly. 
 
    A tall man with an athletic build entered the room. He was well over six-feet tall and had broad shoulders and muscular arms; basically, he had the kind of build my husband had always been jealous of. He had light brown hair that was shaved close to the skull in a severe military cut, and he had sharp blue eyes that looked directly at his superior officer as he nodded. His skin, while likely naturally fair, had a dark tan that spoke of him recently being somewhere warm and sunny. In his one hand he carried a leather satchel, and in the other a tan beret that clashed with his green military fatigues. 
 
    “Major Jameson Heath, this is Mrs. Stephanie Hayes.” He nodded to me, and when Col. Scott indicated that he pull up a chair, he sat down at the table with us. 
 
    “Now then, Mrs. Hayes,” began Col. Scott as he leaned forward, his elbows on the table, his fingers interlaced in front of him. His face was deadly serious. “What makes you think this wasn’t a terrorist attack?” 
 
    I nodded. “Remember, this is an ‘all cards on the table’ conversation, correct?” 
 
    He nodded back to me. I could see that we had Major Heath’s attention despite his relaxed posture. 
 
    “As I mentioned, Trey and his core people have been preparing for something like this for quite some time. They have groups throughout western Canada and the US that have been sharing information since before this outbreak, and now that the shit has hit the fan, they’re upping their game. Despite being much harder hit by the infection than we have been, a few of the groups in the US are much better organized, and that includes their access to information and intelligence. One group in particular has some members who until recently were high-ranking US military and intelligence personnel. This group is the main source of the information in there,” I said, nodding my head towards the notebook on the table. “In there, Trey claims you’ll find everything you need to verify the legitimacy and accuracy of the intelligence they’re relying on.” 
 
    “According to Trey’s sources, this outbreak had absolutely nothing to do with terrorists; it was a false flag operation initiated by the US government at the highest level, and it got away from them.” 
 
    That got a reaction from both men. Major Heath glanced sideways at the colonel, who sighed heavily, and nodded. 
 
    “I guess this really does mean ‘all our cards on the table,” said Major Heath, as he reached into his briefcase. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    “Have you ever heard of ‘Operation Large Area Coverage’? asked Maj. Heath, pulling a thick manila file folder out of his bag and setting it on the table in front of him. 
 
    I shook my head and replied that I hadn’t. 
 
    “Back in the late forties, just as the Cold War was starting to get really frosty, the US government decided they needed to find out how vulnerable they were to attack from biological agents released into the atmosphere in an aerosol form across a broad area of coverage. From 1950 through to 1958 they conducted numerous secret experiments where they released microscopic zinc cadmium sulfide particles into the atmosphere in massive quantities and tracked how it was dispersed and distributed meteorologically. They did this from ships in San Diego harbour and off the coast of South Carolina and Georgia, they did it from airplanes across long distances in Minnesota, and they even dispersed it from the rooftops of school buildings and from the back of station wagons in St. Louis. What they discovered is that America as a country was exceptionally vulnerable to broad coverage of atmospherically-dispersed agents.” 
 
    I understood the connection immediately. “And this is the same method used to distribute the pathogens causing this outbreak, right?” 
 
    He nodded, his face grim. “Not just the same method,” he said, “but the same timing meteorologically; the same time of year when winds and weather patterns would give them the coverage they wanted, and even the same patterns of release. The existence of Project Large Area Coverage isn’t necessarily a secret any longer. Much of the information around the project was declassified many years ago, I’m sure you could find out the basics with a simple Google search. But the details of the project, such as the time of year which affects weather patterns and the patterns of release, that information is still classified. That’s what I have here,” he said, tapping the folder in front of him. 
 
    “How did Canadian military come to have this classified information if it was a secret US project?” I asked. 
 
    “There were joint aspects to the project going back to day one involving Canadian military, since they expected a significant amount of coverage would extend up into Canada; and they were correct, as we saw then, and as we’ve seen now with this outbreak. 
 
    “So yes, we believe that this was all done on the President’s say-so, but really at this point it’s all moot; even if we could prove it, which we can’t, who would we prove it to? We’re cut off from the rest of the world right now; we’ve been quarantined. There’s some exchange of information trickling in and out, but in the big picture, we’re in the dark. And what we are hearing from overseas is not good. Thankfully there’s no spread of infection beyond our shores, nor even any risk of spread of infection due to the binary nature of the pathogen, but politically everything is a hot mess. Canada and the US have recalled all their troops home from their posts abroad to help deal with the emergency, and that’s left a huge void in the stability of dozens of nations throughout eastern Europe, the Middle East, and even Asia. Allies who relied on our military aid to sustain their interests are suddenly left vulnerable, and their enemies have been quick to take advantage of their weakness. We’re getting word that North Korea has already crossed the DMZ and is preparing for a full-scale invasion of South Korea; China is preparing to move against Taiwan and Japan, and you can bet Russia is likely ready to invade Ukraine and reclaim their old Soviet states. And don’t even get me started on what’s happening in Israel and Syria and the rest of the Middle East right now. Without the strength of the US military, NATO is toothless. The predators smell blood in the water, and they’re getting ready to feed. This could very well be the start of World War Three.” 
 
    All of this was very scary hearing it come from these men in front of me, but none of it was new to me; Trey had all this same information and had gone over it with me last night. But it was what these men didn’t know that really scared me. 
 
    I picked up the booklet and set it down on top of Heath’s file folder. 
 
    “No, Major Heath,” I said, my voice low. “I’m afraid it could be much worse than that.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    “If Trey’s right, what no-one on this side of the border has been able to figure out is the purpose behind it. Why would the President undertake this kind of an attack against his own country, against his own people? Am I right?” I asked. Colonel Scott just frowned at me, which was as much of an answer as I needed. 
 
    “From what I’ve been told,” I began, “and remember this is all third-party information that’s come from their contacts in the US; I’m just passing it along, and it’s up to you to fact-check it. This outbreak wasn’t the intended result. Whatever his intent was, it wasn’t for anything like this. He had been expecting a distraction and he got devastation. 
 
    “Look I’m not a member of the tinfoil-hat brigade, but we all know that governments everywhere pull off some pretty shady moves, right? Do you remember back on September 10, 2001, Donald Rumsfeld held a press conference announcing that there was something like two and a half trillion dollars in Department of Defense spending that couldn’t be accounted for, and suddenly the very next day two planes were flown into the Twin Towers and a third plane was crashed into the Pentagon, destroying the very offices that contained DoD budget records? The Goddam CIA orchestrated the build up to the entire fucking Vietnam war, and lit the fuse by faking the Gulf of Tonkin incidents; so why would anyone be surprised to learn that this administration tried something similar? 
 
    “According to Trey’s contacts, the plan was to unleash a biohazard attack that would accomplish a few things: first, it would create public chaos during which some black bag teams could execute seek and destroy missions targeting public and private records implicating the President in all manner of shady deals; under-the-table stuff that would destroy him if it were ever made public. Plus, as a bonus they said he was going to make sure they take out that porn star, just for spite. Secondly, it would swing public sentiment in favour of the President’s anti-immigration plan when they revealed that the ‘terrorists’ responsible for the outbreak were from some ‘shithole country’ and that they snuck into the USA across its exposed borders, namely up from Mexico and down from Canada. Next up: ‘we’ll build a wall and Canada will pay for it.’ And finally, it would prompt Congress to free up trillions of dollars in defense spending, just like happened after 9/11, all of it going to defense contractor ‘friends’ of the President with, no doubt, some of it making its way into anonymous Swiss bank accounts. 
 
    “I’m sure there were all kinds of other reasons and plans behind it all, but those were the biggies. So, the President called up his friend Vladimir and said he needed a custom-brewed cocktail that couldn’t be traced back to the USA; but that sneaky Commie bastard saw a bigger opportunity in all of this, and instead of sending his puppet in the White House a firecracker, he sent a nuclear bomb and let the moron light the fuse. The President pulled the trigger expecting a .22 and what he got was a Howitzer.” 
 
    “And here’s the big picture, here’s the big why:” 
 
    I slid the notebook I had delivered across the table towards Col. Scott and summarized what Trey had told me last night. 
 
    “All of the information they have, or at least everything they shared with me, and I’ll leave it up to you to determine the veracity of it, points towards a full-scale joint Russian-Chinese invasion sooner rather than later. I’m talking a full-blown invasion for the purpose of taking the entire continent and wiping all of us off the map.” 
 
    I waited a moment for that to sink in. 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    “So where does that leave us?” I asked. “The groups like Trey’s that are scattered across Canada and the US are getting organized, and they’re doing it quickly. The raid on Dundurn wasn’t an attack against you or your people, per se, rather they saw it as a necessity of survival to supply themselves against what’s coming. And the way they see it, despite what happened last night, you’re not their enemy; you and they are on the same side.” 
 
    Col. Scott snorted derisively at that, but Maj. Heath didn’t. 
 
    “Our infrastructure is at a standstill; the power grid is almost completely shut down which means our telecommunications network is silent. Supply and distribution chains are completely broken.  Upwards of eighty percent of the population have been decimated by the infection, and from what we’ve been told around the same percentage of those infected died from the symptoms. So, a quick rough figure in my head translates to ninety-plus percent of the population of North America either dead or dying.” 
 
    After the last two weeks, I was beyond tears, but the enormity of it all still shook me to my core. 
 
    I didn’t know what percentage of the population of armed forces members had been affected by the pathogen, but it was going to be significant. Doing some quick math in my head and made a few educated guesses including the fact that hundreds of thousands of military personnel had been posted abroad at the time of the outbreak, and I figured there were likely fewer than three or four hundred thousand surviving soldiers scattered across the entire continent. That sounded like a lot until you consider that pre-outbreak that number was more like 2.5 million. 
 
    We were ripe for the picking. 
 
    “From what Trey told me, the way their people see it there are three potential reactions to an invasion: 
 
    “First, will be a conventional warfare conflict on North American soil following the invasion. This will leave us at a huge disadvantage, and by us I’m referring to all of us; Mexicans, Americans and Canadians, civilian and military alike, since we’re all in the same boat. This would likely be supported by guerilla actions wherever the Russians set foot, but they don’t believe this is winnable for a couple reasons, namely depleted resources and lack of infrastructure. The deciding factor here would be how the rest of the world reacts; as you just said, everyone out there is taking advantage of the situation and squabbling over their little corner of the sandbox, so it’s unlikely the rest of the world would come together to form a united resistance against Russia. And even if they did, unless China was on-board, it’s unlikely they would be strong enough. With the US off the board, Russia slides into the top dog spot in terms of global military strength. China is the only country with the strength to maybe stand up to Russia, but they can’t do it alone, and realistically the Chinese and Russian governments are so friendly right now, the intelligence coming out of the US says it’s most likely that they’ll hit us together and divide the spoils. If those two join forces, which is very likely by the sound of it, then we have no chance; zero. They will be able to march from coast to coast to coast within a year.” 
 
    I saw Maj. Heath nodding, following along with Trey’s logic. Col. Scott was silent, but I thought he was on the same page. 
 
    “The second option is a full nuclear release in retaliation; the Scorched Earth option, as he put it. Mutually-assured destruction put to the test. From what his sources are telling him, people from the US that are still connected to the office of the President, this is the direction that idiot is leaning towards, which I’m sure won’t come as much of a surprise to anyone in this room. Apparently, he’s sitting in some bunker with his finger on the button right now ready to burn the whole playhouse down.” 
 
    The enormity of what I had just said weighed heavy in the room. Unlike my parents, who lived through the Cold War and were taught ‘duck and cover’ drills in school, I grew up with the spirit of Glasnost, so the harsh possibility of global nuclear destruction had never been a real threat to me, until now. 
 
    An exchange of nuclear missiles between the US and Russia would spark a firestorm that would rage across the entire planet. The initial loss of human life would be in the hundreds of millions, but the real damage would be the complete destruction of the ecosystems, possibly the entire biosphere of our planet. Whole countries would be reduced to toxic wastelands, rendered uninhabitable for hundreds of years, and the nuclear winter resulting from the fallout would plunge the earth into a new ice-age. Billions more would die in the months and years to follow with starvation and famine spanning the entire globe. The damage to the planet’s weather patterns and ecosystem would be so catastrophic, life as we know it would likely be gone within a generation, maybe two at the most. 
 
    “Here comes the hard part,” I said. “There’s a third option, as they see it; it’s the one that their brain trust sees as having the highest likelihood of guaranteeing not just our survival, but survival of the human race on a global scale. Level the playing field with a global release of a bioweapon of our own.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    I sat back in my chair, spent. I looked at my cup of coffee, long since cold. I had done my job, I had delivered the information to where it needed to be, and most importantly I got them to listen. Whatever they chose to do with the information they had wasn’t up me, and I was glad I wasn’t the one making the decision. Engage in a war there was no chance of winning, let the sociopathic simpleton in the White House nuke the planet into the stone age, or release a bioweapon the would kill billions more just to put the world back on an even political basis and give everyone a chance at some kind of future, no matter how bleak. 
 
    I was sick even thinking about the options. I was done, burnt out, empty. There was nothing more I could do here. I just wanted to find a corner where I could curl up, hold my kids in my arms and cry myself to sleep. 
 
    I nodded towards Trey’s notebook on the desk. “It’s all in there. He’s given you all the information they have, including how to contact them. Moving forward you’re going to have to include them in your planning; if they’re right, everyone is going to have to work together if any of us are going to have a chance.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, Colonel Scott pushed his chair back and stood, followed immediately by Major Heath. 
 
    “Mrs. Hayes,” the colonel said, “thank you for your efforts. I can’t tell you what’s next, but I can tell you I’ll make sure this information gets into the right hands. Meanwhile I can offer you and your family a home here at Cold Lake for as long as you need it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Colonel, I think we’ll take you up on that. I’ve spent enough time behind the wheel to last me for a while,” I said, standing, turning to leave. I stopped and turned back to him. “Actually, I guess there is one more thing I need.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Maj. Jameson Heath 
 
    Day 12 
 
      
 
    ‘What a clusterfuck,’ I thought to myself as I left the administration office, a brown manila envelope in my hand. 
 
    I couldn’t believe that I had just sat through a debriefing outlining the possible end of the world as we know it, and it had been delivered by a civilian, or a ‘soccer mom’ as Col. Scott had called her earlier, according to what the soldier who had tracked him down and called him to the meeting had said. 
 
    I shook my head in silent wonder. That Mrs. Hayes was a pretty remarkable woman. She had been through a non-stop nightmare getting across the wasteland this country had become to get her family reunited and here to safety, and now she wanted to leave again right away, even if it was just temporary. 
 
    I walked out of the building into the brilliant sunset of a clear October evening. Mrs. Hayes sat alone on a bench near the front entrance. 
 
    “Did you get settled in okay?” I asked. I had grabbed a private and had her lead them to their new home. We had groups of civilians quartered in a couple of barracks-style buildings here at the base, with more coming in daily; under the circumstances I figured these people deserved a bit better than that, so I had arranged for them to have one of the empty family residences we kept for base personnel. 
 
    “We did, thank you very much. The private was kind enough to give us a quick tour of the base. We’ll make sure not to get in anyone’s way, and if there’s anything we can do to help contribute here, please let us know.” 
 
    I nodded, thanking her. “You’re planning to head out tomorrow morning I take it?” I said to her as I handed her the envelope I had been carrying. Inside it was a personnel file. The name on the top corner was Corporal S. Kelley. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Corporal Kelley’s home address was in Lac la Biche, a small rural community on the shores of a beautiful lake about one hundred and fifty klicks northwest of us. Likely a two-hour drive or so, assuming she didn’t run into any problems. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t send any men with you, but we just don’t have the personnel to spare.” 
 
    She nodded, understanding. 
 
    “I made it almost thirty-five hundred kilometres to get here,” she said with a small smile. “I think I can make it another hundred or two.” 
 
    She held the envelope in her hand and looked down at it, her eyes wet. 
 
    “I can’t imagine a better way for you to honour him than what you’re doing,” I said quietly. Her plan was to go find Cpl. Kelley’s family and inform them of his fate, and to see if they wanted to come back to Cold Lake with her. “He must have been one hell of a soldier.” 
 
    She looked up at me, smiling, and wiped the tears from her eyes. 
 
    “He was a good friend.” 
 
      
 
    ♦♦♦ 
 
      
 
    Later that evening I returned to meet with Col. Scott in his office and discuss our options. He was sitting behind his desk, hunched over the notebook delivered by Mrs. Hayes. 
 
    He didn’t look up as I entered; I took that as leave to have a seat, which I did. Several minutes and page-flips later, the colonel leaned back in his chair and dropped his glasses on the table in front of him. He let out a heavy breath. He rubbed his eyes, and then looked at me, blinking. 
 
    “You look like shit, if I may say so sir,” I said to him. I had known him for years, and despite being my superior I considered him a good friend. I figured I could get away with a comment like that. 
 
    He smiled grimly. “I can’t imagine why,” he said with a dry laugh. His laughter died quickly as he stared at the notebook open on his desk. 
 
    “So, does it look legit?” I asked quietly. 
 
    He nodded gently. It looked to me like he had aged years in the last hour. 
 
    “I’m afraid it does,” he said in a quiet voice. “Sure, some of it’s pretty disjointed and thrown-together, and there’s no way to cross-check most of the sources. But if you are asking me what my gut says, I’d say yeah, it all looks like it’s on the level.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and released it. I felt dead inside. 
 
    “I guess it looks like I’m making a trip back to Trenton,” I said. 
 
    The Special Forces branch of the Canadian Armed Forces were based out of Petawawa, Ontario, but the CJIRU, the Canadian Joint Incident Response Unit, was headquartered at 18 Wing CFB Trenton, Ontario. Not very far from where Mrs. Hayes and her family started their journey, I thought. The CJIRU was the Canadian special forces unit tasked with handling all CBRN incidents; Chemical, Biological, Radiological and Nuclear. The nightmare that was contained in the notebook on the desk in front of Col. Scott fell smack dab in the middle of that unit’s commission. 
 
    The CJIRU were a unit of rough and tumble special forces bad-asses that were ready to drop into any situation, against any odds, at any time. 
 
    My unit. 
 
    My team had been lucky enough to be in Panama at the time of the outbreak, helping train local law enforcement to assist in dealing with Colombian drug cartels and enjoying some time on the local beaches. 
 
    When the shit really hit the fan, we had been recalled to Trenton for orders. I had a lot of good friends who hadn’t been so lucky; people who were at home during the outbreak and had gotten sick. 
 
    I was glad I missed the first twenty-four hours of this shitstorm. 
 
    Once home, we had been spread out to the four corners of the compass since the outbreak, putting personnel on site at every active base across the country, keeping our noses in the wind to catch a scent. My nose didn’t just catch a scent, I got bopped hard on the beak with a rolled-up paper notebook. 
 
    “I heard Dr. Reynolds and his team are back in camp. What does he have to say?” I asked, half-knowing the answer but afraid to hear it anyway. One of our camp physicians had taken a team of soldiers with him five days ago to conduct an informal study; to observe the infected to try to establish some baseline of how long we could expect them to last on their own. We needed to know how long before they would begin to die off. 
 
    Colonel Scott nodded silently and took a deep breath, as if trying to gather the strength to speak. 
 
    “He has confirmed his original suspicions. The infected just aren’t dying off as we had initially expected they would. They’re living out there like wild animals, gathering in groups, living in dens. His team found areas where the infected are settling in, find basic shelters for themselves in wrecked buildings and cars. The groups are even beginning to fight with other groups of infected, as if for territory. He observed groups of infected drinking water from dirty puddles in the street day after day with no obvious adverse effects. He said something about believing the pathogen infection is so strong it’s destroying any other bacteria or viruses, other threats to the infected’s health. The irony is that the infection is keeping them alive where an uninfected human would likely die from malnourishment, dehydration or exposure.” He closed his eyes, trying to repress a shudder. “And with all of the dead out there, there’s no shortage of food for them.” 
 
    I let that sink in. Ironically, one of the saving graces to this infection had been the mortality ratio; all the briefings we had seen had told us to expect a quick burn-rate, that the hordes of infected would die off quickly, and then we could begin the long process of rebuilding. 
 
    Dr. Reynolds’ findings snuffed out that dim light, that slim glimmer of hope that at least part of this nightmare would be over quickly. 
 
    I reached out and took the notebook from the desk in front of Col. Scott. It looked like we finally had something to go on. 
 
    I guess it was time to get the band back together. 
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