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This book is dedicated to George Noory for his public service as articulate host of Coast to Coast AM.  He treats his radio listeners to a compelling late-night talk show that spans the gamut from paranormal phenomena to stark reality.  His broad audience, including nightshift workers and long-haul truck drivers, applaud his enlightening programs.  The solitary, the housebound, and the lonely frequently call in to praise his dedication to do live broadcasts on traditional holidays, when most hosts are on vacation.  A skilled listener, he does a magnificent job of interviewing prominent guests and getting to critical issues.  For reasons that will become apparent, particular details of one of his greatest contributions to public discourse will be revealed at the end of this book.


I also must express my sincerest gratitude to Colleen and Dawn who have provided astute and insightful guidance in story arc and proofing.  I am immensely grateful for their patience and careful review.






Prologue

This was the worst day of Captain Hap Risotto’s 55-year life.  And it was his birthday!  He was minutes away from beginning the descent of his Crossfield 520 turbojet into Missoula, Montana.  Life had been great up until now.  In high school, he was student body president, all-state quarterback, and letterman in basketball and baseball.  He married the homecoming queen.  A prized NROTC scholarship put him through the University of New Mexico.  Sweet!  Naval flight training at Pensacola was tough, but getting to fly anti-submarine P-3 Orions afterward made up for it, especially the last year of his obligation, a stint out of Kaneohe Marine Corp Air Station, Hawaii.  Hiring on with Sapphire Air Lines was icing on the cake.
He led a charmed life.  Flying commercial jets for a living afforded him a lifestyle beyond anything he could have possibly imagined.  Sapphire Air Lines had grown quickly.  As a result, he became a captain in three short years.  He made more money than his roommate from college, who went on to become a neurologist.  To boot, he worked — if you could call piloting work — fewer hours than the MD did.  His life had been exceptionally good.
     Had been exceptionally good.  Today he learned his wife had run off with his accountant, taking nearly everything he owned.  The two drained his 401K and siphoned off virtually all of the equity in his real estate holdings.  It should have been a clue when both fiscally conservative souls had separately urged him to refinance his properties: a luxury executive home in Seattle, a condo in Aspen, a beach house in Malibu, and a large apartment building.  Now he couldn’t possibly pay the mortgages on the properties.
Hap knew he was not without sin.  His wife must have learned about Keala, a model-beautiful blonde flight attendant.  He and Keala Joergensen were avid scuba divers, surfers, skiers, yoga devotees, fans of Brad Thor thrillers, and tequila enthusiasts.  With all the other pain of the day, it suddenly hit him that he might not be quite as attractive to Keala without his money.  On top of of that, he  had to acknowledge his suppressed fear that his age might end that relationship.  The 28-year-old could easily be his daughter.  He still had the physique of a fit athlete, but nothing like that of his buffed 30-year-old copilot.  And now Keala will find out I am not divorced, he winced.
The woe-is-me routine was wearing thin on him.  He was way out of practice in dealing with hardship.  Life had been too good.  Before he wallowed anymore in the quicksand of self-pity, a perky flight attendant bounced through the crew compartment door.
“Coffee the way you like it, Captain — two creams, no sugar,” said the smiling lady.  “Figured you could use the boost with our being nearly two hours behind schedule and all.  Long day!”
     He grinned, pretending cheerfulness, “Thanks, Keala.  Just in time.”  He made sure his fingers touched hers two milliseconds too long in the handoff.  “How’s everything in the back?”  He tried to keep up the illusion of a professional relationship for a dozen reasons, not to mention the unforeseen.
“Folks have settled down after the heavy ‘chop’ over Idaho.  I guess that’s the ‘mountain effect’ you aviators talk about.  I’ll leave it at ‘turbulence’ for the passengers,” she said with her charming manner.
     Copilot Mark Schiff smiled approvingly as he mulled their coffee exchange, then bellowed, “Hey, miss, where’s my coffee?”  His voice was effortlessly booming.  In Air Force pilot training, his nickname was Darth Vader.
Returning the mock formality, Keala answered, “Sir, they’re still passing it around so everyone can spit in it.”  Her face was deadpan, but her voice was one octave higher than normal.
Mark laughed, “I’m sure it’ll be better than the urine-laced coffee the C-17 loadmasters used to pass up to me in the Air Force … .  Keala, you know, you busting my chops all the time reminds me of my sister.”
     “I’m bracing myself.  Let me guess,” Keala said, “your older sister?”
     The copilot nearly choked on his teasing answer, “She is older, much older!”
     Keala replied, “Who’s busting whose chops now?  I’ll get that special coffee for you now, under-pilot.”  She turned crisply to Hap, “One other thing, captain, what kind of landing shall I tell the passengers to expect?”  She gently touched Hap’s shoulder and said dryly, “Will you be kissing this baby onto the runway — or will it be a copilot landing?”
Mark opened his mouth for a smart reply, but no words came out.  He reconsidered his retort in the repartee.  Keala had a sharp wit.
Hap answered her question with a broad smile, “I’ll be landing.  I need the practice.”  His reply was self-effacing; he could touch the huge jet down without any of his 175 passengers even knowing it.  He hated to see Keala leave the flight deck.  He sipped his hot coffee — so hot that Keala had double-cupped it.  He scanned the horizon for conflicting air traffic out of habit.
Keala, the coffee, and the beautiful clear night sky distracted him from his former dark mood.  Nice way to spend New Year’s Eve, he mused, in spite of everything else.  The rural orangey-yellow lights below, the twinkling blue-white stars above, the comforting whine of the twin turbojet engines — it was glorious flying above the cares of humdrum earth, even on the worst day of his life.
     “Mark, over at 11 o’clock in the distance, you can see heaven-on-earth.  Those are the lights of Hamilton, Montana.  Great people, beautiful views, and fine trout fishing.”  Hap didn’t say, but his inner voice sorrowfully mourned, that was where I was going to retire.
     Hap mentally rehearsed his New Year’s message for the passengers.  He looked at his Swiss watch, automatically synchronized to the National Naval Observatory master clock time.  He keyed his mic for the PA system, “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain.  I’m going to give you a ten-second countdown to midnight and the beginning of a new year.  “10 - 9 - 8 - 7 - 6 - 5 - 4 -3 - 2 - 1 …”  He appeared to stop there.  The crew and passengers waited for the anticipated Happy New Year!
It did not come.  The whole aircraft went silent and dark.  There were no lights, not even emergency lights.  All communications systems were dead; no intercom, no PA system, no radio.  All flight instruments and systems indicators failed.  Every passenger and crew member experienced extreme shock and panic, except the captain.
Thank God for simulator training, Captain Hap thought, as he kept his cool.  He had seen many electrical failure scenarios before in practice, but none was total.  After a short pause, the battery was supposed to power minimum essential instruments like his airspeed and attitude indicators.  It did not.  He calmly but loudly yelled to Mark, “Total electrical failure.  Start the checklist!”  Both pilots pulled out their flashlights to push away the blackness.
“Autopilot’s off,” Hap observed; he knew the craft was remarkably stable even so.  Seconds later both aircraft engines flamed out.  Each pilot felt a slight tug from his shoulder harness as the aircraft slowed.  The sudden absence of jet noise was a reverse boom, the impact of nothingness.  That abrupt onset of no noise added to the visceral terror.  It even shocked Hap.
Mark stated the obvious, “We just lost one and two!”  Right now he wished he were in the four-engined C-17.  As if two extra fuel-starved engines would help, he scoffed to himself.  The cockpit become quieter than either man had ever experienced in the air.  The CF 520 was gliding — no familiar engine noise whatsoever.
Hap analyzed quickly, “Fuel pumps quit — no electricity.”
The two pilots went through their procedures to recover electricity.  Their second attempt was also unsuccessful.
Without any indication of airspeed, Hap instinctively pushed forward on the sidestick to compensate for lack of thrust.  “Damn fly-by-wire!  I have no authority with the stick,” Hap announced.  “Same with the rudder pedals.”
     “No response with mine either.”  Mark added, “No sidestick or rudder control on my side.  I noticed Hamilton disappeared when we lost electricity.  The lights on the ground went out at the same time we lost power, except the fireworks.”
“I noticed that, too,” Hap said.  “Check the circuit breakers!”
Mark was tempted to add inappropriate humor to project calm, “I don’t think the circuit breakers will light up Hamilton.”  Instead, he stayed appropriate, “Circuit breakers — all good.”
The pair tried to restart both engines, twice unsuccessfully.
With no warning, another flashlight shone on the flight deck.  It was Keala.  “Captain, not to interrupt, but we have no lights at all in the back.  None!  Just crew flashlights.”
“We know, Keala.  We’ve lost all aircraft electricity. Mark noticed the lights on the ground went out at the same time we lost power.  How’s the pressurization holding?”
“It's good.  The masks did deploy, as advertised; however, with your permission, we'll stop using them.”  She had noticed those in back who hadn't put the masks on, fared well.
“Keala, watch for hypoxia anyway.  Be sure to use the oxygen masks if you see any signs of it.  Keep that trick in your pocket, too, if the passengers get too unruly.  Hard to stir up others with the mask on.”  He gently squeezed her arm and ordered, “And take care of yourself!”
“Will do, Hap!”  With that, Keala went aft.  She had already thought of those things but appreciated the reminders.  She dismissed her gaffe of calling the captain by his nickname to consider her next move.
*****
The jet liner was now five miles above the ground, descending.
“Mark, I’d have us both on oxygen if we could communicate with our mics.  The engines aren’t pressurizing us anymore.  I’m thinking the air outflow valves are stuck in the closed position and this new airframe doesn’t have many leaks.  We’re lucky so far.”  Hap laughed at his last statement.  Lucky?
Neither Hap nor Mark could think of anything else to try to regain aircraft electricity or power.  Mark fell back on something he had read about the mindset of successful CEOs confronted with the seemingly impossible.  “There is something that will work.  We just have to find it!”
Hap consciously slowed his breathing.  The words of his grandfather challenged him: “When the going gets tough, the tough get going.”  His mother’s dad charged him to remember that when life was the bleakest.  He had hated his granddad’s saying that, again and again.  But, he did need to apply all of his life experiences to save the nearly two hundred lives in his care.  He needed to solve an unsolvable problem.  It was a question of life and death.
     “You’re right, Mark,” he said.  He paused, then with inspiration, he added, “We’re going to surf this baby!  We’ll ride it like a surfboard.  You go to the back and move passengers around the CG (center-of-gravity).  I’ll be directing you nose up and nose down, and indicate level wings — with two flashlights, when appropriate.  I have a spare.  I’ll find the horizon from the moonlight and try to sense a stall with my talented ass.
“Mark, what I want to avoid is a repeated series of screaming dives followed by shuddering stalls.  Below ten thousand feet we can stop worrying about pressurization holding.  Questions?”
     “No, I’m on it, Captain.  We’re gonna do this!”  Mark unstrapped and climbed out of his seat.  If anyone can do this, it’s Hap, he thought.  He himself never would have thought of surfing.
Whether it was adrenaline, training, or character, each man was rising to the occasion.  It beat the hell out of anticipating falling out of the sky from miles above the ground.  Each knew, better than any passenger, the sheer terror of being thrown around the inside of the aircraft in a stall-induced spin — and the horror of impacting the ground at terminal velocity.  Those nightmares had haunted each’s deepest subconsciousness since military pilot training.
Hap: “One more thing, Mark: Tell Keala what we’re doing.  She can help with moving the people around — and she’s a surfer.  Your powerful voice will convey authority.  When we approach touchdown, I’ll let you know.  At that time, prepare the passengers for a crash landing.  Then, you and Keala make your way to the back to strap in.”
Mark appreciated the gift.  In crashes, statistics strongly favored the survival of the those in the tail section over passengers seated elsewhere.  “Roger, Captain!”  He left the crew compartment with dispatch.
Hap nodded at Mark and turned his gaze back to the dark sky in the windscreen.  I know Mark thought I’m saving his butt, he reasoned.  I want him in back to comfort our passengers.  My first concern is their well-being.
*****
The aircraft was now four miles above terra firma, descending.
     In the forward passenger compartment, Mark quickly and quietly explained to Keala the aircraft situation and what Hap wanted.  Then he shined the flashlight on his face.  With his powerful, resonant voice, he addressed the front half of the aircraft: “Folks, remain calm.  You know that we have lost much of our electricity.  We are in the hands of the best pilot in the world.  I mean that!  The senior flight attendant and I will be giving directions on what you can do to help.  With your help, we will resolve the situation shortly.  Standby for further instructions!”  He took no questions and marched briskly to mid-fuselage to repeat the message.
     Flashlight in hand, Keala walked the aisle in the front half of the aircraft reciting, “Remain calm.  The captain is resolving the situation.”  Despite her initial reaction to the darkness and loss of power, Keala regained her composure as her internal voice chanted: For this I came!  For this I came!  For this I came!  Keala’s nausea ebbed.
     She heard her Christian Scientist grandmother telling her to control her mind: “Honey chil’, you just control your thoughts.  As you think, so you will be.  You just remember why God has sent you here.  When life seems overwhelming, you just ‘member, you were sent here to overcome.  For this you came!”
     As she trooped the aisle, she paused to lean in and quickly speak to five separate, strategically disbursed people she thought she could count on and got each’s pledge.  She finished her message with, “When I ask for your support in a few moments, I want a loud and resounding I’m in! and raised hand.”
Passengers remained remarkably under control — a reaction to Mark’s honesty and authoritative voice.  The crew worked under the unspoken rule of commercial aviation: Stay ahead of passenger panic with action.  Keep passengers informed as much as possible, keep optimism, and create diversions if necessary.
When Keala, former Miss South Dakota, arrived back at Mark’s side, she summoned up her high school cheerleader voice.  She shouted with a voice originating in her abdomen, “Okay, folks, you know as much as I do.  The pilot needs us.  Now, who are willing to help?”
     The prearranged I’m in! and hand up gestures caused a chain reaction.  As Keala shined her flashlight slowly around the passenger compartment, every hand was raised.  “In that case, stay in your seats while we wait for instructions from our pilot,” she belted out.  Standing next to her now was a professional football tackle she recruited to walk beside her.  Keala made sure her flashlight occasionally illuminated his oversized, intimidating form.  She had the other flight attendants acting upbeat as they passed out snacks as if everything were normal.
Meanwhile in the cockpit, Hap turned off his flashlight to accustom his eyes to dimmer outside light.  He intently studied the attitude of the aircraft against the few visual cues he could pick up.  He was grateful he had vacationed many times in the Bitterroot Valley below.  That, along with a little ambient moonlight, helped him with minimum safe altitudes
When two beams of light emerged from the flight deck, Mark and Keala watched intently.  Hap held both flashlights high, then moved them rapidly down and kept them there, saying, “Nose down!  Nose down!  Nose down!” He repeated this one more time.
The two lights disappeared as the captain went back to his seat in the crew compartment.  From there, Hap immediately marked the current horizon on his front window with an inch-long band using his fluorescent-green Night-Glo felt-tip pen, as well as the time.  He would make another mark when the new nose-down attitude stabilized.  He was approximating the aircraft’s angle of attack.
In a state of flow, Hap was caught up with the task at hand, pushing out the eeriness of the tomb-like cockpit.
*****
The passenger jet was now three miles above ground level, descending.
     For this I came!  For this I came!  For this I came! 
On Mark’s advice, Keala marshaled twenty people from the back of the plane, twelve forward of the wing and eight  over the wing. Mark had them stand in the aisle.  He and Keala understood that Hap thought a nose-down attitude had precedence over any adjustment to the wings.  Mark thought of possibilities: The captain might have sensed an imminent stall with level wings being a lower priority, or he might have anticipated needing the nose-down attitude and the wing position was level.  In any case, Hap was attempting to fly the aircraft with very few large adjustments compared to the thousands of small inputs a pilot or autopilot would normally make with flight controls over the same period of time.
Many of those seated were praying.  There were dozens of rosary beads in the hands of passengers.  Strangers hugged.  A college student proposed to the young lady next to him, someone he had just met.  Some were crying.  One man was the most vociferous and panicky.  The hysterical man screamed, “What aren’t you telling us?”  A small swelling chorus of voices began to echo his fears.
The Polynesian tackle with Keala walked near the rabble-rouser.  Keala illuminated the football player with her flashlight.  The 300-pound football player put his gam-of-an-arm around the man’s shoulder.  In his soft, breathy islander voice, he said, “Bruddah, everything’s gonna be all right.  Are you with me, friend?”
Silence returned to the passenger compartment.
Keala noted a lull in activity that gave passengers time to worry.  The outside air temperature being -35 degrees F, she knew the engines were no longer heating the cabin.  She directed her flight attendants to manage the passengers’ retrieval of coats from the overhead compartments.  They followed with the distribution of thermal blankets.  The activity was a timely distraction. Then Hap appeared again in the crew door.  In the dark fuselage, he indicated level wings first as he held out his arms to the sides with a flashlight in each hand.  He bellowed, “Bank right, bank right, bank right!”  He repeated the gesture and words.
In response, Mark directed, “Keala, move the eight over-the-wing passengers across the aisle toward the right wing.  Double up in seats!  I’ll watch for the nose indication.”
Hap gestured upward quickly and kept both lights up.  He repeated the gesture with less vigor than his earlier nose-down directive.  He hollered, “Nose up a tad!  Nose up a tad!  Nose up a tad!”  He repeated his words.
      Mark directed six of the twelve passengers standing forward of the wing to now stand over the wing in the aisle.  He helped Keala finish doubling up passengers on the right side of aircraft around the wing area.  The crew ensured no small or infirm individuals were hurt in the crowding on the starboard side of the craft.
     Mark began a chant: “Surf!  Surf!  Surf!”  It was a calming distraction that caught on.  He doubted many understood what it was about, but it was a wonder to see endangered people respond positively to the crisis.
Knowing the bank-angle correction might need to be taken out to achieve level wings, Mark eyed the moonlit horizon from a window on the left side of the aircraft.  At just the right time, he had the doubled-up passengers return to the aisle forward of the wing.
*****
The CF 520 was now two miles above the Bitterroot Valley of Montana, descending.
     On Hap’s next correction around the center of gravity, he tried to ignore passengers singing, “Hap-py birthday to you!  Hap-py birthday to you …”  Keala must have told them, he mused.  He thought of the contrast: tiptoeing on the razor edge of eternity and wonderful Keala having the imperiled folks singing.
     As Hap returned to his seat up front, he speculated Keala was inspired by scenes from Titanic, where passengers in rowboats sang to divert themselves from their dire circumstances.  He made more marks on the windshield to chart the aircraft’s angle of attack and time-stamped them.
On Hap’s next-to-last visit to the passenger compartment, he was greeted with a chorus singing “He’s a Jolly Good Fellow.”  He lost his captain’s bearing and laughed while he indicated the wing-level position with his flashlights.  “Small left bank, small left bank, small left bank!” he called out.  He repeated his words.
After that, Mark reacted with the shift of three passengers over the wing to the portside.  Again Keala put them in the laps of passengers.  He asked her to have them stay that way until he gauged the attitude was right.  Then he had the three tripled-up passengers return to stand in the aisle.
As if keyed by the Mark’s last adjustment, Hap emerged from the flight deck for the last time.  He sighed to himself, this is the money-maker.  He made big gestures for nose-up with appropriate commands.  Then he summoned Mark.
     While Mark worked his way forward, Hap yelled out, “Thanks, folks.  You did it!  You did it!  We’re going to make it!”  Hap sensed the trepidation in his passengers, despite his words of encouragement.  Who could blame them for their seesawing emotions?
With his copilot standing next to him, Hap spoke just loud enough for Mark to hear.  “Mark, everyone not seated to the rear of the aircraft.  Also send four aisle passengers now seat over the wing.  Those who can’t strap in, fetal position on the laps of those strapped in.  Use that great voice to command everyone to prepare for a crash landing.  Godspeed, buddy!”
Returning to his seat, Hap could hear a voice behind him sounding like James Earl Jones preparing the passengers for what was next.
*****
The Sapphire Air Lines craft was now one mile above its final resting place, still descending.
The flight crew thought of their many duties that needed to be accomplished, occupied with getting them done without showing panic.  Passengers not involved in relocating felt amorphous inevitability sneak back into their psyches, but the crisp professionalism of the crew tamped down their welling anxiety.
Mark headed to the back of the plane behind the displaced passengers returning to their original seats.  He assured that tail section passengers were braced for impact.  As he dutifully curled up in the laps of two businessmen, one, a former Marine, said, “It’s okay, dude.  We practiced huddling in the cold at Quantico!”
Mark laughed, “I appreciate it.  Semper fi, man!”  At that moment, he realized the primary reason Hap had sent him to the back.  He was a symbol of the crew.  Hap knew he would take whatever on-scene action that was required to keep calm and order.
Mark reflected on the events since midnight.  He was in awe that the crew had managed to keep the inner terror of passengers in check.  He expected no less of Hap and himself, but he was astounded by the courage and composure of Keala.
     Meanwhile, Keala insisted on staying forward to mind her flock, in spite of Hap’s instructions.  An authoritative presence never hurts, she reasoned.  For this I came! echoed in her mind.  She ensured everyone was strapped in and properly braced for a crash landing.  As the last in the forward section to strap in, she was haunted by Mark’s earlier words: The lights on the ground went out at the same time we lost power.  Then she mentally kicked herself for getting off task.  The oldest sibling in a family with two daughters and three sons, she knew better.  Recovering, she put on a smile and tucked two remaining airline blankets around herself mummy-style.  Her skin was clammy, and she felt light-headed.  She knew she was going into shock.  She forced a smile from her rearward facing seat and gave a thumbs-up to her fellow flight attendants, despite her now-ashen appearance.  For this I came!  For this I came!  For this I came!
Also strapped in for a change, Hap checked the horizon.  The wings were level.  The angle of attack was where he wanted it, which he extrapolated from the green-fluorescing marks on the windshield.  The aircraft attitude reminded him of what he had seen scores of times before while instructing pilots on no-flap landings in this aircraft.  Early on he had realized there was no way to power the flaps down.
Hap’s mind brought a flashback of one of his Pensacola instructors describing what he would do if he lost all power in a trainer aircraft flying low-level over a canopy of trees.  The instructor said he would stall his aircraft out inches above the seemingly level deciduous treetops.  Not such a good option here with the irregularly-spaced and sized ponderosa pines of the Bitterroot Valley, Hap chuckled to himself as he came back to reality.
Although his mind had been in a state of flow for minutes, he judged that it had been hours of dealing with the emergency.  Solving the problem had become the essence of his being: Hap against the tsunami of fate.
Time slowed again for Hap.  The CF 520 aircraft continued descending and broke through a patch of dispersed, moonlit gossamer clouds at 1000 feet above the ground.  Hap’s left hand reached for the sidestick as his right hand moved toward the throttles.  His feet went to the rudder pedals.  Nonsense, I have no control, he reminded himself.  Before he pulled his members back, he decided to leave them in place.  It just felt wrong to not have them in their customary positions for landing.  Muscle memory!
     Lower, he saw a glint of moonlight reflecting off water, then more mirrored light.  There it was: the majestic Bitterroot River laying down a silvery welcome mat before him.  Damn!  He cursed himself.  In the emergency, I forgot my flotation gear.  I saw Keala had properly prepared everyone in back.  Earlier he predicted his touchdown zone: 90% chance of a densely treed area, 9.9% chance of a field or meadow, 0.1% other.  Other included a major highway, dirt road, or water.
A river landing was easily a one-in-a-thousand possibility.  God’s gift to avoid the immediate sheering of the wings and wrenching squeals of snapping aluminum, he thought.  It is my birthday!
At 500 feet above ground, Hap felt the warmth of coming home — that wonderful feeling of everything in the universe being all right.  The aircraft was in the sweet spot.  He sensed it was on glide slope and on airspeed for an approach to land — more familiar even than the driver view of guiding the Ferrari into his home’s garage.
     At 200 feet, thin moonlit freezing fog danced delicately on the jet’s windshield.  It gave him a deja vu of the northern lights he had seen flying in Alaska in the winter.  The surreal swirling sight made every hair on the back of his neck stand on end.  Having flirted with the abyss and survived so far, he felt triumph against all odds.  It was a transcendent moment.  He could not contain himself.  He shouted out loud what might be his final words, “Sully Sullenberger, you magnificent bastard, I read your book!  Now you read mine!”






















CALM BEFORE …























December 22

(Ten Days Before the Water Landing)
Bill Marshall’s new bride saw him staring out the spotless thermal window by the kitchen table.  “What are you looking at, Marsh?”
       “Just surveying witness protection country.  We’re too far north to be called flyover country.”
     Bill sipped his Bushmills 15-year single-malt Irish whiskey from a shot glass.  He looked out over the picturesque Bitterroot Valley of Montana toward the snow-capped, teepee-like peaks of the Central Bitterroot Range.  He concentrated so hard on one wispy cloud that he felt he could control it.  Montana born and raised, he never tired of the long views and big sky.  The man of few words was even more quiet than usual.
With sincere concern his wife said, “I don’t have to worry about you, do I?”
     “Honey, if you’re worried about me becoming an alcoholic, don’t.  I have a double once a week on Monday morning after breakfast now that I’m out of work.  Medicinal, you know.  If I have it in the morning, I sleep better at night.  And, if you’re concerned about me holding a grudge over being forced out as sheriff, I am still angry about that.  It just happened a week ago for Pete’s sake.  I’ll get over it in a decade … or three.”  He prided himself on being a master of wry humor.  He paused, then added, “But I appreciate your good thoughts.”
   Ex-sheriff “Marsh,” as everyone called him, had been accused of favoritism in recently promoting Jenny Walker over three other sergeants.  As the politically-motivated investigation looked deeper, it turned out Sergeant Walker had higher test scores, was a better shot, performed better on the physical conditioning evaluation, and had a better overall record.  She was the most qualified of the four candidates by any standard.      
    However, the investigation also found that Marsh had questioned candidate Walker’s physical capabilities three years ago just before she was hired, even though she was an ex-Marine.  He had challenged her to run up to St. Mary’s Peak and back, a 7.2-mile round trip.  Jenny handled the 2,493-foot elevation ascent and descent well, smoking Marsh going up and coming back.  He hired her on the spot.
Upon learning that Marsh never required male candidates to run like this, the county board of commissioners determined he was guilty of sexual discrimination.  Unsaid was the fact that Marsh had not ever caved to the wishes of two commissioners who had previously sought preferential treatment for cronies who had broken the law.  Last week the board terminated Marsh, a nineteen-year veteran of the department, for cause.  One small step back for mankind, one giant step back for Marsh.  In any case, everyone in the sheriff’s office, including the passed-over sergeants, hated to see him go.
The day after being fired, Marsh decided his stress level from significant life events wasn’t high enough.  That day, he proposed to and married a lady he had never dated.
*****
As his wife prepared to head off to work, she said, “You know we haven’t celebrated our marriage properly.  I know we have to wait until summer for our honeymoon.  Given that, I want to get you something now.  What would you like?”
“I’d like a bottle of 50-year old scotch, as I’ve told you before — so I can just look at it!”  He grinned.
She laughed, “You know that’s not going to happen.  That’s not fair.  It’s way beyond our budget!”  She appreciated that he smiled for her.  She knew he had seldom showed much emotion at work.
“Okay, honey, you tell me what you want.”
“Marsh,” she teased, “I’d like a purple diamond dinner ring — as I have told you many times.  Perhaps when we’re both rich and famous.  We can’t afford that either.  Turnabout is fair play!”
He grabbed her and kissed her tenderly.
She broke off the long kiss, “I’m going to be late.  Read a good book.  You’ve earned the downtime.  Enjoy it.  You have a great day!”
“Good to have at least one income to keep us in vittles.  You have a great day yourself, honey.”  He walked her to the door and kissed her goodbye.






December 23

At 9:23 AM, the doorbell of the Marshall’s 2000-square foot log cabin chimed.  A white, purple, and orange van sat idling on the apron of the driveway.  The uniformed Federal Express driver said, “Good morning, sir.  Please sign for each of two packages.”
Marsh said, “How you doing?  I’m not sure what I’m signing for.  We haven’t ordered anything.”
“You don’t have to worry, sir.  I’m not collecting, just delivering.”
Six-foot-three Marsh bent down to sign for the packages on the digital pad.  “Thank you, I think.  Have a good day!”
Marsh took the two packages to the breakfast table.  He opened the one with his name on it using a Leatherman tool from his jeans pocket.  He slowly pulled a case from a customized hard-foam casing inside the box.  Beautiful leather enveloped the mysterious gift.  He was so stunned by the contents he had to sit down.  He wondered whether he should be angry?
He rechecked the address on the package he opened.  It was indeed for him.  He reached for the other box, which was much smaller.  It had his wife’s name on it and also had the correct address.  He debated with himself.  He would let his wife open this one.
*****
When his wife came through the front door at 5:38 PM, Marsh was curt.  “Honey, we’ve got to talk …”
     “What, no hello for your glowing bride?”  As she processed Marsh’s words and tone, she knew better than to keep joking.  “What’s up?”
“Two packages came today — Federal Express.  That’s what I got, on the table.  That beautiful bottle with silver accents and a waxed, engraved medallion is a bottle of Glenfiddich 50-year-old scotch.  Only 50 of these are released a year.  Worth over $20,000.  Honey, we can’t afford that!  I hope you can return it …”
“Hey, Marsh, don’t be upset,” she interrupted.  “I didn’t buy it!”
“Then, who did?  There’s only a Sotheby’s return address — nothing else.”
“Well, Marsh, I guess it’s just your day.  I’m happy for you.  Did you read the nice card that came with it?”
“Yeah, ‘Don't just save it or look at it.  Enjoy every sip!"
“Marsh, I hope you’ll do that, not just lock it away or look at it on the mantle.”
“Honey, the box for you has the same Sotheby’s return address.  Please open it.”
She pulled out her Swiss Army knife to cut through the tape on the shipping box.  Inside was a smaller box surrounded by packing peanuts.
“Oh!  It’s beautiful.  Looks like a purple diamond dinner ring, set in white gold.  The card says it’s 1.03 carats.  Oh, my gosh!  You did this, didn’t you … with that smoke screen about the scotch?  Thank you!  Thank you!  Thank you!”  She kissed him multiple times.
Marsh broke it off.
Before he could speak, his wife gushed, “It’s worth $100K easily!  Did you rob a bank?”
     “Honey, I like the kissy-face, but I swear I did not do this.  I’ll call Sotheby’s tomorrow to see who ordered it.  The Brits don’t celebrate Christmas Eve, you know.  On second thought, Jenny, why don’t you call as Lieutenant Marshall?”






December 29

Milton Kendrick readied the exam room for the doctor’s next patient.  Milt was grateful to get to challenging work here.  If nothing else, he was developing new skills.  It beat the hell out of the previous assignments he had been given, like cooking and washing clothes.  He didn’t really belong here, but all inmates said that.
The Montana State Prison was situated just over four miles west of Deer Lodge.  Milt was serving a ten-year sentence for embezzling the city of Hamilton, Montana, out of $400,000.  He really did not commit the crime; but the conviction cost him his marriage, the confinement, and a debt of the amount of money that went missing from the treasury.
     He challenged himself to learn everything he could from the prison’s doctor.  It made life more interesting.  It passed the time.  It made him feel alive.  It did not give him hope.  That was something he had lost.
“Doc, I wonder if you’d let me do the stitches.” he said.  The inmate with the shiv wound cringed.
Doctor Graham smiled.  “You’ve seen me suture a big cut like this before.  Yeah, you go ahead.”
As Milt stitched the area he had just anesthetized, he said, “Big plans for New Year’s, Dr. Graham?”
“The wife and I are flying to Salt Lake to celebrate with family.  How about …”
     “It’s okay, doc.  You know where I’ll be and what I’ll be doing.  Thanks for not asking!”  Milt spoke sparingly with a raspy sound that did not match his distinguished look.  The voice resulted from a bad tracheotomy in his childhood.
      The doctor assessed his lanky assistant with premature salt-and-pepper hair.
      Both shared a laugh.  With a small delay the patient also laughed.
Milt was a man at peace with being where he should not be.  He did not blame his wife for leaving him.  He did not blame himself.  Nor did he blame Louise Templeton, his former secretary, who had quietly slipped away to Belize, three months after his conviction.  His attorney said there wasn’t enough evidence yet to warrant a retrial.  He only blamed one person.
No matter how hard Milt tried, he could not forgive Julia Hawkins, the young assistant district attorney who convicted him.  She had been an impressive, unforgettable figure in the courtroom.  She confidently built a stonewall of a case, rock by rock.  She even perked up the three members of the jury who nearly fell asleep whenever his own attorney spoke.  Her commanding presence spoke louder than her case.  Many times he woke up in the middle of the night recalling her staring him straight in the eye and pointing directly at him: “Who did it?  Who stole $400,000 of your hard-earned dollars.  This man — Milton Kendrick!”
Milt really did want to forgive Julia Hawkins.  She became more formidable every time he thought of her.  He knew it was a scientific fact that this kind of hate kills — kills the hater.  He was a rational man.  He knew what he should do; he just couldn’t do it.  After obsessing over her, he decided to put the hate to better use.  He made it a long-term goal.  If he could not have hope, he would have hate.  He would exact a terrible revenge on that woman when he got out of prison.
In every outward way, he was a model prisoner — compliant, friendly, courteous, and helpful.  Every correctional officer respected him.  They could not read his vengeful mind.






December 30

Cody yelled at his band, “That was perfect.  Let’s take ten.  Then we’ll do one more for the Gipper!”
  Last year the five-foot-nine country singer had been awarded “Top Male Vocalist” by the Country Music Association.  His long jet-black hair and signature bleached beard and mustache became widely known with three platinum recordings and his ubiquitous concert tours.  In public, he never took off his Stetson cowboy hat, except to greet a lady.
      His band was preparing for their New Year’s Eve concert in Moscow, Idaho.  Cody was a taskmaster.  It was typical of him to demand more from his group than any other country western band leader, well, anywhere.  He was also noted for adding on last-minute inspirations and expecting zero defects.  As a result, he retained only loyal, disciplined musicians.
Sipping a Dr. Pepper during a break, his lead singer spoke quietly to the keyboardist, “With luck, we’ll finish by noon!  Cody’s never satisfied by midmorning — ever!  You know he went to school here at the University of Idaho.  So besides gilding the lily, he’ll want whipped cream and a cherry on top of it.  Want to bet on it?”
Slugging down a Mountain Dew, the keyboardist burped.  “Excuse me!  Cody has a way of making ten-minute breaks as short as three.  Thought I’d get the pop down when I could.  I’m betting $20 we’ll be here past 3 PM.  I’m not complaining, though.  We’re better paid than any other band in the industry.  It pays to work for number one.”
Hours later and true to form, at 6 PM, Cody had a sudden unexplained inspiration to add “Where Were You (When the World Stopped Turning)”.  With only short breaks in the afternoon, the band was still rehearsing at 7 PM.
His lead singer spoke up, “Hey, Cody, want me to order pizza?”
Cody checked the gold pocket watch in his plaid Filson vest.  “Sorry, gang,” he shook his head.  “Time to stop.  Great work today!  Tomorrow we’re gonna rock ‘em right out of their chairs!  Cowboy up!  Whoopee!  Short practice at 9 AM.  See you here.”
Entering his custom RV behind the concert hall, Cody wondered what made him do the add-on song.  This was a great time in his life, but the lyrics of that song gave him a chill:
Did you shout out in anger, in fear for your neighbor
Or did you just sit down and cry?




















Powerless







December 31

The parking lot at the isolated, luxurious Denton Ranch, 750 feet above the Bitterroot Valley, was a potpourri of vehicles.  Parked there were a Tesla SUV, a Subaru Outback, a Ford 250 pickup, a Ram 350 pickup, a Toyota Prius, and catering van.  Five unfamiliar couples were gathered inside the spacious living room nervously making small talk.  It was awkward with no visible host or hostess.  Finally, Zeke Lindstrom decided to ask the two caterers in the kitchen what was going on.
“Sir,” the manager answered, “we were told to set up by 7 PM and leave.  The instructions said, if any guest asked, we were to say, ‘Help yourselves to the wine and liquor.  Make yourselves at home.  Enjoy!’  I’d add, since my partner and I will not be here later, don’t worry about the sterno cans under the heating trays.  They’ll just burn themselves out after a few hours.  I hope you like the lobster and prime beef.”
     Tall, athletic Zeke was not satisfied with the answer.  He decided to be more direct about the elephant not in the room, “Pardon the interruption, but I had assumed Mr. Denton would be here when I got the invitation two weeks ago.  Where is he?”
“To be honest, I had hoped to see him again myself.  He’s kind of a legend in the Valley.  We have not seen him today.  His letter gave us the combination to the lock on the gate and the codes to the electronic lock on the front door in case he was not here, and he wasn’t.”
“I think there’s some other famous person who throws parties and doesn’t show,” square-jawed Zeke mused.  “Can’t remember who it is, though.  This is very much like the Great Gatsby.”
“Before we leave, would you like me to open any wine for you?” the lead caterer said.  “I’ve iced several bottles of Dom Perignon for your midnight toasts.”
“Thanks so much for asking,” short-haired Zeke said.  “Let me poll the group.”
When Zeke returned to the manager, he said, “Looks like two reds and one white, for starters.  One question.  How do we lock up this mansion when we leave?”  He asked the question with a grandiose opening of his arms to the high vaulted, redwood ceiling.
The caterer answered, “You all are welcome to spend the night in any of the seven bedrooms upstairs.  To lock the front door, the last one to leave should key in eight digits for tomorrow, January first: month, day, and year.  That will also unlock it.  I’ve written the gate combination on my card just in case.  I don’t want anyone calling me at 3:00 AM because someone left a purse.  Oh yes, you might warn everybody, there are security cameras all over the place.  Anyway, I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon to clean up.”
“Great.  We’re happy with the wine and hard liquor,” Zeke said, “but several in our party were wondering about beer.”
“Oh, no!  Thanks for reminding me.  My assistant was supposed to have got that in by now.  I’ll help her get the cooler from the van straightaway.  Real good variety from local brewers!”
The words of a strong, slightly irritated voice echoed from the living room, “Mind if we change the music?  I can’t take any more jazz!”
Without waiting for a reply, the Voice tweaked the state-of-the-art sound system.  Percy Faith’s “Theme from a Summer Place” began to soothe traumatized ears.  The timing could be said to be ironic, except that tonight's low was supposed to be a warm — for this time of the year — +33 degrees F.  After all, the ranch was in the “banana belt” of Montana.
*****
Herb Alpert’s “Acapulco 1932” tickled the eardrums of guests.
You are what you drive, or so went the conversation among the loose group of five men.
“I’m guessing you’re the Ram 350,” Zeke said with confidence to the man beside him.
The thirty-eight-year-old laughed.  He looked down at his rattlesnake cowboy boots, then into Zeke’s eyes.  “I’m Jed Salois.  Pleased to meet you.  Guilty as charged,” he said.  “How’d you guess?”  The two shook hands.  Jed swigged an IPA beer; Zeke sipped a Pinot Noir.
Pleased with himself — and on good behavior, Zeke grinned.  “I’m Zeke, Zeke Lindstrom.  I’m the Ford 250.  I figured the Pendleton vest didn’t go with either the Tesla or the Prius.  Then it was 50/50 on the Ram or the Outback. ”
Overhearing the conversation, dapper five-eleven Brock Bentley introduced himself.  “So what do you think I drive?”  Black-haired and artificially tanned, he drank premium tequila on the rocks with a lime wedge.
Eying Brock’s crisp Navy blazer with school crest and perfectly coiffed hair, Zeke and Jed simultaneously belted out, “Tesla!”  The two laughed at the same time.
Brock didn’t understand the humor.  He didn’t ask how they knew what he drove.  He thought it was a given.  Expressionless, he shook hands, “I’m Doctor Brock Bentley — plastic surgeon.”
The five men became a huddle with more introductions.
“I’m John Fortis, nuclear engineer.  I’m the hybrid, the Prius.  Kind of a play on words.  I’m also a Navy lieutenant due to go to sea in four days from Naval Base Kitsap in Bremerton, Washington.”  Five-foot-seven, John wore a brand new white polo shirt and khaki chinos that matched his hair.  His height would doubtless work to his advantage as a submariner —  when and if he set to sea.  His wiry frame showed no evidence of  the stooping toll gravity takes with age.  
    Last to introduce himself was Lee Skelton, “I’m the Outback.  I’m a computer scientist.  I work at the university.”  Five-ten, prematurely balding with a beer gut, he sported a classic red and black Buffalo check shirt and black denims.  Lee went on, “Jed, what do you do?  I didn’t catch that.”
    “I have a small farm in Stevensville.”    Six-foot-four, barrel-chested, 210-pound Jed wore new Kirkland blue jeans and a fluorescent orange Jerry Garcia tie under his vest.  The flashy tie stood in stark contrast to everything else about Jed.  He was a modest man.  Small farm was his understated description of the third largest land holding in the Bitterroot Valley.  His military-like crew cut was more evidence of the no-frills man.       
Chiseled Zeke introduced himself, “I’m an industrial engineer, doing management consulting.  Between jobs.”  He wore an open collar, long-sleeved white dress shirt and black, pleated wool trousers.  An interesting group, he thought.
While Zeke evaluated the four men, the female contingent cast many unsatisfied glimpses in Zeke's direction.  His electric blond hair capped his attractive looks even in the firelight.
*****
The all-around sound system pumped out The Essex singing “Easier Said Than Done.”
Near the grand rock fireplace, the five women gathered in a semicircle, concave to the welcome warmth.  Their young, unwrinkled foreheads reflected the yellow-orange light coming from the roaring fire.  Fashion was the watchword for the women.
Karen Salois, a handsome brunette, wore her hair up and sported the perfect BMI for her five-foot-eight frame.  She smiled at Meagan, Zeke’s blind date.  “I love your necklace.  Where did you get it?”
“Karen, thanks so much!” Meagan answered.  “I made it.  Kind of a hobby.  It’s my passion.  I’d make them for a living if I could, but I can’t compete with the Chinese imports.  For the time being, I guess I’ll keep emptying bedpans.”  She poked fun at her registered nurse duties.
 Willowy, photogenic Meagan reached behind her head to pull on her highlighted ponytail.  Used to having her hair in a surgical cap or hairnet at work, she was self-conscious about it in public.  Her haunting, steely gray eyes caused many a stare.  
        Stunning Sondra Bentley was the only one wearing an evening dress.  The black dress accentuated her strawberry blonde hair.  Her bright green eyes sparkled in the fireplace light.   “Karen, I admire your scarf.  It matches your outfit perfectly and the decor here!  How did you know?” she laughed.  She exuded finishing school.
      “Oh, this!  My sister left this on her last visit from North Carolina.  It was my fourth choice.  I kept asking Jed how my scarf looked.  He kept up with the lovely-dear routine.  This was the one I didn’t ask him about.”
Anne Skelton chimed in.  “He sounds like a keeper.  My Lee is too literal.  He thinks I’m really asking him for an honest opinion.  It seldom turns out well,” she spoke with dismay.  Very plain, she stood two inches taller than husband Lee.  Her angular face and over-ears hairdo made her look slimmer than she was.  Her thick lips went with her buxom figure.
Susan, John Fortis’s date, said, “Men, can’t live with them, can't live without them!  Karen, life on a farm must be a challenging way of life — more challenging than an eight-to-five job in any case.”  Susan was a fitting partner for John: 5-foot-four, petite, with auburn hair and brown eyes.
“It is never boring, I’ll say that!” Karen said.  “I do like the variety.  I was working for NASA, wait for it, as a rocket scientist.  Met Jed on a cruise.  The rest is history.”
“Don’t you miss the thrill of a space launch?”  Sondra Bentley asked.  Without waiting for a reply, she went on, “I love selling real estate in the Valley.  If nothing else, it lets me dress up.  You don’t have many other occasions to do that in casual Missoula.”
“That must be why you look so at-home with your chic dress,” Susan complimented.  “You look like a model.  You could be on the cover of any fashion magazine.  I mean it.  I’m jealous!”
     “Susan, what are you talking about?  You look like a movie star trying to fit in.  I’m the one who’s jealous.”  The tone was catty.
The backhanded compliment was not lost on the other eight ears.
     Susan fired back, “I try to fit in.  Kind of goes with the territory.  As a psychologist, I help people try to fit in every day.”  She counseled herself against being too judgmental.  She couldn’t stop her brain.  She profiled Sondra as a narcissist.  Shifting her gaze away from Susan, she went on, “Anne, I wish I had your hair.  It must be nice to have naturally curly hair.”
     “Thank you for noticing, Susan.  I wish I could show it off more.  I work out of my home as a computer programmer for a pharmaceutical company.  Sometimes that curls my hair,” she jested.  The two clanked their wine glasses spilling droplets of red wine onto each other’s fingers.
“Blood sisters!” Anne toasted.
*****
The Archies were singing “Sugar, Sugar” on the top-of-the-line sound system.
“Your canary is back from the coal mine,” Zeke said between munches on a jalapeño popper.  “The appetizers are now warm enough to eat.  Something must have happened between cooking in Missoula and getting the food here to require such a long warm-up.  The poppers will go well with that tequila, Brock.”
“Zeke, you know that canary metaphor doesn’t really fit,” Brock corrected him smugly.
“Come on, Brock,” Lee said.  “Overthinking small talk is like looking at a gnat up close with a telescope.  You just don’t do it!”
Brock interrupted, “And that simile is wrong because …”
“Guy, guys,” Jed interjected, “let’s eat.  I’m starved.  “How about this warm spell in December, no less?”
“Welcome to Montana!” Zeke laughed.
     The men moved en masse toward the serving table, like a ouija board planchette manipulated by some outside force.
“It’s global warming, no doubt about it,” Brock stated professorially.
“I don’t know, Brock.  Last year we had record low temperatures in the winter.  This is the Bitterroot Valley, banana belt of Montana.  If you don’t like the weather, well, you know the rest,” Jed said.
John: “That’s a good point.  Some meteorologists even claim we’re entering a period of global cooling.  My personal opinion is that … this is the best beef I have ever had!”
Jed: “Good one, John.  Hey, ladies, get over here and enjoy this great food.  Enough talk over there about styles and stuff.  You all look fabulous and … too thin.  You need to eat!”
*****
When the Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand” came on, Zeke grabbed Meagan’s left hand and led her back near the fireplace to dance.  The other couples followed.
“Are you having a good time, Meagan?” he said.
     She felt herself drowning in his Paul-Neuman blue eyes.  Recovering on the shores of reality, she answered, “Yes!  I can’t thank you enough for asking me.  I have heard about the Denton Ranch for years.  This place is fabulous.  I love the people here.”  She leaned in and whispered in his ear, “Sondra and Brock are a little much.”  Back to her normal voice, “The food is fabulous.  I’m enjoying getting to know you.  Unless you surprise me later, this is the best blind date I’ve ever been on.”
“You’re very nice,” Zeke said.  “Right back at you!”  He whispered in her ear, “Can you believe I dated Sondra in college?”
“You didn’t!” Meagan laughed.
“I did!” Zeke smiled wryly.
     “In that case, you really are lucky to be here with me tonight, all things considered.”  Meagan was matter-of-fact and sure of herself.
Over the course of many dances and fewer snacks, Meagan and Zeke exchanged personal histories and tastes.  Meagan had grown up and schooled in Minneapolis; Zack, around the world with his Army father’s postings until high school and junior college at New Mexico Military Institute, and Arizona State to complete college.  Meagan was planning to go to medical school next year at the Uniformed Services University at Bethesda, Maryland.  Zeke ran his own management consulting company.  Both enjoyed hiking the many trails around the Bitterroot Valley in the summer and cross country skiing in the winter.
Eventually, Zeke maneuvered Meagan under one of many mistletoe plants hanging from sconces around the living room.  “All things considered!” he said.  He kissed her warm lips softly.  “I didn’t want to do that, but I’m a stickler for customs and traditions.”
“As long as that’s the case,” Meagan said.  “I have a traditional streak myself!  By the way, I don’t normally kiss on the first date.”
Zeke smiled, “So do you kiss before the first date?”
“I won’t slap you because I think you’re funny.  That comment was cute.  I think your mind is very flexible.  Am I right, Zeke?”
“I have heard that before, but never from anyone so beautiful.  Brains and beauty — and determination.  I am impressed!”
“That’s sweet, Zeke!  I am enjoying this so much …”
       “Come on, spit it out Meagan, I hear a but coming.”
     “I have this sixth sense that something is coming.  It’s eerie.  I don’t know, maybe it’s that our host is not here.  Anyway, my intuition never fails me.  Don’t laugh, Zeke!”
“Meagan, I haven’t known you long enough to tell you that you’re wrong.”
“And when you’ve known me a long time, you’ll never tell me I’m wrong, Zeke!”
Zeke wondered whether he was under a spell.  That statement seemed boastful, and normally it would repulse him.  For some reason, it sounded like an honest self-assessment.  He thought maybe he just might need to get out more.
The music switched to Nat King Cole’s soft, sweet voice singing “The Very Thought of You,” Zeke returned with two Coca Colas.  “To a voice smooth as velvet!” Zeke said.  He and Meagan toasted each other with the dull thud of aluminum cans colliding.
When the sound system brought up Los del Rio performing “La Macarena,” a conga line formed and snaked through the great living room.  It was a great time, whether Denton was there or not.  Zeke reluctantly joined in on what he judged was  group insanity.  He rationalized the party silliness to himself as what people do at parties.
“That was fun!  Such a happy tune, ‘The Macarena,’” Meagan said wistfully.
“Fun dance, yes; Macarena, no!  Little known fact: The lyrics describe a girl named Macarena, who cheats on her boyfriend in the army.  She has two other lovers.”  Seeing Meagan’s spirit deflate, he tried to walk back his insight.  “But, all in all, it’s the melody and what it means to you, yes?”
“I did not know that, about the sad part.  It was fun dancing to it anyway.”  Meagan recovered some.
“I guess it’s like ‘Puff the Magic Dragon,’” Zeke offered.
“I’ve got you on that one.  I think you’re implying that ‘Puff’ is about marijuana.  I researched ‘Puff.’  It is what it seems to be, a song about the loss of childhood innocence,” Meagan said competitively.
“Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar, eh?  Well, there you go, Dr. Freud.  I think I just lost some of my jadedness.  I have another one for you, Meagan.  What is the meaning of ‘Amapola?’  Andrea Bocelli made that song famous.
Meagan: “I’m going with a girl’s name.”
       “No, it means poppy in Spanish.”
Meagan smiled, “I did not know that.”  She squinted at Zeke.  “So, Mr. Music, what is the history of ‘Edelweiss?’”
“That’s easy.  It’s a traditional German folk song and means Christmas tree.”
     “Got you on that one, Zeke.  It was composed by Rodgers and Hammerstein in 1959 for Sound of Music.  Edelweiss is a white wildflower, symbolic of Austria in the play.”
“Again with a flower!  Thanks for setting me straight, Meagan.  On that happy note, it’s approaching midnight.  I’m going to go light off the fire pit outside on the deck.  Overlooking the Valley, we should be able to see some of the fireworks go off as we bring in the new year.  Can I get you anything before I head off?”  Zeke furrowed his brow.
“Zeke, I’m coming with you.  I think we’ll be okay without our coats, especially with a fire.”
“You are a pleasant surprise.  You’re a real Montana-type girl!”
“I hope that’s a compliment,” Meagan said.  It was almost as a question.
“It is.  Not a lot of ladies who’d volunteer to go out in the cold when there’s a cozy fire inside.”
“I have a lot more surprises for you, Zeke,” Meagan smiled.  “Strap in!”
*****
    Outside, Brenda Lee’s voice belted out “End of the World” as if from nowhere.  The sound actually came from Niles speakers, appearing as natural granite rocks on the edges of the deck.
As the fire crackled in front of the ten guests, Meagan nestled under Zeke’s arm.  “I love this song!”
Zeke tightened his arm around her, “You have good taste.”  He kissed her again.  “Very good taste!”  He laughed with her.  He was captivated with her, admiring a centimeter-long butterfly birthmark on her left cheekbone for the first time.  It proclaimed her beauty.  
Everyone charged their champagne flutes and edged around the catwalk at the front of the mansion.  They wanted to see the crescendo of midnight fireworks in the valley.  Brock, now inching past buzzed, let it be known he would do the official countdown with his $100,000 Swiss watch: “10 - 9 - …”  He spilled his drink and cursed.  A few boos and hisses ensued.  They were cut short at exactly midnight when the music abruptly stopped.  Lights inside the house went off.  The whole valley floor went dark, except for the fireworks.
Jed said loudly, “What the hell?  Happy New Year!”
Everyone laughed, toasted, and kissed a partner.
     Jed explained, “This is the Bitterroot.  We have power failures all the time.  It’s not the power company’s fault.  In the woods, trees fall on lines.  Animals chew on cables.  Cars hit power-line poles.  Takes a bit of time for the power company to respond.  It’s just good to be with such great company in this great upcoming new year!”  He raised a beer in his left hand.
“Here, here!” was the echoing toast.
The ten sat around the fire pit for several rounds of champagne.  Then there were two enormous flashes of red-orange in the direction of the highway three miles away.
More than one of the celebrators voiced, “Did you see that?”  Everyone stood in awe of something out of the ordinary.  The location of the flashes became steady flames.  Meanwhile, the fireworks continued to go off throughout the darkened valley: sky rockets, bottle rockets, helicopters, spinners, and sparklers.
Citizen-sailor John shouted, “Hey, folks.  Someone down at the fire may be in trouble.  What say we all go help?”
Meagan affirmed that, “Let’s get in our cars and trucks and head down there!”
“Sondra, you drive, okay?”  Zeke implied what most were thinking: Brock was in no condition to drive.
Sondra: “I think I could have figured that out myself!  I'm not just a pretty face.  Remember, I have a chemical engineering degree.”  She huffed toward the Tesla.
         I’m glad I didn’t marry that, Zeke thought to himself.
Meagan gently punched Zeke in the back about Sondra.
Zeke whispered, “You can tell she still loves me.”
“You’re lucky you’re with me!” Meagan softly said with assuredness.
They could see their way to the vehicles with the light from the fire pit and moonlight.
Lee was the first to try to start his vehicle.  “Won’t start!  Battery must be dead,” he told his wife.”  Every other couple had a similar experience.
       John, the nuclear engineer, blurted out, “We’ve been hit!”
*****
In Idaho, Cody’s concert was about to hit its crescendo at midnight.  His band’s music stopped suddenly when all the lights went out and the sound system died.  The hush that fell over the audience had a trace of panic.  Thousands of fans tried to turn on their cell phone lights to no avail.  In seconds, Cody started singing “You Light Up My Life,” with only the acoustic guitars accompanying him.  Without microphones and amplifiers, his band’s limited instruments still quieted the beginning swell of fear.  At first there was quiet to hear the music, then a rolling cheer resounded from the arena: “Cody!  Cody!  Cody!”
Cody’s rapport with the crowd was apparent.  With an usher’s flashlight illuminating him, he shouted out, “Better late than never!”  The crowd cheered his spontaneity.  He led the band in performing the next song, “Auld Lang Syne.”  The group followed with “After Midnight.”  The crowd was loving it.  And so it went for a half hour.  Cody closed with “Starts with Goodbye.”
By then, the concert organizers had more ushers with flashlights ready to get the calmed crowd out of the arena.  Cody had stilled the madding crowd.  Cody was the man of the hour, but soon forgotten.  The happy crowd walked into darkness aided by some moonlight.  Drivers found cars that wouldn’t start.  Everyone was perplexed at the total blackout.  The biggest puzzle was that cell phones wouldn’t even turn on.  Shouldn’t the smartphone lights at least work?
Escorted by his two private security men, Cody stepped into his custom RV.  One of the security detail gave up his flashlight to Cody.  Normally, someone would have warmed up the RV for him.  He tried starting it himself.  He tried again.  He tried his cell phone.  Nothing worked, except his flashlight.  It was a great night anyway.  He and his band had performed well.
Completely exhausted, the perfectly-proportioned, muscular singer climbed into his king-size bed.  His phenomenal memory served up the Carrington event.  In the fall of 1859, the namesake British astronomer observed an outsized explosion on the sun.  He didn’t look directly at the sun, but rather projected it onto a screen.  Five minutes after the solar anomaly, tropical residents from the Caribbean to the Hawaiian Islands saw colorful auroras in the sky, bright enough to allow reading in darkness.  The auroras induced electrical currents strong enough to affect telegraph lines.  Papers near telegraph equipment were set afire.  Telegraph operators experienced shocks.  Disconnected from batteries, some telegraphs were still able to transmit.  So much for history, he thought.
Cody covered himself with three layers of wool blankets, topped with a warm comforter.  Well read, he considered other possibilities.  He wondered whether some terrorist group had set off a dreaded EMP (electromagnetic pulse).  He puzzled over the likelihood of a limited nuclear war taking down the grid.  Or, he looped back, was this the killshot, the mega flare from the sun — bigger than the 1859 one — that remote viewer Major Ed Dames had predicted?  Was this an extinction event?






January 1

Zeke rose at first light.  He remembered an awful dream about being caught up in the plot of Agatha Christie’s And Then There Were None.  He had the vague sense of something unusual happening last night.  He saw the connection.  Before he conjured up details, he became aware of spooning the naked person beside him.  She sat up.  He smiled at his stretching bedmate, “Some first date!”
        “I’ll say!” Meagan replied.  “Should I add I told you so?”
“You should.  Very impressive.  My granddad used to say, ‘When you nail it, take a bow, because it won’t happen that often.’”  Meagan’s total self-assurance would have been off-putting to me if it came from anyone else, Zeke thought.  The Italian thunderbolt of love at first sight?
“Zeke, it happens a lot to me.  I knew something very extraordinary was going to happen.”
He kissed her.  “Meagan, I’ve exhausted my pre-coffee good humor.  Let’s go downstairs to see what’s going on.”
They found Jed and Karen Salois outside on the redwood deck in the back of house sipping coffee.  Flames lapped on the left side of the fire pit grill, helping to warm them.  On the right side of the grill was a boiling pot of strong coffee dancing over hot embers.  The other three couples had also spent the night at the Denton Ranch.
“You can take the farmer out of the farm, but you can’t take …, well, you still get up early in the morning,” Jed chuckled.  “Good thing several of us had flashlights last night.  Of course, any good Montanan carries a survival kit in the car or truck in the winter.  Karen has whipped us up some coffee, eggs, bacon, and toast over the fire pit.  Electricity is still out.  I checked my truck.  It still won’t turn over.”
     “Must be the solenoid!” Karen said with mock seriousness.  Then she laughed.
Jed laughed, too.  “It’s our inside joke.  Lots of solenoids in modern cars, maybe dozens.”
“And especially funny coming from a rocket scientist!” Meagan quipped.
      “I like it!  Good morning, Karen and Jed,” Zeke said, shaking Jed’s hand.  “I can really use the coffee.  I’m starting to think Meagan is a morning person.  She seems on even without coffee.”
“I’ll take the coffee, thank you!” Meagan said with a smile, as she hugged Karen.  “Many thanks for getting the fire pit going.  It feels like a cold front is moving in.  Tonight will be a three-dog night, for sure, if this keeps up.”
“It does look like we’ll finally get some much needed snow,” Jed said.  “Of course, anyone who’s lived here very long knows you’ll take any precipitation you can get, anytime!”
Zeke took the hot coffee Karen offered and said, “I have to agree with that.  Despite the forest, we’re pretty much high desert.  You’ve got to fill the water tables anytime you can.  Nothing like a good snowpack.  Here I am, preaching to the choir.”
“Zeke, you know preaching to the choir is underrated.  In this day, they’re the only one’s who’ll listen!”
“How about this place?” Karen asked.  “I’ve never seen such luxury.  Oh, the ranch house has its rustic accents, but everything is top-of-the-line.  Best mattress Jed and I have ever slept on!  And the closets — all cedar inside to discourage moths.  There isn’t a ceiling in the house under eight feet high.  No, Denton didn’t skimp on anything.  I love the appliances.  If only we had electricity!”
“If only we had Denton!” Zeke joked.  “I really wanted to meet him!”
     “Me, too.  The mansion is impressive,” Meagan said.  “Zeke has set a high mark here.  Wonder where he’ll take me for our second date.”  She smiled.  Then with mock sternness, she continued, “And don’t you say if there is a second date, Zeke!”
      “I should be so fortunate,” Zeke laughed.  Meagan will be a challenge, he thought.
As the four finished eating, the other six came out on the deck.  Meagan and Karen served them at the second redwood picnic table.
     “Hey, John, your words, we’ve been hit, haunted me all night,” Sondra said.  “I’m admitting my lack of understanding.”  Only Sondra could sound superior admitting a shortcoming, as if it were a badge of courage.
John looked thoughtful.  “I may have been premature.  Initially I thought the blackout might just be a normal local outage.  What we had was more than that.  A grid failure alone would not stop our vehicles from starting.  Occum’s razor: The simplest explanation is usually the best.  For years experts have warned us about the dangers of an EMP — electromagnetic pulse — assault.  It could come from the sun — as an extraordinary solar flare.  Or it could be manmade.  A resourceful terrorist with a nuclear weapon and an aerial platform could wreak vast destruction on civilization by frying the electric and electronic infrastructure with overwhelming amounts of energy.  Any hostile nation with a submarine could launch a nuclear-tipped missile to detonate, say 300 miles above the United States, causing huge blackouts.  I might add, I’m not telling you anything that’s classified.  We’ve known of this weakness in our system for decades.  There just hasn’t been enough public pressure or political will to harden the infrastructure.”
     Anne saw the puzzled looks on several faces.  “As a computer geek, let me clarify infrastructure.  In this case, it means mostly the electric grid that connects pretty much the whole continental United States in a web.  Transformers are in short supply.  To replace them would take months, if not years.  Besides being locally vulnerable to an EMP, the grid’s interconnection makes it fragile nationally.  One area’s failure can pull down another’s, and so on.  A house of cards, if you will.”
Susan squeezed John’s hand.  “I don’t get why the cars and trucks don’t start.  They’re not on the grid, are they?”
“Good question,” Lee intercepted.  “As computer geeks, we’re taught that the enormous energy from an EMP could induce surges in the wires and micro components of electronic equipment that exceed their capacity for current.  The EMP could burn out electronic components in critical devices like smartphones and point-of-sale card readers.  As John implied, we have some of the symptoms of an EMP attack, but we don’t know for sure what has happened.  Classically, you would expect there to be a big flash before the outages.
“Of course, the sun can also shoot out a big flare.  That is a potential source of an EMP that has the effects we are seeing.  And, in this case, we probably wouldn’t see a flash.”
Sondra sipped her coffee, holding the cup with both hands for warmth.  “But we did have a flash.  We had two of them down toward Highway 93!”  Highway 93 was the main north-south artery through the Bitterroot Valley between Hamilton and Missoula.
      John said, “Lee’s right.  Sondra, the flash of a nuclear explosion would precede the generation of the EMP, so I don’t think the relatively small flashes we saw caused the EMP.  Those flashes by the river also happened after the blackout.  Back on foul play, could the fireworks have masked the flash of a distant EMP source?”
       Ashen Brock ignored John, “We’ve all been exposed to the scientific method.  How come most of the flashlights worked?”  His face said gotcha despite the hangover.
John tamped down a snappy testosterone-induced reply.  “Brock, that’s where I say I may have been premature in saying it was an EMP.  We lacked an enormous preceding flash, but we may have missed it with tequila and what-not last night.  I hadn’t heard anything in the news about increased solar storms.  And I really stay up on the news.  Not everything electrical died.  It’s possible that the flashlights were somehow shielded …”
       Before Susan could back up her man, Meagan jumped in.  “So, Brock, what do you think occurred?”  Prideful of taking on doctors, nurse Meagan couldn’t resist her gotcha.  Brock shuffled his feet.
Sondra injected, “It’s a helluva situation!  I was planning on going to Spokane with my girlfriends to do some shopping.”
Susan grabbed John’s hand again.  “I’m guessing it cost too much for us to protect the whole grid in the United States.”
“Not really, dear," John answered.  "There were estimates that it could have been done for $20 billion, on the high side.  Gauged against an economy with a GDP of roughly $20 trillion, that’s an insurance policy costing only one tenth of a percent of that GDP.  It’s less than half of what we spend a year in foreign aid.  It would have been a bargain.  Russia and China have hardened their infrastructures.  Israel is in-progress.”
Zeke, who was taking all this in, stood up.  “Folks, I think we’re doing the right thing trying to understand our predicament, but I think there may be something we need to look into right now.  I’m proposing that a couple of us hike down to the location of last night’s fires.  There’s still black smoke coming up from the same vicinity.  Someone may need our help.  And maybe we’ll run into some people who know more than we do about what’s going on.”
“Count me in!”  Meagan tapped Zeke on his shoulder.
Zeke went on, “I was thinking Jed and I would go.  Denton has a lot of camping gear around the house.  If we can find some backpacks, climbing rope, and a first aid kit, that would be a good start.  Boots would also help.  While we’re gone, someone should probably do a quick inventory of what we have in the house — like clothes, food, and so forth.  We also need to get the living room fireplace going again.”
Zeke realized the novelty of the situation had so far prevented the group from a sense of desperation.  Taking any action to keep people busy was essential.
Jed put his arm around Karen, “Well, I like it, Zeke.  You and I’ll head off as soon as we have the gear together.  If we don’t find what we need in the house, I have a lot of survival gear in the extended cab of my truck.  Karen, thanks, babe, for our breakfast.  Will you pack us up some food?  For sure, we need water.”
“Water, that’s something we better start rationing.  The frost-free pump probably won’t work, but we’ll try it anyway.  The reservoir tank inside the house will run out quickly with the ten of us using it,” Lee said.
John: “Water is critical.  Can we agree to minimal flushing of toilets for the time being?  Guys, if it’s number one, let’s go outside.  Okay?  We’ll work logistics while Zeke and Jed are gone.”
Karen followed the lead, “Ladies, I think we can do the same …”
Jed became unusually emphatic, “Folks, let’s stop flushing toilets and using the drains altogether!  I heard the pump pushing effluent to the septic drain field last evening after we started putting away the three cases of beer.  That pump is electrical.  We can’t afford to have a backup in the plumbing system.  Cleaning up from that kind of a fiasco would be a nightmare on top of a bad dream.  Come to think of it, we better drain as many of the water pipes as possible.  Without central heat, they could freeze and burst, if they haven’t already.”
Zeke: “I’ll second the water rationing and pipe draining.  We have a lot of food in the pantry, the refrigerator, and probably the freezers.  But ten people will go through that in no time.  It wouldn’t hurt to start eating smaller meals in case this …”
Sharply, Sondra finished Zeke’s sentence, “… crisis slash death sentence persists.”
Zeke bit his tongue.  He purposely ignored Sondra’s negativity.  He did not want to add to the group’s burden with ill-chosen words, so he went upbeat, “Looks like we have our work cut out for us.  Let’s move out!”
*****
Along with other gear, Zeke and Jed found almost-fitting hiking clothes.  Apparently, Denton outfitted guests, male and female, during their visits.
Outfitted herself, Meagan walked in and declared, “I’m ready!”
Zeke seemed surprised, “I thought this was settled.  Jed and I have got this.  We need to get out and back quickly …”
“Try to keep up with me!” Meagan challenged.
Zeke shook his head, smiled, and hollered, “Karen!”  Karen produced a third backpack that was out-of-view in the kitchen.  Looking at Meagan, Zeke went on, “I figured you’d insist.  Having someone medical will be good.”  His blue eyes darted briefly to hungover Brock, who sipped on coffee and looked as if he was about to hurl.
As Meagan donned her backpack, Zeke put his hand on her shoulder.  “And you’re going to do just fine in medical school.  Just don’t volunteer to answer every question.  From what I’ve heard, many of them are setups.”
Light, dry snow fell as the three headed out.  They headed into the thicket of bushes and pine trees toward the diminishing black smoke.
Jed observed, “I can tell by the clouds a cold front is coming in.”
“I think I’d trust you over any weather man,” Meagan said.  “I had a sense of bad weather coming earlier as well.”
“I trust you, too, Jed.”  Zeke added, “What do you think was the source of the flashes, Jed?”
     “I’ll go with lightning.  I know we don’t usually think of lightning strikes in the winter, but it is a possibility.  The thundersnow phenomenon proves that it can happen.  Of course, that rare event usually comes with at least six inches of snow.  We sure didn’t see that here.  What about you, Meagan?”
“I think it could have been a fireworks stand and its warehouse catching fire.  Those were in the direction of the fires.  I’d explain the telltale lack of skyrockets and individual traces by the fact that we were far away and had our view obscured by the trees.  And you, Zeke?”
     “Lightning hit the fireworks stand and warehouse!  Or it could be human error.” Zeke said.  He chuckled, “I guess we’ll find out when we get there.  On second thought, though, I think I’d go with a lightning strike hitting pine trees.  I think the fireworks stand was farther away.  Meagan, you need to throttle back a little.  Jed is struggling to keep up.”
“Very funny.  You’re the one who is panting,” Meagan said.  “I think Jed can speak for himself.”
“Just trying to look out for the troops,” Zeke said with an amused look.
Jed smiled at the exchange.  His look said been there, done that.
*****
Well out ahead of the other two, Meagan was the first to arrive at the site of the smoke by the river.  Pungent air burned the lining of her nostrils.  She called out, “Oh, no!  It’s an aircraft crash!”
They saw the fuselage in the middle of the river slightly akimbo, upside down, and submerged to a depth where no one there could still be alive.  Water flowed through it.  The unseasonable recent warm weather in the Bitterroot Valley had not yet allowed ice floes to form.  All three stood speechless at the awful sight.
Jed looked down from the sharp-edge of the riverbank carved out by the surge of spring runoff.  “Lots of footprints down there in the mud and sand.  Either some folks got out or there were lots of rescuers, or some combination of the two.”
As chills went through their spines, Zeke pointed upriver.  “There are the wings.  Fuel in the wings is probably what flashed and burned last night.  The left wing broke off, then 200 feet later the right one came off.  The front end of the plane kept going until hitting the riverbank there, where the nose broke off.  No point in getting hypothermia going into the fuselage tube.”
 Sniffling due to the acrid jet fuel oder, Jed shook his head in disbelief.  “If we hadn’t had that steady rain two weeks ago, we would have had a massive forest fire.”
“Guys, let’s head to the tail section,” Meagan pointed 1000 feet upstream.  “Hard to see with the trees.  It must have broken off first.”
The tail section now pointed upstream — reversing its landing orientation.  It was held in place by big rocks.  The open portion was angled up, almost allowing access from the bank.  
Jed surveyed the situation.  “To get to the center aisle, someone is going to have to go out on a limb …” he caught himself.  “I mean, get out there on a pole, then get on the aircraft floor.  Play it by ear after that.”
Not finding any fallen wood suitable for a pole, the three took turns with a hatchet taking down a forty-five-foot lodgepole pine tree.  The hatchet was barely adequate.  Jed repeated several times, “My kingdom for an axe!”  Taking limbs off and topping the tree went faster than felling it.  They cut off the top ten feet of the tree.  The resulting, almost-cylindrical pole looked well-suited for their purpose.
“Shall we match out on who goes ‘out on a limb?’”  Zeke said, then nodded at Jed for Jed’s earlier unintended play on words.
“I’m the logical one,” Meagan insisted.  “I’m lighter than you guys, so it’ll be safer for you two to weight down the pole.”
“She’s got a point.”  Zeke nodded — looking at Jed, then Meagan.  “What do you think, guys — a rope around Meagan’s waist while she goes out, Jed and I hold the tether?”
“I’m good with it,” Meagan stated.
 Towering Jed surveyed the situation.  “Okay, I’m the heaviest.  I’ll be at the other extreme of the pole.  Twenty feet of pole on our side should give us leverage on not letting Meagan fall into the river if the pole slips from the tail floor.  Zeke, with you standing on the pole just before the bank edge, you can supervise the operation.”
“Sounds like a plan!  Are you good with that, Meagan?” Zeke said.
“Let’s roll!” Meagan replied.
Meagan shinnied out on the log that connected the bank to the upward slopping tail section floor.  Her gloves now served not only to keep her fingers warm but also to protect her from the splintery tree bark.  Agilely she climbed onto the top of the tail section floor.  She stood ten feet above the surface of the river.  She puzzled over what to use to keep the rope tether from fraying or binding on the sharp aluminum edges where the fuselage had snapped.  She moved carefully on the sloping floor deck, now vibrating because of pressure from the river current.  She found a leather purse.  She put the purse between the sharp metal edge of the aircraft and the rope.  “If we keep the rope fairly taut, the bag will protect it,” she hollered.
Rope around her waist, Meagan walked gingerly down the slopping aisle.  As she made her way to the back of the tail, the two men carefully meted out line.  She searched for life.
“Anything?  Found anything?” Zeke shouted into a vacuum of information.
There was no reply.  Zeke and Jed heard laughter and clatter.
“Is she unstable?” a concerned Jed asked.
“Far from it.  Just wait.  She’ll surprise you.”  Zeke had learned to respect Meagan.
“Okay.  Bring me back!” Meagan ordered.  Suddenly, there was a shift in the tail that landed her hard on her right hip.  She cursed.
Zeke shouted, “We’ve got you, Meagan.  Hang in there!”
Uncharacteristically, Jed also swore at the surprise and anxiety it produced.
In a pained voice, Meagan’s voice went up an octave.  “I think I’m okay.  We need to move very slowly.  All right?  Don’t pull yet!”
Meagan struggled to get up.  The frequency and amplitude of the rocking of the partially submerged tail section increased markedly.  The inside of most of that section remained dry.  “I’m going to lie down and crawl my way out,” she shouted in an almost-normal voice.  “Here I come — slowly!”  Deliberately she crawled on her belly, pulling herself along grasping seat supports on each side.
At the top of the tail section, Meagan found the tail had rotated away from the bank.  She was now twelve feet from the pole.  “The tail is moving.  I’m going to jump.  You guys reel me in!”
Zeke shouted, “Hold it.  Let’s think about this, just for a second.  That water is a hair above freezing!  And you could land on a rock!”
Jed chimed in, “She may be right.  The pole trick will not work.  The tail section is extremely unstable.  I see it shaking from here.  If she jumps, she’ll be swept downstream immediately.  We’ll pull her to the bank with the rope.”
     Zeke processed the precarious situation.  “Okay.  It’s settled.  Meagan, you’ll jump on three.  Be sure to jump feet first, and put your hands …”
A free-falling Meagan shouted, “I was a water safety …”  Her execution was classic, leaving almost no splash.  Instantly, she felt thousands of cold needles seemingly pierce her skin.  The shock of the cold water made her feel as if she didn’t need to breathe.  She bobbed off the bottom of the river with her feet.  The rapid current flipped her torso backward downstream in an eternity of helplessness.  The mighty waters pushed her along as if she were nothing.  She broke the surface of the river.  She laughed loudly as she was swept swiftly toward the shore on the tether.  Her laughter was meant to let the two men know she was all right.
     Zeke exhaled in relief.  He looked at Jed.  “Maybe you’re right, Jed.  She is daft!”
Meagan tried to stand up.  The river swept her feet away.  The rope arced her toward the riverbank as she dog paddled.  In slower, shallower water she finally managed to right herself.  She started to shiver as she sloshed ashore.
Simultaneously, Zeke and Jed yelled at her, “Get out of those clothes.”  On the riverbank, she fumbled to get her wet gloves off.  She stopped moving away from the river’s edge like a statue.  Her cold, wet hands and shivering worked against getting the rope untied from around her waist.  Zeke made short order of that.  He swiftly removed her coat, shirt, boots, socks, and pants.
Meagan glanced at Jed in embarrassment.  Her cold face wouldn’t let her smile.
“Don’t worry, honey.  I’ve seen it all before,” Jed said mechanically.  “I’ll get a roaring fire going to warm you up and dry your coat and boots.  We packed spares of everything else.”
Meagan was now shaking uncontrollably.  It was ten degrees colder than when they set out in the morning.  She struggled to move her heavy lips, “Well, go ahead, Zeke.  Do it!”
“What?” Zeke said in frustration.
“Take off my panties and bra.  I can’t do it.  Please!”  Meagan’s lips felt numb and thickened.  She could only mumble, as her middle upper lip lost feeling and control.  She continued to vibrate.
Zeke: “I’m sorry.  Would you please repeat that.”
Louder stuttered words shook from Meagan’s purple lips, “Take off my damn panties and bra, damn you!”
“Best offer I’ve had today, Meagan!”  Zeke laughed at the situation and himself.  “I have to say you’re looking good, kid!”  It had the desired result.
     Meagan tried to say, “Shut up, lech!”  It was comedically distorted.  It sounded like shup luck.
“What’s that, Lady Godiva?”  Zeke’s teasing distracted her from the misery of nearly freezing.  “Next time you want to go skinny dipping, let’s wait until summer, okay?”
Meagan laughed in a muffled sort of way, hugging herself with her arms.  Zeke dried her thoroughly with the spare socks Jed handed him.
“Forgive me!” Jed said, as he joined in the laughter.  “This is damn serious!  Meagan, I’ll have a fire going in no time.”  He threw bigger and bigger sticks on the brush he had set on fire.  Sorry I can’t rush it.  Too much of this damp wood on the fire at once will put the flame out.”
Meagan’s nodding acknowledgement was lost in her shaking motion.
Zeke: “Meagan, make sure you’re completely dried by the fire.  Then I’ll help you get dry clothes on.”
Meagan’s eyes were closed as she faced the heat of the fire.  Zeke helped her dress in dry clothing, then hugged her from behind through her blanketed shoulders.  Her shaking slowly reduced back to shivers.
“Thanks, Zeke,” Meagan still spoke in a muffled tone.
“Look at me, I forgot the sunscreen!”  Zeke continued to try to cheer her up.
Meagan tried to smile, but her now-blue lips barely moved.
“Did you find anybody in the tail,” Zeke asked a slightly warmer Meagan.
“Most of the seats were intact.  One exception was a row of two seats that were broken and leaning forward just ahead of the last row.  It looked as if everyone got out or was taken out,” Meagan spoke haltingly as she shook.
Jed enjoyed the fire, too.  “Any chance the tail section had no passengers in the first place?”
“I don’t think so.  The seat belts all appeared to have been used.  You know, instead of that cinched-up manner the flights attendants leave them in when unoccupied.”  Meagan blew some river water out of her nose one nostril at a time onto the ground, then looked up sheepishly.
“That’s fine,” Jed assured her.  “Gotta get that stuff out.”
“You did good out there, partner!”  Zeke squeezed her shoulders again.
“I did, didn’t I?”  Meagan’s question sounded more like a confident statement.  The old Meagan was back.
“Other than not being able to count!”  Zeke laughed.  Jed joined in.  Then, Meagan laughed.
         “I didn’t hear you say three.”  Meagan spoke guiltlessly.
     Zeke: “That’s right, you didn’t!  Nor one, nor two.”
The three laughed again.
“Speaking of laughter,” Jed asked, “when you stopped at the back of the tail, what the hell was going on?”
“Oh, that.  Check out the pockets of my wet trousers.  One of the plane’s coffee area drawers came open in the crash.  It was filled with miniature liquor bottles.  Let’s have a shot.  I know, short- term, feel good; long-term, bad for exposing capillaries to the cold.  Frankly, my dear … .”
Jed retrieved two bottles for each of them.  Zeke toasted, “Here’s to teetotalers everywhere!  Don’t tell Karen about this.  Her dad was a strict Baptist minister.  And here’s to him, a very fine man!”
When they finished their miniatures, Zeke turned to Meagan, “I’m glad you made it and are doing better.  I know you’ll want to come, but please stay by the fire while Jed and I check out the nose of the aircraft downstream.  Heck, one of us could do it, but it’s wise to have two.  How about it?”
Meagan, who had really been through it, reluctantly conceded.  “Bring me some more whiskey.”
“Can I see some ID?” Zeke said.  He stifled a smile by clenching his jaws.
      She gave him the look.  Zeke promptly unscrewed the top on two Grey Goose Vodkas and handed them to her one at a time.  She slugged them down with a tremoring hand.  The blanket around her and the fire slowed her shivers.  She enjoyed the burn in her throat and felt the soothing warmth of the alcohol throughout her body.  “I’m better,” she nodded.  “Go!”
Jed smiled at the couple and headed downstream.  Zeke ran to catch him.  They headed past abeam the fuselage to the broken-off nose of the jet.  If the front section had been on the other side of the river, they couldn’t have got to it today.  The fast-running river spanned over 60 feet here.  The nearest bridge was four miles downstream.
A small tributary gouged the high riverbank to create a nice access point near the aircraft’s nose section.  Here the high riverbank tapered down to the level of the river.  Both men took off their boots and socks.  They rolled up their trousers to wade in the shallow water around the back of the nose section.
“This freezing water on my lower quarter is a ripper.  I don’t know how Meagan survived,” Zeke observed.
“Worse than when I used to walk ten miles to kindergarten, barefoot in a snowstorm in North Dakota,” Jed said.
“That is bad, Jed.  I only had to go nine miles.”
Both tried to smile with their numbed blue lips.
Jed boosted Zeke up to the flight deck to access the cockpit entrance door.  The door was unlocked.
Zeke found no bodies.  No blood.  The shoulder harnesses were flipped back behind the seats of the pilot and copilot.  The empty cockpit was eerie.
From the flight deck, Zeke pronounced, “I guess I wasted your time, partner.”
“Nope,” Jed said.  “We had to check it out.  Good work!”
Zeke got down from the deck of the crew compartment with Jed’s help.  “Hey, Jed, you must be freezing from standing in freezing water.  Let’s stumble back to the fire and get warmed up.”
“Two ways to do this,” the big man began.  “We can mess up our numbed-out feet up walking back barefoot on rocks and stickers and have dry socks and boots, or we can go in boots after we hand-squeegee our feet dry and walk in half-wet socks.  I’ve done both, and I’ll tell you the second way is a lot better.”
“I’m with you, Jed.”  Zeke went on, “I’m just a city slicker who plays Indiana Jones on weekends.”
Jed laughed, “I’m just a guy who has done almost everything in the world wrong three times and finally learned from the third mistake.”
The damp socks in dry boots had done little to warm their feet as they approached Meagan, who appeared not to have moved from where they left her standing next to the fire.  The fire told a different story.  Meagan had obviously stoked it.  The heat was welcome to the two men.  They pulled up rocks to sit on so they could further dry their feet with the wonderful heat from the fire.
“To answer the question you’re about to ask,” Zeke said to Meagan, “there were no pilots on the flight deck.”  His eyeballs reflected the lapping flames of the burning ponderosa wood.
“Well,” Jed consoled, “we didn’t save anybody, but I feel good about coming down here to make sure no one needed our help.”
“Amen, brother!” Meagan nodded.
“I’m especially proud of you, Meagan,” Jed said.
Zeke: “Me, too!  “And more power to you for swimming in that freezing water.”
“Because I’m a woman?”  There was a hint of offense in her tone.
“I hadn’t noticed,” Zeke kidded.
“I didn’t notice either,” Jed said with a smile.  “Actually because you have a lot of grit!”
Meagan replied pleasantly — with a slight edge, “Just checking!”
*****
After the three basked in the warmth of the fire for half an hour, Jed looked at Meagan, “Shall I get more wood for the fire?”
Zeke took the question, “No, time to get going.”
“In that case, you keep Meagan warm while I shovel.  He began using an entrenching tool to douse the fire with clumps of dirt and sand in the area.  The fire had warmed nearby soil from an otherwise partially frozen mass.
Huddling with Meagan, Zeke offered, “One of life’s peak experiences for me was flying a Cessna 172 between a thin cloud deck above and the Bitterroot River below for several miles near here.  Periodic ice floe buildups accented the slowly snaking river like unrhymed poety.  It had an ethereal beauty and texture that was beyond comprehension.  I swear my ears were hearing the ‘Blue Danube Waltz’ as the top of the fuselage pierced the cotton smoothness of the mist.  Better than any carnival ride I’ve ever taken.  I don’t think a trip to the moon could equal it.  We’ll do that river buzzing together one day in the future.  I’d love to show you that.”
Meagan said, “I’ll hold you to that promise.  Thanks for the warm-up.  I think I’ve recovered enough to get going.”
They paralleled the bank of the river for several hundred feet past the jet’s broken nose.  There was only an occasional snap of a branch underfoot or whoosh of a gust of wind whistling through the trees to punctuate the silence.  Each was let down at finding no survivors.
In the lead again, Meagan heard it first.  “What was that?”  She held up her hand and commanded, “Hold it!”
“I hear it, too!” Zeke said.
“I don’t,” Jed shook his head.  He cupped his gloved hand around his left ear in desperation.  “Too much time around farm machinery killed off my hearing.”
Meagan: “Sounds like a moan.”  She led Zeke closer to the perilously high bank of the river.  “It’s coming from down there.  You guys need to lower me down!”  She pointed to the sheer edge of the riverbank.”
“Again the lighter-than-us and you’re-the-only-medic arguments?  We will if you promise not to jump into the river again,” Zeke kidded.  “Just no heroics, okay?  We’re out of dry spare clothes.”
Meagan tried to repel down the bank, but it fell away from her feet where the current had hollowed out earth below Zeke and Jed.  Suddenly the two men supported her whole weight.
“Hey, guys, back up from the river!  Your feet are on very thin ground.  Now!”
The two men lost sight of Meagan as they backed up.  The rope they held went limp as they gave Meagan slack to move about the gravelly, sandy shore of the river.
Meagan found the source of the moans.  It came from something embedded in the bank, partially covered with dirt, sand, and rocks.  She cleared the debris to find someone under blankets, strapped into a crew seat from the crashed aircraft.  The long blonde hair of the person looked like strange yellow grass growing out of the soil.  The owner of the blonde hair was unconscious and cold.
Meagan shouted, “Guys, I found a survivor.  I’m going to tie the rope around her seat.  You guys are going to pull her up.  I need some time and much more slack.  Got that?”
Meagan spent considerable time getting a stable, somewhat-level platform for the hoist.  She wanted the survivor’s back and neck immobilized as much as possible.  When Meagan was satisfied, she yelled, “Okay, guys, take it very slowly.  Remember, she may have some neck or back injury.  I know you can’t see her, so I’ll guide you as much as I can.”
*****
“Phenomenal, guys!  You did a great job getting her and me back up here.  I’m going to check her out as much as possible.”
“What do think, Meagan?  Do we need another fire ?”  Jed started to pull the hatchet out of his backpack.  Like Zeke, he was still panting from hauling Meagan and the patient up to the top of the riverbank.
Before Meagan could answer, Zeke said, “No, no.  I think we need to watch the sun.  Time to head back.  It’s a judgment call, but I don’t think our survivor should spend another night struggling against the elements.  We’ll have to camp here tonight if we take time to build another fire.  It’s going to be a challenge to get her back to the ranch in any case, but surely we don’t want to try it at night.”
“It is a tough call.  I’ll have to agree with you, Zeke,” Meagan said as she checked the survivor’s pulse.  “Besides, the snow is picking up again.”
“While you work with her, do you think it’s wise for Jed and me to build a drag sled with lodgepole pines?  We could make a modified X-like structure with ropes for her to ride on.  We could tie her seat to it and pull it behind us.  Or we could carry her on a litter.  Your call.”
Jed got in his two cents’ worth.  “If you wind up okaying it, a litter would be simpler and faster for us.  Easier on the patient; we’ve got some rough terrain to go over.  We’re all in pretty good shape.  I think we can do it if the three of us rotate positions, two carrying at a time.”
Meagan looked up as she kneeled to examine the occasionally moaning figure.  “I think the litter makes sense.  You guys build it while I care for her.”
The litter was a masterpiece, given the circumstance.  Jed was not only a farmer, he was also a Navy vet whose mastery of knots created a thing of beauty —- a woven bed — from the climbing rope.  After the three moved the patient to her travel litter, Meagan cocooned her with blankets.
Walking beside the litter, Meagan spoke reassuringly to her unconscious patient in soft tones, “Dear, we’re going to be taking you to a safe place.  The ranch where we are going has a wonderful fireplace.  You will love it!  We’ll be there in no time.  You are going to be fine.  You’ll find that you are warming up while we travel.  You will be feeling much better.  Every moment you are getting stronger and stronger.”
Holding up the rear of the litter, Jed said, “That debris in the river was sure sobering.  Makes me never want to fly again!”
Carrying the front of the litter, Zeke answered, “Well, you just may not have to worry about that, considering our circumstances.”  He expected laughter, and Jed was about to give it to him.
Meagan snapped, “Hey, you guys, let’s stay positive!  If I can hear you, so can she.  And I guess I have to remind you two about the importance of hydration — again.  Let’s stop for a drink or two before we press on.”
*****
The ranch crew were overjoyed to see the rescue crew return with the littered patient.  Lee held the outside door for the litter to pass into the enormous living room on the way to the kitchen.
Meagan took control, again.  “Zeke and Jed, you situate the patient in the kitchen between chairs.  I don’t want her warmed up too fast.  Brock, would you check her again for neck and spine?  I’ll catch you three up later on what I’m telling the others.  Everyone else, let’s gather in the living room.”
John took Susan’s hand, “That’s our cue, folks.  The captain has spoken.”
Meagan followed the group to the fireplace.  Out of earshot of the patient, she stayed authoritative, “A big passenger jet crashed into the river, or onto it — whatever.  Anyway, we looked for other survivors.  The other passengers and crew may or may not have been rescued last night.  We found no bodies, just many footprints.
“Jane Doe — don’t call her that — miraculously survived.  Apparently ejected when the nose of the aircraft split from the wingless, tailless fuselage.  She must have ridden a backward-facing seat like a sled for hundreds of feet into an embankment.  Somehow she survived the winter night …”
“That’s a miracle!” Karen interrupted.  “This young lady must be very special to live through that.  She must have been chosen.”
     “It is a miracle,” Meagan went on.  “She apparently put blankets over herself before the crash.  Debris fell on her when she hit the riverbank partially burying her and probably helped insulate her.  The unseasonable ‘warm’  night helped.  And, our mammalian diving reflex may have kicked in to preserve only essential body functions.  She seemed to have skimmed the river’s surface.”
“Probably hydroplaned,” John theorized.
“That’s what it would appear,” Meagan continued.  “Sorry, I couldn’t remember the word.  Anyway, I’ll be calling on everyone to care for her.  We’ll get her to the couch near the fireplace in good time.  Meanwhile, I want to share my philosophy with you — something most of the medical community agrees with.  I think it’s counterproductive to say anything negative, discouraging, or demeaning around an unconscious patient.  I think her subconscious takes it all in, despite her condition.  I urge you to talk to her, hold her hand, touch her forehead, or touch her feet.  Encourage her.  Men, hear me, you also have my permission to do that!  She needs everyone’s words and touch.  Stay positive, stay upbeat within earshot.  Are you with me?”
Meagan’s tone did not invite any responses.
*****
After Meagan’s briefing, John approached Zeke.  “Any signs of life out there?  Any traffic on 93?”
Zeke shook his head.  “No.  We didn’t see anybody except our patient.  You can normally hear the rush of traffic on 93 from the river, especially semis.  We didn’t hear anything.  We didn’t see any vehicles.  And we didn’t see any jet contrails.  I intended to get closer to the highway before we turned back, but then we found the flight attendant.  Her uniform is a giveaway.  And it defies all odds that a passenger seat would do a 180 to hydroplane over the river.”
John: “I’m asking because, I’m sure you remember, I’m supposed to report in at Kitsap in three days.  Next day, of course, I set to sea.  I’m thinking I’ll at least make my way to the Montana Army National Guard Armory in Missoula to check in.  It’ll be a long trek, but I’ve got to show an effort to get back to duty.”
Zeke: “Think about who you want to go with you.  I’d be honored to be your number two.  I really respect what you submariners do for the country.  It’s a great …”
“Thanks, Zeke.  Lee Skelton committed to go with me.  “I think he’s already going stir crazy,” John laughed.
Lee nodded and smiled as Zeke answered, “You make a good point, John.  Getting folks out of the house is good psychology.”  Then he  had an afterthought.  “Hey, did anyone try the cars this afternoon?”
“We did.  Nothing.  They wouldn’t start.  It’s not good,” John said, looking down at the floor.  He saw for himself how afternoon activity had taken his mind off the EMP aftermath.  Now that event was again foremost in his mind again.
*****
The five couples gathered around the deck fire pit after supper, minus Meagan who attended the patient.  The cold air from Canada had dramatically lowered temperatures well below 0 degrees Fahrenheit.
As more snowflakes fell on the group, Zeke announced, “I purposely asked to hold off discussion of business during supper.  As a reminder, Meagan doesn’t want our still-unconscious patient hearing negative words — not that all of what we discuss is negative.  I hope some of it is positive.  We still don’t have power.  Our vehicles cannot take us anywhere.  Not much has changed in the last eighteen hours.
“John has probably told you that he has to head to the armory in Missoula to show an effort to report in.  He’s due at his sub base in Washington in three days.  I understand Lee will go with him to Missoula.  After that, we expect Lee back, if not John.  One or both can give us a report on what’s happening in the world.
“Does anyone else besides John have family or business in the area that compels them to leave?  I know everyone would like to leave.”
Zeke was surprised to see no hands.  “How about you, Jed and Karen?  Can the farm animals survive long without you?”
Karen answered quickly.  “We sold those off in the early fall.”  Then she added with a smile, “We’ve gone vegan.”  That brought an intended laugh from the group.
     “I guess if you had just gone ovo-vegetarian, you might have to feed the chickens,” Susan kidded.
Jed laughed, “You know it presents unexpected challenges, like what to give up for Lent.  Kale?”
Zeke was glad to have the humor in the group.  “John, how did the inventory of materials go?”
“Our most immediate need is for wood to keep the fires going.  There’s a good stock of wood, but we’ll go through it quickly, so we should be cutting and gathering wood every day.  For now, why don’t we try no fires in any of the bedroom fireplaces upstairs?  Worst case, we can bring all the mattresses into the living room by the fireplace.  Let’s keep the living room fireplace going all the time, as well as the fire pit to melt ice and boil water.”
Karen added, “We have propane gas.  I recommend we save that for kitchen cooking when weather is really bad.  We can light it off with a fire-starter.  Otherwise, we should probably cook  outside on the grill.”
“Good point, Karen.  I meant to get to that,” John added.  “Using propane for heating the house would pretty much be a waste.  With no electricity to power the blowers, the heat from the furnaces would not circulate very much.
“We have a lot of food, but eleven people will go through that faster than we’d like.  The freezers are well stocked but no longer powered.  The colder winter weather is our friend.  We can break up ice from the frozen creek on the property and use that in the freezers and refrigerator.  We’ve already begun using creek ice for drinking water.  We need a continuous boil of water on the grill to kill bacteria.  The frozen creek water looks pristine, but giardia infection is a problem we don’t need …”
Lee: “Sorry, what’s giardia?  I haven’t heard that one before.”
John: “My apologies.  It’s a protozoan parasite sometimes found in contaminated water.  It affects the gastrointestinal tract …”
Brock: “To avoid too much clinical jargon, the symptoms are like those of the flu.”
Sondra rolled her eyes.  She was obviously bored with the talk and the people.
Lee changed the subject.  “We found a lot of outdoor gear in the basement.  Lots of rifles, pistols, and ammo.  Also some archery gear.  And lots of tools in the barn.  If you have to be stuck somewhere in any emergency, this is the place!”
Anne chimed in, “I’m not the most talkative, but I’d like to say this is the group I’d chose to be with after a disaster.  I like everyone here!  And we have a wide diversity of strengths and skills.”
There were many seconds and nods to Anne’s comments.  Group hug.
Susan observed the group dynamics with an approving look on her face.  There was always a holdout like Sondra, she noted to herself.  Of course, early diagnosis was often the practitioner’s curse.  Sondra might be all right, but she still pegged Sondra as a narcissist.  For sure, Meagan, who just joined the others by the fire pit, would be an asset to the group.
Then Brock said in a slightly irritated voice, “So I guess we need some kind of schedule of duties to keep the fires going and ice thawing.  If we had the equipment, I’d start the patient on IVs to hydrate her.  Given that we don’t, our only recourse to slowly push fluids if there is an indication she can swallow.  Get me if you think that’s the case.  I don’t want anyone drowning her.  Is that clear enough?”
“Thanks, Brock,” Meagan said.  “We do need a schedule to look after our patient and keep the fires going.  Maybe we can combine the duties.  I think a rotating two-hour shift would be a good way to go at night.  I think extending that into the day would be good so we know who’s in charge of what.  I’m really a night person,” she lied, to start the ball rolling.  “I volunteer for the first shift tonight, if no one objects.”
Sondra unexpectedly tuned back into the group: “You’ve got it, honey.  I’m going to propose we wean ourselves off the flashlights we have.  Maybe use our flashlights for midnight potty visits and emergencies.  Tonight, let’s use them for a pre-sleep outside pee.  We should look into torches for the future.”
There was mild astonishment in many that Sondra had engaged productively.
“Conserve resources!  I like it,” Meagan said.  “All right, then.  I’ll put the ladies on the first shifts tonight, and we’ll go from there.  Remember, Brock has agreed to be on-call.  We need to start turning in.  We don’t want to waste tomorrow’s precious daylight.”
“That’s right,” Susan said weakly.  “John and Lee need an early start.  Sooner out, sooner back.”  She tried to summon strength.  She dreaded John’s departure, and she silently hoped he would return to the Denton Ranch and not go on to Washington state.
Later, John and Susan had a long talk before they fell asleep.  They had news for the breakfast table tomorrow.
*****
Across the upstairs foyer from John and Susan, Zeke and Meagan sat on the edge of their king-sized bed next to each other.
Zeke’s eyes took in the totality of their large bedroom.  “I guess we lucked out getting Denton’s bedroom, a real presidential suite.  Beautiful furniture, all of the amenities, sweet suite.”
Meagan: “About last night …”
“As you said, Meagan, it was only our first date, and you want to save yourself for marriage.  I respect that.”  Then he laughed,  “However, you’re the one who was spooning me!  At least at first, anyway.”
“I know.  I was freezing.  Sorry, I woke you with my cold body.”
“It’s okay,” he smiled.  “We’ve all got to make sacrifices.”
“Nothing has changed.  I do think I’ll sleep inside a sleeping bag tonight, under the covers,” she said.  “I appreciate your not pressing me.”
“We’re good then!”  Zeke said with accustomed male embarrassment to discuss intimacy.  “Again, good work with our patient!”
Helping Zeke throw back the covers and looking him in the eyes, Meagan said, “What do you think tomorrow will bring?”  Uncharacteristic of her, there was a tinge of fear.
     Zeke was tempted to reflexively offer up a bromide: Everything will be okay.  He didn’t.  He knew that would be too shallow for Meagan.  “I really don’t know,” he told her.  “We’re in unchartered territory.”
     “Well, Zeke, I’ll join you later.  I have the first shift with our patient.”
*****
Meanwhile, Cody bedded down in his RV in Moscow, ID.  His business manager huddled with him in his luxurious king-sike bed.  Her hourglass figure shivered next to him.  She closed her hazel eyes tight, as if for additional warmth.  Her shoulder-length golden-brown hair spilled over half of Cody's face.  She had got no sleep the previous night in the band’s separate RV due to the cold. 
“Joan,” he said, “the city is going to be no place to be if we go on without power.  Today no one — no policeman, no official, nobody on the street — had a clue as to what has happened.  I fear the worst.  I think there’s been an electromagnetic pulse from the sun or some terrorist cell’s device that will cripple our grid for months, maybe years.  If Boise weren’t stabilized by a 43 percent religious culture, I think we’d already have riots.  Having the second largest Basque population in North America doesn’t hurt either.”
She scoffed, “Tell that to Spain!”
“As always, you have a point, Joan.  You should be my business manager,” Cody kidded.  “I’m thinking about getting out of the city tomorrow if we don’t have power by then.  We’re going to run out of bullets here before we run out of food, or however that phrase goes.”
“You’re probably right, Cody.  What are you going to tell the band?”
     “What are you going to tell the band,” he laughed.  “That’s why I pay you the big bucks!”
     “And you make a good point, sir.  But where will I spend the big bucks now?”
“You know I’m kidding.  I’ll talk to the band.  Hell, they can come with us if they want.  There’s just no future in hanging out here.  I assume you want to come with me.  I forgot you all got liberated a few years back and following a man is not a given.”
     “Don’t give me that corn-pone act of yours, Cody.  You were summa cum something at the U of Idaho, Rhodes Scholar, Julliard …”
“My kindergarten teacher wasn’t all that impressed,” Cody said with his usual self-effacing humor.
Seeking reassurance, Joan overlooked the attempt at a joke.  “Cody, do you really think we’re in danger?”
“I do if we stay here!  Think how quickly civilization breaks down before and after a hurricane.  And that’s a known finite event.  When Hurricane Irma was coming into Florida, the store shelves in her path sold out of water and most canned goods soon after the early warning.  This, whatever it is, is of unknown duration.  Someone astute once said civilization is only three missed meals away from chaos.  I believe that.  It could get real nasty, real fast.”
Very somberly, Joan spoke, “Don’t suppose you’d sing ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ for me?  Not with that melancholy tempo Judy Garland is famous for.”  She pleaded, “Cody, make it upbeat!”






January 2

The news at breakfast was that John and Susan were engaged.  Karen’s eyes focused on Susan’s bare lefthand ring finger.  Jed read her mind and nodded yes.  Their nonverbal communication was a result of working hundreds of tasks together on the farm, and they had been married ten years.
“Susan, Jed and I are going to loan you my engagement ring until John is able to get one.  It’s not as if he can go out and buy one, is it?”  Everyone approved.
     Susan tried it on with glee as her words, I just couldn’t, showed her good manners.  Naturally, Karen insisted.
John said apologetically, “I do have one for Susan in a strongbox at my hotel by the university.  Lee and I will swing by there while we’re in Missoula.  If I don’t get to come back here, he can bring it.  I’ve been planning this marriage for a long time.”
Susan was on top of the world.  She was blushing.  The proposal last night was earlier than she expected, and she was surprised and honored that John had spent so much time preparing to ask her to marry him.  Tearfully, she kissed her fiancé goodbye as everyone rose from the table.
Zeke shook hands with John and Lee.  “All right, guys.  As we discussed last night, go tactical.  Lead carries the pistol.  The one with the rifle stays in trail but not directly behind.  Karen packed you up with sandwiches and canned goods.  You have a good amount of bottled water and a carbon filter.  The danger of drinking any river or stream water without purification has gone up several notches in the last day.  Bring us back some steaks and beer!”
John laughed, “We’ll do that — maybe kale and huckleberries for the vegans …”
Jed corrected the record, “You have noticed Karen and I, in fact, eat meat!”
    Lee ignored the idle chatter, “Come on, Run-Silent-Run-Deep, we’ve got an appointment at Sub Base Missoula.”
   John should have laughed at the reference to the 1958 movie classic about submariners in World War II.  Instead, he felt a wave of depression cast a dark shadow over his soul.  He remembered his Navy nuclear training.  If the EMP were from, say, atomic weapons detonated on the East Coast and Russia, grid failure would come soon.  However, the effects of nuclear winter could be coming their way  later through prevailing winds: global cooling, widespread crop failures, and worldwide famine from soot carried into the stratosphere.
      I pray that's not the case, John thought.  I hope Lee doesn't notice the cold sweat I just broke.  As if to sneeze, he quickly turned his head 135 degrees, wiping his forehead in the process of covering his mouth.  "Excuse me, Lee!  Must be my allergies."    
*****
No sooner than John and Lee disappeared from view, a tall man on horseback appeared at the gate of the Denton property.  He honored the lock on the gate by not shooting it off.
Armed with a Glock 9 mm on his belt, Zeke went out to talk to him.  “Good morning, can I help you?”
     “Howdy, I’m the marshal of the Bitterroot Valley.  People call me Marsh, not because of my title but because of my last name — two els.  I’m a serious guy.  That name business doesn’t help that much.  I don’t think my news will surprise you.  The valley is under martial law.  That’s what I came to tell you.  Sorry about the marshal, Marshall, martial thing.”
Zeke saw that the marshal’s shiny badge on the vest beneath his open coat and a rifle on the side of his palomino steed.  “Marsh, why don’t you come in for some coffee.  We can exchange information.”
Marsh smiled, “You’ll find I never turn down coffee.”
Inside the house, seven of the eight remaining original residents sat down at the large oak kitchen table to have coffee with their guest.  Anne was taking care of the patient in the living room.  When Marsh sat, Zeke noticed the .44 magnum pistol on his belt.  Everyone wore coats in the cold house.  Through the fog created by his breath, Zeke explained how the group happened to be there.  As he did, Marsh searched each set of eyes like the trained lawman he was.  He automatically looked for suspicious behavior — an occupational hazard, he called it.
Zeke wrapped up, “Marsh, we’d have you around the fire in the living room, but we have a patient from the crashed airliner who’s still recovering there.  She started waking up from unconsciousness this morning.  Three of us found her buried in a bank by the river.  Do you know anything about the crash?”
Marsh typically held his cards close to the vest.  “I just knew there was a crash.”  He didn’t offer anything else.
Zeke noticed Marsh was a man of few words.
Everyone but Sondra sat respectfully.
Sondra rolled her eyes and shuffled in her chair.  She nervously flipped her hair.  “Come on, Marshal, you didn’t react to the crash?  We deserve more, don’t you think?”
Marsh tried not to glare at her, saving his intimidating look for another occasion.  “I saw the flames.  Didn’t know what it was.  My vehicle wouldn’t start, so I didn’t get to the site until early next morning.  Must have missed the threesome from here.  Looked like nearby folk had been down there rescuing people.  I couldn’t find any survivors or bodies.  Sounds like you all saved one.  Good work!
“As I told Zeke, martial law is in effect.”  His steely eyes did a slow sweep of the other eyes at the table.  “Night curfew from dusk till dawn.  Looters will be shot.  I’d recommend you stay close to this place whenever possible.  Most folks are still law-abiding, but there’s an element out there … .”  His voice tapered off.  “Long story short, if you venture out in daylight, go in pairs — armed.  How are you getting along for food and water?”
Everyone pitched in with tidbits that depicted their situation.
Marsh summarized, “Sounds like you’ve got things under control.  Let me know if things get desperate.  Don’t slack up on boiling all your drinking water.  We always have the prospect of giardia from animals excreting in our streams and rivers, but with the general population going to the river for water now, well, I expect it will become more contaminated every day.”
Brock bristled, “Marshal, we have not talked about the elephant in the room.  What happened?  Some here have speculated that an EMP hit us — from a hostile act or from a solar flare.  What do you know?”
       Tall, fit Marsh rocked back in his chair showing self-assuredness.  “I don’t rightly know, sir.  I feel like I’m under that old Chinese curse: May you live in interesting times. 
I woke up in the new year with a Jeep that wouldn’t start.  How about you all?  I just assumed your vehicles won’t start either — and that you're without power.  The highway is littered with vehicles that apparently just stopped …”
Interrupting, Sondra squinted with probing concern.  She flipped her hair before speaking.  “Have you had any contact with authorities in Hamilton, Missoula, or Helena?”
“No, ma’am.”
Dissing his reply, Sondra rolled her eyes and shot back, “Then, how did you know to declare martial law?”  Her tone conveyed a free-floating hostility, distrust, and superiority.
Susan analyzed her.
      “I did that myself to protect the valley,” Marsh said with dispassion, leaning forward and now templing his fingers.  He clearly was in charge.  “I saw what was happening and decided to protect my valley.  I’ve told you what I know.  Any other questions?”
After he scanned the faces around the table again, Marsh continued, “I’m spread thin.  I just have one deputy to assist me."  That's your one slip for the day, he chided himself.  I hope no one asks to meet my deputy.  "I’ll look in on you from time to time.  Can I have a view of your new resident?”
       As they rose from the table, Meagan fielded the request, “She says her name is Keala.  Before she opened her eyes this morning, she was mumbling something like: For this I came! over and over.  She is starting to remember some things about who she is.  I think the rest will come to her as time goes by.  Let’s go by the fireplace.  I’ll introduce you if she’s awake.  She is still very weak, so we won’t tax her.”  She went on to warn him against saying anything negative around her patient.
  Marsh smiled to himself, she reminded him of an Army nurse who took care of him in Afghanistan.  Come to think of it, he thought, Meagan is bossier.  I didn’t think that was possible.
*****
Zeke walked Marsh to the gate, where his palomino was tied.  “Glad you stopped by, Marsh.  It’s reassuring that there is still some local authority.  Makes the uncertainty a little more bearable.”
     “Yeah, Zeke, my pleasure to meet you all.  Good group.  Looks like Keala will be a good addition to your crew here when she’s healthy.  Until we get some kind of relief, morale is likely to go south.  It'll be like swimming uphill.  Don’t let that cause you to turn on each other.  Keep people busy working on what they can control.  Whoever your leader winds up being, he or she may well be blamed for everything bad.  I suspect that they'll pick you as their leader.  Kill the messenger, if you know what I mean.  Human nature.  I’ll be in touch.”
The prophecy struck a note with Zeke.  He felt a cold chill.  Then he remembered a charismatic physics teacher, a former bomber pilot, in his high school years at New Mexico Military Institute who spoke in such sweeping generalities and pith.  What always amazed Zeke was that there was inevitably so much wisdom and knowledge in the teacher’s words.  He wondered: Cast a wide net, catch something?
Marsh climbed back in the saddle and rode toward the Bitterroot River.  He felt a twinge of guilt.  He had told the people at the Denton residence he had given them what he knew.  He really didn’t.  For starters, he omitted Jenny’s ring, the expensive scotch, and the text messages.  One text message to his smartphone on Dec 30 flashed to mind:


You are appointed to be the marshal and your wife, the deputy marshal, of the Bitterroot Valley.  Pack your valuables today as if for a fire evacuation.


That day a FedEx truck had delivered the official-looking platinum badges for Jenny and him.  Another text message from Dec 31 haunted him:


You and your wife go to these coordinates by the end of the day with your valuables … .  


He and Jenny had argued about whether the whole thing was some kind of hoax.
“If so, it’s damned elaborate and expensive, Jenny,” he had pointed out.  “We have to investigate anyway,” he had said.
What they found at the coordinates had deepened the mystery.
*****
For a while, John and Lee walked on each side of the railroad track, thirty feet apart, toward Missoula.  The weather was good for hiking in the snow: cold, dank, and partly sunny.  As the railroad tracks flirted with Highway 93, they noticed abandoned cars stalled in the road.  After noon, they approached the center of Florence on the highway.  The filling station mart was abandoned except for several looters carrying food and beer through open shattered glass doors.
“I know, Lee, you want to do something to help.  There’s nothing we can do that won’t jeopardize us.  Just get me to the armory.”
“Agreed,” Lee said.  “The whole scene is unnerving and disheartening.  I’m glad Anne and Susan aren’t seeing this!”
Several blocks farther, they could see the local mercantile.  There was a line of people outside, order being maintained by someone with a rifle.
Lee commented, “We know credit cards won’t work.  There’s probably a natural rationing going on.  Few people have cash these days.  Even fewer have much cash.”
“So much for the cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin that relied on electronics!  I’m afraid it will be much worse in Lolo.  Did you get into the cybercurrencies, Lee?”
     “I did not.  It looked like a bubble to me.  It bothered me that there was nothing backing them.  But I guess you could say the same about all the paper fiat currencies.”
They ate sandwiches while they walked.  “Hey, Lee.  Let’s take another water break.  I’m getting a headache, my first sign of dehydration.”
“Let’s do it,” Lee replied.  “The cold weather makes me think I don’t need water.  I know I do.”
“It’s a real pain in the … head.”
*****
Three hours later they walked through Lolo.  They saw looting of many small businesses in the strip malls, including the state liquor store.
“The thieves probably got away with stale coffee and yesterday’s popcorn,” Lee said sardonically.
The door on the bank had been forced open, likely to no avail.  The city’s only grocery store mirrored the mercantile in Florence, except on a grander scale.  The line was longer.  Two men with rifles kept order.
John: “It’s a sad sight, but you know what they say: Civilization is paper-thin.  I don’t know who said it.  It’s so true.  Some experts had predicted a loss of 90 percent of the United States population a year after a major EMP event.  In the end, maybe only the likes of the Amish and Mormons survive; overseas, aboriginals.  These are desperate times!”
     Lee added, “On that score, a couple days before Thanksgiving I was talking with the manager of one of the big box stores in Missoula.  She told me that without trucks coming in, her store would run out of food in three days.  We had an unappreciated finely-tuned machine, a complex apparatus, keeping civilization humming along before.”
     John nodded, “Well said, brother.  Before!”
Lee: “Hey, John, why would anyone break into a church, for Pete’s sake?  Look at that!”  Someone had destroyed a huge stained-glass window to open the metal front doors, now agape.
“Think about the fellowship after services at most churches.  Their kitchens and pantries are usually well stocked with food,” John explained.
Lee shook his head, “If only I still had my time machine …”
“You and me, both.  We’d go back to the way it was, wouldn’t we?  Lee, let me take lead for a while.  My arms are tired of carrying the rifle.”
They went on, seeing a ranch at their two o’clock.  Two people on horseback stood guard in the field around the bison herd, apparently the owner and his son.
John handed his sidearm to Lee.  He held up his hands halfway as he walked up toward the older man on horseback.  “Sir, we mean you no harm.  The only reason I came over is to learn what you know.  My friend is helping me get to the armory in Missoula.  I hope it works as a check-in.  I’m going on my first submarine patrol out of Washington state in a couple of days.  Any way for me to get to my duty station that you know about?”
The man relaxed some.  “Son, I wish you well.  Put your arms down.  I was a Marine.  I know how it is, but I think you’re out of luck getting there.  We went to bed early on the 31st and woke up to nothing working.  Damnedest thing!
“Yesterday we noticed some folks eying the herd during the afternoon feeding.  My family is doing shifts around the clock.  I can’t afford to lose a single animal to poachers!”
John gave him a report on what he and Lee had seen on their trek so far, as well as his theory of what had happened.
“I appreciate the update, son.  That’s pretty much what my boy told me about Lolo.  One of our conspiracy buffs in town told him the alien Grays and Reptilians were taking over.”  He chuckled.  “I don’t know.  I think I’ll go with your take on things.  If you come back this way, say hello.  We’ll feed you and your partner a steak.”
When John and Lee were out of earshot, John observed, “Amazing, isn’t it?  We exchange a few words, and a previously suspecting man welcomes us back to his house.  No wonder con men are so successful.”
*****
Halfway up the mountains to the west, narrow wintry clouds snaked along the beveled terrain like a white cotton belt, frayed on the top.  Rounding the first hill of the Blue Mountain area on Highway 93, Lee called out, “This area makes me nervous.  The way the highway is carved out of the mountain could have us trapped, and the railroad track off on the right is even worse for getting ambushed.  We can’t go left or right much to take cover.  And the curvy road limits our downrange visibility.”
“I sense it, too.  A real chokepoint,” the naval strategist pointed out.  “Let’s get more separation between us.”
Besides a few stranded cars, pickups, and SUVs, the two passed a Walmart food truck stalled in its lane.  The semi's driver door was left open.  The doors in the back trailer were also open.  Looters had removed every item of cargo.  John and Lee trekked on seeing more of the same on the highway into Missoula.
Finally, long after daylight had ebbed from the valley, the two hikers sat on the curb at the intersection of Highway 93 and Reserve Street in Missoula.  A haloed moon through thin clouds gave them minimal lighting.  They shared sandwiches with Mark, a Missoula policeman on bike patrol.
“Guys,” the police patrolman said, “I know you said you wanted to go to the armory.  May I suggest you go to the Missoula Armed Forces Reserve Center?  It’s further away than the armory, but it’s more likely to be manned.  Ten miles away at the wye.
“About half of the police department showed up for my shift yesterday.  Of that half, everyone was late.  Today there are only two of us on patrol.  We’re both bachelors, out here on our own.
“Martial law is in effect.  Curfew at dark.  I’d give you a written pass, but someone still might just shoot you.  My place is a few blocks from here.  There’s no heat, but I’ve got blankets and sleeping bags.  At least you won’t freeze — or get shot.  There’ll be water until it runs out or the pipes freeze.  I filled up every container in the house with water after the power failed.”
After getting John’s nod, Lee said, “I think we’ll take you up on that offer.  I’m so beat from the forced march today.  I have never walked that far in my life, or as fast.  What are you going to do tomorrow?”
Mark answered, “A buddy at work and I were talking about biking to Helena to see what they know in the capitol puzzle palace.  I think we’ll wind up patrolling Missoula, though.  The city needs us.  John, you being a submariner, what do you think about our nuclear forces?  Do you think they can still function?”
“My bet is that land-based strategic forces were hardened against an EMP attack, at least to the extent that they could plan for that.  The folks in Minuteman silos around Great Falls probably have extensive food and water to hold out for months.  That’s speculation.  As for the naval nuclear deterrent, I can’t comment without giving away official secrets …”
     Lee cut him off, “We totally get it, man.  National secrets.  I do wonder what it’s like for your cohorts at sea.  They’ve been gone almost six months, in the case of the crews you’re supposed to replace.  When they come back, your crew can’t show up with a full complement.  What does the crew that’s now at sea do, turn around for another six months underwater?  Would they be able to replenish food and supplies?  The questions go on and on.  Don’t answer, John.  I’m just thinking out loud.  We’re in uncharted territory.”
*****
At the Denton Ranch, Zeke and Meagan sat on the edge of their bed after supper.
“Ah, it’s great to be alone together,” Meagan began.  “Isn’t it wonderful that Keala is doing so well?  I have the last shift tonight.  If she keeps improving, maybe we can start having the guys pull night shifts, too.  You know, checking on her, keeping the fire stoked, boiling water, and providing security.”
“She has really come around,” Zeke said.  “Thanks to you!  It will be good to have everyone pulling night shifts.”
Meagan: “I appreciated the marshal coming by.  Gives a sense of order.  I really need that.  I’ve been told that having an alcoholic father will do that to you.  How about you?”
Zeke bit his tongue.  He wanted to say, “I’m not an alcoholic.”  That would be funny in a glib sort of way.  Knowing she had just shared a close secret, he reconsidered.  “I like a sense of order, too.  I tend to think I was born that way, but high school and junior college at a military academy added to that.  Of course, you never know.  One of my roommates from the Institute rebelled against organized life.  He became an artist and lives a life of studied chaos in Taos, New Mexico.  You never know.  Sorry, about your dad …”
“Zeke, let’s not talk about that.  I should not have brought it up.”
And yet she did, Zeke thought.  He was beginning to understand what drove Meagan.  Lack of daddy’s love led to an insatiable appetite for achievement that will sadly never be enough.  Then he took a jab at his own mental imperfection and his playing amateur psychoanalyst, gaining some humorous self-perspective.
*****
On the outskirts of Kendrick, Idaho, Cody and Joan prepared a campsite off the main highway.  They had left the RV in Moscow with all the layers of clothes they could wear.  Each had carried a large backpack of food, water bottles, and survival gear.  On top of the backpacks were rolled-up blankets.
Fortunately there was no moisture.  That allowed Cody to build a small fire.  They agreed to trade off on fireguard and armed watch duty.  They were still within arm’s reach from the city.
“Joan, I may be overcautious about being robbed.  Trust me, it’s a good practice.  You saw all the stranded cars on the road.  We are going into desperate times.  Food is going to be hard to come by.  I brought extra ammo and medicine to trade for food.  Meanwhile, as our food and water bottles get depleted, we’ll replace some of them with dry kindling and firewood.  We’re lucky it didn’t rain or snow today.  Are you all right?”
“Just a few tears.  I keep hearing you singing ‘I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry’ in my head.  I’m scared, Cody.”
“I am too, Joan.”  He hugged her, then philosophized, “You can bet that many, perhaps all in the civilized world, are wondering what happened and when it will be over.  We’re so used to real-time news and fast solutions.  It’s hard to cope with not knowing.  Very hard for me to believe food and water shortages won’t lead to mob violence.  I think what we’re doing now is our best option.  And action is usually the best course when your circumstance seems frozen up.”
*****
The young redheaded lady prepared to go bed in her Hamilton apartment.  She put cans and glasses on the floor near the door and by windows.  If they were knocked over in the night, she would know there was an intruder.  She hid a butcher knife under her pillow and a loaded .38 Colt on the floor under her bed.  She tucked her slim form beneath heavy covers and and rubbed her light blue eyes.
The world had gone to hell in a hand basket since the grid went down, she thought.  Everyone was turning inward, it seemed.  She barely knew her neighbors due to her long working hours.  She knew there had been a break-in two doors down — people looking for food.  As a result, some of the men in the apartment had organized to watch the building at night.  Could they be trusted?
Her genius IQ told her that an EMP attack had probably taken place.  No matter, a MENSA membership offered no protection from a society that was melting down.  Survival skills were what made the difference now.
 She had gathered every blanket she owned for covers.  She had topped that off with a sleeping bag as bedspread.  She had never been this cold.
As she put her head on the pillow, she resolved to leave tomorrow for her granddad’s old place on the outskirts west of town.  The more rural, the better, she thought.  Her head felt strange on the pillow with the new short hair.  To prepare for tomorrow, she had cut her beautiful long red hair.  She laughed at herself for being kept awake by a new hairdo when the world was falling apart.






January 3

Around 3:00 AM, a guard with a flashlight opened Milt’s prison cell with a mechanical release.  The electronic lock would not function.  “Warden wants to see you.”
Milt walked ahead of the guard down the dark hall.  He stepped on the flashlight-lit concrete floor ahead of him.  There were no other sources of light.
Minutes later, the warden greeted Milt and explained, “I’m letting you go.  No telling how long the power is going to be out.  There’s no communication with anyone in the state or the nation.  You’re my best prisoner.  I want to release those of you who aren’t a danger to the public.  You don’t belong in here with the violent offenders.  Of course, I can’t let them go.
“Change into these civilian clothes.  I’m asking that you head away from Deer Lodge.  Go any place in Montana but there.  Leave the area.  I trust you’ll do that.  For the record, I have to let you go.  The kitchen food supply has been ransacked.  Two-thirds of my guards didn’t come in to work yesterday.  I expect even fewer today.  People have to take care of their families.  And it’s over a four-mile walk from their homes.
“At this rate we’ll soon run out of water and the sewage system will back up.  I’m not sure how long I can keep coming in.  I have a family, too.  Good luck out there!”
Now dressed for the cold, Milt pledged to stay away from Deer Lodge, thanked the warden, and headed northwest on foot.  He knew the other released prisoners would head to Deer Lodge.  He would keep the warden’s trust.  He was a man of character.
As Milt began his journey, he wondered about fate.  The conviction that had put him in prison came out of the blue.  The complete loss of electrical power leading to his sudden release from confinement, was equally unexpected.  What had caused the massive power outage?  He could ponder that question on his long trek.
*****
In Missoula, John and Lee awoke before Mark.  They ate peanut butter sandwiches and canned peaches.  They set out on the last leg to get to the Center.  Reserve Street looked like a linear used car lot.  The city was one step away from being a ghost town.  The few people they saw looked at them suspiciously.
A different bike policeman, Steve, stopped them.  Steve inquired about their situation.
“So you two spent the night at Mark’s place.  Cool.  I’m going to make sure you make it safely down Reserve to the interstate.  I’ll be doing loops around you as you go.  You know, I’ll keep you in sight while I cover nearby territory.  Show the flag, so to speak.”
Steve didn’t shoot any looters, and he knew he couldn’t arrest every one.  He arbitrarily picked one here and there to make an example of.  Since he couldn’t haul them into the jail, he used plastic handcuffs to anchor them to light posts.  “Penalty box.  I come back later and cut them loose.  Sitting a couple hours in the cold ought to get them to chill out, right?”
 John and Lee laughed with him.
     Proprietors defending their businesses called Steve over to thank him for being there.  They gave him snacks and drinks, which he shared with the two hikers.  He explained to John and Lee, “Hey, we never took anything from the public for doing our duty before, but we’re in unchartered territory.”
Leaving Steve’s protection, John and Lee kept their tactical formation going northwest on I-90 all the way to the wye.  There was only one vehicle in the lot of the Armed Forces Reserve Center.  They knocked loudly on the glass door to get attention.  After two minutes a bedraggled sergeant let them in after John showed his military ID card through the glass door.
“What was that?” the stubbled sergeant asked.  His uniform was rumpled from sleeping in it.
Hearing the crashing, John sprinted down the long dim hall toward the source.  Lee and the sergeant jogged behind him.  John caught a teenager who had broken in and knocked over a vending machine.  John braced him.  He gave the lad a quick lecture on federal law and stealing.  On the kid’s way out, John called him back, “Come back and fill your pockets.  That’s an order from a United States Navy officer.  Make sure you get a lot of peanuts.  Keep your protein up!  And don’t come back.”
The three headed back to the sergeant’s office with snacks as they exchanged information.
“You’ve been here by yourself since the first of January?”  A weary Lee expressed his astonishment.
“Yeah, I drove over on the thirty-first from Helena for my tour.  Stuck here since.  Been pretty quiet except for that kid we caught.  We have some rooms full of MREs and bottled water that I prefer no one else know about.  I’ll load you two up with some when you leave.
“I don’t have anything official.  Seems like one of those electromagnetic attacks to me.  I don’t know of any way you can possibly get to your sub base in Washington.
“Lieutenant, I’m going to enter your name in the official log, including that you checked in.  You did the right thing coming here to do that.  If all these problems go away tomorrow, it will be good to have covered your ass.  Am I right, or am I right, sir?”
John thanked him.  “One more thing, sergeant, I’m going to write out a memo that we did this and get you and Lee to witness it.  I’ll put it in a plastic sandwich bag to protect it.  That way I’ll have something on me when they haul me off for my court-martial.”
“Sir, you’re going to go far in the Navy.”  The sergeant saluted John.  “Nice to have some company.”  He escorted them to the supply room to pick up MREs and bottled water on their way out.
*****
At noon, Keala joined the eight others for lunch around the picnic tables on the back deck.  She was able to recount the chaotic beginning of her new year.  “When the aircraft touched down, it was as smooth as glass for several seconds.  Then the tail broke off.  We went sharply left followed by sharply right.  All I remember after that was being ejected and sliding on the back of my seat on top of the water.  The starry night sky gave me a flashback to Girl Scout camping.  It was other-worldly.  Then nothing.
“I feel I know all of you, but I couldn’t really, could I?  I think I know Zeke really cares for Meagan, but I couldn’t know that either.  Just a sense.  Which of you is Zeke?”
Taken aback, Zeke raised his gloved hand.  He tried to recover from having his private feelings read out loud.  “I’m Zeke.  Nice to know you, Keala.  I take it you know Meagan by now.  She can be a real pain, but she’s tolerable if you cut her a lot of slack.”
Everyone laughed.
Meagan knew he was kidding.  She shot back, “Look who’s talking!”
The two smiled at each other, after pretended daggers.
“Keala, we all took turns watching out for you.  Maybe that’s where you got that sixth sense you’re talking about.  Your experience of that kind of feeling is medically documented.  I say that as a nurse.”  Meagan didn’t acknowledge the Zeke part.  She wondered: Had Zeke been talking to unconscious Keala about his feelings?  And Zeke had seemed embarrassed at the revelation.
Karen joined in.  “Keala, we’ve been talking about your recovery.  We don’t want you pushing too hard, but Meagan says your being mobile is the key to a fast recovery.  So, if you’re agreeable, we’ll start you on some light chores.  This new world that’s been thrust upon us has a lot more manual labor than the old one.  I’ll get Zeke to explain more about what we think has happened to our old way of life.”
*****
In Missoula, John and Lee made their way toward John’s hotel on the north bank of the Clark Fork River.  They skirted the heart of the city as much as possible by staying on I-90.  They did a right onto Orange Street and followed it to its intersection with Broadway.  There Lee spotted someone familiar in hospital scrubs on a mountain bike.
“Hey, Dr. Rhodes!  It’s Lee Skelton here.  You cared for my mom …”
“Yes, I remember.  Lee, why aren’t you teaching at the university?”  He laughed as he pulled over slowly, dismounted, and shook hands.  “Hey, fellas, I’ve got to cut this short.  No one is checking on me, but patients at the hospital are depending on the few of us who can get in.  I went in to the hospital on the first in daylight on my bike, pulled a 36-hour shift, and went home.  It’s grim.  No power whatsoever.  Backup generators didn’t come on.  No emergency lights in the hallways.  I’m taking in flashlights and batteries from my house.
“As expected, we’ve lost many critical patients.  You can imagine what it’s like.  First we lost patients on temporary pacemakers, intra-aortic balloon pumps, and left ventricular assist devices; then those on ventilators.  Those on dialysis will be next.  We don’t have suction apparatuses, defibrillators, x-rays, cauterization, or steam sterilization.  Nurses are used to having computers to calculate dosages for them.  That’s all gone.  Jungle medicine, man.”  He scoffed, “If you tolerated our hospital food before, you’d hate the cold, unbalanced grub now.”  He looked down at the pavement and said, “I gotta go, guys!”
     “Dr. Rhodes,” John said, “We’ll let you go.  Thanks for stopping.  Pleasure to know you.  Thanks for what you’re doing, really!”
“Good, to see you, Dr. Rhodes,” Lee called out.  “Where’s your bike helmet?”
Dr. Rhodes turned his head as he raced off.  “Went the way of tort lawyers on the first!”  The cyclist faded away riding toward the hospital.
“John, he’s a hospitalist.  Took care of my mom until she passed three years ago.  Great guy.  Reminds me there’s still some decency left in this world.”
     John: “We’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: Hard to believe how fragile our civilized world is — was.  Can you imagine what will happen when water runs out and sewage backs up?  Where pumps are required, water will not be available in the city.  Gravity can feed water from towers and tanks only so long for the lucky.  At the hospital, a shrinking staff will have more and more to deal with.  This was a beautiful little city on the thirty-first.  Now look at it!”
They moved on in tactical formation toward John’s hotel amidst the third-world sights all around them.  The glass doors at John’s hotel entrance were wide open.  There were no staff members around.  They heard clatter from the kitchen area, which they tried to ignore — typical noise in the new chaotic world.  Some hotel rooms had kicked-in doors.  The halls of the hotel were strewn with clothes and trash.  Flashlights in hand, the two went up the stairwell to John’s room on the third floor.  The electronic card reader that secured the door had failed to the locked position.  They had to kick the door open.
Inside the room, John asked Lee to triage his possessions for usefulness in the post-EMP world.  He had another priority.  He found the small hotel lockbox in his closet.  He remembered he had put the key in a side pocket of his hangup bag.  Mission accomplished: He had the engagement ring for Susan.  Sweet Susan.
     John agreed with Lee’s selection of items to take — a pocket knife, a church-key can opener, and the Bible.  “Too bad, we can’t take it all,” John sighed, “especially the three-piece silk suit.  Susan loves it.  I’ll grab up a few more items of clothing, Lee, before we get out of here.”
“John, if you don’t mind, I left my mountain bike at the university.  I kept it in my office.  So did a neighbor of mine.  Those could make our trip back to the Denton property a lot easier.”  It went unsaid that John’s heading to Kitsap, Washington, was now out of the question.
John nodded, “Next stop, the university!”
*****
Lee found the door to the computer sciences building unlocked.  The break room was in shambles.  The refrigerator had been ransacked.  All the supply drawers were empty.
“Nothing here,” John said.
Lee leapt up on the sink counter and reached to open a small top cabinet door.  He pulled out eight sealed packages of coffee from the top shelf.  “Eureka! he shouted.  “Gold!  These are coming with us even if I have to ditch my blanket.”
John knew Lee was at least half right.  The coffee was now of inestimable value.  “You’re my hero!”
Disappointment waited for the pair down the hall.  Lee’s room was pillaged, as was his neighbor’s.  No bikes.
John could see how demoralized Lee was.  “Maybe we’ll find some other bikes on campus …”
  Lee cut him off.  “I don’t think so.  They’re always at a premium, even in good times.  That’s why mine was here in my office.  I lost another bike before this.  I had secured the wheel to an outside rack.  A thief left the locked wheel and chain, but took the rest of the bike!  That baby ran me over $2000.
     “John, you know, incidents like that seem to fly in the face of the university's producing over 25 Rhodes Scholars.  Perhaps the critics are right.  Maybe Missoula is where the wind goes whistling through your head …”
“Maybe we’ll find some bikes off campus on the way back,” John shot back, determined to stay positive.
“Yeah, maybe we can steal from the looters!” Lee said to be ironic.  This somehow lifted his spirit.
     “That’s one way to look at it,” John said, laughing at the conversation.  “Reminds me of that old saw: Gotta beat the hoarders before …”
His words were cut short by the cracking sounds of gunfire.  It was getting closer.
“Follow me,” Lee commanded.  They ran down a long hallway.  Lee turned his head to the left as he passed the computer facility where he had spent hundreds of hours.
As the gunshots got closer, the door where John and Lee had entered the building swung open with a bang.  They heard the echo of the entrant returning fire from inside the building.  In seconds they exited the building at the other end of the hallway.  The gunfire continued.  They ran to the nearest student dormitory, which was unlocked.
As they caught their breath inside, Lee explained, “We’ll hang out here until the action dies down.  Maybe we can get some water, not use up our supply.  By the way, I thought I saw the blinking aqua-white lights of servers out of the corner of my eye when we ran past the computer room.  I also thought I saw a uniformed guard inside its doors.”
“I saw the same.  What do you think that means?”
Lee: “I don’t know.  My imagination, or was the power on?  And a guard?  Let’s check some switches in this building for power.”
The sporadic gunfire continued from the direction of the computer sciences building.  John and Lee drank warm canned colas from an overturned vending machine as they tried various electrical switches.  There was no power.
“Lights in the computer building?” John asked out loud, shaking his head in disbelief.
Lee answered with a shrug.
As they were about to leave the dormitory, they heard a high-pitched scream: “Help!  Rape!  Help!”
John and Lee ran down the darkened tunnel of a hall, illuminated only by light spilling through occasionally open doors.  The continued screams for help caused John to kick in two doors.  When he kicked in the third, the sunlight streaming through the windows temporarily blinded him.  As his eyes adjusted, he saw a long-haired man wrestling with a petite coed on a dorm bed.  He shouted, “Get off her!”  His loudness shocked even himself.
Sinewy John jumped on top of the noncompliant man to pull him off the young lady.  When he couldn’t loosen the offender’s clinging arms, he punched the man in the side of head.  The rapist reeled and wrestled John to the floor.
Burly Lee had his rifle aimed at the rolling mass.  He couldn’t get a shot.  He walked over and put his left foot on the two to stop their motion.  He aimed the rifle butt for the rapist’s skull and used both arms to drive the stock down like a posthole digger.
Lee directed the coed, “Get some belts and clothes we can tear up.  We’re going to tie this guy up before he comes to.”
Dazed, John slowly got up.  As the coed brought binding items from drawers and the closet, she grabbed the 9 mm from John’s holster and shot her attacker in the heart and the crotch.
The shots sounded like cannons going off.  The small room confined the echoes of the shots.  The blasts were deafening.
John seized the gun from the coed and spoke to her.  Instinctively, he knew to shout loudly, “I know you’re in shock.  I’m yelling because I can’t hear well now, and I don’t think you can either.  Do you have friends here you can stay with?”
“Yeah,” she said weakly as her adrenaline levels dropped off.  John read her lips: “I have a friend upstairs.  She and I were stuck here over Christmas.  My parents are in the Maldives.  She couldn’t afford airfare to Maryland.  I came down here to get a nap while she practices guitar.”
Lee interrupted, “We’d stay with you if we could.  We’ve got people waiting on us.  Sorry.  I’ll walk you up to your friends room.  I see you’ve got a flashlight.  John, you catch your breath.  Back soon!”
The persistent ringing in John's ears kept him from hearing everything Lee said.  He filled in the gaps by reading Lee's body language.
*****
John and Lee resumed their tactical formation, making their way south on Highway 93, with their destination the Denton Ranch.  Lee led.  He turned his head back so the rear guard could hear him.  “John, nobody’s messing with us.  I think it’s that rifle and hero now behind it!  I admire you, bud.  Inspired by Dr. Rhodes?”
“I wish I could say that, Lee.  Pure instinct.  Hey, could we take a water break?”  Without waiting for an answer, John shed his backpack and abruptly plopped down on the shoulder of the road.
As they unscrewed the caps on plastic water bottles, Lee was shocked at what he saw.  “What the hell?  Your left hand is dripping blood, John.”
“It’s nothing.  The rapist nicked my forearm with a knife.  Cut right through my leather jacket and sweater beneath it.  I guess I should get you to wrap it for me.  I figured the bleeding would cleanse the wound.  Taking my jacket off and pulling up the sweater sleeve.”
Lee: “I’d call it more of a slash than a nick, buddy.  Anyway, funny thing about first aid kits.  You carry them for years without using them.  It’s tempting to think you don’t need them after that.  Ah, this is a good kit.  I’m going to wash the wound with bottled water first.  This antiseptic is going to hurt!”
John purposely distracted himself from the ensuing pain by talking, “What you said about first aid kits applies to the lifeline we had from modern society.  It gave us food, water, electricity, and safety.  We took that it all for granted.  I have a new appreciation … .  Wow, that does hurt!”
Hours later, long shadows from the Bitterroot Mountains spilled over the valley as the pair approached the Blue Mountain area.  Despite their still-ringing ears, they heard the sound of something coming toward them from the north.  It was a restored black 1940 Ford Deluxe Coupe.  It wasn’t slowing down.  The driver was intent on ignoring them.
Lee pulled out a red handkerchief and waved his hands.  He yelled, “Help!  Stop!  Injured man!”  He hoped to flag the driver down for a ride to Denton.  Then he felt relief.  If the driver had taken them to Denton, it would have betrayed their stronghold.
“I wouldn’t stop either,” Lee said.  “Must have been shielded from the EMP.  And or no fragile electronics to fry.  Gotta get me one of those vintage cars.  Makes me think some older airplanes might still be able to fly, too.”
John was eager to add, “You’re probably right.  But old cars and planes won’t function long.  Most filling station pumps are electrically powered.  Refineries can’t make fuel now.  Pipelines can’t pump fuel.  Trucks can’t bring fuel in.  Not to mention, the gasoline will eventually go bad.”
“Other than that, we saw good news,” Lee laughed.  “How’s the arm?”
“It’s throbbing now.  I don’t want to be a wimp, but I think I lost more blood than I thought, Lee.”  John looked ashen.
“John, let’s take a short break now.  We’re running out of daylight.  Think you can make it to the bison ranch?  We’ll break as often as you need to.”
*****
Lee hollered at the rancher on horseback.  Lee unwrapped John’s good arm around his neck.  He eased John to the ground.  He recognized the rancher from John’s talking to him before.  Lee cautioned himself about being too abrupt.  “Turns most people off,” Anne had told him multiple times.  Instead, he compared notes with Ted.  Lee’s words about the situation at the hospital brought a devastated frown to Ted’s face.
Ted told of having to shoot at poachers.  “I hate firing at them.  I feel like I’m shooting at myself.  Hell, I’d go where the food is, too.  So far, I’ve fired over their heads.  They’re actually easier to spot at night.  Their flashlights really show up.”
Lee couldn’t hold back any longer.  “Ted, my buddy John lying down over there is really hurting.  He saved a young lady today who was being assaulted … ."
As the two trotted toward John, Ted showed a sense of urgency, “Next time, you might want to lead with that.  Now what your friend did, that’s downright admirable.  You boys want to spend the night?  We’re all sleeping around the fire in the great room.  We brought our mattresses there.  We can get a couple more mattresses from the guest rooms.  I imagine your friend could use a good night’s sleep.  Hope you like bison meat.”
*****
At sunset in Idaho after a long day’s trek, Cody carefully approached a ranch house.  Before he got within 25 feet, the owner greeted him with a rifle.
Cody put his arms up and shouted, “Hey, mister, my friend and I are making our way east.  Looks like snow tonight.  We’d like to sleep in your barn if you’ll let us.  Tomorrow I’d like to buy two horses from you …”
     “I recognize you,” the rancher shouted back.  “You’re that western singer.  Wyoming — no, Cody.  That’s it!”
“I am, and I’m pleased to meet you, sir!”
“Cody, you and your friend over there, come on in and spend the night.”
“We’d be most grateful.”
The rancher said, “Cody, what the hell do you think is going on.  Did you lose power where you were?  I can’t get my damned cell phone to work either.  Nothing starts.”
The rancher continued, “Enough about our troubles, the wife and I would appreciate your serenading us with ‘Rhinestone Cowboy’ after supper.  That’s our favorite number.”
*****
The redheaded young lady lay down on an old Army cot in a secluded location near her grandfather’s old cabin.  No one knew about the secret place.  Her deceased granddad had sold the property to a Texas oilman, who occupied the nearby house only in the summer.  Her granddad had told no one of the shelter, not even the buyer.  It was as if he sensed a time like this would come.  She reflected on her day.
She had left her apartment in Hamilton with all her small backpack could carry: three water bottles, two cans of beans, a change of clothes, a magnesium firestarter, a Leatherman, a spoon, twenty feet of climbing rope, her pistol, and ammo.  She had a poncho and sleeping bag  on top of the pack, both rolled tight.
She had planned to present less of a target.  Yesterday she had hurriedly chopped off her beautiful long locks of red hair to appear more masculine.  When she set out, she had tried to incorporate a slight swagger and worked to avoid characteristic female pelvic rotation.  The black watch cap, parka, and loose ski pants had been nice touches.  She worried that the backpack made even her masculine image a target, so she took extra precautions.  She had avoided encounters with anyone and walked with a purpose.  She also zigzagged her path to avoid giving away her destination.
She had been horrified to see the looted shops and stores throughout the city.  No one was going in to work, except a few proprietors and managers hoping to defend their stores.  Stalled vehicles littered the roads and highways.  Hamilton was a disaster area.
After several hours she had arrived at the spot.  She found a board to scrape soil and dormant grass away from the heavy metal door of the Cold War fallout shelter.  With the flashlight under her left armpit, she used both hands to pull open the door.  She had taken the chance of leaving it open to clear out the musty air.  The small steep circular ladder, in any case, would slow an intruder.  Then standing on the floor of the underground bunker, she had found the lever for the periscoping air and chimney vents and pushed it to the open position.
In a locker were Army surplus rations and cans of water from several wars.  She remembered thinking the supply was enough for only a few days.  Fortunately, the underground location provided a year-round 55-degree F. temperature.  With her firestarter, she lit some old kindling and stoked the wood-burning stove with branches.  She found a canteen cup to melt ice on the small stove.  Until dusk, she gathered ice and burnable wood.
Sitting on an old Army surplus cot she had unfolded, she was weary from the unaccustomed physical activity.  Being a young attorney had demanded too much sitting.  The hike to her granddad’s old place and new chores took their toll.  She was hungry and tired.  She ate some cheese and pudding from her backpack in the candlelit hideaway.  The many new tasks of the day had kept her emotions in check.  Now the shock of change was catching up with her.  Her old life, sterile as it was, was preferable to the demanding, thorny present and a looming, worrisome future.  She put her head down on a musty pillow.  She began to sob.






January 4

The five people at the bison ranch woke up at dawn.  Andy, the younger son, was outside guarding the herd.  There were four inches of new snow on the ground, with more coming.
In the living room where all slept, Ted went over to check on John.  “How's it going, partner?  I’m gonna put my hand on your forehead.  Yeah, you’re running a fever.  102 degrees, I bet.  My mom was a nurse.  I’m going to get you some more aspirin.  How’s the arm?”
June, Ted’s wife, huffed in disgust.  “For Pete’s sake, unwrap the bandage for him!  He can’t do that one-handed.”  She moved to untie the red handkerchief around the gauze.
Ted laughed, “Honey, men don’t always like other men meddling in their business.”  He turned to John, “Let that be a lesson to you.  You’ll give that engagement ring to your fiancee and she’ll wind up leading you around by the nose with it.”
June laughed, too.  “Don’t mind him, John.  I’m the best thing that ever happened to him, and he knows it.”
The banter cheered John up a bit.  He lost that cheer when he saw how swollen his arm was.  He had hoped the needle-and-thread sutures June had put in last night were the final cure.  And he had a hangover headache from the last evening’s bourbon anesthetic.  Then came a distraction.
Colter, Ted’s older son, yelled from near a front window, “Dad, Andy’s let someone come up to the house.  The guy’s got two horses in trail.  One’s pulling a sled.  He’s also got a rifle on the side of his horse!”
Ted calmly reacted.  “You know Andy.  He wouldn’t let anyone by without good reason.  Neither would you, for that matter.  I’m sure the rider is okay.”
Nonetheless, Ted put on his holster with a 1911 Colt pistol.  He unhurriedly opened the door.  “Howdy, can I help you?”
“Yeah, I’m the marshal of the Bitterroot Valley.  Just wanted to see how things were going for you all … and compliment you on that fine young man out there.”  Marsh smiled wryly, “He made me toss down my sidearm before he let me near the house.”
Ted kept his guard up.  “I see he let you keep the rifle …”
“Yeah, but he made me toss it down so he could clear all the ammunition before he gave it back.  And, unless I miss my guess, he still has a bead on me.” Marsh almost chuckled.  He opened his coat to flash his badge.
“That he does!  Step down.  Andy, it’s okay.  Get the man’s pistol for me.  Then get back to the herd,” Ted ordered, proud of his son. “Good work, Andy!”  His two sons were wise beyond their years.
“Marshal of the Bitterroot Valley?  Haven’t heard of that position before,” Ted sounded put off.  “We’re in Missoula County.  I’d expect a sheriff from Missoula County or one of his deputies.”
“You are correct, sir.  It’s a new position created by the emergency situation we’re in.  I also wanted to tell you martial law is in effect.”
Ted became less bristled.  “Come on in and have some coffee, Marshal.  You’ll have to excuse our huddled-masses look.  We’re all sleeping by the fireplace at night.”
Lee saw the visitor come through the door.  “Hey, Marsh, it’s me, Lee.  We met back at the Denton Ranch.”  Lee introduced Marsh to June and Colter.
Marsh: “Pleased to meet you all.  As Lee said, we met previously at the Denton place.”  He saw no harm in revealing the Denton location to Ted and knew Lee had not even considered the compromise of the location.  “Hey, John, what’s with the arm?”  Marsh accepted his .44 magnum from Ted with an amused look and holstered it.
Lee answered for John, recounting their journey and John’s current state.  He finished, “I figured John wouldn’t feel much like explaining.”
Marsh: “I’d like to stay and visit; but given the circumstances, I think I ought to get John back home, so to speak.  I’ll pull him in the game sled behind my horse.  Lee, you ride the other horse.”
Lee protested, “But I don’t know how to ride.”
Ted interjected, “No problem, Lee.  Andy can teach you in five minutes.  He’s got a way with getting to the essentials.”
        “Riding for Dummies?” Lee made fun of himself.
“Not at all,” June backstopped.  “You’ll be impressed with how respectful Andy is.  He’ll have you feeling at ease riding in no time.  And if you want the advanced course, come back sometime, and Colter or Andy will gladly teach you more.  Andy might charge you, though.”
*****
As the three made their way up the valley, Marsh shouted, “That’s a good position you're keeping.  Who taught you that?”
Lee hollered back, “Zeke did ... at least for patrolling on foot.  I figured it would be the same on horseback.  He seems to know a little about a lot.  The little is usually the important part.  I think his dad was an Army Ranger.”
As many big cities in the United States had learned, people respect someone on a horse; hence, New York City's mounted police.  Miscreants along the route evaporated when they saw the party come into view.  Tied into the sled, John slept all the way.  Feverish, he dreamed of lying in an oarless rowboat on a placid lake, mysteriously sailing around without any visible propulsion.  The cushion of six inches of fresh snow added to John’s illusion of smooth sailing.
     At the Denton Ranch, everyone turned out at the gate to greet them.  Susan was at first gleeful, then shaken at John’s condition.  Inside the house by the fire, Lee told of the decline of local civilization while Meagan and Susan cared for John in the kitchen.
Meagan came to the living room.  “Brock, I think you should look at John.  He’s got cellulitis in his left arm.  It’s red, hot, and tender …”
“I see you all have this situation under control,” Marsh said, “I’ll let myself out.”
     Thanks, Marsh! echoed around the room.  Susan broke away to hug him.  Her eye level barely reached his solar plexus.
Zeke accompanied Meagan and Brock to look at John.  Brock checked the patient’s wound and overall condition.  He reflected on the situation.  He was in deep thought.
Meagan motioned Brock to follow her outside.  “Brock, what do you think?”
Brock bristled at having a nurse take the lead.  “I think they should have gone to the hospital in Missoula.”
“Brock, you heard what they said about the hospital.  It’s chaos.  It would have been a death sentence to go there.  Come on!”
Brock ignored her comment.  “Meagan, we need to lay open the wound, then treat with antibiotics.  Has he been on aspirin?”  The doctor went through his mental checklist.
“Lee said yes.  Two 325’s every four hours starting yesterday afternoon through this morning.”  Meagan had the same checklist.
Brock thought of his colleagues who had been sued.  He had to guard himself against the possibility civilization and courts would reassert themselves.  “I’m reluctant to operate on someone who’s taken that much aspirin.  He could bleed out on us …”
Meagan: “Brock, if you don’t, he’s on a path to gangrene and amputation, maybe death.  Do we have a choice?”
“I don’t like it.  Be that as it may, Meagan, prepare the patient!”
While Brock looked pensively at the mountains through a kitchen window, Meagan asked Susan to slowly get four shots of whiskey into John.  She charged Sondra with locating disinfectants.  She got Karen and Anne to wash the kitchen table several times with detergent and water using different clean towels.  She told them to follow that with a disinfectant.  She asked Keala to find the sharpest knives she could find and sharpen them more.  Meagan finished her instructions, “Everyone scrub up for surgery.  I mean everyone in the room!”
Brock surveyed the kitchen operating room.  “We don’t have antiseptics or antibiotics.”
Zeke overheard and offered, “How about making Dakin’s solution?  We’re in business if Sondra found any bleach.”
Meagan looked at Zeke with surprise, “Where’d you learn about Dakin’s?”  She recalled hearing about it nursing school — in the history of surgery.
Matter-of-factly, Zeke answered.  “I think it was in a crossword puzzle about nine months ago.”
“You’re kidding, aren’t you?”
“No, Meagan, I’m not.  First used in World War I.  We can get close to it by diluting bleach.”
“We still lack antibiotics,” Brock argued.
Meagan and Karen refused to listen to Brock’s reservations.  They moved a buzzed John to the kitchen table.
“Is that a clean pillow you’re putting under his head,” Brock challenged.
“Cleanest pillowcase in the house!” Karen answered.  “And these sheets are the same!”
“Zeke, Lee, and Jed — get ready to hold him down,” Meagan ordered.  She put a clean wet washcloth in John’s mouth for him to bite on.  “Okay, folks, let’s roll!”
Reluctant Brock shook his doubting head and picked an appropriate knife.
Meagan wiped Brock’s forehead as he made the first incision, “It takes a great surgeon to operate under these conditions.  We’re counting on you, Brock.”
Brock corrected her, "Doctor Bentley!"  He remained stoic.
A minor surgery a month ago, a major risk now.
*****
That night in their room, Zeke asked Meagan, “So, how’s the patient?”
“He’s doing well.  I just checked on him.  He didn't bleed as badly as I expected — or Brock feared.  Brock hasn’t done any general surgery for a while, as you might guess.  I’ve got the first shift with John down by the fire.  His fever comes and goes.  I think he’ll be ambulatory tomorrow.  I just came back here so Susan and John can have some time alone.”
“And maybe you wanted me to hold you for a bit?”  Zeke smiled.
“If you could make that sacrifice …”  Meagan kissed Zeke without finishing her words.
For a few minutes, they forgot how difficult life had become.
*****
Several doors down the foyer in their bedroom, Karen said, “Jed, I’m really proud of the way you’re teaching the city folks how to survive.  At the end of the first day, I wondered whether any of them would make it.  Most nearly fainted after hauling wood and ice.”  She laughed.  “How’s the knee?”
“The knee is still there.  I think I’ll get you to grind up some pine bark for the arthritis.  We’ll see whether that old Native American remedy works.  As for the group, they’re coming along.  We’ll make farmers of them yet.  Some more than others.”
Karen raised her eyebrows, “Brock and Sondra, too?”
       Jed smiled, “Others!  Everybody can’t be outstanding, and everybody can’t be average.”
Karen: “I’ll keep reminding myself!”
“You doing all right, babe?”
“I’ve been better, Jed.  I’m trying to keep it together for the younger women.  If I fall apart, so will they.”






January 5

The consensus at breakfast was that hunting deer was a good idea before the game were thinned by hungry folks in the valley.  The clever elk herds had already gone to higher country.  After breakfast, Zeke and Jed left with bows and arrows.  They reasoned their archery equipment would attract less unwanted attention than rifles.
Everyone else remaining at Denton, except convalescing John, sought to exploit the fresh snow.  It was new, near, and plentiful — a great alternative to depleting the nearby creek ice unnecessarily.  They gathered snow with shovels and containers.  Everyone enjoyed the novelty of not walking so far for a source of water.  Without complaint, several observed how much powdered snow it took to make just a little bit of water.
Zeke and Jed were back by noon with a buck and a doe on sleds.  The snow had been good for tracking the deer and getting them back to the house.  They tried to hide their path out and back from the house.  They had gone circuitously and covered tracks as much as possible.
Everyone enjoyed venison during a late lunch.  Preparing to get up from the table, Zeke motioned toward Karen, “I think our chef should take a bow for the great food she prepared.  That was fantastic!”
Embarrassed, Karen turned the spotlight around, “Thank you very much, but I think our great hunters are the ones who should take a bow.”
Jed: “I don’t know about Zeke, but my shot was pure luck.  I haven’t shot a bow since Boy Scouts.”
Zeke deflected, “I guess we should get going on cutting and gathering more wood — take advantage of the usual warm-up that came with snow.”
Lee: “I’m wondering whether those gas-powered saws in the barn will start.  Sure would expedite our cutting.  And we could siphon gas out of some of the vehicles for fuel, if need be.”
Anne spoke, “I think we should keep as low a profile as possible.  You know we’ve been burning the driest wood during the day for that reason — less smoke, lower profile.  You can hear a gas-powered saw for miles in the valley.  Too big a footprint in my book!”
“I’m curious about whether the saw would even start,” Zeke offered, “but I think Anne makes a really good point.  The picture Lee and John brought back from their Missoula trek emphasizes the point.  We need to keep a low profile.  Marsh told us that.”
John scratched his fevered head.  “You know I keep thinking: How is it that, at my greatest hour of need, Marsh shows up with a sled and an extra horse?”
       Lee looked at John.  “I’m with you, buddy.  I’ve been wondering about that as well.”  Lee shrugged.  “He said he was just out on normal patrol … .  But an extra horse and sled?  He never shows up here that way.”
“I just think it was a miracle,” Susan said, almost in tears.
“You bet it was, sister.  I don’t want to offend anyone, but I was praying for John and Lee,” Karen said.
No one was sure about Sondra’s terse remark: “I’m offended!”  A few wondered whether it was a real offense or just a bad joke.  Sondra was like a piece of a jigsaw puzzle that just would not fit anywhere.
Susan prepared to pounce on Sondra as Karen said, “Tough!”  That remark sliced the tension.  Karen softened her verbal jab with a forced smile.  Everyone but Sondra laughed.
Seeing a needless rift about to occur, Zeke stood up.  “Well, while we’re contemplating whether Marsh has extra-sensory perception, let’s get to our tasks.  No, John, you stay by the fire.”  He led the way, taking his plate and utensils to the wash bowl.  Able bodies not doing kitchen chores or looking after John headed outside.
Just past the kitchen door, Jed reminded the wood crew, “Let’s keep the forest hearty.  Leave about fifteen feet between healthy trees.  Clear out the ones in-between …”
“Jed, you’re not going to hold us to that ‘sustainable forest’ crap, are you?  It’s so much easier to just cut the nearest tree.”  Brock chuckled at his remark.  He really didn’t mind the effort and had just made what he considered a good joke. No one else found any humor in it.  Some people can tell a joke; Brock couldn’t.
     “Think of it this way,” inoffensive Jed replied, “it’s also fire prevention for the summer."
        Sondra shot back, “If we survive that long!”
Raised eyebrows and side glances judged the comment.
Meagan: “I’m going to start sewing on my sundress after chores.  The moisture should make for a beautiful springtime.  Join me, Sondra?”
Sondra shook her head in disapproval, “You know the sun is not good for your skin!”
And so it went.
*****
In mid-afternoon, Zeke and Brock decided to take advantage of the snow to track deer.  They chose archery equipment to minimize attracting attention of the hungry of the valley.  Already the copious population of deer seemed more diminished, judging by the few tracks they found.
After two hours of tracking through the woods, the two took a hydration break.  “Brock, why don’t we diversify our approach?  Let’s have one of us keep tracking.  The other should find a promising site and wait for the deer.  I don’t care which I do.  Why don’t you pick?”
“Zeke, I’m not one to sit still.  I’ll keep tracking.  I’ve done a lot of big game hunting in Africa.  I love the hunt!  I’m very good at it, the best I know.”
“Good,” Zeke said, “I hope we’re both successful.  If we don’t meet before, let’s plan on rendezvousing back at the house at 5:00.  The valley gets dark here early in the winter, especially with the sun going behind the mountains around 4:00.”
As the sun moved lower in the sky, Zeke found a promising location.  He was downwind from a meadow and well concealed.  He stayed as quiet and motionless as possible.  After what seemed to be an eternity, he spotted a large buck.  He drew his bow and took the deer down.  Not bad for a guy who had never hunted before this morning.
       As Zeke puzzled over how he would deal with getting the meat back to Denton, Brock showed up.  “This is the big one I’ve been tracking,” he lied.  “Never got a good shot at him.  Good work, Zeke!”  His tone did not match his words.  He was embarrassed at not getting a deer himself, especially after his boasting.  “Why don’t you go back and get the game sled.  The field dressing is my expertise.  By the time you’re back, I’ll have a lot of steaks and a hide for future use.”
*****
Over the venison supper, Brock regaled the group with his tales of shooting wild game on six continents.
Sondra couldn’t resist taunting her husband.  “So you’re the big game hunter … and novice Zeke bags supper?”  She gave Zeke an over-familiar smile.
Zeke stopped a pending marital feud.  He held up his hand.  “Listen, it was strictly luck of the draw.  We decided to try two different tactics.  I lucked out with the stationary choice.  If Brock had taken it, he would have had the deer.  I’m impressed with the nice cuts of steak.  Nice job, Brock!  You all are lucky I didn’t field dress the buck.  So many ways that might have gone wrong.”
The supper crowd joined Zeke in laughter.
When that died down, Meagan got serious.  “You know, we may be living here a long time.  So far, we’ve just muddled through, getting things done haphazardly.  We need to pick a leader.”
Karen interrupted, “How about you, Meagan.  You …”
“No, no, no.  I’m not making a pitch to nominate myself, Karen.  I just want some discussion about my idea and a vote.”  Meagan sighed.
At the speed of a quantum computer, Zeke’s mind flashed to his own experiences as a leader at New Mexico Military Institute.  In his sixth year at NMMI, he was chosen as the regimental commander, the highest ranking cadet, despite a laggard freshman start.  In glory, he had led the parades out of the Quad onto Stapp Field to the thumping drums of the student band.  He felt a warming sensation.  Then, he felt a mild stomach upset as he recalled the frustration of getting cooperation from cocky classmates.  The Institute had taught him the downside of being a leader.
Zeke had tallied the favorable looks he had just received.  He decided to act out uncharacteristically.  “We don’t need no stinkin’ leader!”  He laughed loudly.  He knew what he was doing.  He did not want to be named the leader.
     “You’ll pay for that later, buster!” Meagan said with faux sternness, looking playfully at Zeke, then turning back to the rest of the group.
Zeke shook his head negatively.  He had sent his message, he hoped anyway.
Lee: “Well, we’ve got by so far without one.  I’m happy with the way things are.”
Sondra: “I agree with Meagan.  We need a leader, especially if we need a quick decision about something or when things are difficult.  It would be smart to have one.”
Despite his fever, John sounded completely with it.  “We need a leader.  What could it hurt?”
Brock, who prided himself on being decisive, surprised everyone.  “Why don’t we take a couple of days to think about it?”
Susan: “In my experience, if we have a leader who will listen, we’ll be better off — maybe even safer.  I think we should elect someone.”
Jed: “I’m with Susan.  We can mill around like a bunch of cows or be purposeful like elk.  We need a leader.”
Anne was frank.  “I really have my reservations.  If we get the right leader, we’ll be fine.  I’ve been in so many charity groups, however, where I think being leaderless is better.”  She chuckled.
Keala: “I’m going to count myself now as an official member of the group.  I think the way we’re meandering about right now proves Meagan’s point.  We need a leader, just like on a flight.  I nominate Zeke!”
Zeke looked shocked.  “I was just about to agree with Keala before she went too far.  I nominate Meagan.  Meagan has tons of initiative.  She’s determined and wise.  She’s the right one for the job!”
Meagan pointed at Zeke.  “He’s deflecting.  I second Keala’s nomination of Zeke.  All for?”
All hands went up except Zeke’s.
“There you have it,” Keala said.  “Zeke, you are now our leader!”
     Zeke took a deep breath.  “Okay, team, you have spoken.”  He paused to look each member of the group in the eyes.  “Now I need to tell you what to expect from me.  Our situation calls for careful leadership.  I’ll work for consensus as much as possible; failing that, majority rule.  Of course, in any emergency, do what I say immediately; you can criticize me later.  Unfortunately, at least for the near-term, we will be in survival mode.  We can’t be taking big chances or large risks.  We have to work on the basics of life and prioritize those.  When we venture outside the fence, we need a two-person rule for safety.  We’re going to be seeing too much of one another in close quarters, so I’m asking for patience from everyone.  Call me out when you think I’m too impatient, which is, by the way, my nature.  If we get too far off course, replace me.  I look forward to working with you!”
Karen: “Congratulations, Zeke.  I think we should also adopt a code of conduct.”  She wanted to add the Ten Commandments.  Fearing atheist objections, she said, “I was thinking the Code of Hammurabi would be a good start …”
Brock: “We’re all good people.  Let’s wait until we start seeing problems.  We may …”
Sondra: “I think having a bunch of rules is stupid.  The rule breakers will just ignore them anyway.”
John: “I agree with Karen that we need to have some rules, but I think most of us are worn out for now.  Let’s come back to that issue another time.”
Anne: “Let me second John’s wise motion.”
“Objections?” Zeke asked.  “There being none, we’ll plan to come back to this issue at a future date.  Let’s call it a day!”
*****
Before sleep time, Zeke carried a bucket of warm water into the upstairs bedroom he shared with Meagan.
“Got some bathwater for us.  You go first, Meagan.”
“Why, thank you, sir!  I’m still not used to the minimal baths that are the new norm.  But I am grateful that we can do this every second or third day.  Better than being dehydrated, though.”  Meagan unabashedly shed a down vest; a too big, long-sleeved cotton shirt; and rolled-up blue jeans.
“You got that right, Meagan.  Good thing our landlord had a lot of clothes for his guests.  That invites the question of long-term.  We need to start scavenging for future clothes and shoes.  Every inch of hide we can get from deer will be useful.”
As Meagan finished her quick wash-off, she dusted herself with dry sage.  “I’m glad that Karen knew about using this as a natural deodorant.  I feel like a million dollars!”
“You look like a billion,” Zeke opened up his arms to embrace naked Meagan.
“Oh no, you don’t, mister!  Not until you wash up and scent down.  I’m clean!  I’m rinsing out the wash cloth for you, and I left you some sage.  I’ll get more sage tomorrow.”
“So, now I get goose bumps!”  Zeke unconsciously gritted his teeth anticipating the cold air hitting his skin as he disrobed.
They both laughed at their new circumstances.
“Zeke, I’m feeling guilty about how relatively good we have it compared to the horrors we’ve heard about going on out there.”  She pointed outwardly with index fingers.  “I know I could be doing so much good out there with my skills and the lessons I’ve learned from our group …”
“Let me stop you there, Meagan.  We need you here.  It’s a war zone outside our fence.  I applaud your altruistic instincts, but I beg you not to do anything heroic.  That could be the last thing you ever do …”
“Don’t worry, Zeke.  I was just thinking out loud.  I’m in touch with our new reality.”
“Thank you, Meagan.  I would really miss you, kid!”  Zeke could not realize his words were prophetic.
Finishing his bath, Zeke toweled off and dusted himself with sage.  He walked barefoot to Meagan, who had a towel around her trunk.  Despite the cold, he threw his towel on the bed.  He kissed her.  She returned the big open-mouthed kiss and dropped her towel.  Her erect nipples rubbed against Zeke’s bare chest.  “You smell good now, cowboy,” she huskily whispered.
After the kiss, he said mockingly, “That’s all you’ll get from me until we’re married.”  He knew she could recognize his half smile.
“Oh yeah?”  Meagan pulled him closer as she kissed him again with more force.
“Maybe if we were engaged,” Zeke kidded when he came up for air.
Still standing, they held their embrace for scores of heartbeats.  Meagan broke the silence, “Zeke, before we fall asleep, I just want to remind you I won’t be in bed when you wake up.  I’ve got the last two hours of the nightshift downstairs looking after John.”
“I’m glad you reminded me, Meagan.  I want you to know how special you are to me.  I feel closer to you than anyone I’ve ever known.”
“Even Sondra?  She let that question percolate.
Zeke looked puzzled.  “I remember telling you about dating her in college …”  He stopped short.
       Meagan let the awkward silence continue.  Then she spoke, “She told me you two were engaged to be married, but that was all she offered.  That’s a little more than dated.”
      “Let’s get into bed.  I’m freezing.  Sondra?  Sondra called it off the night before the wedding with a phone call.  My friends consoled me.  I almost joined the pity party, but I realized the moment she broke it off, that I was relieved.  The engagement routine had a momentum of its own that kept both of us from being realistic.  We were going to get married the day after graduation from college.  That cancellation was the best thing that ever happened to me — until I met you.”
Meagan cut off his sentiment, “You had better watch it.  I think she still has the hots for you.  When she thinks no one is looking, she looks longingly at you.  I know a come-hither look when I see it, Zeke.”
    “I don’t think so.  Anyway, I don’t care.”  Zeke looked relieved that their conversation seemed to be turning away from his withholding information.  “The subject was you, my dear.  You are very intelligent.  Let your head lead, not your heart, when it comes to charitable works.  Don’t jeopardize yourself.  Don’t jeopardize us!”  He sensed Meagan had not given up on going outside the fence to help mankind.
“You shouldn’t worry there, fearless leader.”  She tried to make light of the subject, then changed direction.  “Isn’t it interesting that none of our group has immediate family ties in the nearby area?  No one had a compelling reason to leave our group to check on anyone outside.  Everyone was free to stay.  I don’t know; I find that interesting.  I’d bet just walking down the street in Missoula, every other person you’d meet, would have some family ties in the area.”
“Very artful changing of the subject, by the way, my dear Meagan.  You’re getting away with it only because it’s so insightful.  The probability of no one here having local family ties, very low.  I’m going to have to put a pin in that.  That’s a puzzler all right.”
“Zeke, you really didn’t want to be the leader.  Why?”
“I know, management was part of my major.  I teach the principles as a consultant.  For me, it’s a lot easier to teach than do.  I usually feel that groups hold me back.  They tend to take too long to make decisions.  They wander from the task at hand.  I’m impatient.  And sometimes, I sense a crowd mentality that conjures up some latent fears of something like the French Revolution or the Russian Revolution — mob rule, chaos, anarchy.  Back to my need for order.  I know that’s extreme, but it’s how I feel.  Thanks for asking, Meagan,” he chuckled.
“For all of that, you handled your emotions well.  I think you’ll be a great leader.  Let me know how I can help, Zeke.”
Zeke kissed her, “You’re the best roommate I’ve ever had.  For now, let’s get some sleep.  Once again, I’ll let you take advantage of my warmth …”  He noted she had not yet crawled into the sleeping bag she was under.
After several moments of complete silence, Meagan lifted her head off the bed.  She angled her face halfway toward spooning Zeke.  She threw her words over her shoulder, “Sondra rolling her eyes when people speak is annoying at the very least.  What is it with her and the finger rings?  She wears at least eight of them.  Don’t you find that a little strange?”
Feeling his wry wit brim to his tongue, Zeke wanted to ask whether that was rhetorical, but he sensed a prolonged discussion.  He preferred no lengthy exchanges.  He pretended to be asleep.  His ploy worked.
*****
Milt, the former prisoner, bedded down in a barn outside of Drummond, Montana.  He hoped the owner would not find him.  It had been another long day scavenging for food, dodging highwaymen, and trying to stay warm.  The grocery store shelves had been picked clean.  No one had been willing to part with what little food he or she had.  Everyone had been suspicious of others.
He counted his blessings.  Unarmed, he had found a suitable tree branch for a walking stick to double as a fighting pole.  He also found a solid, swollen unopened beer can near the river, probably left by a fisherman in the fall.  That would be a treat when it thawed.  Chewing on pine bark had seemed to help with his hunger pangs.  The greatest gift was getting away from the gusts of the Canadian air howling through the valley.  
Hydration was not a problem.  He had drunk straight from fast-moving water in the Clark Fork River where it was not frozen.  Fire to boil the water was a luxury he did not have.  The near-freezing water he drank chilled him to the bone.  Hours later he still felt the effect.  Time slows to a standstill when I am this cold, he had thought.  I feel as if I were in slow-motion.  Indeed he was.
His body now felt tired enough to sleep on the hay in the barn, but he was so cold he could not.  He dared not venture out walking in the night to seek better refuge.  He settled for heaping hay over himself to hold in some body heat.  After drifting off into a coma-like sleep, he woke with a start.  I can feel ice crystals beginning to form on the tips of my fingers and toes, he thought.  Or did I dream it?
As fast as he could move his sluggish body, Milt rose and began the best jumping jacks he could extract from a cold, undernourished body.  I hope this activity will force blood to the about-to-freeze areas, he thought.  Centrifugal force, I think they called it in high school physics.  Will warm thoughts of my junior year warm me?  Those were the days!
As warm as he could get and exhausted, Milt collapsed back into the hay, adding even more of the insulating material over him.  He pulled himself into a tight, fetal position with fists clutched into his chest.  That exercise has left me too stimulated to sleep, he worried.  Then I may be so miserably cold that I will be awake all night.  I need to think about something else.  How about what caused the old, comfortable world  to melt down?
Milt could not fathom what had plunged the world into the Dark Ages.  Here we were at the pinnacle of civilization, masters of science and technology — suddenly functioning like primitive men.  What had happened?  Then he remembered his prison preoccupation — how much he wanted to get that evil DA who had ruined his life.  Thoughts of revenge diverted him from his misery.  He indulged in his fantasy.  I will get my revenge on that bitch Julia Hawkins!  That looping fantasy left his conconcious, descending into his subconscious as he faded into deep sleep.
       I will get my revenge on that bitch Julia Hawkins!  Repeat.
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Waking Zeke was at first surprised to find the empty space in bed next to him; then he remembered Meagan was going to be taking care of fevered John downstairs.  He pulled on six days’ worth of stubble on his face.  He laughed at his kidding Meagan about her new European look: hair under the armpits.
Time for a breakfast of venison.
On the dresser he found a note:
Zeke, don’t be mad.  I know I can help those who are in more need than we are.  I’m hiking to the hospital in Hamilton to help out and share our knowledge.  Don’t worry.  I’ll be back by supper.  I’ve thought it over.  Everything has changed; so I must.  Tonight we need to get going on procreation in this crazy new world.  I know you’re willing to do your part!  Looking forward to meeting you halfway.  Love, Meagan.
Zeke took a deep breath.  He shook his head.  In fact, he was not completely surprised.  He already knew Meagan better than anyone he had ever met.  Her drive to help exceeded any instincts for self-preservation.  She was relentless.
Over breakfast, he told the group where Meagan was.
Karen touched his shoulder, “Don’t worry, Zeke.  She’ll be all right.”  Her face belied her words.  “I admire Meagan’s charitable soul.  I wish I had her strength.  I should be …”
“Stupid, damn stupid!” Brock said, as unfiltered as his wife.
Susan spoke reassuringly, “She’s extremely resourceful.  You watch, she’ll be back here tonight with good news and information that can help us.”
Sondra jumped on that, “That is a bunch of …”
Zeke cut off an impending cat fight.  “It is what it is!  And don’t you just hate that expression!  Meagan and I were just talking about things we need to do.  Any ideas on long-term clothing and shoe replacement?  I know  this Brooks Brothers suit and these Gucci shoes won’t last forever.”
Jed eyed the plaid Pendleton wool shirt Zeke was wearing, then looked under the table at Zeke's hiking boots.  Jed smiled.
*****
Meagan continued striding toward Hamilton as inconspicuously as possible.  She clung to the cover of the woods whenever she could.  She avoided being directly on paths or roads; she paralleled them in the forest.  Every person she avoided was heading away from Hamilton.  Her head was on a swivel, constantly scanning for danger.  She had been warned.  In her haste to get to the hospital, she stopped only to chug water from the three bottles in her backpack.  She wanted to avoid any symptoms of dehydration.  For her, the first sign was the equivalent of a migraine headache that took hours to get rid of.
In Hamilton, she found stores vandalized, just as John and Lee had reported when they went north.  Hauntingly, restaurant doors gaped open as if astonished by their vandalizers.  Clothing stores had windows broken out and garments strewn into the street.  At one point, she thought she heard an old propeller-driven plane overhead.  She remembered what someone in the Denton group had said about some devices and equipment being shielded from an EMP, as well as the possibility that some pre-digital technology might work.
After the three-hour trek, Meagan arrived at the hospital.  With a little orientation, she quickly fit in.  Armed orderlies had kept druggies from sacking the pharmacy.  She remembered to pocket a bottle of Augmentin, the antibiotic she thought John needed.  She was in better shape than most of the sparse staff, who had been getting by on too little sleep and almost no food.  She quickly realized she had more of a big-picture view of operations than the staff.  Accordingly, she charged an orderly with building a fire in the parking lot to boil water for drinking and to sterilize medical instruments.  Neighborhood residents volunteered the firewood.
She was glad she came.
*****
At the Denton Ranch, Meagan was clearly missed.  Without a doubt, most anticipated the worst.  Sensing the depressed mood of the group, Zeke put extra energy into making sure that everyone stayed busy on necessary chores.
The clear, brisk day was just right for gathering wood and bringing ice chunks to the boiling pot out back.  Ignoring the two-man concept, Brock left a note he’d gone hunting for deer by himself.  In between other chores, Susan cared for John, whose fever sapped his energy and occasionally made him light-headed and foggy.
During a rest break, Jed started a discussion with Lee, “You know, we can’t pump water from the well without electricity.  I’m wondering whether we might be able to come up with something to manually bring up the well water instead of having to chip creek ice and boil it …”
Lee: “You can’t do it.  Most wells around here are around 100 feet deep.  A manual pump can’t lift water if it’s more than 34 feet deep.  And that’s sea level; the lift is less at our altitude of 4000 feet.  Atmospheric pressure limits our ability to pump …”
Jed returned the interruption, “But Lee, you’re talking about a vacuum pump.  What if we were to cobble together a pressure pump where we exceed atmospheric pressure?  Couldn’t we then bring the water up?”
“Hmm, push water up instead of sucking it up?  Jed, you’re right.  It’s possible.  The barn has a lot of material we could try — plastic hose, bicycle tire pumps, sealant, and clamps.  I know John is weak with fever, but there’s nothing wrong with his engineering mind.  Let’s talk with him next time he’s up to it.”
*****
At Hamilton’s hospital, there was no janitorial service. Meagan directed major housekeeping.  Disposable items had to be moved behind the building as receptacles were overflowing inside.  Room and hallway floors needed to be cleaned and bleached.
The statuesque nurse counseled some patients to go home if at all possible.  The hospital had become more of a threat than a cure for many.  New patients were triaged for admission, knowing tomorrow’s staff would be even smaller.  Food supplies were low.
She planned to depart the hospital at 2 PM to get back to the Denton Ranch while it was still daylight.  Her nature worked against making that deadline as she found more and more things she wanted to accomplish.  One last thing, she directed moving giant cooking vats from the kitchen to the fire area outside to boil sheets.  She finally left at 4 PM.
By 4:30 it was on the darker side of twilight owing to the northern latitude of Montana and the Bitterroot Mountains to the west blocking the last rays of the sun.  In the half dark, she pushed on.  In that faint light, the path homeward looked totally different.  Meagan began to regret her late start getting back to Denton.  Twisting an ankle in a marmot hole and doing a face-plant argued for pitching camp here.  Pushing herself up, she found a small snapped tree trunk one inch from her right eye.  The debate was over; time to bed down.
Meagan gathered pine branches to make a bed on the forest floor.  She pulled off her boots and climbed into her sleeping bag with her coat and gloves on.  She was angry that she could not sleep.  She could not get warm, so she reluctantly built a small fire with the dry wood and kindling she had in her backpack.  She knew a fire, any fire, was likely an attractive beacon in this new world.  She knew better than to build a fire, but she hoped luck was on her side.
*****
Over a supper of canned beans and soup, everyone avoided speaking of Meagan’s absence.
  Lee: “I propose a toast to Mr. Denton for this fine cuisine.”  Everyone raised a cup of half-strength tea.  “If it weren’t for his prepping, well … .  God help us if we have to rely on the Lee and Jed hunting team.”  He generously did not inquire about Brock’s failed hunt.  Like the others, he thought today’s hunting was doomed from the start, with the snow gone.
        Almost delirious, John tried for humor, “Well, folks, that’s why it’s called hunting and not finding.”
“You’re looking better, John,” Keala lied.
“He does not!” Sondra snapped.  “Brock, do something!  Didn’t they teach you anything in medical school?”
Brock shot his wife a stinging look and returned the barb, “The first thing I learned was to keep my mouth shut when I didn't know what I was talking about …”
“I have a feeling we’ll have our work cut out for us tomorrow,” Zeke interrupted.  “Probably a good time to turn in.”  He thought, where is Meagan?  She's the closest friend I ever had, and I don’t know where she is.  He was too smart to consider going out after her, especially after dark in the Big Sky winter.  That would be a fool’s errand.
Idle hands ..., Zeke chastised himself.  He put them to work, shaving for the first time.  The task of getting the warm water up to his room and performing the ritual were somehow comforting.  As leader, you should do this daily, he told himself in the mirror.  And I should be ready for Meagan when she returns.
*****
Luck was not on Meagan’s side.
The small fire next to her provided the extra heat she needed to sleep.  Uplifted by her contributions and successes, she finally fell into an exquisite, deep sleep.  She dreamed of reaching the Denton Ranch.  She dreamed of Zeke sweeping her off her feet.  She dreamed of giving herself to Zeke tomorrow night.  Life would be perfect.
As if at the bottom of a well, her subconscious heard indistinguishable male voices.  One stood out.
“I get her first.  Then you guys get her.  One hour a piece.  No marks, no cuts, no bruises.  She may be valuable.”
*****
Cody and Joan put the finishing touches on a snow hut miles from any human being.  They both ached from trekking mile after mile off trail carrying heavy backpacks to give the horses a break.  They were cold, wet, and hungry.
“Cody, at least we haven’t had to do night-watch duties the last few nights.”
“That’s a good way to look at it.  A reward for staying away from main arteries.  I’ll bet these are record snows in the pass.  Our progress is terrible.  And we’re just beginning our way up the mountain.  I’d apologize for leading you into this mess, except I’m not sure we’d be better off anywhere else.  The rancher who gave us the horses couldn’t keep us there.  I read it in his eyes.  Tough times.”
“How about our horses, Cody?  You say they can sleep standing up?  How is that possible?”
     “We cowboys know such things,” he laughed at himself, not much of a horseman.  “I’ve read that it’s an evolutionary adaptation for survival.  The stay apparatus is the name for the anatomical system of tendons and ligaments that allows a horse to sleep standing up without much exertion.  Standing up, a horse is better able to escape a predator and warn his fellow horses.  Supposedly, a horse doesn’t need a whole lot of time lying down, but every horse needs some downtime for REM sleep.”
“Honestly, how did you know that, Cody?”
“I dreamed it!”
     “Good one!  Another tidbit from Julliard?  You never cease to amaze me with the things you know.  I bet most cowboys don’t know about the stay apparatus.  In any case, Cody, I hope our horses can warn us of bad guys.”
        “And, my liberated woman, bad gals,” he said.
“I miss my fire,” Joan said wistfully.
“I think we better save what dry wood we have.  If the wind backs off tomorrow morning, we ought to build a small fire to boil coffee.  Something to look forward to!  That will be a banquet with our peanut butter and raisins.”
Joan: “That was good of you to put a blanket out there on the snow for the horses.  If either of us wakes during the night, let’s make sure each horse also still has a blanket over it.”
Cody hugged Joan.  “Good thought!  I’ll check the horses again.  Meanwhile, I’ll be dreaming of tomorrow morning’s hot coffee.”
“Funny, a week ago we took hot coffee for granted.  Food wasn’t even in our top ten.  How life has changed!”
“Yep, Joan, the good ole days were less than a week ago!”
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Cody and Joan woke to panicked snorting and neighing in the post-midnight darkness.  That was followed by horrific, blood-curdling screams.  Boots already on, Cody grabbed a flashlight and a rifle.  He ran to the noise.  En route, Cody could see the shadows of mayhem in the moonlight.
Closer, his flashlight beam revealed a swirling mass of mixed furs and an agitated horse trying to help.  A mountain lion was attacking Cody’s horse.  Joan’s horse was trying to join in the fray.  He aimed his rifle.  It felt like an eternity as he waited to get a clear shot at the cat.  He rushed the shot, sending the wounded cat running.  Cody’s horse was down.
 Joan ran up.  Out of breath, she said, “What can I do?”
“Joan, take your horse upwind several hundred feet.  I need to do some things.”
     Joan caught the foreboding implication of his words.  Her crisp okay was subdued.  It
conveyed her fear of what needed to be done.  As she walked her horse away, she tried to calm it and, with that, herself.  All the while, she was still shaking from shock.
Cody spoke to his struggling horse and patted it.  He examined it with his flashlight.  Not wanting to do what he must, he looked again.  He shook his head to an invisible universe of judges who would condemn him for any of his unthinkable choices.  Lose-lose, he thought.
His horse would die a long, miserable death if he did not man up.  Tears welled up in his steely eyes as he aimed his rifle.  “Forgive me!” he said.
Two hundred feet away, Joan heard the crack of Cody’s rifle and its echo through the deep, long mountain pass.  Her horse reared up as if another cougar were attacking.  She had to start all over with calming words and pats.  Joan wiped tears from her cheek.  She wept for Cody’s horse, Cody, and the increased burden they would bear without his horse.  One of them at a time would have to trudge through several feet of snowpack.
     Cody approached Joan like a dead man.  “For what it’s worth, that cat scream scared the pee-waddle out of me, too.”  His volume was several decibels low for the normally ebullient man, but  his words had the desired effect on his partner.
Despite the calamity, Joan chuckled, “Did you learn that expression at Oxford?”  She paused to send him a small smile to acknowledge his effort to cheer her up.  “Thanks, Cody.”  Her tears were slowing but still there.  “That was ghastly!  I’m going to stay up with my horse.”
“That’s good and smart.  Your horse needs comforting, and I doubt either of us can sleep with her fidgeting and agitation tonight.  Not to mention, we can’t afford to lose her, too.  Be ready with your rifle.  I’ll try to get a fire going for you two.  Good thing we have some dry starter wood.”
Cody returned to the site of the mayhem.  He exhausted all the dry kindling they had in their backpacks and slowly added on damper wood to a second fire.  He was nauseated by what he had to do next.
With Joan and her horse out of view, Cody used his hunting knife to skin his dead horse.  Then, he did another unthinkable: He harvested steak strips from his horse and dried the meat over the fire.  After that, he made thick gaiters for whoever had to walk in the deep snow.  He hated what he was doing, but it was a question of survival.
At dawn he made the coffee they so looked forward to.  He carried a cup of joe to Joan.
“Joan, here you go.  You earned this!  Sorry about our not getting more sleep.  Join me back by the other fire.  Let’s bring your horse back with us and tie her up about a hundred feet upwind from the other fire.  We both need to get some protein in our systems.”
Joan winced at the thought of eating horse meat.
“I know,” Cody sympathized.  “We’ve got to do it.  You’ll be surprised how good the steak is.  And we’ll have jerky for our journey.”
“I appreciate the thought.  But how are you?  You went through more trauma than I did.  Putting down a horse, well, that’s thought to be among the worst things any person has to do.  And then you had to …”
“It’s been a helluva morning, I’ll say that.  Can’t wait to speak to my therapist.”
“Well, here I am, Cody.  Whenever you want to talk …”
“Appreciate it.  Probably not today, Joan.”  He hugged her.
“Me neither!”
“Time for some protein, Joan.  The pass ahead is going to be tough traveling.  I expect the snow on the road will be over six-feet deep.  We’ll have to pick our way along ridge lines, I suppose.  I’ll walk until my feet get numb.  Maybe then you can spell me walking.  The fur gaiters should help both of us.”
“Spell?  I don't know that word, Cody."
"Means take my place for a while.  I grew up using it, but it may now be falling into disuse.  The ever-evolving language of English, you know."
 "Sounds like a plan, Cody.  I'll spell you when you start to get frostbite.  I’ll be drinking a lot of coffee with this meal!”
“Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to wash your food down with fluids?”  His grim mood allowed only a small, pitiful wry smile.
*****
Tending the outside fire after breakfast, Keala heard shouts from the front of the house.  She alerted Zeke.  From a front window, Zeke eyed the man at the gate.  He ordered Brock to flank the man with a red bandana on his forehead.  He asked everyone else to get arms and stay inside for the time being.  “Standby until I shout Denton, fire!” he ordered.
Brock surprised everyone with his quick compliance with Zeke’s order. He exited the back of the house and maneuvered through the woods.  He carried a scoped Remington deer rifle.
Zeke took off his holster and stuck his 9 mm in the small of his back, under his belt.  He left the house through a French door next to the window in the foyer to the bedrooms.  He stood alone on the catwalk that ran around the second floor of the house.
The long-haired, scraggly gang leader hollered, “Let me through the gate.  I’m starving.  I just want some food, man!  I mean you no harm.”
“Sorry, can’t do that!” Zeke yelled.  “I have to ask you to leave.”
Through binoculars, Zeke saw the man wore black leather biking clothes.  The man did not appear to be armed.
“Please, man, let me in!  I’m gonna die out here.”
Zeke: “Let me ask you to go away peaceably.”  Zeke turned to signal the end of the discussion.  A torrent of insulting expletives from the biker caught his ear.  Zeke looked back to see four black-leathered bikers with pistols aimed at him.  Even without motorcycles, the bikers were still a formidable lot.
The gang leader hollered, “We’ve got you outnumbered.  Now let us in!”
Zeke considered his next move.  Were there more bikers in the woods?  Could their pistols hit him from 200 feet?  Would showing his side’s rifles deter the aggressors — or expose his people prematurely?  He bought time, “Friend, we have ten rifles aimed at your gang.  Walk away!”
Just as Zeke thought the confrontation was over, a fifth biker emerged from the woods with a pistol in one hand and someone on the other.  This biker had a fistful of the unkempt hostage’s long gray-streaked hair.  The prisoner’s hands were tied in back.  The gang leader kicked the captive in the shins.  The prisoner went down.
The biker leader shouted at Zeke, “Binoculars, you might want to reconsider your position!”  He ripped duct tape from the hostage’s lips.
Zeke heard a high-pitched scream come from the hostage. 
       “Now,” the gang leader shouted, “let us through the gate or we’ll gut her in front of you.  I know all about you and your little nest up there.  We’re coming in!  I’ll shoot the lock off the gate if I have to.”
      Zeke knew they were still negotiating or the gang would already have blasted the lock off the gate.  He did not recognize the captive at first, but he felt for the human being in their grip.
       Her?  He studied the hostage.  Her jeans were ripped and bloodied.  She had bite marks on a bruised face and neck.  Her lips were black and blue.  Fresh blood ran from both corners of her mouth.  One eye was puffy and swollen shut.  The other was dimmed and perhaps gray.  Tears traced over a distinctive butterfly birthmark on her left cheek.
      No, his soul screamed in denial, but his mind knew the truth.  He shuddered in recognition.  Oh, my God, it's my Meagan!  Her hair must have streaked gray overnight due to shock.  It was clear she had put up a valiant fight to keep her captors off her. 
      “Zeke, don’t let them in,” the voice of the ravaged hostage tried to cry out through swollen lips.  “They raped me all last night.  We’ll never have children!  Save yourselves … ”
 All the Denton crew could hear was a whimper.    
“Shut up, bitch!”  The gang leader slapped the hostage’s cheek.  Then he kicked her in the gut to ensure her silence.  He took his turn pulling on the captive’s hair as the other biker let go.
Thinking they had the upper hand, the bikers pistols were no longer at the ready.
“Brock, now!” Zeke commanded.
Brock fired as the gang leader jerked Meagan to her feet.  The round penetrated Meagan’s chest and deflected, missing the biker.  Before Zeke could order his group to fire, rifle fire came from the flank opposite Brock.  The gang leader’s head exploded.  In another millisecond, his number two’s head burst like an exploding melon.  Then in quick succession the remaining gang members met the same fate.
A hidden Marsh darted from the forest carrying his weapon at port arms as he charged to check on Meagan.  He kneeled to check for a pulse in her neck.  He then tried her wrist.  Looking up at Zeke, he shook his head sadly.
Keala and Karen ran onto the catwalk and held Zeke up as they guided him back inside to a chair.  They knew what the loss of Meagan meant to Zeke.  Carrying a rifle, Jed ran out to unlock the chain on the gate for Marsh.  Hyperalert, Jed kept an ongoing scan in the direction of the fallen bikers for more danger.  It did not come.
*****
While Keala and Karen stayed with Zeke, Marsh drank coffee with the others.  “Terrible thing,” he began.  “I am very sorry for your loss.  Pass that on to the rest of your crew, will you?”
Jed nodded, “Marsh, thank you for showing up when you did.  We could see their pistols.  We would have lost some of us back there, maybe all, if it weren’t for you.”
     “Jed, I’m glad to be rid of that bunch of riffraff!  They’ve been terrorizing citizens throughout the valley for years.  The filthy five — worst of the worst, they were.  Scum even before our tragedy today, trust me.  If our old court system hadn’t been so cockeyed tolerant, they’d never have seen the outside of prison walls after their first offense.
“That reminds me.  You all keep your guard up.  Folks are migrating out of the cities as food and water run out.  They’ll be desperate.  Redouble your efforts to keep a low profile.
“Hey, I want to thank you all for the joe.  I brought you some ground coffee to replenish your stock.  Figured you’d be running low by now.  It’s out in the saddle bags on my horse.  Let me get that for you.”
As Marsh returned with four pounds of ground coffee, he pulled Jed into a kitchen corner, “Death is always hard.  I’ve been around it all my professional days.  You all can’t bury Meagan in the frozen ground around here.  I’m going to spare you that.  I’ll take the body.  Have a memorial without her.  If anyone is upset about my taking the body, good.  They can hate me.  That’ll distract them from their grief.  What do you think?”
Jed shook Marsh’s hand, “You’re a good man, Marsh.  I agree with you, so that gives them two of us to hate.  And thanks for the coffee!  How did you come by it?”
“Oh, people give me things.  I take some and pass the rest on.  Seems to work out.”  Marsh tipped his hat to the group and began to leave.
"One thing, Marsh.  I noticed that you were clicking off those well-aimed rounds at an astounding clip.  Never saw anything like it in my life ..."
"Jed, there's no accounting for what adrenaline can do for you!"
Jed chuckled in disbelief.  "If you say so, Marsh.  Can we offer you some venison steaks?” Jed said.  “I figure with all that marshaling you’re doing, you don’t have time to hunt.”
“I’ll take a raincheck on that Jed.”  Marsh lied, “One of my other groups just topped me off.  Gotta get back to marshaling,” he winked.  “Thank you very much.  Oh ... by the way, Jed, I'll be dragging the corpses of those dead scum to some distant ravine with my horse.  Predators will take it from there.”
After the marshal left, Jed remarked, “Marsh’s facial expression never changed the entire time he was here.”
Only minutes elapsed until Marsh was back at the door.  “Hey, Jed, I found this bottle of pills in Meagan’s pocket.  Thought you might have a use for them.”
“Darn right, Marsh, I think she was bringing those back for John.  I’ll run them by Brock first, but I think they may be just what John needs to counter his infection.”
Marsh shook his head.  “Meagan —  her good works go on even after death!  Quite a gal!”
*****
Later at his compound, Marsh embraced Jenny.  “Hon, we’ve had one helluva day, I have to tell you.  The death of a fine woman like Meagan makes me appreciate you that much more.  By the way, that was some great shooting you did taking out that biker slime.  I guess that makes me the smartest man on the planet; I hired you and I married you.  Can’t beat that!”
“Right back at you, Marsh-man.  Hey, I didn’t do so bad myself, marrying the smartest man in the world.  You might want to take some credit for your shooting, as well.”
   They both laughed.  Jenny pointed at the 50-year-old scotch.  Marsh shook his head no.  “That scotch and your diamond ring are momentos of the beginning of this surreal experience.  Their anonymous donor …”
      “Back to sampling the scotch, Marsh.  If not now, when?” Jenny asked, with fisted hands on her hips.

Marsh smiled.  “You got me there, partner.  Doubles all around!  While I pour, let me ask you do you want to go in to meet the folks at the Denton Ranch?  I really like Zeke and Jed there.  I know you’d like Karen.  You'd have loved Meagan, although she was pretty intense.  Maybe in small doses.”
“For now, Marsh, let’s leave me literally in the background.  I’m the ace up your sleeve.  You never let anyone see all your cards.  You always have a little edge.  I appreciate that quality about you more and more every day.  Why give up an advantage when you don’t have to?”
“I never was ever able to verbalize it that well, hon.  You get it!”
Jen changed the subject, “And speaking of Meagan …”
Marsh: “Yeah, I thought we’d spare the Denton group the pain of what to do with the body, winter and all.  For Pete’s sake, my family nearly killed each other over what to do with my Uncle John’s body in better times.  Cremation or burial?  Scatter the ashes or keep them on the mantle?  Open or closed casket?  Aunt Martha insisted on an open casket.  My cousin Emma wanted a closed casket.  She was horrified at her father’s unearthly, waxlike form at the memorial service.  She never forgave her mother’s insistence on that open casket, especially since Aunt Martha didn’t even attend the service!  And that was in the summer, when the ground wasn’t frozen!  On and on … .
“We took lives out there today,” he continued.  “They were scum.  We should and do feel good about it, but we know both of us would get mandatory counseling back at the sheriff’s office.  Protocol.  So I thought that a funeral for Meagan would be therapeutic for both of us.  It will remind us how rightful our actions were as we honor the wonderful person Meagan was.  What do you think?”
Jenny kissed Marsh.  “I think I’m lucky to be married to the smartest man in the world!”
*****
In a mourning fog, Zeke trudged up the staircase.  Outside his bedroom, Sondra walked up to him and gave him what he thought was a soulful hug.
“Thanks, Sondra!”
“Zeke, if there’s anything I can do …”
“I appreciate it, Sondra.  I know you miss her, too.”
Sondra sighed.  She grabbed is right forearm with her left hand.  “Zeke, I want to move in with you.  We were good together.  I miss you.  I made a big mistake …”
Brock quietly arrived at the top of the stairs and interrupted.  He spoke accusingly, “What’s going on here?”
Zeke: “Nothing, Brock.  Sondra was assuring me I wasn’t the only one missing Meagan.  For that, I am very grateful.  Meagan meant the world to me.”
Brock clamped onto Sondra’s right wrist and dragged her away.
Then, as Zeke reached for his bedroom doorknob, Keala called out his name as she topped the stairs.  Zeke was mildly perturbed at his second effort to be alone.
Keala stood very close to him and spoke in uncharacteristically low tones.  “Zeke, could we step inside for a moment?  I need your help.”  Inside his bedroom, she spoke self-consciously, “I really apologize for the timing, but I’m at wit’s end here.  I shouldn’t … .  You know I was in the cold for many hours after the accident.  What you don’t know is how cold I am all the time now.  Part of it may be psychological, I’ll give you that, but I wear more clothes than anyone here.  I can’t seem to feel warm.  My nights alone in my bedroom are unbearable.  I’ve tried sleeping by the fire downstairs, but with someone caring for John and tending the fire, I can’t get any good sleep.  This is stupid and ill-timed, but could I try huddling with you tonight?  I have to ask.  I’m so sorry.  Bad timing …”
     Zeke’s irritation melted as Keala’s eyes welled up in tears.  He also remembered he had responsibilities to her as her elected leader.  “Keala, I’ve been caught up in other things.  I apologize to you for not noticing what you’ve been going through.  You have had more hardships than any of us.  Of course, you can crash, er stay, here tonight.”  He chided himself over saying crash to a plane accident victim.
Keala was so relieved, she completely broke down with more tears.  “Thank you!  Thank you!  Thank you!”
Zeke felt as if he were being crushed in her vise-like hug.  To comfort her, he hugged the heavily jacketed former beauty queen back but not as tightly as she did him.  Out of the blue, he started laughing uproariously.  “I hope the walls are as soundproof as I think they are!”
        “What?  What is so funny?  Are you laughing at me?”
“No, Keala, I’m laughing at what has just happened to me.”  Just after I lost my true love, my ex-fiancee wants to sleep with me, he thought.  Then Miss South Dakota has a similar request minutes later.  The pity is that I can’t share the irony with anyone.
“Zeke, are you all right?  You’re behaving strangely.”  Keala kicked herself for her frankness.  She wondered whether Zeke was having a hysterical reaction to Meagan’s death.
  Zeke’s mind raced as he chastised himself, no time to be scoping out a woman!  I never noticed Keala's classic beauty.  Her platinum hair, emerald-green eyes, and ballerina-like figure — wow!  Cupid, you bastard, your timing sucks!
       “Don’t worry about it, Keala.”  He stopped laughing and hugging.  “Some day I’ll be able to share the reasons for my seemingly inappropriate laughter.  Trust me, it was not at your expense.  It’s more of a cosmic joke — on me.”
“Okay, Zeke, I think.  I’ll explain to everyone at breakfast why I spent the night in your room.”
“That’s probably a good idea, Keala.  I’m sure everyone is already talking.”
*****
In the windy, freezing mountain pass, Cody and Joan enjoyed the warmth of bathing in natural thermal springs.  Mist hung over the bubbling waters.
     “Cody, there’s something wonderful about enjoying winter au naturel!  I haven’t felt this good for months.  And we have protein in our tummies.”  She shied away from saying horse meat for fear of gagging.  “We’re clean.  We’re warm.  We’re safe.”
“Better than a spa, Joan.  It is fantastic!  If the weather holds with no new snow, we’ll make good time to the valley.  I haven't seen any sign of life: no aircraft, no automobiles, no people.  I did get a letter from my alumni association wanting money …”
“That’s funny!  Yep, they can reach out and find you anywhere.  I bet they have overnight delivery to heaven and hell.”
“And you’re funny.  So what else could we hope for, Joan?”
“I’d like a chilled bottle of white wine.  That would take my mind off the abandoned cars on the road.  They’re depressing — a stark reminder of how life used to be.”
“I know it.  The good news is that you won’t be dwelling on that long.  You’ll sleep like a baby tonight.  That’s good; you need to get caught up on sleep after this morning’s catastrophe.  I’ll take the first shift tonight.  We’re getting nearer people and danger.  I’ll try to get you at least six hour’s sleep before I wake you.”
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Marsh and Jenny sipped hot coffee in their luxurious bunker.  The absence of outside windows was offset with 15 large flatscreen monitors.  Every room had at least one faux window.  The repertoire of selectable displays with appropriate sounds was dazzling: seven wonders of the world, other nature scenes, classic and modern art, random colors, as well as real-time views outside the compound.  Presently, Jenny had selected a panorama of waves massaging tropical white-sand beaches.  Adding further to the free and airy ambience, Hawaiian slack-key guitar music resonated on the sound system.
“You know, Jen, I realize we don’t have the real view of the mountains we used to have, but we do have a realtime periscopic view.  There are compensations!”
“Of course, we see it through the cameras’ eyes, though, Mr. Half-Full.”
“And I am full, not half-full!  I don’t think I’ll ever tire of steak and eggs for breakfast.” he countered.
“Even if the filet mignon and eggs come from frozen?”  She laughed.
     “Even!”  Marsh laughed back.  “I’m used to frozen.  I like frozen!  The frozen milk gives me nostalgia.  My dad said it was a treat to get imported frozen milk on Guam when he was there as an Air Force dependent.  It beat the recombined local variety.  I think fresh has been overrated.
“You know, we’re living large, even measured against the pre-New Year's yardstick.  You’ve got the Viking refrigerator and stove you always wanted …”
Jenny chimed in, “Not to mention instant hot water, the adjustable king-size bed, the quartz countertops in the kitchen and baths.  Oh, yes, the two jacuzzis …”
Marsh added to the gratitude list, “And, we have have electricity, running water, and toilets that flush — not to mention a world-class sound system and Blu-ray library.  Yeah, it bothers me that others don’t.  But, if you think about it, that’s the way the world has been since the begining of time, as we know it.”
“I love you, Marsh, but where did my Don Quixote go?  Co-opted with luxury?”
     “Jen, I guess I just had to adjust to some hard realities.  You know that old question: What if, at the end of your life, you found out you had done everything wrong?
     “Well,” he continued, “I’m lucky.  I found out before the end of my life.  A significant emotional event.”  He knew Jen understood that event was his being fired.  “I’m not big on revealing deep secrets that no man should ever share, but here goes.  As a kid, I held onto the belief in Santa Claus for years, long after my peers began pooh-poohing the idea.  I wanted to believe, in spite of the evidence around me.  You're right, Jen, I am now a reformed idealist.”
“I get it, Marsh.  I like your new flexibility.  And I know you’re going along with this new world order for me.  I thank you for that.  Otherwise, I might now be the victim of some roving gang — like Meagan.  A sad thought, sorry.  Changing the subject, what are today’s orders?”
“Jen, I prefer to think of them as requests.  After all, we’re free to turn them down anytime.”
     “And Moses, what are today’s Ten Suggestions?  You know that, if we turn down those requests you get on your smartphone, we’ll probably be out on our keisters fighting for scraps, without heat or electricity.  Instead, we’re in a comfortable compound with heat and electricity, good food, and safety.  Requests, my dear?”
“Jen, you didn’t mention 50-year-old scotch.”  He almost smiled.
“I left that for you.”  Jenny smiled.  She was pleased to see Marsh show some emotion.
Mildly irritated at the new reality, he conceded her point.  He laughed, “That, too!"
“In the context of history,” he went on, “very few ever get to be the top dog, which means that the likelihood any given soul winds up working according to someone else’s dictates, is pretty high.  In fact, even the top dog winds up working for someone.  Take the president of the United States — before the first of this year.  The people of the United States used to elect the president.  He then had authority over them, but the president was very much subject to ongoing public opinion.  Full circle.
“So it really becomes a matter of how intolerable one’s situation is before he or she rebels.  Myself, I’m reasonably content with what I have: the most beautiful woman in the world, good food, nice place to sleep …”
     “Marsh, you could have stopped after
the most beautiful woman in the world.”
“Would that clinch my defense?”
“Pretty darn close, wise husband.”
“I approve that edit, then.  My point is that the someone telling us what to do, so far, is a helluva lot better than most of the people I’ve worked for in the past.  He seems to have our best interest at heart.  And, in the scheme of things, there’s always a pecking order.  In that respect, it’s the same old …”
“Marsh, I won’t have that kind of talk in my home.  You don’t revert to Army barracks talk often, but I will not relive hearing the offensive language I suffered through in the Corps.  I wasn’t raised that way!”
“Sorry, Jen.  You can tell I’m a little defensive about my being so compliant with this new authority, the invisible hand behind our spiffy compound and daily orders.  I honestly don’t think my pushing back for the sake of pushing back would do anything except hurt our personal conditions.  I always thought those folks out protesting to be protesting, were mindless ... er, dolts.  That’s not me.  Now to answer your original question …
“The text said to make sure the Denton folks get their thermal gloves.  High priority, for some reason.  Also, I’m to get John, at the Denton Ranch, ready to go to Idaho.  I’m to pick someone else from the group to go with him for protection.  What do you think, do I take the ’52 Ford pickup or the ’54 Chevy coupe?”
“Marsh, take the Ford.  The Chevy is my baby!”
He laughed.  “It is a beauty.  For that matter, so is the Ford.  No computers, no semiconductors, no electronic ignition — real cars!  One real car and one real truck, anyway.
“Just a reminder, Jen, whoever our benefactor is, wants us to keep a close hold on our circumstances, how we operate, and what we know.”
“Heck, Marsh, whom would I tell?  We don’t know a whole lot, anyway, except that you and I were somehow selected to live a whole lot better than the rest of mankind.  We do know our benefactor knows a lot about us and has a lot of resources.  I was impressed again when he sent us to pick up John in Lolo.  How did he know John needed help?”
“That’s true, we don’t know much!  Nevertheless, our other guidance is to take a bag of beans and a bag of rice to the Denton folks from our warehouse when we ride over today.  Thinking back, the timing of the text saying to show up to help Meagan was also damn — sorry, I mean darn — impressive.”
Jenny: “How did he know?”
“Is that rhetorical?”
Jenny laughed, “That sounds like my old boss at the sheriff’s office.  Deflecting when he didn’t have a good answer.”
Marsh snickered, “Sounds like the smartest man in the world.”
*****
At the Denton Ranch, silence ruled the breakfast table.  No jokes about eating venison again, no talk of how to improve day-to-day operations, no small talk.  Meagan’s death still cast a long shadow.
Zeke left the grim gathering on the pretext of getting wood for the outside fire.  Keala followed.
“Zeke, do you want to talk about it?”
“It’s more than Meagan’s death.  No one will even look me in the eye …”
     “If it weren’t Meagan’s death, you’d be explaining this to me.  You’re too close to this situation to see it for what it is.  Fact is: You were the leader.  You called for the shot.  It killed Meagan.  Brock missed; you didn't fire the shot.  Everyone knows you made the right call, but they didn’t do it.  Blame has to fall on someone.  It falls on you.  Scapegoating.  In my book, it’s a stronger certainty than gravity.  Since the beginning of time, a group always had to project its bad feelings on someone to move on.  Today, that’s you.  It’s less horrific for the group than thinking of her death or their inability or unwillingness to make the right call.  It’s seldom fair.
“You know me: I have to think people are basically good.  I can’t stand the alternative.  That’s my weakness.  You have a firm grasp on reality: People are fickle!”
Keala paused, then went on, “And if you had agreed to the gang leader’s demands, we would have lost many, if not all, of us.  That gang was clearly not going to play nice here.  You did the right thing!”
“Thanks, Keala.  You’re right.  I am too close to the situation to be objective.  It’s still hard to accept that when you do the right thing, you get blamed by the gaggle anyway.”
“But you understand group dynamics.  You can’t change human nature.  It just is.  Listen, I know you, Zeke.  How would you feel following the leadership of someone who isn’t as smart or capable as you?”
     That one stopped Zeke in his tracks.  Zeke took a deep breath.  He wasn’t really born to cope with the disappointments leadership carried with it.  However, he had been molded to deal with those with the wisdom his dad had passed on to him.  “Son,” his dad had told him, “if I could summarize what West Point teaches in a word, it’s function.  No matter what happens and no matter how you feel, your charge is to function.  I want you to remember that.  Whether it’s combat or life, function.  Function!”
“You’re good, Keala.  You must admit I know myself: I’m better at telling leaders to take the slings and arrows than taking them myself.”  He pursed his lips and shook his head.  After a pause, he said, “How did last night work out for you?”
“For the first time since my coma, I had a good night’s sleep.  And you, Zeke?”
“Bad dreams.  I was reaching out to catch someone falling off a high tower and couldn’t quite reach her.  Sounds as if it would be over in seconds.  I swear it stretched out to all night long.  Longest fall in history.  I’m tired from sleeping,” he said ironically.  “Shall we try the same arrangement tonight?”
*****
Marsh arrived at the gate with his horse.  He fed the horse carrots and hay from his saddlebag while he waited to be let in.
Zeke broke away from a group project to meet the visitor.  “You must like our coffee, Marsh!”
“What are you all building, Zeke?”
“We’re putting in four ramparts around the house for protection.  The logs and boulders should be good to hide behind and fire from if we’re attacked again.  That raid by the biker gang was an eye-opener.  Lesson learned, Marsh.”
“Sounds like a good plan.  Brought you some rice, beans, and thermal gloves.  Figured the venison routine might be getting old.  And I need to ask a favor.  I need to send John and a volunteer to Idaho for two or more days.”
“Thanks for the grub!”  Zeke had a bag of beans in one hand and a bag of rice in the other.  Marsh carried in the bag of thermal gloves as they moseyed to the house.
“Marsh, your gifts are more than welcome.  We are so tired of venison.  I need you to see John for yourself.  So far he’s not responding to the antibiotic you found in Meagan’s pocket.  Feverish and weak.  Delirious at times.  Wound doesn’t look good.  I don’t think he can travel.  How about taking me?”
“No offense, Zeke, but you're not a nuclear engineer, are you?”
“Industrial engineer.  But I can figure out a lot of things.”
“Don’t worry, you can keep the rice and beans in any case, Zeke.  We need to get John well.  Let’s talk with Brock.”
“He’s fertilizing the back forty.  He’ll be back soon.  So, what’s up with Idaho, Marsh?”
“Seems there’s a nuclear reactor near Arco, Idaho, that’s in need of a few tweaks.  Lotta folks downwind from there … .”
Marsh and Zeke sat at the kitchen table with coats on.  Karen poured their coffee and jumped in, “God bless you, Marshal.  I am so sick of deer meat.  I know I should count my blessings, but I love good old beans and rice.  If you’re taking requests, I could sure use some more chili pepper to cook with.  I’m not out yet, but close.  You'd be surprised what I can do with that!”
“I’ll see what I can do, Karen.  I know I can get you some black pepper and salt.”
“That would be nice, Marsh!” she gushed.
Brock washed his hands in a bucket of warm water and soap just inside the kitchen door.  After he dried them, he came in and shook Marsh’s hand.
“We don’t have any donuts, Marshal,” Brock said, thinking he was a master of wit.
Marsh did not react.  Cliche humor is only funny if you’re an insider; otherwise, it’s offensive, he mused.  After a pregnant pause, he said, “Doc, wanted to see if John can travel today.”
Slightly miffed that Marsh didn’t acknowledge his brilliant joke, Brock answered, “No, John can’t travel yet.  I think I may need to open up the wound again and lavage it with Dakin’s once more.  Ideally, I’d start him on a different antibiotic if we hadn’t gone back into the Dark Ages.”
“Doc, write down what antibiotic you want to give John.  I’ll see what I can do about getting that medicine …”
Sondra broke in, “Marsh, you won’t be able to read it.  I’ll write it out for you.”  Her contempt for Brock came through in her tone.
Susan overheard.  “Marsh, I will be so grateful if you can help John.  Everyone of us here will owe you one.  I guess we already do.  We’ll owe you two.  How will you go about getting the new medicine?”
Marsh laughed off the question, “I don’t even understand it.  I know a guy who knows a guy.”  He wasn’t totally lying.
Zeke: “One more item, Marsh.  The Idaho-bound crew needs a Geiger counter.  Good to detect invisible threats, you know.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”  With that, Marsh excused himself and left on his horse.  He joined up with Jenny in the woods.  He briefed her on what had transpired.
“Only one thing to do,” Jenny offered.  “Here’s your smartphone.”
Marsh texted the Benefactor a brief explanation of John’s situation with a request for erythromycin.  He expected no immediate answer.  To his surprise, he received a reply five minutes later:


Medicine you requested will be at your compound in three hours.  The Benefactor.


         The
Benefactor, indeed, Marsh thought.  The mysterious provider knew what Marsh called him.  Marsh was not at all surprised.  Well, maybe a little.
*****
At the three-hour point, Marsh received a text that a drone had landed with the package at the back of the compound.  At that moment, Jenny said she saw it on a flatscreen monitor.  Marsh got the medicine from the impressive quadcopter.  He restored the drone to its takeoff position and backed away, according to the instructions he received in the text.  When he was five feet away, the drone lifted up horizontally and flew to the east.
Knowing time was of the essence, both for John and the nuclear reactor, Marsh and Jenny saddled up and rode to the Denton Ranch.  Susan greeted him and hugged him as he produced the antibiotic.
Marsh casually put up a hand to prevent Zeke from asking, “I can’t stay.  Got something pressing.  Left you some salt, black pepper, chili pepper — and garlic salt.”  He waved off coffee and anything that would allow more questions on how he got the medication so fast.  He wondered that himself.
In the Denton house, Zeke consoled himself.  He rationalized his inaction: I shouldn’t question the hand that feeds us.  I, in turn, must withhold information.  I know the group will demand more information.  It is human nature: We always want more — more information — or for that matter, more quantity and quality in everything.  Mankind in a nutshell.  The answer is to be grateful for what we have.  And if we all did that, I'd be out of a job, he smiled to himself.
*****
That evening Susan had the first shift with John.  He had been on the new antibiotic for a mere six hours.  Already he seemed better.  He said he felt less febrile and more clear-headed, but still weak.
Upstairs in their bedroom, Zeke’s mind swirled over the day’s events.  “You know, Keala, based on what we saw and heard today, maybe we should ask for whatever we need.  Marsh seems to be able to produce it.  I’m thinking out loud now.  Our purpose seems to be doing what Marsh needs to be done.  So far there’s nothing wrong with it.  Stopping a nuclear meltdown in Idaho is a righteous effort.  I’m hoping we can get John better in time.”
“I’m with you, Zeke.  I know John will be eager to help.  A great opportunity to employ his skills.  It’s up to you and me to make sure everyone gives Susan extra support when he leaves.  She’s really been through it.”
Zeke: “I hope she takes a cue from you.  You ran the gauntlet and rose like a phoenix.  You’re a tough cookie — scrambling a few figures of speech here.”
“Well, if you have to make a omelet, make it sunny side up, I always say.”  I can do blonde-humor with the best of them, she smiled to herself.
“That was brilliant, Keala.  With that, let’s hit the hay.  I can tell I’m overmatched here!”
*****
Downstairs on the last shift, hours later, Karen saw John sit up in on the couch.  “How you doing, John?”
John felt his brow, took a swallow of water, and put his feet on the floor.  “Ready to use the urinal.  I’ll take it outside for a change.”
“Get up slowly, John — if you feel like it.”
John rose slowly as prompted.  “Sorry I’m not moving faster, Karen, but I am better.  I’d say 90% of normal.  That’s quite an improvement!  I realize that just my lying down so long, made me weaker.”
“That’s true, physically, John.  I want to speak from my heart now.  Your courage has never wavered.  Jed and I talk about it all the time.  You’re a tough man.  Thanks for setting a great example.  We’ve suffered a tremendous blow to our psyches with what happened at the turn of the year.  We’re going to make it, as long as we have people like you.”
John was speechless.  He knew she spoke the truth.  He couldn’t even summon up false modesty.  Finally, he managed a thank-you.
Karen put her hand on his shoulder to stifle any attempt at humility on John’s part.






January 9

“What are our orders today, love?”  Jenny had her usual morning-person cheer.
Marsh didn’t even try to mirror her, “You're perkier than my coffee, Jen.  Give me a couple more hours to catch up to you.”  He smiled at his slowness.  “We’re to secure the bio labs in Hamilton.  Seems people are trying to break in there.”
“Marsh, we secured that back on January 1.  Number one priority then.  I personally made sure all the door locks had failed to the closed position.  No one would break in there if they were sane.  God only knows what kind of viruses and bacteria were cultured there.”
“Well, we know Rocky Mountain Laboratories found a cure for Lyme disease years back.”  Marsh was waking up.  “We’ll have to check it out.  I’m thinking I’ll take someone handy from the Denton group.  I’ll saddle up an extra horse.”
“I don’t suppose we have any biohazard gear in our well-stocked warehouse for this mission," Jenny inquired without directly asking.
“Who knows?” he answered.  “We have a lot of gear in there — so much that only the Benefactor knows for sure.  Today’s is a quick reconnaissance and repair.  We’ll make a second trip with biohazard suits if necessary and if they exist.  In any case, Jen, while you back us up with your sniper rifle, just shoot any microbes that might come after us.”
“You are not funny, Marsh.  More coffee?”
Marsh scrolled through his quickening mind.  “Yes, another cup, love of my life.”
Jen smiled as she poured.  “Today we really earn our hazard pay!”
Marsh’s lips turned up on the sides ever so little.  “Our hazard pay and four bucks would have have bought you a small cup of that foo-foo coffee in the good ole days."
*****
Zeke greeted Marsh at the gate, “Back so soon?”  Jenny was hiding in the surrounding woods as usual behind the Ponderosas and thick brush.  Zeke had no idea she was watching.
“Yeah, Zeke, good to see you.  How was breakfast?”
“It was wonderful.  I love beans and rice.  You wouldn’t believe what Karen can do with a few spices.”
“Glad it’s working out for you.  Say, I need to get the help of one of your crew.  My preference is for Jed.  There’s no limit to the ingenuity and resourcefulness of that farmer.”
“What do you need him for?”
      “You’ve heard of Rocky Mountain Labs in Hamilton.  Well, I got reports some geniuses were trying to break in there.  That’s all I have.  I’m not going to be putting him or me in jeopardy by going into the labs or anything like that.  But if we can prevent an epidemic with a little work, I say why not?”
“Marsh, if he can’t go, I will.  I’d like to get to know more about you.”
     Marsh thought, Zeke, you cagey bastard, I bet you would.  He knew Zeke wanted to pump him for information.  Out loud, Marsh said, “That would be great, Zeke.  I’d like to get to know you better as well.”  In any case, getting cooperation from folks was getting easier than demanding it.  He had always viewed his law enforcement role as persuasion backed by badge.  Now he felt more like a negotiator.  He saved the high hand for when he really needed it, in either case.
“Zeke, while you check with Jed, I’d like to see how John is doing.”
Marsh found John in the kitchen sipping on tea.  “You look great, mate!  What a change!”
     “Feeling better, too, Marsh.  Zeke told me about the mission.  I’m psyched up.  Arco was the first city in the United States to be electrified with atomic power, back in 1955.  There has been a lot of nuclear engineering research at the nearby National Reactor Testing Station since.  We can savor a little history there while we save the world.  I hesitate to add … an accident wiped out the reactor powering Arco, killing three people — the only fatal United States reactor accident, as well as the world’s first.  Coincidentally, in January … 1961.”
     Marsh, swallowed hard.  “Yeah, you might have waited another lifetime or two before communicating that interesting fact.”  He shook his head in dismay.
John: “Sorry.  Brock said I can travel tomorrow if I keep taking my antibiotic.  I asked about going today.  He said that was out.”
Marsh: “Maybe Brock wants to come along?  I need one more shooter.”
“He says he’s needed here, Marsh.  But Keala volunteered.”
“That plucky gal will do.”  Marsh was relieved not to be taking Brock.,  While taking the doctor was logical, he knew Brock was prickly.  For sure, he and Brock clashed immediately on any issue.
*****
Plowing their boots through eight inches of new snow, Marsh and Jed walked the perimeter of the eight-foot hurricane fence surrounding the Hamilton bio labs.  They found an area of fence partially cut.
“The druggies didn’t have the right tools,” Marsh pronounced.
“At least, no one got in.  Piece of cake to fix.  I’ll get some work gloves, wire, and tools from my saddle bags.”  Jed headed back to the horses.
“You do that.  I’ll restore the warning signs on the fence.  No person in their right mind from around here would think of breaking into the labs, as a very wise person told me.  Only a meth head would disregard the signs.”
In half an hour, each had completed his work.  “Might as well recheck our paper before we turn it in to the teacher,” Marsh jested as they rounded the complex.
“Myself, I usually measure twice before I cut,” Jed added.  They walked the perimeter one more time, reversing their direction.
While they circled, Marsh observed, “We saw the expected mayhem on the way in.  Around the labs, no one is bothering us.  People know what’s up.  No one wants a case of ebola — or worse!”
“Planes falling out of the sky, the threat of an epidemic, and I understand tomorrow John’s going to try to save us from a nuclear meltdown.”
“Sounds like a job for Superman,” Marsh observed.  “He was busy, so they’re sending some of us!”
“Then what’s next, Marsh?”
“As a famous person once said, we don’t know what we don’t know.”
Jed had the last word, “I wonder how the famous person knew that!”
Marsh jabbed his index finger toward Jed’s chest and nodded to indicate Jed was on point.
*****
In their bedroom, Zeke sat next to Keala on the bed, “You know, I like you.  A little bit."  He smiled.  "What’s this about you volunteering for Idaho?”
“You volunteered, too, didn’t you?”  Keala raised an eyebrow.
“Who told you that?”
“You just did.  It’s in your character, Zeke.”
     Zeke went through a litany of risks and problems.  Keala’s pending departure was deja vu of Meagan’s last night with him.
“You know, Zeke, you have told the group all of that several times.”
“It’s my job!  There are too few of us at Denton.  We can’t afford any more losses.”
“So you were just doing your job?”
“No, I was trying to protect someone I like — just a little.”
Keala laughed.  “Come to bed before you self-destruct.”
*****
On the outskirts of East Missoula, convict Milt saw people pulling bark off trees to eat.  If nothing else, it helped with hunger.  He knew it was only a matter of time before humans turned to cannibalism.  He stayed extra wary.  He wondered whether he was better off now, or in prison before January first.
In skirting around populated areas, he stumbled on a temporary home after seemingly years of wandering and searching.  The abandoned trailer had not been looted.  He wondered where the owner was.  He found some canned food, stale bread, and marginal cottage cheese in the unpowered refrigerator.  And, alas, a few matches!
No surprise, the electrical space heater did not function.  A propane-fueled stove burner, however, whooshed gas when he tried it.  He decided to risk it.  He lit off the oven very carefully.  To prevent carbon monoxide poisoning, he cracked an upwind window slightly, as well as the downwind door.  He would heat the poorly insulated place with the oven.
     Milt prepared for a decent night’s sleep.  He pulled the comfortable covers up to ear level.  It would be nice to be warm enough to sleep.  Then he remembered where and why he was on this journey.  He had a purpose: revenge on Julia Hawkins, the miserable bitch!  He would have her pounds of flesh.  He got no satisfaction from knowing that Julia, like everyone else, had now fallen on bad times.  No, satisfaction can come only one way.  It must come from her suffering in his vengeful hands.






January 10

At 2 AM, wearing night vision goggles, Marsh rode his palomino to the Denton gate, trailing two extra horses.  John and Keala greeted him.
“Morning, you all.  How you feeling, John,” Marsh asked crisply.  In the moonlight, his words filled the cloud of breath in the frigid air like those in a newspaper cartoon.
“Ready for an adventure, Marsh.  Really, I’m 110%.  Must be a rebound from feeling so bad.”
Keala would not be left out.  “Good morning, Marsh!  We’ve eaten.  Can we get you anything?”
“I’ll take coffee anytime, Keala, but I think we better hit the road.  I’d like to get through Missoula before most wake up.  If we leave now, that should do it.”
John began to protest the unlikelihood of that happening on horseback.  The math didn’t support it.  “But Marsh …”
Marsh anticipated the question and cut him off.  “Now, John, let this be the beginning.  Trust me, it’ll happen.  Here are some night vision goggles for you all.  We’ll wear these until we see the first hints of sunlight.  Any bright light at all will cause a bloom, a halo effect, killing the purpose of wearing them in the first place.”
After riding along the road in a staggered fashion dictated by Marsh’s tactics, they stopped half a mile away.  Marsh tied his horse to a tree and directed the others to do the same.  He asked for their help, “We need to get these bushes and branches off this old Ford truck.  This is how it happens, John.”
John noted the nearly full truck bed, “Looks like more than us three.”
Marsh: “Yeah, MREs, bottled water, survival gear, a Geiger counter … and room for one of us back there for security.  John, wrap yourself up in the sleeping bag to stay warm in the back, if you're up to it.  We’ll rotate who’s in back.  Two bangs on the side of the truck means for the one in back to get down under the tarp.  Four bangs means to get up and prepare to shoot.  You’ll find a flashlight, rifle, pistol, and ammo back there.  Remember: two, down; four, up!”
While Keala absorbed the oddity of the whole situation, John had to ask, “Marsh, where’d you get the truck?”
     “More later, compadre.  Keala, you're riding shotgun up front.  We’ve got a world to save.  Mount up!”
     In spite of keeping the truck’s headlights off, goggled Marsh skillfully dodged stalled vehicles on the highway.  “Keala, please stay alert and call out anything you need me to miss.  If you can tell I see it, you can stay quiet.  Night driving with all these obstacles is not easy.  Goes without saying, holler if you see any kind of danger.
“I should mention we’re taking the long way to Arco.  The twisty, shorter route gives the bad guys more advantage in being able to surprise us.  Of course, if they aren’t already alert, it gives us the same advantage.  The straighter, long route gives us more visibility to see danger coming.”
Keala laughed, “So you flipped a coin on which way to go?”
Marsh meted out his daily quota of one public smile.  “That’s about it!”
Keala warmed to Marsh’s self-deprecation.  Then her inquisitiveness cut in, “Hey, Marsh, where’d you get the truck?”
Marsh pointed to his right ear.  “Can’t hear you!  Too much engine and road noise.”
*****
The three made their way uneventfully north through Lolo.  Going through powerless Missoula, they noticed that winter cold and darkness kept even early risers inside.  One exception was a fireguard in the homeless camp near the Clark Fork river bridge on Reserve Street.  The watcher marveled at the unlikely sound of a functioning motorized vehicle.  That astounded him and froze him in his tracks.
Keala: “Marsh, the river brings to mind the levees in New Orleans.  What do you think will happen now if it gets hit by big hurricane?”
“I’m no hydraulic engineer, Keala, but I would expect the pumps would be out.  I think the area would flood.  But we still don’t know how widespread the power outages are.  I suspect pretty far, if the complete absence of jet contrails in the sky is any indication.”
Past East Missoula, Marsh still had his night vision goggles on.  He turned to Keala, “Go ahead and take your goggles off.  I'll let you adjust to the sunlight first.  When you're good, let me know and I’ll take mine off.”
     Abeam Clinton, Montana, Keala spotted an abandoned Montana Highway Patrol car.  “That’s the third car like that I’ve seen.  They can’t all be numbered 3-7-77, can they?”
“Yes and no, Keala.  Yes, all of the MHP vehicles have those numbers on their side.  No, that’s not the vehicle number.  That number is also on the patch of every MHP trooper.”  Marsh was content to leave the subject there.
“Come on, Marsh, what do the numbers mean?”
“Goes back to the gold rush days in Montana.”  He stopped there.
“And … ?” Keala demanded.
Marsh continued reluctantly, “The numbers honor the role of vigilantes in the state’s history.  One version is that those are the dimensions of the grave a miscreant would be buried in if he didn’t leave the area in the same specified amount of time.  The grave measurements would normally be 3 feet wide, 7 feet deep, and 77 inches long.  The time to get out of town would be 3 hours, 7 minutes, and 77 seconds.  And there are several other versions of what the numbers symbolize, each colorful and a little mysterious.”
Keala: “Sounds a little harsh.”
Almost with disdain, Marsh answered, “We Montanans are a pretty tolerant lot up to a point.  Cross that point … .”  His voice trailed off.
Feeling she’d alienated the lawman, Keala threw him a bone.  “I guess in South Dakota we probably had to be the same way with the likes of some of the evildoers in places like Deadwood.”
“Yep,” Marsh said.  “Human nature hasn’t changed much through history.”
     Keala wanted to make a case that people are more civilized today.  She could tell Marsh didn’t think so.  She knew he was probably right, but she needed to believe people were getting better.  She had to believe that to stay optimistic.  She stayed quiet.  The silence became awkward for her, not Marsh.
     Keala filled the awkward silence, “So, tell me more of the versions of what 3-7-77 means?”
Marsh cleared his phlegm-filled voice box.  “Well, as I recall, some thought the early vigilantes were Masons.  I’m a little sketchy on this.  Supposedly there were 3 Masons at the first meeting in Montana.  As the numbers grew, 7 were required to constitute a valid meeting.  And there were 77 Masons present at the funeral of the 77th Mason in the Territory.  Don’t ask me if the dead man counted!  That’s enough.”
“Marsh, you’re holding back, I can tell.  What’s another theory?”
Marsh sighed.  “You're testing my memory.  Something about jobs.  Oh, yeah, the vigilantes had 3 attorneys, 7 shop owners, and 77 miners.  I might have switched the numbers, but you get the gist.  The number of miners seems logical for old Montana anyway.
     “Before you ask, young lady, the final version I remember goes something like this.  Many miners came from California to find gold here.  The vigilantes in California kept their identities somewhat secret by using numbers instead of names.  Three key ones in Montana from that state were, of course, 3 and 7 and 77.”
         "Cool history, Marsh.  The Montana Highway Patrol found a compelling symbol ... "
      Marsh sliced through his normal reluctance to speak with unexpected enthusiasm, "Not just them.  My cousin, a squared-away  C-130 loadmaster in the Montana Air Guard, proudly wears — wore — those numbers on  his unit patch: 3 - 7 - 77.  And, on the patch, was that recurring word: vigilantes."  The stoic marshal fell back into accustomed silence, shocked he had spoken so much to anyone besides his wife and Zeke. 
“Thanks, Marsh, that wasn’t too hard, was it?”
“It was, Keala.  Like having my teeth pulled.  I think I made some of it up because I told you more than I know.  I’ll be concentrating on driving.”
Hmmm, Keala wondered: Scratch Marsh, find a vigilante?
*****
After miles of driving east into the blinding sun, Marsh exited the interstate and pulled the pickup into a filling station in Deer Lodge, Montana.  “Here goes nothing!” he said skeptically.  
         John uncovered and jumped down from the bed of the pickup, eager to stretch.  His eyes widened at the sight of uncoated Keala, reaching with arms for the sky, vee-like.  “I’ll give you ten dollars to do that again!”
Aware she had accentuated her breasts, Keala laughted.  “Oh, please, John, you’re a straight arrow and very happily engaged.”  Then, off-handedly Keala whispered, “And so am I.”
Taken aback, John said, “Did I miss something?  Has that been announced?”
Matter-of-factly, she said, “No, it hasn’t.  Zeke doesn’t even know … and you’re not going to tell him.  You and I are brothers-in-arms now.”
Without hesitation, he fist-bumped her, “Brothers-in-arms, sister!”  Outward, John was fluid.  Inward,  he realized a truth.  I never could keep up with women  — and I am considered quick on my feet, John analyzed.  Of all the women I've met from high school on, they always seemed to be ahead of me, including “my” engagement to Susan.  He smiled at his insight on the world.
“John, Marsh and I didn’t see any lights at all along the way.  Did you?”
“No, I napped a lot, but I popped my head up now and then, Keala.  Nothing!”
Marsh appeared to not be listening as he stretched.  Typically, nonetheless, he took all of their interaction in.  He approached the gas pump.  Its touchscreen came to life, straightaway telling him to remove the nozzle, select a grade of gasoline, and begin pumping.  John and Keala were astonished.  Marsh seemed unfazed, as usual.
As the gasoline flowed, Marsh turned to John and Keala, “Don’t ask me.  I don’t know.  I did this on faith.”
John pulled on his chin.  “I’m going to have to rethink my EMP theory for sure.  I’m starting to doubt it.  Someone appears to have selective control of the grid and electronics.”
The idea of not having a nuclear winter in the forecast  gave John some comfort.  He congratulated himself, I'm glad I didn't share that apocalyptic possibility with the group.  Note to self, what you don't share with others may be more important than what you do share.
"Earth to John, how about a soda?"  Keala headed toward the vending machines.  “I’m buying!”  She bypassed the looted snack vending machine.  She tried to insert a dollar bill in the coke machine.  Nothing.  “Doesn’t mean anything, really,” she explained to the world.  “This machine has been vandalized.”
Marsh finished pumping gas.  He turned his attention to keeping the mission on track.  “Good time for a nature break, if you need it.”  In response to the negative nods from John and Keala, he said, “Try anyway.  I don’t know that we’ll be able to stop when we might need to.”
After several minutes, the three converged back near the truck.  Ten feet away from Marsh and Keala, John hollered, “What’s up with the gas pump, Marsh?”  Head swiveling to listen for a reply, John tried two other gas pumps, carefully aiming the nozzles away from himself.  It was to no avail.
“John, I really don’t know.  Ask a nuclear engineer,” Marsh said ironically.  “Anyway, the price was right — not a cent.  I’m in back.  Keala, your turn to drive.  I’ll tap on the back window for the next stop.  Saddle up!”
*****
Approaching Rocker, Montana, Keala prepared to drive south.  At that intersection, a figure stood up behind a stranded car, brandishing a pistol.  Anticipating trouble, Marsh had uncovered in the back and aimed his rifle at the highwayman.  Seeing the weapon aimed at him, the man dropped the pistol and put his arms up in the air.
Marsh, spoke out loud to the great outdoors, “You lucky bastard!  Anyone else would have dropped you where you stand.”  Through the back window, John smiled and gave him a thumbs up.  Marsh let his adrenaline level subside before he got down and covered up for a power nap.
Fifteen miles before Dillon, Keala spotted several antelope on the west side of the road.
John: “There’s normally a herd here.  That’s good meat.  Keep this place in mind on our way back!”
“You got it, sister-in-arms!”
Well past the Montana-Idaho border at Monida, they entered the wide-open plains.  Three miles ahead of them on the road, there was an explosion, followed by a plume of black smoke.  Nearing what remained of that smoke, Keala rolled her window down and pounded on the door four times.
Marsh uncovered and raised his rifle.  Keala touched the 9 mm pistol on the seat at her right to be ready.  John rolled his window down and grabbed his pistol.
As they went around the explosion area, it appeared a blockade of vehicles had been blown away.  There were pieces of at least five bodies strewn around the site.
“I’m guessing this was the result of all my clean living,” John joked.
“Someone up there likes us!” Keala declared.
Marsh made it three-for-three with a nod and thumbs up from the back.
Keala resumed the 45 mph limit Marsh had imposed.  He wasn’t sure of the engine, and he wanted good fuel economy.
“My turn to drive,” John demanded.
Keala nodded an affirmative.  “Looks as if Marsh has settled in back there.  Let’s switch.”
As Keala sat on his lap momentarily in passing, they both laughed in embarrassment.  At the steering wheel, Keala looked at John, “Brother-in-arms, don’t say anything.  Quit while you’re ahead!”
The highway sign said the turnoff toward Arco, Idaho, was twelve miles ahead.  Closer to the turnoff, there was another explosion and a plume of black smoke in the distance.  John pounded Marsh awake with four thumps on his door.  As they drove around the explosion's aftermath, it appeared to be another attempted blockade.  The smoldering vehicles were blown off the road.  Again, human body parts littered the area.
The three exchanged unspoken awe and relief.
On the outskirts of Arco, Marsh rapped on the back window and pointed to a filling station.  John beat Marsh to the pump to see whether he could conjure up the same magic as Marsh.  Sure enough, the touchscreen responded.  As John pumped gas, he shook his head.
Marsh gave it right back to John, “How’d you do that?”
John shook his head.  He broke into a smile and was surprised to see Marsh return it, if only briefly.
As John finished gassing up the truck, Keala spoke, “Okay, boys.  I get to pump next time!”
Ignoring the demand, Marsh prepared them.  “We’re almost there.  We’ll be heading back east to the Idaho National Laboratory grounds.  Let’s eat some food first.  We need to be on hyperalert as we get near the reactor site.  I’m not sure what we’ll find.  I hope we at least find a guard.  Then we have to deal with him or her.  That may be a challenge.  Follow my lead.”
“In that case,” John said, “I’m going to start checking the Geiger counter.  Nuclear reactors are particularly vulnerable to prolonged electric outages.  With long outages, there’s great danger.  Water pumps don’t cool the nuclear rods, leading to a meltdown.  There are estimates that problems start occurring past the one-week point.  Based on our filling station experiences, it appears there have been selective sites getting electricity.  Let’s hope that has been the case at our reactor.”
Marsh: “John, you're one cool, brave son-of-a-gun to volunteer for this, knowing the risks.”
John laughed, “I’ll take the cool and brave part, Marsh.”
Marsh pursed his lips to avoid a smile at John’s answer.
Keala: “From the looks of everything around here, they put the reactor out here on the Plains of Nowhere — not unlike the part of South Dakota where I grew up.”
John: “They did.  Beats the heck out of locating it on a known geological fault line like the Diablo Canyon Nuclear Power Plant!
*****
The three walked up to the gate surrounding the nuclear site.   Marsh spoke to the Marine guard, “Soldier, we’re here to fix an impending problem with the nuclear reactor …”
       John saw that the guard was slightly put off at being called soldier.  “Marsh, I’ve got this!”  He pulled the Department of Defense identification card from his wallet.  “Marine, I’m Lieutenant JG Fortis.  The marshal, my friend Keala, and I are here to prevent a nuclear meltdown.  You know how difficult it is to get around now with people out of control, few vehicles that operate, and lack of communication.  These two got me here.  They don’t need to be admitted to the control room, but I do.  I’m assuming no one has been in the control room for several days.  I need to check the situation out.  I can show you the gauges that will prove we have a deteriorating condition if you’d like.  Otherwise, I can go in alone.”
The Marine snapped to attention to salute John.  John returned the salute.  “Sir, the engineers left on 3 January and didn’t return.  I still need confirmation from higher authority that you can be admitted.  My standing orders are to admit no one without higher-level approval …”
Marsh handed his cell phone to John.  “This should do it!”
John literally held his breath as he showed the face of the smartphone to the Marine.  Both looked at the phone together.
        The freshly lit screen was blank.  Then a text came in: 


Lance Corporal Reynolds, admit these three persons to the facility.  They all may enter the control room as well.  By order of the National Command Authority.


Through the hurricane fence, the Marine said, “Sirs and ma’am, standby while I open the gate.  Welcome aboard!”
“Lance Corporal,” Marsh asked, “may we bring the truck through the gate, too.  It needs safekeeping.  In the back of the truck, we’ve brought bottled water and MREs in case you need either.”
Having no awake backup, the guard agreed to a search of the vehicle inside the gate.  He would violate policy in this case.  “Sir, bring the truck aboard.  Please stay in the vehicle until I clear you.  I have plenty of MREs and water, but thank you for your generosity.”
The guard had the visitors stop the truck just inside the gate while he secured the lock.  He then did a quick search of the bed of the pickup with the occupants in place.  “Okay, visitors, clear to exit the truck.  As the three in the truck started to bring their respective rifles and pistols, the guard ordered, “Halt!  Hold it right there!  Drop those weapons!  On your knees!”
The Marine had his M-16 spot-welded to his right cheekbone, ready to blow a hole through Marsh’s center-of-mass.  The three complied, quickly dropping the loaded weapons on the ground.  Marsh could see the wheels turning in the corporals brain.  The National Command Authority text notwithstanding, the corporal saw he was suddenly outnumbered and vulnerable to a subterfuge by potential terrorists.  He’d probably done dozens of urban simulations similar to this — enough to confuse him on which option he should take to handle the situation, Marsh speculated to himself.
“Corporal,” Marsh began slowly.  “I ran into a situation like this myself once when I was pulling guard duty in Afghanistan.  My solution was for one of the three people to methodically unchamber each weapon.  I had the other two watch, on their knees — hands interlocked behind the neck.  Then I had the first guy carry the weapons where I wanted them while I stood behind the other two.  I kept a bead on the weapons transporter the entire time.  I think I might be the least likely person to do the unchambering.
Continuing with measured words, Marsh added,  “You can keep the rifles and pistols anywhere you want; but if any bad guys come at us, you’ll be glad you have us and them to help you.”
Relieved to have a solution to the perplexing situation, the Marine nodded and barked, “What he said!  The lady clears the weapons!”
*****
In a building near the reactor allowing a commanding view of the gate, John said to the other three, “The Geiger counter still registers in the green.  I’m going to the control room with it.”
Keala quickly added, “John, be careful.  Susan’s counting on you!”
“No worries,” John replied.  “This is what I’ve trained for.  It’s going to be fun!”
Marsh identified, “Chemistry-set time?”
John nodded, “And Erector-set time.  This is my moment!  Showtime!”
While John checked out the status of the reactor, Marsh, Keala, and the guard sat down to some really strong coffee.  Keala choked on it.
Marine: “Ma’am, I have some creamers you can use, and I have sugar.  Just say the word.”
Keala noticed the overly solicitous behavior of the young guard.  It gave her flashbacks to the way men and boys had fawned over her since puberty, behavior not experienced in her familial Denton group.  She did not want to encourage him, so she turned down the creamer she so badly needed.  Marsh was amused at the scene.  He did admire the Marine’s multitasking: attentiveness to monitoring the gate — as well as Keala.  Marsh put cream in Keala’s coffee while the Marine scanned the gate.  She smiled at Marsh.
“I’m Lance Corporal Mike Reynolds,” the guard volunteered.  “My fellow Marine, Jedediah, is sleeping.  We alternate shifts.  It’s been just the two of us since the first of the year.”
     “Proud of you for holding down the fort, Corporal,” Marsh told him.  “No slight intended with the soldier title back there.  I remember now from someone close to me, it’s Marine.  I spent four years in the Army, myself.  Things are chaotic out there, as I’m sure you guessed; but this facility must be defended at all costs.  I’m going to do everything I can to get you some reinforcements.  We’d stay and reinforce you ourselves, but we’ve got responsibilities back in Montana.”
John returned from the control center.  “I think I can get the reactor back on track.  Let me tell you, though, our getting here was just days, maybe hours, before a catastrophe.  The water pumps were apparently powered part of the time, but no one was here to make some crucial cooling rod adjustments and replace equipment.  I made some crude adjustments.  Now I have hours of hand calculations ahead of me for a longer-term fix.  Corporal, do you have any kind of warehouse with spare equipment and tools?  I’m going to have to replace some faulty parts and gauges.”
“John, take my smartphone.  I’ll bet, yep, it’s up.  The calculator will save you hours,” Marsh said.
John did a double-take on the functioning cell phone in his hand.  “Marsh …?”
Marsh: “Don’t ask!”
John: “I think I’ll be done in six to eight hours of work.”
The Marine corporal was inquisitive about the functioning cell phone.  His did not work; but, as always, rank had its privileges, he thought.  He remained on task.  He looked at the men.  “Lieutenant, I’ll take you to the supply room.  Marshal, will you watch the gate for me?”
Marsh was pleased to see his plan come together, “Just as soon as we get our weapons back.”
*****
During a supper of MREs and some beer from the back of the truck, the three told Mike about the new world outside the reactor’s gate.  Looking at his crew, Marsh finished, “Best if we turn in and get an early start.  Less attention on us gathering here, the better.  We’ll leave in the dark at 4:00 AM.”
     John nodded, “I’ll ask the guard to wake me at 0315.  That’ll give me time to get another data point on the reactor.  I’d like to make sure the positive trends continue.  Good work, everybody!  Of course, Corporal, many thanks to you and your partner for hanging in here.  I know it’s tough.  You save us every day!  Semper fi!”
     “Semper fi!  Thank you, sir.  I really am glad you came.  He smiled at Keala, looked at everyone else, and then turned his gaze back to Keala.  We've got spare rooms with cots and fresh linens for you to sleep on.  At changeover, I’ll tell Jedediah you’re here, so he doesn’t shoot you.”
He was serious.
*****
Late in the day, the redhead was now on her plan B.  Going north, she paralleled the Bitterroot River.  She had left the safety of the fallout shelter as food was running out.  The state of anarchy she saw approaching nearby Corvallis kept her from staying there.  She feared for her life.  Walk like a man, she kept telling herself.

    Midaftertoon, she heard rustling in the bushes behind her.  As she prepared to defend herself, two female yellow labrador retrievers exploded from the forest to sniff her calves and wag their hellos.  She was going to shoo them away but decided to hug them instead, after she recovered from the startle.  She knew they had to be hungry, so she fed them the last food she had reserved for her trek.  
        They kept her company for miles until at last running off after a scent known only to them.  She felt sad to lose their company.  She planned to remain in stealth mode as she made her way north toward Missoula.  She planned to connect with a cousin in Missoula who was an outdoor guide.  Travis would know how to survive.
       As daylight faded, she spotted a campfire, carefully approached it, and watched the two female campers from a distance.  She listened.  They seemed all right.  She announced her approach.
It was kismet finding kindred spirits.  She eagerly ate the beans and rice from the pair’s pot on the pinewood fire.  She had expected a lengthy exchange of life stories over the dancing flames of the fire.  She was disappointed.
She spoke wearily to her new friends, “I’m so glad we found each other.  I feel a lot safer.  Sorry, I’m fading.  Jewel, thanks for taking the first shift with the fire.  Noreen, I’ll see you when I wake you for the third shift.  See you both again in the morning!”
Noreen and Jewel asked if she came alone, since they all heard rustling in the bushes. The redhead said she was by herself and was glad to have the company for the night.
With that, the redhead could not wait to put her head down on the poncho-over-pine-boughs mattress near the fire.  She should have been well-rested from many nights of good sleep.  Suddenly, she felt a strange sinking sensation, like being in an elevator in free-fall.  She uttered something incomprehensible, rolled onto her poncho, and pulled her blankets up to her chin.  Sleep onset should not be so fast, she thought.  Her short hair did not even keep her awake this time.
With no emotion, Jewel observed the newcomer’s quick fade.  “Okay, Noreen, she’s out.  She never saw you put the sleeping pills in her tea.  You get her backpack.  I’ll get her poncho and blankets.  Another sucker!  I’ll also get the gold necklace and rings on her fingers.  Let’s get back to the guys and see what they got.  This is the way great fortunes are made!”
As they departed, Noreen kicked the sleeping redhead’s skull with a steel-toed boot.  The dull thud was sickening.  The redhead’s neck wound up at an awkward, unnatural angle.  “I can tell you get a kick out of me, sweetie,” jaded Noreen sneered.  She thought about kicking her victim again but saw it was unnecessary.  Besides, she felt the torn meniscus in her right knee couldn’t handle the impact of another kick.
"What's that noise in the bushes?" Jewel asked in a fearful tone.
"I don't hear anything," Noreen said.  "Probably just a skunk or a squirrel.  Just the same, let's get out of here!"






January 11

As expected, Corporal Jedediah woke John early.  John ate quickly and adjourned to the control room with a hot cup of coffee.  Jedediah woke Marsh and Keala fifteen minutes later.  The two “late” risers ate slowly and talked with Jedediah as he watched the gate.  It turned out that Jedediah was a “West Coast” Marine like Mike, meaning he had gone through boot camp in San Diego.  Like Mike, he was fiercely determined to stay at his post at the nuclear power plant, no matter the challenges.
Jedediah shared his thoughts on what had happened to the world, “Mike and I both thought it was some kind of military exercise.  You know, the Marines began playing mind games with us in boot camp.  Halfway through, they shouted us out of our bunks at 0300 and told us we were shipping out to fight in North Korea.  Of course, we didn’t.  We thought the loss of power on New Year's was just more of the same, a drill.  Whatever happens, we'll deal with it.  Oorah!”
John returned.  “Looking good.  Everything nominal.  We can head back whenever.  Hate to leave the sub-zero Antarctic cold of Idaho for the freezing Arctic cold of Montana.”
Jedediah laughed, “Good one, sir!”
     John: “Thanks, Corporal, it’s too early to come up with anything better.  You and Reynolds, take good care of each other.  I can’t think of a more important duty than the one you have here.  This reactor must be guarded!  Thanks for the hospitality.  Semper fi!”
     “Semper fi, sir!  I’ll escort you three to the gate.  First, let me get some flashlights.”
Headed to the pickup, John mused out loud, “I found something interesting in the control room.  The reactor has recently been connected to the outside grid.  Maybe a potential meltdown wasn’t the only reason we were sent here!”
Jedediah said, “I guess it’s time to turn off the flashlights and let your eyes adapt a little.  Come back and see us!”
Donning night vision goggles, Marsh, John, and Keala headed home.
*****
John napped in the back of the Ford truck in a sleeping bag under the tarp.  He had the deep sleep of a victor, totally relieved of the challenge of preventing a nuclear meltdown.  The sleep was so deep it made him drool.  The tarp over his head saved him from having a frozen half-mustache.
Headed north, the straight interstate road mesmerized driver Marsh and copilot Keala.  The lack of stimulation caused both to nod off at the same time.  Drifting right onto the grooved edge of the rumble strip, the pickup began to shake.  The pair jerked into consciousness.
“Damn!” Marsh swore.  “That was one helluva jolt!”
Simultaneously, Keala involuntarily reached for the steering wheel, then eased off as she saw Marsh adjust their course.  “That was close!” she spoke.  "Whew!"
Marsh cracked open his side window.  “I hope this keeps me awake.  Try the radio.  I don’t expect it to pick up anything, but it’s worth a try.  Cold air and the radio were my old tricks for staying awake when I was off schedule back when …”
“When there was a civilized world,” Keala completed his thought.  “Nothing, Marsh — only static on the radio, no reception.  Sorry.  I don’t hear any signs of life.  Why don’t you stop and grab a half-hour nap.  I’ll be on guard.”
“That sounds like a smart thing to do, Keala.  A lot of folks back in Montana counting on us returning alive!”  Marsh cursed himself again for nodding off.  He knew the Army would have court-martialed him for falling asleep at his post.  He eased off the accelerator, letting the Ford slow on its own.  He did his once-daily smile as he said, “I guess I don’t even need to pull off the road for this.  I hope breaking that habit won’t keep me awake.”
“I think you're safe on that count, Marsh.”  She turned to see John snoring in back.  Her eyeballs burned and her eyelids felt heavy.  “Early get-ups are tough.”
Marsh: “I think we’re safe out here.  Let’s both catch some shuteye.”
*****
Later back en route, a big snowstorm began as the sun came up and the night vision goggles came off.  The windshield wipers had trouble keeping up with the heavy, wet snow.  The streaking on the glass added to the hazard.  The result was more frequent stopping to scrape the windshield free of ice and snow.
“They don’t make wipers like they used to,” Marsh quipped as all three piled out for the fifth time to clear the windshield.  “Those actually did get better over time.”
“And today we don’t make wipers like we used to.  In fact, we don’t even make them at all!”  John laughed out loud.
Not into gallows humor, Keala showed a weak congenial smile.  “Tell me, John, do you have wipers on the periscopes of nuclear subs?”
“I’ll take that as rhetorical,” John answered.  “Swap you for riding up front in the shotgun seat?”
Marsh intervened, “How about me riding shotgun and you driving, John?”
     Later, over the rhythmic thump-squeak, thump-squeak of the windshield wipers, John remarked, “I love the horizontal snow devils dancing along the blacktop ahead of us.  The twisty, twirling tufts of snow on an asphalt canvas make absolutely hynotic art.  Beats the hell out of television!  I’ll take nature’s swirling white flakes any day.  It’s like a terrestrial Northern Lights.”
“Glad you like them, John,” Marsh replied.  “When we get you back to submarine duty, you’ll miss these wonders.  And for today, a reminder that the grid isn’t everything.”
Nearing Monida, they saw black smoke following the deep thunk of an explosion.  Keala was already rising in the back of the truck when John banged four times on the side of the Ford.  They slowed.  Once again, an obstacle had been removed.  Something had blown away a blockade of cars meant to stop them.  Corpses pointed out from the explosion like spokes on a mangled bicycle wheel.
Keala looked up into the clear, blue dome of a big sky to find their protector.  It has to be a drone, she thought.  She wished she could see it.
Up front, Marsh commented, “Looks like we’re on the right side; they weren’t.”  The truck resumed its 45 mph pace.
Past Dillon, Montana, Marsh asked John for a pit stop.  John hopped down from driver seat.  He spoke quietly to Keala, “No one around.  Let’s get a couple antelope.”
Marsh watched the truck while John and Keala eyed several alert antelope over 200 yards away.  Downwind from their prey and behind the truck, John whispered to Keala, “Let’s low-crawl to get closer.  Antelope have really good eyesight, but right now they’re transfixed on that plastic bag caught on the fence post.  Hopefully, the wind will keep it waving around.  You take the nearer one.  I’ll fire at the other one right after you.”
Marsh was fascinated watching the two perform like an infantry patrol sneaking up on the enemy.  He admired their tactics, patiently moving through four inches of snow in the low-cut, bristly wheat field.
Abreast John in a prone position, Keala revised the plan.  She whispered a countdown to cue John.  Their shots rang out across the plain as if they were one.  The spry creatures in the rifles’ crosshairs fell together.”
John: “Already I know the antelope tastes better than venison!”
Keala laughed, “And we have a whole outdoors of refrigeration to keep the meat cold!  But they’re pronghorn, John — not really antelope.”
“Looks like you shot a pronghorn, and I got an antelope,” John compromised.
“Okay,” Keala said.  “By the way, most people prefer whitetail deer or mule deer to pronghorn.”
“Yeah, but this is antelope!”  John smirked as he got in the last word.
*****
In a field near the bison ranch in Lolo, MT, Cody and Joan awoke to sound of gunfire.  Cody saw a young man at his 9:30 position with a rifle, running toward the firefight.
“Hey, where you headed?” Cody called out.
The boy yelled, “My dad needs me!”
Cody ran after the boy.  “Hold up, kid, I’ll help!”
From an irrigation ditch, the two paused to assess the situation.  The boy explained.  “Must be poachers after our bison.  Dad had the last watch.  They’ve got him pinned down.”
Cody tapped the boy’s shoulder.  “I know you’ve got this, but let me try first.  I’m a crack shot.  Trust me.  Stay here with your rifle to back me up.  I don’t want you to get hurt.  It’ll be okay.”
Reluctantly, the boy agreed.  He recognized the stranger’s face from the newspaper: a famous singer.
Cody maneuvered to the flank of the poachers, hidden by trees along the irrigation ditch.  He shot one.  When the remaining rustler stuck his head up to check on his partner, the rancher took him out.
The rancher was grateful.  He left the boy in charge of the herd, and took Cody and Joan to his house.  “I wish I could feed everybody.  I can’t,” Ted said wistfully.
Cody answered, “I’m with you, man.  Coming through the pass from Idaho, we kept our distance from strangers.  But from afar, we could see the hungry, the homeless, and the discouraged.  I couldn’t help but wonder whether we were seeing our future selves.  It’s soul-crushing.  But you’ve got to protect your family.”
*****
At the bison ranch house, the wife was quick to recognize the face behind the stubble.  “Cody!  I should have known.  You’re a legend in the Bitterroot Valley, not to mention the whole country.  We love your music!  I’m June.  You’ve met my husband Ted.  Our older son, Colter, is out back building a windmill to generate electricity.  Now that Andy is joining us for breakfast, Colter will be out watching the herd.”
After further introductions, everyone sat down at the kitchen table for the breakfast June cooked.  Cody went on, “And thank you for recognizing this bearded country singer.  Now I’m a man without a band.  This whole disaster after New Year’s Eve is like a country song, isn’t it?  ‘Lost my job, lost my house, lost my country!’”
Ted: “Looks like you kept your woman.”  June smiled at Ted.
“Indeed, Joan has been a great partner.  We made it here all the way from a New Year's gig in Moscow, Idaho.  Had two horses for a while.  A mountain lion took care of the other one.”  He didn’t tell Ted he had taken this slight excursion from his intended path to barter for meat at the well-known bison ranch.
Joan smiled from a haggard face, “Ted, how do you keep predators like mountain cats from killing off your herd?”
Ted said, “Good question.  While the bison have poor eyesight, they have keen senses of smell and hearing, so they pick up on threats.  Their heft and horns take it from there.  We sell off the older bison in the herd well before they’re old or infirm, so the herd is a formidable lot.
"Most folks don’t know that female bison have horns, too.  Of course, we have to watch out for the young bison.”
Cody laughed, “Here I was thinking you had an all male herd …”
Joan smiled and went on, “I’m always about business, Ted.  How big is your herd?  I’m just curious.”
Ted had an inappropriately big grin on his face, “Andy, how about that?”
All eyes went to Andy.
      Andy paused for drama.  His sparkling eyes belied the deadpan delivery: “70!”
Ted and June roared.  Andy tried to restrain his triumphal expression.  Cody and Joan smiled politely but with quizzical eyebrows.  They did not quite get the humor.
Ted said, “I apologize.  It’s an inside joke, but let me try to explain.  It was defining moment in our family’s history.  You know that old, almost-Zen question, ‘How much wood would a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?’  Well, about six months ago at the supper table, Colter asked younger brother Andy that age-old question.
“Before Andy could answer, I broke the riddle down.  I saw it as a teachable moment.  I began, ‘Boys sometimes the best way to eat an elephant is a little bit at a time.’
“Andy jabbed me, ‘Dad, I thought we were talking about woodchucks, not elephants.’
“I rolled my eyes and continued, ‘Let’s tackle the question piece by piece.  Andy, what is a woodchuck?’
“He answered, ‘There’s no such thing.’
“I corrected, ‘Andy, we don’t call them woodchucks in Montana, but a woodchuck is a marmot.  You’ve seen one or more of them on our property.’
     “Older brother had to show his chops, ‘Yeah, Andy!’”  I asked for candor, “‘And did you know a woodchuck is a marmot, Colter.’
“Red in the face but always honest, he answered, ‘No … but they can’t chuck wood.’
     “June helped me out, ‘Boys, the question is if, if a woodchuck could chuck wood.  Is that clear?’
“After the boys nodded in agreement, Colter still defended his castle.  ‘But, Mom, marmots don’t gnaw on wood like beavers.’
     “She said, ‘Remember if, Colter.’
    “I went on, ‘That takes us to chuck.  Chuck usually is taken to mean move, burrow, or consume.  A naturalist estimated a woodchuck could move 700 pounds of wood in a day.  Another way to look at it is that a marmot could ingest an estimated 22 cubic inches of wood a day.  Honey, what do you say the answer is: how much wood?’
     “June took a deep breath, ‘I’ll go with a lot.’
     “I asked, ‘How about you, Colter?’”
   “Always analytical, he squinted and said, ‘I think an average of the two estimates.  What do you think, Dad?’”
    “Let me think about that.  Andy, what do you think?  How much wood would a woodchuck chuck if a woodchuck could chuck wood?
    “Andy, who was now sick of the kibitzing, shot back, ‘70!’  It broke us up, and continues to.  I didn’t do the discussion justice when I recounted it for you just now.  It must have gone on for ten minutes …”
“‘More like an hour, Dad!’ Andy said.”
      “We’re proud of our boys,” Ted continued.  “In this case, Andy outdid himself with ‘70!’”
As Andy beamed, Joan nodded at him, “I know a natural showman when I see him!”
Cody put his hand on Andy’s shoulder, “Son, do you sing or play a guitar?  If so, I’m coming back for you when life gets back to normal.  I see star quality.”
“Thanks, Joan and Cody,” June smiled.  “We’re proud of him, and as much of Colter.  Colter has his own charisma and talents.  He absorbs information like a sponge and goes on to put it to good use.  He’s has been writing computer code and programming robots for years.  Likely a design engineer in the making.  Our other star.”
Ted said, “Star makes me think of the night.  You two ought to stay with us tonight.  Your horse needs food and rest, for sure.”
Cody: “I’d really like that, but we need to make our way south.  If you don’t mind, we’ll do as you say on the horse.  Let her recover.  When she does, please make good use of her.  We’ll be back this way in a couple weeks.”
June: “Well, before you go south, let me get you some bison steaks to take with you.  Don’t forget to fill your water bottles here.  We continuously boil river water, so it’s safe for you to drink.”
      Ted added, “Thanks again for the help with the rustlers.  I’ve got to confess, Cody, I didn’t recognize you right off.  I don’t read People magazine.”
Cody laughed and slapped Ted on the shoulder, “I don’t either, partner!  It’s for those Californians.  And you’re welcome.  We thank you all!”
*****
Marsh, John, and Keala stopped at the filling station in Deer Lodge.  Again, no one else was around.  Keala insisted on using a different pump from the one Marsh had used before.  As she approached, the touchscreen lit up.  The pump performed normally.  “See, Marsh, I can do magic, too!”
     John shook his head.  “I’m definitely revising my EMP theory!”
Neither pestered Marsh for answers this time.  All three felt they had stepped through the looking glass.
John: “One explanation for the New Year's event I hadn’t mentioned is a cyberattack, a digital attack.  I wonder …”
     The three exchanged glances as they considered John’s word, cyberattack.
Keala said, “Wow!  I hadn’t thought of that either.  Hackers have even penetrated the Pentagon’s firewalls.  No telling what a battery of hostile hackers could do!  Excuse the poor choice of words: battery knocking out the electric grid.”
Marsh added, “Yeah, the possibilities are endless, to include free-lancers decked out in underwear in someone’s basement to professionals in the Chinese military.
     Changing the conversation flow, John said, “Evidently, someone wanted us to save that nuclear reactor.”
“And saw us approaching the gas pump in time to turn it on each time,” Keala added.
Marsh: “Be that as it may, let's saddle up, so to speak.  You all look for a good place to pull over on our way back to kill some time, a place where we won’t attract any attention.  It’s not going to be as easy as you think as Missoula’s population disperses to find water, wood, and food.  Ideally we’ll pull into the woods and find a good place to hide not too far off the beaten path.  None of us wants to get stuck in the snow.  The idea is to go through Missoula tonight in the dark — night vision goggles on and no headlights, same old drill.”
Nearing Clinton, Marsh pulled off the road heading toward one of his old fishing holes on the Clark Fork River.  The dirt road was topped with six inches of snow.  The slight sinking of the truck into the packed snow gave much better traction than ice.
From the truck bed, John knocked on the back window, pointing to a perfect spot at the truck’s one o’clock position.  Marsh pulled the truck behind a group of trees and bushes and shut the engine down.
All three huddled under blankets inside the pickup.  John kidded Marsh, “Very impressive, but I think you had this place in mind all the time you were telling us what to look for.”
Marsh took a deep breath, “I can’t deny what you said.  I’m just not that smart.  Or am I?”  Trying or not, he was a man of mystery, usually a pace ahead of everyone else.
Keala said, “You know, napping now will throw us way off our sleep schedules.”
Marsh: “Keala, just think of our little respite here as part of the antelope hunting experience.  Sorry about the sleep schedules.  We have to be smart.  That refrigerated meat will taste so good at breakfast tomorrow.  You're both going to be heroes for bringing home the bacon, er, antelope.”
*****
Safely past the dangers of Missoula, they pulled off into a Lolo filling station in the dark.  The pump came to life for Marsh.  He topped off the Ford’s tank.
John tapped Marsh on the shoulder, “You know this technological magic trick is just a big yawn after you do it again and again.”
“Want to join my church yet?” Marsh shot back.  “Mount up!  We’ve got a few miles to go before you sleep.”
Keala:.  “Hold on here!  Marsh, some of this stuff is like a dream.  It doesn’t seem real.  Come on.  You know more than you’re telling us.”  She was insistent.
“I’m like you all.  My responsibilities have me talking to a lot of folks, so I hear a lot.  There’s a lot of speculation, but very little fact.”
Keala was not satisfied, “How about your cell phone?  What about that call from the National Command Authority?  How about … ?”
“Keala, that smartphone is too smart for me.  At best, it’s intermittent.  I didn’t expect the National Command Authority text.  I was bluffing with the cell phone offer.  I was trying to make a point that no one could vouch for us in these desperate times — with a blank screen.  I was as surprised as you when it came on with that message.  What do you think happened?”
Waiting for an reply to his unanswerable question, Marsh went on, “We’ll play it by ear, but I think I’ll be able to drive you up to the gate.  I just don’t want the noise of the truck bringing untoward attention to the Denton Ranch.”
Abruptly, Marsh added, “Folks, we can’t linger here anymore.  I’m seeing several suspicious people at my 9 o’clock and 2 o’clock.  Let’s get you all back to Denton.  John, man the rifle in the bed of the truck for the 9 o’clock target.  Keala, window down, pistol ready for the 2 o’clock.  Lock and load!”
The threats at the service station faded in the truck’s mirrors.  In less than an hour, with only the signature sound of the Ford truck to mark their arrival, Susan came out in the cold to greet them at the gate.  The three travelers downloaded the remaining MREs and gutted game.  Marsh kept the bottled water and gear.
Night vision goggles still on, Marsh shook John’s hand, “Thanks for saving the world, man — really!”
Keala hugged Marsh.  “Good night, Mystery Man!  We’ll save you some pronghorn steaks.”
*****
Marsh drove to his compound with night vision goggles and no headlights.  Before the final approach to the compound, he slowed and became acutely aware of his surroundings.  Memories of Afghanistan flashed into his consciousness.  Losing situational awareness had cost him several buddies.  Their deaths taught him a life lesson.  Alertness had saved him in the war and as a sheriff.  He was satisfied that nary a soul was following or watching, much less out and about in the frigid winter night.
In the compound via an infrared camera, Jenny saw him approach the electric gate connected to an electrified fence topped with concertina.  She opened the gate remotely.  Marsh came down the stairs from the garage to the below-ground living area.  Jenny ran to Marsh and hugged him, nearly knocking him over.
“How did it go, sweetie?” she asked.
"Before we get into that, Jen, any problems getting the horses back here the other night?  You know I didn't like you being out there all alone at night."
"It was all good, Marsh.  No problems.  My turn again: How did it go?"
     “Well, John prevented a nuclear meltdown, so I’d say mission accomplished.  The trip itself raised a lot of questions.  The truck was a complete surprise to John and Keala, of course.  The text I got before the trip indicated we’d get gas without problems, no worries.  That’s how it happened, like magic, the pumps sprang to life just for us, as promised.  The actuality shocked even me.  Then there were the multiple eliminations of hostile roadblocks miles before we got to them.  Had to be surveillance from above, probably by one or more armed drones.  Magic, again!”
Jenny calmly said, “I had a little of that magic last night.  I got a security alert after you left.  On the monitor, I saw tracers coming from overhead at the fence, then a fine pink mist when I turned on the perimeter floodlights.  When I checked the perimeter this morning, there were two dead bodies that looked like hamburger meat.  The snow around them was pockmarked.  I think it was from an aerial gatling gun.”
“Jen, I’ll get out there in daylight and gather up …”
She laughed, “No need.  When I went back to dispose of the bodies, they were gone.  Our friendly brown bear probably helped me out.”
“Jen, how do you know it was a brown bear?”
“Because grizzly bears scare the daylights out of me!”
        “Jen, I’ve always heard that if you whisper go away in a grizzly’s ear, he’ll leave you alone.”
“That’s not funny, Marsh.”
“I know.  It’s been a long day.  I’m still trying to figure out how to keep guarding the secrets we have — as instructed.
“What do you think is going on, Marsh?  I can’t put it all together.”
     “Jen, beats the hell out of me.  So far this mysterious benefactor hasn’t hurt us, so I’m inclined not to fight city hall this time.  If he goes after my bride, that’s another story.”
*****
The redhead woke as the last salmon-pink vestiges of the sun’s rays reflected off silver-gray clouds in the Northwestern sky.  She was groggy and freezing cold at sunset as moments of consciousness returned.  Her feet and hands were numb.  Her arms tingled as she untucked them.  Her head throbbed with pain, and her neck ached.  A large scab covered her skull, underneath which the pain radiated.  Eventually she realized she was alone.  Her new “friends” were gone, along with almost everything she had.  She despaired,  life is a series of ups and downs.  This down just might be my last.  No blankets, no poncho, no gun; only a hooded parka, ski pants, and boots.
       As a last resort, she checked her ski pants pockets with unwilling fingers.  She found the magnesium fire-starter she had meant to put in the backpack but forgot, and wound up stuffing in a pocket — a life-saving mistake.  I still might live, she thought, as she started slowly sparking the kindling left for the old fire.  To her surprise, the fire caught with a few strokes.  Fire!  Wonderful fire!

       She planned on getting no sleep this night.  My only desire is to stay warm, to live by the fire.  This is my sun, my source of life.  I must stay awake to tend it no matter what.  Tomorrow will be tomorrow.  Meanwhile, I will figure something out!  I wonder why my head is throbbing so much.

    Despite her slowed thinking, the redhead was suddenly struck with the physical impossibility of surviving outside as long as she did.  As she lethargically brushed some golden hairs from her coat, she knew they were not hers.  They were also on her ski pants.  The dogs!  The yellow labradors saved me!  They evidently kept me warm enough to survive without blankets.  Good trade for my last food, she mused: morsels for a two-dog night, and day for that matter.

        I have always been able to cry when I needed to.  This is a time to cry, yet I cannot.  It would bring some relief and let me move on.  I wonder whether I am so dehydrated I can’t cry.  My shaking will not stop.  Will I make it to sunrise?














January 12

The redhead welcomed the first rays of the sun cascading over the Sapphire Mountains to the east.  Her eyes burned from being dried by the fire and from lack of sleep overnight.  The chore of keeping the fire going had been a Herculean task with no water or food for over a day.
     Internally, she felt another unfamiliar burning sensation from sleep deprivation.  She sensed her mind was slowed.  Without thinking, she blew warm air over her right hand so that she could check the big scab on the side of her head.  At least, the throbbing there had stopped.  She gritted her teeth as she tried to think of her next move.
      I must get water from the river, she prioritized.  I know part of my confusion is due to dehydration, though I don't feel thirsty in the cold.  River water will take me to the edge of hypothermia, if not over the cliff.  If I keep moving, that should keep me from freezing.
        I need to make progress toward my cousin in Missoula.  Oh, how I wish I could sleep to quell the nagging, burning feeling in my body!  Burning yet cold!  I need to pull myself away from this magnet of a fire.  Food will come when it will come.
       So with great reluctance, the redhead decided to leave her treasured fire and trudge north.  Immediately, she thought she heard rustling in the woods.  I see flashes of yellow out there.  Are those just phantasms created by my sleep-deprived brain?  What state will I be in a few hours?


*****


At Denton, Zeke woke in a cold sweat.  The words, we’ve been hit!, bounced around in his cranium like a hitman’s bullet.  He realized he had been dreaming about the nightmare he had been living.
   Keala asked, “How are you doing?  You tossed and turned a lot last night.”
     Zeke minimized, “Fine.  You?”
     Keala dug deeper, “You don’t seem fine.  Anything bugging you?”
    “Nothing more than the total upheaval of my life — our lives.”  Zeke reminded himself, we’re probably monitored, man.  Stiff upper lip, mate!  “I am so lucky to have you.  Thanks for caring.”  He kissed Keala’s cheek.
     “We can talk about it anytime.  I’m here for you, honey,” Keala said sympathetically.
     “Let’s get downstairs.  I'm hungry!” Zeke smiled as he tried to rally.  By the way, welcome back!"  He laughed at his slowness of thought and manners on waking up.

   
                                                         *****

Downstairs, the Denton bunch lingered late after breakfast. As Zeke poured everyone more coffee, John and  Keala began recounting their excursion to Idaho with Marsh.  John began, "Our first shocker was a few blocks outside our gate.  After we tied up the horses, Marsh had us take the camouflaging tree branches and brushes off an old Ford truck. "
     “So, somehow Marsh produced a truck to take you to Idaho?” Brock inquired.
John answered, “Between seeing an old car on the foray into Missoula before and the estimated turnaround time Marsh gave us for the Idaho trip, that didn’t surprise me that much.  It was the gas pumps coming to life …”
Keala interjected, “And the surreal clearing of the path ahead of us, time after time.  I’m still in awe.”
John: “How about Marsh’s smartphone producing the desired message to the Marine guard out of the blue?”
Lee simmered.  “Seems Marsh isn’t telling us everything he knows.”
Jed calmly said, “Maybe he can’t.  Maybe he’s telling us what he can.”
Following her signature eye-roll, Sondra weighed in, “That’s a bunch of …”
Zeke cut her off, “Marsh tends to be close-mouthed.  I’ll press him harder the next time I can.  I know our new lives are difficult.  Let’s give Marsh the benefit of the doubt …”
Keala jumped in, “Zeke’s right.  Marsh has never done anything against our interests.  In fact, the evidence is just the opposite.  If we think our lives are bad now, just imagine what would have happened if Marsh hadn’t taken John to Idaho.  Great work, by the way, John!”
“Thanks, Keala,” John responded.  “I can see the headlines: ‘AWOL Sailor Saves Country!’  Did I mention I’m amending my EMP theory?” he jested.  He was about to continue when he was interrupted.
“Get a grip, swabby!  That ship has sailed,” Sondra said sarcastically.  “You’re not in graduate school anymore!”
Zeke and Keala exchanged knowing looks.  There she goes again, their eyes said.
Susan took mental notes on Sondra’s latest outburst.
*****
At their compound, Marsh told Jenny their marching orders for the day.  “We’re to get Zeke and Susan over to the Bed and Breakfast past Florence.  Seems the ten of them aren’t doin as well as the Denton bunch.  My guess is Zeke has the prerequisite leadership experience and Susan knows group dynamics.  By the way, I texted the Benefactor that the Marines in Idaho need some support.  I suggested some options: more manpower, temporary relief — anything to keep the guards’ morale up.  And I suggested a resident nuclear engineer.”
“You promised the Marines, didn’t you?”  Jenny smiled.  “You always keep your word.”
“I’m girding my loins for an onslaught of questions from the Denton bunch.  I know the trip raised a lot of questions in their minds.  Kind of hard to serve two masters here.  The Benefactor wants me to tell very little.  The Denton team will want me to explain everything, which I can’t do anyway, in most cases.  So, Jen, wise one, tell me how to handle this.”
        “Marsh, I heard the loin part.  I think I can help you out with that before we leave.”  She kissed him, full-mouthed, just in case he was hard of hearing.
Marsh felt deep gratitude for all his blessings.  He and Jenny certainly lived better than the rest of the world.  They could afford to be happy.
*****
Passing Victor still headed south from the Bison Ranch on I-93, Cody  drew his pistol.  "Joan, someone headed our way.  Arm yourself!"
     As they neared the potential threat, Joan said, "Whoever isn't moving very fast.  Do you think it's just a ploy?"
     "How cynical you are, my dear."  Cody laughed.
     "I learned from the best!" she returned verbal fire.  "He would tell me to watch both sides of that person, to never get target fixation."
     "Couldn't have said it better myself."  Cody chuckled.
     One hundred feet from the nearing person, Cody hollered, "Hey, friend, how are you?  Nice day, eh?"
     There was no reply.
     He tried again without getting any response. "Joan, I'm not seeing any expression on the face.  I'm putting my pistol in the small of my back.  Keep me covered from about thirty feet.  I'm going to check him out!"
     Cody's mind recorded Joan's okay as he approached the person.  "Keep your guard up, Joan, and approach!  This person is in some kind of shock or something."
     Eyes glazed over, the figure stopped his slow walk when Cody neared him.
     "Cody, should we build a fire and take care of him with some water and food?"  She put her rifle down in the snow.  "His cheeks are nearly frozen.  I'm going to warm them with my hands.  He's suffered some head trauma."  Joan pushed back the parka's hood.  "Oh, my gosh, it's a woman!"
     "I'll be!" Cody said.  "We're so close to where we're headed.  I think we should trek on at her pace.  It's not far at all."
     "This time I believe you, Cody — in contrast to all the times you got me to press on when it was a well-intentioned, morale-boosting lie."
     "Trust me?"  Cody smiled.

*****
Nearing the Denton Ranch, Marsh rode up to a man and two women three blocks from the gate.  “Howdy, partners!  Where you headed?”
     “Is that you, Marsh?  I’ll be damned.  Clean shaven and all!  It’s Cody Denton here.
“Joan, Marsh is an old friend from the Valley.  Marsh, this is my friend Joan.  I’m not trying to be rude, but the redhead with us isn’t speaking, so I don’t have a name.  We ran into her about two miles back toward Victor.  We threw a blanket around her.”  All but the redhead shook hands.  She looked catatonic.
Marsh nodded at the redhead.  “We’ll take good care of you, miss.”  He turned his head forty-five degrees toward rustlings and yellow flashes in the nearby thickets.  Simultaneously, he moved his right hand deliberately to his pistol.  He tamped down his quick-draw reflex to avoid panicking the group. 
Joan was unnerved.  "What was that?"
Cody chuckled, "Just some of my wild mountain friends, I'm sure."
Marsh nodded.  His right hand continued to rest on his weapon.  Looking back at his old friend, he said, “Sorry, Cody, didn’t recognize you behind the beard, much less a black one.  Where’s your guitar?”
“My guitar is in Moscow, Idaho.  I left my heart here.  That’s why I’m back,” Cody said.
  Marsh dismounted.  “Let’s walk on up to your place.  That’s where I was headed.  I need to introduce you to some folks ... .”
"You know, Marsh, I got one thing out of this recent disaster."
"What's that Cody?"
"My hearing is better, being away from the blessed but loud accompaniment of my band.  I've tried wearing one of those hearing protective devices ..."
"Sorry to hear that, Cody, but you're in good company.  I heard somewhere that many music greats have suffered similar loss: Frankie Valli, Eric Clampton, and Peter Townshend, to name a few ... .  And me!" Marsh joked.  "Firing guns has taken a big toll on my ears."
Joan joined in the laughter.  "You men have selective hearing anyway.  I know that's true of this one, anyway."  She pointed at Cody.
Feeling very at home with them, Marsh bent an ear toward Joan.  "I'm sorry I didn't catch that!"
"Yeah, yeah ...," Joan began with a grin.
Cody left the banter as he caught sight of his estate.  "Something is different!"
*****
Keala and Karen settled the redhead by the fire and forced her to sip warm tea.  Both stayed to watch over the new patient.
     Meanwhile, everyone else gathered at the kitchen breakfast table.  After introductions and nervous apologies from his fellow squatters, Zeke summarized, “Cody, so you didn’t invite us to the New Year’s Eve bash here?”
     “No, but from what you’ve said, that was my usual caterer who served you, although I didn’t hire her for New Year's.  I have missed several of the shindigs I’ve thrown in the past due to last-minute commitments.  She wouldn’t have been surprised at my not being there.  One other thing, I didn’t put that hurricane fence around the house, nor the gate, nor the ramparts.  Those are new to me.  So some things here were done without my knowledge.”
        Zeke quickly answered, "The hurricane fence and gate were already here when we arrived.  As you might guess, we did add the ramparts for protection against assaults."
Karen tried to further ease Cody's concerns.  “Thank you for not being upset to find us here.  Everyone in the Valley wants — wanted — to come to one of your legendary parties.  That’s why we were so eager to accept!”
Keala added, “Cody, Zeke and I are in your room, the master suite.  We’d be more than glad to vacate immediately.  Even absent, you have been a great host.  Thank you!”
Marsh couldn’t resist, “Cody, shall I throw the encroachers out on their keisters — or what?”
Joan took Marsh’s bait, “Cody, you can’t do that!”
Cody appreciated Marsh’s fun.  “Hold it, everyone!”  He began to laugh.  “No one is getting tossed out.  Joan and I will take one of the vacant rooms.  Anything will beat where we’ve been.  These are hard times.  We’re going to have to work together to get through them.  Right now, though, I can use a shave.”
“And I can use a hot bath,” Joan added.
Sondra jumped in, “We don’t have that much water …”
Keala cut her off, “Joan, we’ll draw that for you.  Just let us know when you’re ready.”
“We can’t do that for everyone!” Sondra insisted.
Karen talked over Sondra, “And I’ll get you a mani-pedi.  All the way from Idaho, you and Cody must have some harrowing stories!”
*****
Marsh sat down for coffee in the kitchen with Zeke.  The redhead slept on the couch.  Every conscious resident eventually joined the two in the kitchen, except Cody and Joan, who were still cleaning up.  Marsh put several big bottles of vitamins on the kitchen table.  “These are for you all.  Hope they are of use.  Vitamin C for lack of citrus in your diets.  Vitamin D for likely deficiency at this latitude in the winter.  I take both myself.”
Zeke tried to sound off-handed.  “Where did they come from, Marsh?”  He knew the group counted on him to find out more about what Marsh knew.  He felt like a dentist trying to extract a molar from a man with his jaws wired shut.
“Trust me, I didn’t make them.  As I’ve told you before, people are grateful for what I do.  They give me things.  Zeke, I am offered so much that I couldn’t tell you who gave those to me.  Now, if you don’t mind, we’ll be off to the Bed and Breakfast.  That’s a group out Lolo way, well back in the pines.  Ten folks, like yourselves, who need help.  I’d like to take Susan for her group dynamics expertise and you, Zeke, for your knowledge.  You know a lot by virtue of what you all have accomplished here and your industrial engineerig background.  It’ll be an overnighter for you two.  I’ll settle for another cup of coffee while you pack.”
Susan’s frowning face showed reluctance.  “Marsh, I clearly owe you, but John just got back from Idaho.  Before that he was sick.  Is there …”
Zeke stepped in, “I’m glad to go.  Marsh, would you reconsider sending Susan?  She’s ideal for what you want, but …”
Keala jumped in, “I know people.  I don’t have a lot of formal education, but the airline did train us extensively in group processes.  And I’ve had a lot of on-the-job training.  I’d be glad to go in place of Susan.”
Marsh looked amused at being outgunned.  “Keala, you're now my first choice.”
Keala smiled and smartly left the room to pack an overnight kit.  Without turning, she announced her victory, throwing her words over her shoulders, “Thanks, Marsh!”  Breezy fit her well.
Marsh elbowed Zeke, “You attract the spunky types, don’t you?”
Zeke was amused at the observation.  "Hadn't thought much about it, Marsh.  Hmm, I guess ..."
Marsh switched gears from buddy to boss with lightning speed.  "Zeke, be sure to bring your cell phone."  Equally fast, he rose and headed outside to feed the horses, allowing no questions from Zeke.
Zeke's mind spun: Cell phone?  Why?  Anyway, no point in questioning Marsh.  He knows what he's doing.
*****
The three arrived on horseback at the Bed and Breakfast.  Zeke made a quick mental note.  The hurricane fence surrounding the property gave him a deja vu of the one surrounding the Denton estate.  The offset from the B & B was even similar, and the gate looked identical.  Coincidence?
Inside the upscale building, Marsh made introductions.  “Zeke and his partner are here to help.  In the future, we may take two of you to their location.  A little cross-pollination is a good thing for sharing lessons learned.  Speeds up the learning curve, a lot.”  He didn’t want to further demoralize the B & B group by implying they had nothing worthwhile to share.
He went on, “As an industrial engineer and management consultant, Zeke has an expertise in efficiency that may be particularly helpful.  As a professional manager, his partner has a tremendous amount of real-world experience.  She is watering the horses now; she’ll be in soon.  The two will be observing your processes and interactions.  Listen to what they offer with an open mind.  They’ll be spending the night.  I’m asking you to make them feel welcome.  And just so you know, I’ve brought you beans, rice, and canned peaches so the extra mouths won’t be a burden.”
          A poised man with a heavy grizzled beard stepped out to shake Zeke’s hand.  “Hi, I’m Cap.  We’ll be delighted to learn from you, Zeke.  If nothing else, it’s strangely comforting to know some folks besides ourselves are coping with the new world order after what I call The Big Un-bang.  We welcome you.  Our resources are meager, but let us know if you need anything.  We have two rooms set aside for you and your partner upstairs.  Let me show them to you.”
Zeke quickly responded, “One room will do, if that’s all right with Keala.”
     The bearded leader froze in his tracks.  It can’t be, he thought.  He swallowed hard as cold chills ran up and down his spine.  “She isn’t, by chance, a survivor of that jet forced to land on the Bitterroot River, is she?”  The proud aviator couldn’t bring himself to say crashed.
Zeke: “She is.  Why?  Here she comes now.  This is Keala.  Keala, this is Cap.”
     Keala looked dumbfounded.  Her past was a locomotive colliding unexpectedly with the granite wall of an immovable present.  She lunged at Cap.  She hugged him tightly.  “I’m so glad you’re safe!  The name Cap threw me — and, of course, the beard.”
     Cap hugged back much more tentatively than Keala.  His pilot mind was quick to comprehend the shocking reality, but his emotions lagged.  “I’m sorry.  I’m more than overwhelmed.”  Just as he was about to return the warm embrace, Keala began to withdraw.
      “Yeah, Keala, they started calling me Cap here, for captain.  It was close enough to Hap, fit like an old shoe.”
Decoupled from the hug, Keala stepped back.  Usually composed, she seemed conflicted on what to do with her body.  Then she made several false starts toward hugging the figure before her again.  Each time, she restrained herself.  She settled on a quick hand gesture to restrain Cap from embracing her again, “Well, Hap, I mean Cap, we’ve some catching up to do — later!”
*****
Zeke had asked Keala to spend all afternoon listening without intervening.  Nonetheless, one hour after lunch Zeke could not help himself.  He felt compelled to begin offering advice.  He knew the fallacy of the not-invented-by-me syndrome, but the Bed and Breakfast way drove him to exasperation.  There was immense room for improvement here.  He laughed at himself as he remembered the old axiom: Everything is possible — if you don’t have to do it yourself.  Time to slow down and start gradually, he told himself.
He persuaded the B & B group to put their outside fire on the backside of the facility to minimize a view from the valley.  He showed them how to have more potable water by gathering ice from a nearby creek instead of carrying it from a distant river.  He alerted them to the fact that their frozen pipes presented a future problem.  Late in the afternoon, he successfully showed them how to hunt deer with a bow and arrow.
At a delightful supper of whitetail deer meat, Zeke and Keala observed the ten residents discussing new day-to-day procedures.  Zeke and Keala listened intently to every word spoken.  When Keala found out there was actually no elected leader, she suggested a meeting for that purpose.  The meeting itself revealed deep-seated issues and personality conflicts.  After two straight hours of discussion, no leader was elected.
Zeke thought he’d seen dysfunction before in business and at Denton.  This bunch took the cake — and the ice cream.
*****
Zeke showed the group the art and science of building a proper grill fire — just the right size to minimize use of wood while melting ice to water.  Cap absented himself, pulling Keala outside the learning circle to share their recent histories.
“Keala, what you just told me about your survival answers a lot of my questions.  After the water landing, when the nose section stopped moving in the river, I went to find you.  And that’s all I remember.  Apparently I passed out on the cabin floor.  I woke up to a nice couple looking over me in their cabin about two miles from the debris, they told me.  Around noon that day, they went out to bring back bandages and antiseptic for my head.  They never came back.  I got some strength back after a couple days and headed toward Missoula.
“On the way I ran into Marsh.  He shared some food and water with me around a fire.  He was subtle, but it felt like a job interview.  He said he needed a replacement for a guy here at the Bed and Breakfast who didn’t come back from hunting.  So here I am.
“Not a day goes by without my wondering what happened to you — and the others on the flight.  My rescuers said there were many survivors.  That’s something anyway.”
“Hap, er Cap, I keep reliving the crash myself.  My group found only me the next day, downstream buried in the riverbank …”
“Keala, this is wonderful.  You are the love of my life!  Come live here.  We’ll be married …” 
As he reached to kiss her, Keala backed away.  “Hap, er Cap, you have a partner here.  I’ve seen her.  She’s in love with you …”
“Keala, we’re a pair, not a couple.  You know huddling here in the winter is now a necessity.  Her husband disappeared when he went hunting with Wesley, didn’t come back.  Just huddling.  You and I are the real deal.  Keala …”
From across the deck Zeke watched Cap and Keala out of the corner of his eye.  His ears vacuumed in their every word.
     Aware Zeke was watching, Keala thought about testing Zeke’s devotion to her.  She rethought that.  She knew caring people don’t do that.  She chose another course.  She spoke slightly above a conversational level, “Cap, I’m not the same person you knew.  Part of me will always love you.”  She touched his arm lightly and quickly pulled away.  “But I am in love with Zeke.  He is the love of my life!”
     Cap misread Keala’s touch and reached for her.
     “No, Cap, she said loudly, “I am with Zeke!”
*****
Dismounting at the compound, Marsh sighed.  "Long day, Jen.  More so for you.  We’ve been going nonstop, without a break to compare notes.  Thanks, as always for giving me cover.  I was concerned back there when I ran into Cody Denton.  I thought I might have seen some wildcats tracking us, yellow flashes and all.”
    "They gave me a start, too!  Honey, those were two yellow labs.  I gave them my sandwich … .  Who were with Cody, Marsh?”
     "Joan, his business partner, and a redheaded female they ran into.  Really bad shape physically and emotionally.  She couldn't speak; appeared to be in shock.”
          "In the old days, Marsh, you'd still be at work checking her background and possible criminal record.”
     "Yeah, but now we have the Benefactor.  He'll check her out, I'm sure.  His criteria for who stays in our groups appears to be damned stringent.”
     “Yep.  Marsh, do you think we can get Cody to give us a mini concert?”
     “I bet we can, Jen.  Thanks again for protecting us from those killer labradors.  Speaking of canines, I 'm as hungry as a dog … ”

*****

Sitting on the bed in their B&B room that night with Zeke, Keala explained her history with Cap.  Before she could recount all of her conversation with Cap, Zeke suddenly kissed her.
“Keala, I realized tonight that I love you — more than anyone I have ever met or dreamed of.”
Zeke's brain exploded with self-talk: Whoa, buddy!  You're moving at hypersonic speed again.  Remember how quickly you were enthralled with Meagan.  Hours, man!  Here you go again with Keala.  What the heck are you doing?  What happened to I-need-to sleep-on-it Zeke, the guy who never made rash decisions?  He wouldn't make any big decision on the spot.
He argued back with that inner voice: You are right.  I am moving fast.  It could be that my cloistered years at the New Mexico Military Institute and demanding years of engineering studies left me a little naive.  But I contend that the times have changed.  Yes, those may also explain my being hoodwinked by Sondra; however, since January first, everything is more uncertain.  We're plagued with the ever-present imminence of death from deprivation and assault.  We struggle with the looming unknown every single waking minute and then again in our nightmares.
No, I may not be behaving rationally, but I am acting as appropriately as the Yanks who fell in love so quickly with English women in the unsettled times of World War II.  A crisis speeds up relationships.  Perhaps, you should cut me some slack, bucko!   
“Zeke, Zeke, where did you go?  You seemed to go into a trance just now.  Are you all right?"
"Yeah, Keala.  Whew!  I think the pace of change since New Year's finally caught up with me ..."
Hugging Zeke, Keala sympathized, "I get it.  I had many of the same kind of moments when I was recovering from the plane crash.  You never get any time alone to allow that to happen.  I think it's healthy to let your system catch up, so to speak."
She laughed at the break in the romantic moment, "Zeke, back to us."  She then paused to emphasize her seriousness.  "I feel the same way about you.  I love you!  But Meagan told me about Sondra …”
“Sondra is history, I assure you!” he scoffed.  "Although I do miss her disrespecting eye-roll — which she never used to do ..."
“I'm trying to be serious here!  She still carries a torch for you.  It may come out in hostility, but it’s there.  Karen pointed that out to me.”
Zeke opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it.  He could tell his denial was going nowhere.  He just shook his head.
“I also know you were very close to Meagan.  I’m not sure I can compete with that memory,” she tested.
Zeke knew this was game point.  “Meagan was a fantastic person.  She was dear to our whole group.  You are Keala, wonderful in every possible way.  Please know that I value you above all others, forever.  That’s saying a lot, for me.”  He graded himself on closing this issue: good but not great.
One thing was still bothering Zeke.  “Keala, when Cap’s partner was telling me about her husband’s disappearance, she told me he had a wife.  Did you know Cap was married?”
     Keala reeled at the news.  After letting the revelation sink in, she said, “Not a chance!  Zeke, I was brought up better than that!  He told me several times he had never married.  Frankly, I’m shocked … .  You do know that many pilots don’t wear rings.  It’s a safety …”
Zeke cut her off, “I figured you didn’t know.”
Keala squeezed him for a long time.  “Thank you for thinking well of me.  I always assume the best about you.  And thank you for telling me your concern.  That’s how it should be.”
Still sitting on the bed, Keala laughed without humor, “Well, enough about us!”
“We are going to be a never-ending story,” Zeke smiled.
Keala: “That’s my belief, too.  You know, thinking about the B & B group, I can’t believe they couldn’t or wouldn’t decide on a leader!”
Zeke shook his head, “Makes me feel lucky to be a member of the sometimes-dysfunctional Denton group.”
     “That couple, Wesley and Donna, seem to be the spoilers.  When they’re not dragging everyone down with negativity, they’re fueling anarchy.  And it’s not like it’s a one-time occurrence; it happens again and again and again.  I’m ready to vote them off the island.”  Keala laughed at herself.  “Now that’s constructive of me!  I try to be nonjudgmental.”
Zeke was unaware he was foreshadowing, “We ought to give them a fair trial before we hang them."  He laughed.  "They are Brock and Sondra on steroids.  At least we have local huckleberries to look forward to at breakfast.  Cap said he found them at the bottom of the freezer.  He put them out to thaw in the living room near the fireplace.  That will be a real morale booster.  Small things count!”
Keala shrugged her shoulders.  “I guess I missed that.  I was probably showing the ladies some of Karen’s cooking tricks.”
       “On another score, was Sondra always that way?”
Wondering where that came from, Zeke chuckled, “You really know how to hurt a guy.  Rub salt in the wound, then twist the knife!
“Your mangled metaphors are a deflection, Zeke, and you know it!”
“I apologize.  Really!  No, Sondra was a sweet young lady when we dated.  I never would have seen her becoming this way — crying in her room, sullen, and harpy-like.  She and Brock have bad chemistry.  Or maybe she was always that way and kept up an elaborate facade while we were dating.”
“My take: same old story,” Keala said.  “The two just aren’t good together.  Do you think we are, Zeke?  Don’t give me a smart answer.”
Zeke’s extra-serious look portended coming humor.  “We’re a pretty good team, but I get a little tired of pulling your weight.”
Keala had no doubts about her contributions, so she hit him hard in the face with a pillow.  She laughed and kept up the fusillade.  The only way to stop the attack was for Zeke to hug her.
Before he could do that, Zeke had his arms up in front of his face like a prize fighter.  He finally pinned her left arm against her trunk, but she continued the rain of pillow blows with her right.  “Let’s call it a truce.  I’ll let you go if you stop with the pillow, Keala.”
“How about I stop with the pillow, and you don’t let me go?”
“I can live with that!” Zeke smiled.
“You know,” Keala whispered, “for a person who likes to be in control, you play like the best of us.”
“I try, Keala, but you should hear the voices going off in my head when I do.  I have to mentally duct tape The Efficiency Expert in me who outshouts the other voices.  He screams, ‘You’re wasting time!’”
“For all objective measures, my reluctant ruler, you have it all together.  I think all of us have the other stuff going on all the time, but we’re just not as self-aware as you.  You’re more evolved.  Despite being the responsible oldest sister, I’ve always been pretty happy-go-lucky.  Some say breezy, but I’ve learned from you.  I’ve found it valuable to look at my motivations and values.  I’ve grown emotionally and can make better decisions.  Thank you.”
“Glad to be your mate, mate.  Now I’m going to list all that I’ve learned from you …”
“Zeke, I’m honored, but let’s do that tomorrow.  I don’t even have to duct tape any of the inner voices that try to keep me awake.  I’m fading.  I’m so far gone that I’m wondering whether I’m dreaming now.”
There was an unwritten rule between Zeke and Keala that play kept them sane.  It lifted each from the depressing reality of their new existence.  It relieved unspoken tension and distracted from anxieties about the future.  It cleared their emotions for sleep.
At 1 AM, well after they fell asleep, Zeke’s smartphone chirped with a text:


Wesley and Donna hid the huckleberries in front of the B & B in the snow next to the eight-foot tall, wooden grizzly bear.


Waking with Zeke, Keala reacted to the text, she said, “Who was watching?”  Her mind then remembered the spontaneous cell phone incident at the Idaho reactor site and the magical powering of gasoline pumps.
     Zeke: “I don’t know.  In fact, I wondered why Marsh insisted I bring the phone.  Not the only mystery of late, though.  What do we do with the information, that’s what we should be asking.  It’s like The Caine Mutiny.  Remember the captain ranting about theft of the strawberries.  In a way, this is also mutiny.”










January 13

The B & B bunch sat down to a breakfast of venison, canned corn, and coffee.  Something was missing.
Cap clamored, “Where are the huckleberries?  I couldn’t find them this morning.”  The baritone words sounded like a man.  The man pounding on the table with two fists looked like a toddler screaming for candy.
Zeke said, “Just a moment!  Come with me, Cap.”  They walked briskly out the front door and retrieved the canister buried in the snow by the large bear statue carved out of pine.  On return, they were greeted with cheers from the B & B bunch.  Wesley and Donna tried to act excited, but their enthusiasm was lacking.
Zeke and Keala carefully observed the B & B members’ behavior.
Zeke addressed the group, “Sorry these are still frozen.  Someone removed them from the great room, where they were to slowly thaw.”
Cap added, “Yeah, I left them twelve feet from the fireplace last night …”
Zeke noted Cap’s precision.  Twelve feet, not eleven or thirteen; twelve, he thought.  He noted, I like this guy!
Both Wesley and Donna were flushed.  Wesley tried to divert attention from himself, “Who would do that?”
Keala calmly said, “I saw you two do it!”
Wesley snapped back, “You couldn’t have.  There was only one of us … .”  He realized his mistake too late.
“Houston, we have a problem,” Zeke began.  “I think you all need a formal meeting on what you intend to do with these two.  Keala and I will observe.”
Cap followed, “It’s not as if this is the first time we’ve had problems with you two.”
One B & B member proposed that a two-thirds vote by the non-accused would be sufficient for a decision.  There was a quick second.  Then, another member proposed banishing the two troublemakers.  Again, a quick second.  All eight of the non-accused voted to oust Wesley and Donna.  Cap ordered them to be tied up in their chairs for the time being.
As the last knots on the prisoners were tied, Zeke caught a glimpse of Marsh hanging out at the gate.  Zeke went out to greet him, “Morning, Marsh.  You’re a few hours early.”
“Yeah, I figured I’d bring the B & B gang vitamin C and vitamin D.  I might even get caught up on my coffee drinking.”
“Well, good that you’re here, Marsh.”  Zeke went on to explain what had happened in case Marsh didn’t already know.  He finished, “Not unlike restraining unruly passengers on one of Cap’s flights!”
Marsh nodded.  “I’m sure Keala wishes she could have done that many times in her previous life!”
Cap swaggered out to greet Marsh and unlocked the gate.  “Howdy, Marsh, I’ve got news,” Cap proudly announced.  “I’m the new official leader here.  Just happened after Zeke stepped out.  Marsh, we need your help …”
“Cap, Zeke read me in.  I happen to have two extra horses.  I’ll take care of this.  First things first!  Where’s my coffee?”  
All three headed for the entrance to the B & B.  Cap held the door open for Marsh and Zeke.  He laughed and slapped Marsh on the back.  “You’re right.  First things first!”  He pointed at Wesley and Donna.  “Put gags on those two.”
     For the first time, Keala realized how much Hap reminded her of William Shatner playing Captain James T. Kirk in the Star Trek television series.  Was it her imagination, or was his bluster approaching the legendary captain’s?
After three cups of coffee, Marsh rose.  “You have your vitamins.  I have my coffee.  Hope the huckleberries are good when they thaw.  Get the exiles out front!”
Disgusted with the pairs’ continued bad behavior, the eight — men and women alike  —  manhandled the pair out of the B & B as Zeke, Keala, and Marsh shook their heads.
Standing next to a horse, Wesley was trying to scream something through duct tape.  When Marsh pulled the tape off, Wesley insisted, “Marshal, I can’t ride!  I don’t know how!  We can’t go!”
Marsh put the tape back in place.  “We’re going whether you ride or not.  You can try to run on a tether if you want, but I wouldn’t recommend it.  You’ll have trouble keeping up.”
Despite having his hands tied together, Wesley unhesitatingly climbed on his horse like a seasoned cowboy.
Two B & B men tried to help Donna onto the other horse.  As they boosted her up, she surprised one with an elbow in the nose and the other with an elbow in the eye.  Each went down on both knees.  As she slid off the horse to a standing position, Marsh gently tapped the back of one of her legs with a boot.  She collapsed on the ground.  The two injured B & B men rose and threw her belly-down across the horse saddle and tied her arms to her legs, the rope running under the horse.
Cap quipped, “We’re going to miss these two — like a drowning man misses water.”
He is Captain Kirk, Keala thought.  Definitely Captain Kirk!  She was surprised she had never seen it before.
Marsh tipped his hat at Zeke and Keala, “I’ll be back this afternoon to pick you up.”  He looked at Cap, “And I’ll look at getting two suitable replacements to handle the workload here at the B & B.”
*****
Marsh returned in mid-afternoon with the two extra horses.  No mention of the two exiles.
      As they rode toward the Denton place, Zeke remembered Cap’s longing look at departing Keala.  That could have been me, he thought.  To lose anyone you cared about to another would be devastating.  To lose Keala had to be worse.
He was flipping mental coins on whether to ask Marsh where he took Wesley and Donna.  First, he realized, Marsh would be elusive.  Second, if Marsh told him, he might not be able to handle the truth.  Third, it was too late to do anything about it anyway.
As they rode, Keala was having fun playfully goading Zeke, “Ask!”  She meant about the details of the previous night’s text.  “Ask!”
After half an hour, Keala herself rode up beside Marsh.  She asked.  Marsh mumbled.  She asked again.
      Tapping his right ear to signal I can’t hear you, Marsh got directive, “Back in tactical formation!  It’s a war zone out here!”
“Come on, Marsh.  We’re brothers-in-arms after the Idaho trip.  How did you know to show up at the B & B — on cue, with two extra horses?”
Marsh didn’t even turn his head.  “Back in formation!  Dangerous out here.”
      As Keala dropped back, Zeke rode over beside her.  His look said I told you!  He smiled knowingly.
     She blushed and said, “Shut up!” to Zeke.  “Don’t say it!”
     Both thought they heard Marsh snickering.  He seemed to know everything.
*****
Zeke and Keala arrived back at the Denton Ranch in time for an antelope supper.  All but one were eager to eat.  Only Cody begged off.   “I’ll go with cold beans, if that’s okay with you, Karen.  I’ll be up for antelope next time we have it, though, I’m sure.”
       Cody didn’t want to explain his aversion this evening.  Last night he had vivid dreams, reliving the mountain lion attack and its aftermath.  Not starved, he had no appetite for meat right now.  The smell of cooking meat evoked memories of butchering and eating his horse.  The thought of eating antelope just didn’t sit right.
       Joan shot Cody a knowing look.  “You know, I’ll join you in beans, Cody.  And, no slight to our hunters or Karen!”
      Cody gave Joan a grateful look.  He appreciated her support.  She had an emotional quotient of 200, at least.
      John: “Speaking for Keala and me, no problem.  As for Karen, remember: She’s vegan!”  He winked at Karen.
      The gods of manners were satisfied.
      The highlight of the meal was dessert.
“Karen, what did you do to make those peaches so good?” Cody asked afterward.
“Trade secret,” she laughed.  Cinnamon and clove, she thought, work wonders.  “And thanks for the compliment, Cody.”
Lee: “Zeke, what did you and Keala do to warrant the extra rations from Marsh?”
     Keala: “I’ll let Zeke tell you, but I must add Marsh said he has another bonus coming our way for good work.”  She gave Zeke time to get the jargon out of his words.  Alone with her, he still occasionally reverted to inside words and phrases like synergy, granularity, delta, and boiling the ocean.  He called the buzzwords an occupational hazard.
Joan interjected, “This sounds like a good story … .”
Zeke took a deep breath and smiled, “I’ll tell you, folks, as I’ve told Keala, I’m so proud to be part of this group.  We have somehow managed to do an awful lot very well, under some very bad circumstances.”  He went on to discuss the many dysfunctions of the B & B group.  He concluded, “I’m not here to talk them down.  I’d say they were probably about average for our conditions, but pulled down by two people who consistently put their own self-interests over the good of the group.  Their disruptive influence was undermining their team.”
Brock’s and Sondra’s ears almost burned, literally.  Their ears became bright red with blood flow as both tried to hide their discomfort.
“It is so tragic that those two could be so inconsiderate and selfish,” Sondra spoke in a hollow voice meant to deflect eyes about to turn accusingly toward her.
“Yeah,” Brock followed with too much bravado, “they should have known better!”
Lee took the pressure off the embarrassed twosome.  “Zeke, how can you explain your cell phone giving you the message about the huckleberries, much less how your cell phone was even working?”
“I don’t know, Lee.  You’re the IT guy,” Zeke returned the serve, proud of his footwork.
“The slim IT guy!  I've lost a few unwanted pounds on the 'gridless diet.'  Anyway, I guess I’m just thinking out loud, Zeke.  I do know cell phones can be controlled by an outside actor with the right technology — even when they’re turned off.  A smartphone can even act as a camera or listening device for such an actor.”
The group automatically turned to Anne as a second source for a technological explanation.
She shrugged, “What he said!”
“You know, group,” Karen began, “The theft of those huckleberries might have been prevented with some basic rules to live by …”
Sondra: “Here we go again with the damned rules …”
The philosophic discussion ran for fifteen minutes.  Positions didn’t change.  Advocates dug in.  The only agreement was to defer the matter for the future.
Dysfunction, thy name is group, Zeke reminded himself.  He ended the meeting, “We’ll put that one in the hangar for the time being then.  Put a pin in it!”
Karen walked away mumbling to herself, “We’re going to run out of pins on that one.”
*****
In their bedroom, Zeke and Keala rehashed some of the high points of their visit to the B & B.
“Zeke, it’s hard to believe how justice changes with circumstances.  A month ago, I would have considered ostracizing Wesley and Donna as cruel and unusual.  Yet, here and now, I totally agreed with ousting them.  Trust is absolutely necessary under our present trying conditions.”
“I couldn’t agree more, Keala.  When you think about it, their conniving calls into question the disappearance of the husband of Cap’s current partner.  Remember, the husband went out hunting with Wesley — and mysteriously didn’t come back.  Circumstantial, I agree, your honor.  I rest my case on the huckleberry deception.”
Zeke analyzed the situation in a millisecond.  We’re straying back into the realm of grim reality, he thought.  He wanted to tweak that.  Keala had done more than her share of supporting him and lifting him up.  It was his turn.  He lightened the atmosphere with humor and hope.
       Zeke: “Hmm, huckleberry deception, sounds like a Robert Ludlum novel.  Makes me think of summer in the Bitterroot Mountains.  That’s a glorious time of year, Keala — something to look forward to.  We’ll go huckleberry picking this summer.  We can go up the Bass Creek Trail.  It parallels a beautiful, idyllic gurgling creek.  We’ll stuff ourselves on those sweet-tart blue gems and bring quarts of them back to Denton.  You will love it!  Of course, we’ll have to watch out for bears.  We’ll be stealing their food.”
     “Zeke, I do look forward to that.  Except the bear part.  I can’t wait!  But something Cap said is nagging at me: The husband of Cap’s mate was a pilot.  Pilot out, pilot in at the B & B?”
Zeke felt the chill of another coincidence.  He wondered who had the invisible hand orchestrating events, the overlord making things happen.






January 14

At the compound, Jenny kissed Marsh after breakfast.  I know you got a text.  What are the ‘requests’ for the day?”
Marsh kissed her back.  “You're the best thing that ever happened to me — right next to the 50-year-old scotch.”
     “Well, you just might only be the wiser man in the world in that case!”
“Just kidding, love.  You know, I’ve texted back to the Benefactor in the past with no replies.  This time, I explained that our five groups are getting increasingly curious and that I need to start coming clean on what I know.”
“Marsh, you’ll have mass rebellion if they know how well we’re living!”
     “The Benefactor seemed to understand all of that, and didn’t seem surprised.  He said to let them know more, but not everything.  I can tell them as much as I need to.  The text closed, ‘Use good judgment.’  Very helpful!” he said sarcastically.  The last boss I had who said that was a scoundrel who wanted to sound profound, didn’t have a clue as to what to do, and shifted all of the responsibility and accountability to me.”
     “That was it?”  Jenny was conscious of Marsh’s habit of omitting critical details.  “He just said use good judgment?”
He added, “Pretty much.  And good performing groups like the Denton one will start getting periods of electricity.  Starting today, the Denton bunch gets two hours a day from 1 PM to 3 PM.  I’m taking them material to make night curtains — no explanation.  Presumably, a carrot to imply eventual night power, assuming good compliance.”
Jenny feigned offense, “So, I’ll be out there freezing in the woods today while you ride in again as the conquering hero?”
Marsh reacted defensively, “No, no, you can be the one to ride in if you want.  I’m an ass for not taking you into the warm sooner …”
“Well, I’ll be darned.  I finally got you, William Marshall!  I’ll provide cover for you anytime, especially if it keeps you safe.  For the time being, let’s keep me a secret.  Freezing for a few hours is a small price to pay for your survival.  Besides, I’m building up the so-called brown fat that makes my body metabolize better.”
“I read about that before New Year's.  Jen, didn’t the test subjects have to get past the point of shivering in the cold to produce more brown fat?”
“They did, Marsh.  Brutal test.  Military ‘volunteers,’ I believe.  They suffered in the cold long enough to stop shivering.  At that point, their percentage of efficient brown fat increased significantly.  It’s a benefit I remind myself of when I’m outside in the winter.”
“Jen, you’ve got to come inside with me from now on …”
“Did it!,” she laughed.  “I got you again, Marsh man.  No, I’ll increase my brown fat and keep my figure, thank you.”
*****
The Denton crew gathered firewood and performed morning chores.  After several hours, most went inside to warm by the hearth.  Zeke and Lee purposely remained working outside.
“Follow me when we go back in,” Lee whispered bending over to pick up dead pine limbs.  His warm breath created telltale fog around his head as it met the freezing air.
Zeke mirrored the stealthiness.  He bent over as well to gather a gall rust ball on a dead pine limb.  “Okay!”
They headed to the woodpile next to the house in tandem.  After depositing their loads, Lee opened the steel door fashioned into the large upside-down silo.  Denton had apparently had the silo modified to be a playhouse for the children of houseguests.
Lee switched on a flashlight.  “Might as well use the batteries while they last.  Zeke, I’ve listened to the stories about cell phones coming to life, spontaneous appropriate messages, and coincidental appearances.  Clearly we’re being watched.  I didn’t want to rile the group up by dwelling on it.”
Zeke: “I’m glad you didn’t.  We’re a millimeter from the mystery becoming a conspiracy theory, which may be a conspiracy fact.  So, my guess is that we’re not observable in here, and we’re not hearable since this metal silo acts as a Faraday cage.”
“Exactly, electronic transmissions won’t be going out or in.  Shouldn’t matter if you have a cell phone with you or not.  I don’t, do you?”
“No, Lee, I didn’t see the purpose of carrying it, other than that Marsh told me to carry it the other day.  Frankly, I’m sure the others are almost as suspicious as you.  I’m thinking we shouldn’t do too much ducking in here to talk in the future.  Someone obviously has impressive aerial capability, based on the stories about the trip to Idaho.”
“Drones, Zeke?”
“Probably.  For future reference, if you need to talk to me out here and we’re in public, just tap twice on your right ear.”
They left the metal silo and headed for the ranch house.  Lee stopped walking, “Zeke, before we go in, what’s your secret?  We’ve been hauling firewood steadily over an hour.  My energy flags.  You just keep going.”
“Lee, you’ll hate me after I tell you.  I hum ‘Mull of Kintyre,’ a bagpipe tune.  It’ll keep you going strong and steady.  For me, it’s also an earworm.  Sometimes I can’t get it out of my head.”
“Hum a few bars for me.”
Zeke did.
Lee hummed the melody he had just learned.  “Oh, that’s catchy!”
“It is,” Zeke replied.  “It speaks to me at some primal level.  No wonder the Brits used bagpipes in wars.  It put their troops in a trance state to march into battle.”
Opening the door for them, Cody overheard their words, “Fascinating really.  The role of the bagpipers for the British Army in World War I was to fight on the battlefield using only their bagpipes.  Some 500 of those pipers died; 600 were wounded.  To show their extra value, the pipers were paid one cent more per day than their peers.”
Zeke stood in awe of the man’s knowledge.  “Cody, do you play the bagpipes?”
        “Not yet, Zeke.  It’s on my bucket list!”
*****
From her window, Sondra saw Marsh at the gate.  “There he is, Brock.  Our tyrant on horseback!”
Marsh got off his horse and pulled a tin of ham from his bulging left saddle bag.  He handed it to Zeke.  “How’s that grab you?”
Zeke couldn’t believe their good fortune.  “Christmas in January!  Cup of coffee?”
“Yeah, that’d be great.  Take the edge off this bitter cold.”  A twinge of guilt ran through Marsh's spirit as he thought of Jenny hiding in the cold.  “I’ve got some materials for you in the other saddle bag.  I’ll be bringing more in the future.  And I have more good news.”
Inside, Marsh thanked the group for helping him get things done.  In quick succession, he explained the fact that they would be getting electricity beginning in a little over an hour.  He went on to explain the carrot he thought it was.
Brock was quick to take offense.  “Why are we only getting two hours?”
Susan reined him in, “Brock, I think we should be grateful for whatever power that can be restored.  Of course, restoration has to come in stages.”
Karen laughed, “I’m not sure I could handle three hours.  It would be just way too much!”  No one got the rocket scientist's joke.  Sometimes you lose one on the launchpad, she consoled herself.
Not holding back, Joan said, “Marsh, is everyone else getting power?”
Marsh slowly looked everyone squarely in the eye, Joan being last.  “Joan, I only know about you all.  Of the five groups that I watch out for, you're the only one I know about getting electricity.  I’d take that as a reward for helping out.”  He paused, “I know I’m not always the most talkative or open person you’ve ever met.  Part of that is me, part of that is my job.”  He went on to explain the series of one-way texts that he received and the fact that he had been told to be closed-lipped about matters until now.  He concluded, “I’ve told you what I know.  Any questions?”
Sondra leaped in on that, “Who is sending you orders?”
     “Ma’am, I don’t rightly know,” Marsh bristled at her tone and eye language.  “I call him the Benefactor because he doesn’t seem to hold any bad will toward us in any way.  In fact, the opposite seems true.  When I was told John was in distress in Lolo, I was glad to help.  When I was warned the nuclear facility in Idaho was about to go all Fukushima on us, that probably saved our butts.  When the Bed and Breakfast bunch was about to similarly meltdown, we saved them.
“I’m like you.  I’d like restoration of my old life before January 1st.  That’s not going to happen!  I’d like complete transparency from the Benefactor, but I don’t call the shots.  Frankly, you and I don’t have a lot of bargaining power.  I’m sure it crossed your mind that things outside the fence can’t be that bad — particularly if you haven’t been out there.  Listen to your fellow group members who have been outside the fence.  It is bad — very, very, very bad.
“Another thought you may have is that the Benefactor caused the enormous calamity that we have experienced.  Neither you nor I have any evidence to that effect.  And, again, assume he or she did, what bargaining power do you or I have?
“For sure, what we can control is how we deal with each other and how we react to the real stressors in our environment.  I’ve made my decision, that I will be as constructive as I can be in my role of taking care of the people I am responsible for.
“Right now, why don’t we dig into some of that ham.  I hope there's still have some mustard for mine.  And, if you don’t mind, I’d like to see your faces when the electricity comes on.”
The room fell silent.  Certainly, the explanation begged more questions than it answered.  However, Marsh’s reminder of the gift of the ham and the advent of some electricity dissuaded any more immediate protests.
Then Sondra’s nostrils flared.  She leaned forward getting ready to unload.
Sitting next to her, Susan restrained Sondra’s coming outburst with a squeeze on the forearm and said, “We are so grateful for all you do for us, Marsh.  Thank you for sharing what is going on.  And I have to say, as you did, our attitude will be what makes us successful.”
Zeke piggybacked, “Yes, thanks, Marsh.  Gang, we need to do some quick talk about what we do with our two hours of electricity.  We need to make it count.  For starters, I’m thinking we should begin filling everything available with well water from the frost-free pump outside.  That will considerably reduce chores this afternoon.  We still shouldn’t be using any of the house’s water pipes until we can keep them warm twenty-four hours a day.  In short, don’t use the plumbing.  That has not changed.
“Marsh, will you take a raincheck on the ham?  I’m thinking we are minutes away from the precious electricity coming on.  I think we should make a quick meal of leftovers.  Anybody object?”
There were quick nods of agreement from everyone.  Marsh was disappointed, but it didn’t show on his face.
Keala and Karen brought food to the table.
After the ensuing frenzied discussion over a light lunch, Marsh had an uncharacteristic big smile.  He shared the group’s near ecstasy when the electricity came on at 1 PM.  He accepted one more cup of coffee.  Some immediately began vacuuming; others roamed the residence searching for appliances to plug in like smartphone chargers.  At the same time, the rest filled water containers outside from the frost-free pump.
“I swear my cell phone has a bigger charge on it than when the power failed,” Lee remarked to Susan as they headed outside to join in filling water containers.
     “I echo that,” Susan said.  “In fact, mine is at 100%.  Explain that!”
     Sensing Marsh was feeling guilty about not joining in the chores, Zeke approached him.  “Hey, I know you have five other groups to take care of.  No one expects you to stay.”  Zeke was testing Marsh.
     Marsh corrected Zeke, “Four other groups, and I’d better head off, compadre.”  Mentally, he tipped his hat to Zeke.  Zeke was a wily interrogator.  It takes one to know one.
At 2:45 PM, Zeke pulled Karen aside.  Would you use the microwave to whip up some popcorn for us?  It’ll be a nice celebratory treat when we break fifteen minutes later.”
The feverish activity went on until 3 PM, when the electricity went off.
Observing the group’s letdown from an adrenaline-driven pace, Zeke spoke, “Hey, folks, let’s gather around the fireplace and celebrate the free time we can enjoy this afternoon because of the electricity we got.  Karen has some popcorn for us.”  After enthusiastic cheers, he continued, “No ice hauling for a while.  And we can look forward to two hours of electricity again tomorrow!”
Used to constant farm chores anyway, Jed and Karen had to be reminded they didn’t need to do anything.  After half an hour, John said, “This frees me up to try something I just haven’t been able to work into our routine.  I’d like to try some wet flies on the river.  Wouldn’t some trout be a nice addition to our cuisine?”
“You’ll freeze down there,” Brock counseled.  “No one catches any fish in the winter!”
“You’re crazy!” Sondra added.  “You’ll get frostbite.  And Brock won’t treat you for stupidity and its results.”
Brock: “I think I can speak for myself!”  He glared at his cranky wife.
Ignoring the naysayers and eager to do something, Cody offered, “I’m with you, John.  If you haven’t found it already, I have a lot of fishing gear here.  I had several guests who did some winter fishing.  They did catch fish.  I think some of the fish were frozen.”  He laughed at his humor.  “We’ll take rifles with us for protection.  Wouldn’t that be something if we bagged a buck on the way?”
"You know, Cody, we might even get a tan out there in the sunshine," John added.  Then he chuckled, unconsciously looking at Brock, whose faded tan made him as pasty as everyone else.
The rest were content to enjoy more down time.
Sondra disturbed the peace, “That tyrant marshal waltzes in here and pretends to be our friend.  I don’t trust him.  He’s a disturbing element.”
Lee: “I thought he was pretty straight with us.  He told us everything he knows.”
     Brock corrected him immediately, “He didn’t tell us everything.”
Keala: “This is a great time to count our blessings.  I’m personally grateful to everyone of you.  Each of you pulled shifts to care for me when I was on the edge of death.  Thanks, everyone!  It feels so good to have warmth.  I cannot tell you how much.  Having experienced what is happening outside our fence, I am so glad to also have food, water, shelter, and safety.  Everyone of us enjoyed those many kilowatts of electricity we just had.  Life is good …”
     Sondra interrupted.  “Listen, Pollyanna, your dictator buddy spoke of the Benefactor.  I will call him the Bastard.”


*****


Lying in bed that night, Keala wondered out loud, "The Benefactor ... how did we get here, Zeke?  I don't mean the obvious.  I'm thinking about the big events of history, and this is no doubt one.  I'm serious!"
    "Keala, I tend to think our history, like the human body, tends to keep an equilibrium of sorts.  Think of some big events of history:  the Great Flood, Christ, the fall of the Roman Empire, the atomic bomb, sputnik, and the silicon chip, to name a few.  I see each as an adjustment to excesses in the economic, political, or social fabric."
     "Zeke, a little jargony for me."
    "I apologize.  I'm using fillers, stalling while I struggle to answer your profound question.  This is where I would kill time reaching for a glass of water, if there were one.  Let's see ... okay, I'd say you can look at the excess being a bubble that pops.  Then the system does a reset."
   "Zeke, still too airy-fairy for me.  Give me some examples."
     "Well, there you go again, Keala!" Zeke said in his best breathy Ronald Reagan voice.
     "Knock it off!  We're being serious here; at least I am.  And you're stalling."
      "Pass the Jelly Belly bowl, would you, Keala?"  Zeke referred to Reagan's favorite candy, again mimicking him.
          Keala shook her head in playful disgust.
       Back to his normal voice, Zeke said, ”Okay, Keala, I've regrouped.  At the time of the Great Flood, mankind had become grossly immoral.  That covers the excess example …"

       "Sondra might question whether there was a Great Flood."
       "All right, Keala, the Roman Empire.  Many historians say the major cause of its collapse was unchecked immigration.  An excess.
     "I'll have to add technology as another cause of major events.  The atomic bomb was such a case, a technical breakthrough.  
        "So, the silicon wafer ushered in the Information Age.  What we're experiencing seems to flow from that technology ... and perhaps an excess there."
        "Zeke, that was brilliant!"
     "I'm surprised you didn't fall asleep, Keala."  Zeke exhaled, pleased with his patchwork summary of over three millenia on the fly.
        "So, Zeke, the extreme of the computer revolution gave us  ..."
        Zeke finished her words: "The Benefactor."  He winced at the prospect of the Bastard being overheard.


     
       




















The Bastard







January 15

Breakfast at the Denton Ranch was different today.  It was the first time they had trout for breakfast.
Susan said, “I’m so proud of John and Cody for bringing back the big fish.”
“How big were they, again?” Joan played straight man.  “It’s hard to tell after the filets have been sliced.”
Cody began to stretch out his long arms like a scarecrow.  “70!” he shouted with a big grin.
Sondra would have none of it.  “That’s a lie!” she fumed.
Joan laughed, “It’s a joke!  We learned it from Andy, one of the two bright sons of the bison rancher in Lolo.  She went on to explain the woodchuck riddle and Andy’s answer.
        John got it immediately.  He cut off Sondra’s second attempt to speak.  “70, that is absolutely brilliant.  Without giving any units, it’s always right.  It answers the unanswerable.  It ends looping discussions.  I wish I’d thought of it!  70!  70, indeed.”
Everyone nodded in the admiration of Cody’s answer, except Sondra, who was exasperated.
     Capping the moment, Zeke held his coffee mug high and belted out, “70!  A toast to 70!”
     “I have to agree, 70 is brilliant,” Brock added.”
lEveryone else’s mug except Sondra’s saluted Zeke’s toast.  Sondra’s eyes cut Brock to ribbons.  Traitor, they said.
        Cody added his knowledge, “There’s a mystical recurrence of 70 in the Bible.  So much so that Saint Augustine noted it was a meaningful number in many evolutionary cycles.”
Under her breath, Sondra whispered, “Another day in paradise.”  Clenching her fists, Sondra finally got to spew her venom, “The rainbow was only 18 inches, and the brown was 16.  Stop exaggerating!”  She appeared about to meltdown.
     “Sondra,” Zeke jumped in, “those are big fish, especially in the winter.  I’ve never been able to catch anything but a cold in the winter on the Bitterroot.  My hat’s off to those two.  I will concede they failed on bringing back a buck.”  His polite smile showed he expected Sondra to realize her outrageousness.  Inside, he wondered how he could have ever been engaged to that.
“Zeke, you have to admit the fish weren’t as big as Cody implied,” Sondra spit out.  “They lied!  And I don’t have to take it!”
     Joan smirked, “Sondra, it was meant as a joke.”  Like others, she saw Sondra’s increasingly toxic anger spiraling on itself.  Joan shook her head at Sondra’s inability to understand.
Sondra loudly scooted her oak chair backward on the kitchen’s tiled floor.  Her chair grated on the floor with an ear-splitting screech.   She shot up and huffed out of the room.
Zeke and Susan exchanged knowing glances about Sondra’s behavior.  Susan nodded at Zeke and followed Sondra upstairs.  Zeke stayed with the group, knowing Susan would check on Sondra’s psychological state.
*****
Midmorning five members were inside doing chores; the rest were gathering wood outside.
For the third time in as many days, Zeke saw Lee and Sondra adjourn to the Faraday cage.  He made a mental note to talk to Lee about it.  He waited until just before lunch.  He touched his ear twice while he spoke openly of other things to Lee.
Inside the silo playhouse, Zeke began, “Lee, anything I should know about?”
     Lee minced his words, “You know Sondra isn’t happy about our circumstances.  She is pretty outspoken.  She’s been pressing me about our being monitored.  She’s put two and two together.  You and I have talked about it before.  The Benefactor, or Bastard as she calls him, looms big in her mind.  She says she’s sick of living like this and being watched twenty-four hours a day.
“I think what set her off today was finding RFID tags sewn into her thermal gloves,” Lee went on. “And she found them in Brock’s gloves, she said.  The restitching was a giveaway.”
“Radio-frequency identification devices are, or were, present in a lot of high-theft retail items.  They alert security when they are 'walking' out the door.  Or it used to, when we had stores,” Zeke lamented.
“I know that, but it’s the overall pattern — and the after-market stitching on the gloves.  She went on to rant about biochips, 666, and the Antichrist, not that she believes in God.  You and I have talked about the surveillance.  She could be right about the tags helping monitor us, Zeke.”
“We have discussed being watched.  That very monitoring, or potential monitoring, is why I wanted to talk to you now.  Your three meetings with Sondra were pretty obvious to any conscious observer.  I was also afraid you two might be having an affair, especially given her hostility to Brock.  Under other circumstances …”
“No, no, nothing like that Zeke.  I’m faithful to Anne.  I do think Sondra is unhappy with Brock.  I think everyone else knows that, including Brock.  The next time Sondra insists on a meeting, I’ll tell her we need to …”
“For your own sake, Lee, just be careful!  As Cody says, ‘The Benefactor has more ears than a field of corn.’”
“Facial recognition?”
“Lee, I’d count on it.  A small slant angle from a drone … well, there you are!”
*****
After their two hours of afternoon electricity, Jed and Lee went hunting for deer.  They tried to minimize their tracks going away from the ranch house by initially carrying their cross country skis.  After they were half mile away from the ranch, they began dragging branches another quarter of a mile into the woods to cover their tracks.  Then they put on the skis.
As they headed out to the east, Jed said, “Looks like an inversion.”
Lee: “How can you tell with no pollution hanging over us?”
        “Lee, look at the snow line on the Sapphire Mountains.  Snow below the line, none above.  The opposite of what you’d expect on a normal day, without an inversion.”
“I’ll be!  Never noticed that before, Jed.  What a wonder!  So I guess tracking deer higher up is a nonstarter.  I sure want to bring back a deer or two.  I don’t look forward to the kidding if we fail.”
     “You’ve heard me say it before: It’s hunting, Lee.  That’s why it’s not called finding.  If nothing else, we’ll kill time.  Don’t worry about it!”
“For sure, I’m not advertising how fun it is to get out here gliding on snow.  I forget all my worries.  It’s a kind of meditation.”
“Lee, I like it, too.  We need to act as if it’s hard work when we get back.  Kind of a reverse Tom Sawyer whitewash gambit."
*****
Everyone else except Sondra worked on making blackout curtains.  Sondra said she wanted to work alone straightening up the barn and looking for useful items others had overlooked, or so she said.
During a break from working on the curtains, Keala went to check on Sondra.  Zeke had asked her to keep Sondra from feeling isolated.  When Keala approached her, a startled Sondra insisted that she needed to be away from all people for a bit.  Keala took her at her word.
In the late afternoon, Jed and Lee returned, puffed up about taking three grouse in a grove of aspens.  The rest of the group was gathered around the living room fireplace.
“Way to go, guys!”  Zeke spoke.  “That will be some fine eating.”
For some reason, everyone looked at Sondra.  Zeke immediately wondered whether Sondra was now pidgeonholed in an ever-narrowing role.  Is she forever typecast as the raving outsider?  How free is she to be 'normal' —  outside the rut she has created?  How can we help her find a saner path?       
The expectant stares prompted Sondra to speak.  “You guys go hunting for deer.  Where are the deer?”  It would have been funny, except that her tone was belligerent and she looked deranged.  It seemed strange to rigidly reject better fortune.
Some turned to laugh at Sondra, then thought better of it.  Nothing like gasoline on a fire.  A few felt deep pity.  Brock shrugged.
Keala tried to talk to Sondra, who rose abruptly and went up to her room.  Her walk pounded out the tune of seething anger as she clopped on the ceramic tile floor leading to the staircase.  The pitch of the clop changed as she went up the polished oak stair steps.
Susan quietly followed Sondra.  Outside the bedrooms and out of earshot of the others, Susan offered, “If you ever want to talk, I’m available …”
“Listen, Dr. Phil-less, I’m fine.  The rest of you are in denial.  We’re just bit players in the last miserable days of a cosmic tragedy.  You all are so pathetic!”
“Sondra, I can help with whatever is troubling you …”
“Don’t you listen?  Get the hell out of my life with your superior attitude!”  With that Sondra turned her back to Susan.  She opened her bedroom door, went in, and slammed it so that it could be heard throughout the house.
Downstairs, Brock tried to gloss over his wife’s sudden exit and her slamming the door.  “Cody, I’ve been wanting to ask you about the license plates on the wall over there.  Family history?”
“No, Brock, but interesting gifts to the house.  The top Montana license plate with the rough texture was made with soy — soybean fiberboard.  Steel was very scarce in America during World War II.”  Cody chuckled, “There were stories of hoofed animals and rodents eating them.  Personally, I’d need a little Tobasco sauce to do that.”
Lee said, “1944?  Left my eyeglasses upstairs.”
Cody: “That was the year!  The plate below it is the 1960 one, when the state started using aluminum instead of steel.  You’ve probably noticed a lot of other miscellaneous artifacts around the house.  Most are also gifts from houseguests.  Makes the inside look like a Cracker Barrel restaurant.  I love it!”
Keala complimented the decor, “I love it, too, Cody.  Thank you again for sharing your house with us.  We’ll have to be on the lookout for our own gifts to you.”
        Cody was nearly speechless.  “Not necessary, folks.  My treasure is this group.  I’m honored to live with you — even if you’ve bumped me down to stearage.”  He laughed.
Looking at Cody with a furrowed brow, Keala did a two-handed, open-palms gesture, indicating he could have his master suite back.
Cody looked her in the eye with a smile and both hands waving off her offering.  “Keala, you know me: I’ll take a good joke over truth every time.  Showmanship … and damned poor manners on my part!”
*****
Lying in bed, Zeke and Keala compared notes.
“Maybe I should talk to Sondra,” Zeke began.  “Every day she seems more venomous and deranged.  Maybe if we show her we expect better behavior from her, we'll get it ...”
Keala laugh laugh cut Zeke's words short.  “I liked your previous twenty-five ideas more than that!  Seriously, I don’t think you’re the right one to talk her down.  She’s upset, and she resents you in particular for  spurning her affection.  You never struck me as a pyromaniac …”
“Very funny.  She may have a point or two, Keala.”
Sensing where this discussion was going, Keala did all sorts of charades to indicate an attempt to communicate.  “Zeke, you could do all that, and you wouldn’t get through to her.”
Zeke acted obtuse, which led Keala to more extreme gestures and mouthing of words.  He could not contain himself.  He started tickling Keala, who returned the favor.
When they stopped to catch their breath, Zeke held up his hands.  “I get it.  I get it!  I’m going to speak about something else now.  Have you thought about the similarities between our group and the Bed and Breakfast bunch?  No one had family ties that pulled them out of the group.  There are diverse skills in each group with little overlap, Lee and Anne being an exception.  And pilot Cap replaced the missing pilot at the B & B.  I wouldn’t be surprised if everyone in the group hadn’t taken a Myers-Briggs Type Indicator test sometime in the past that factored into to their placement.”
“So, you are arguing ‘divine creation,’ so to speak, Zeke?”
     “So-so,” he kidded her.  “The way both groups received invitations — I checked with the Bed and Breakfast group.  It’s too much for a coincidence, coupled with the ‘magic’ we’ve seen.  Not to mention, similar hurricane fences at both places.  Remember, Cody said he didn’t put one in here at the Denton Ranch.  I think someone knew what was going to happen on New Year’s Eve and has done some masterful orchestration.  The Benefactor!”
“Or, as Sondra says, the Bastard,” Keala scoffed.  She shook her head in pity of Sondra.
Zeke winced at the blooper the Benefactor might hear.  “You know, we started with the idea that Sondra is looney tunes.  Now we decide she’s right on her facts.  Are we crazy, too”
“No, isn’t that how it works?  We all can share the same reality.  It’s how we react to it that determines our sanity.”
“Very perceptive, Dr. Jung."  Zeke smiled.
“You are very funny, fearless leader.  You normally have such a serious look in public.  How is that?”
“I was pretty expressive, I think, until my freshman year of high school.  I decided I needed military school, so off I went to the New Mexico Military Institute in Roswell.  I internalized a lot of lessons about military bearing that others there just blew off.  That, my dear, is all she wrote.  Deadpan and monotone became my norm, Keala.”
“That explains your perfect posture!  Did your parents send you away?  You don’t seem like you were the hardcore, out-of-control type that parents give up on training at home.”
“No, it was my idea.  I wanted to follow in my granddad’s footsteps.  He was an alumnus.”
       "Zeke, what possessed you to do that?  You don’t seem like the masochist type either.”
He laughed, “I considered modern life in America life to be too soft.  I thought we had it too easy compared to what I read about in the pioneer days, even up to the end of World War II.  I had also seen poor countries abroad as my dad was posted around the world.  I knew I wanted to toughen up.  I got what I wanted.  However, I learned a bitter truth in the process: Be careful what you wish for!”
   “And after that?”
         “I finished college at Arizona State, major in industrial engineering.  I always had a knack for numbers and a desire to make processes efficient.”  Keala would have recognized his I’m-about-to-tell-a-joke look.  “And now I see all of that was to prepare me to work for the Benefactor.”  Zeke turned to find his audience asleep and deadpan delivery wasted.  He thought about the moment.  If he told a joke in the woods, where no one could hear, was it funny?  Then a grim reality hit him: He was in the woods in a new time when nothing
really was funny.






January 16

It was a rude awakening, before anyone arose.  Zeke’s smartphone binged at the arrival of a text:


URGENT!  Stop Sondra!  Below see a map of her location.  URGENT!  The Benefactor


Zeke didn’t have to tell Keala to get up.  She grabbed his phone and read the message herself, as if she didn’t believe what he had read aloud.  She dressed as fast as he did.
As Zeke pulled on his coat, he asked, “You’re coming?”
She smiled, “Of course, it’s not the first time I’ve had to cancel a shopping trip.”
“You’re funny, too — only maybe too expressive!”
They armed themselves and left.  The map on the smartphone was easy to follow, backed up by a path of telltale footprints in the snow.  They tried to run but started to lose sight of Sondra’s path in the dim predawn light, so they trotted.
After about a mile, Zeke spotted a silhouette near a cell phone tower 200 feet away.  Nearly breathless, he yelled, “What the hell are you doing, Sondra?”
     “I’m going to stop the Bastard from controlling us!”  Sondra approached the tower with some sort of a container.
“Don’t do it, Sondra!  Keala will have to shoot.”  Keala stopped at 150 feet from the tower to take aim with a deer rifle.
As Sondra started to place a package at the foot of the tower, Keala could see a makeshift fuse extending from the box Sondra laid down.  A shot rang out and echoed through the valley.  A bullet penetrated Sondra’s right hand that held a lit match.  The match fell harmlessly to the cold ground.  Seconds later there was an overhead buzz.  Sondra’a body dissolved on the spot.  Atomized fluid formed a dim pink cloud in the gray of dawn.  Death from above.
Keala ran to Zeke, grabbed his arm, and buried her face in his chest sobbing, "I didn't even fire my gun!  I didn't ... "
With disbelief and horror, Zeke and Keala watched the pink cloud drift slowly toward them. 
Zeke felt her trembling against him.  He tried to stand firm but took a few steps back in momentary shock as he looked for a drone in the golder sheet of light spilling over the Sapphire Mountains to the east.  He spotted it orbiting overhead, so high that it's engine sound could not be heard.
Keala's anguish brought his thoughts back to earth.  "Keala, it's okay.  It's okay."  He squeezed her.
Zeke analyzed the situation.  This is the first time the Benefactor has shown a menacing side, he thought.  Is this what the future holds for us?  I need to get back to the present.  I must get Keala back to the Denton estate and away from danger from above.
As Keala's crying slowed, she looked up to Zeke's eyes.  “I smell copper, maybe iron.”
Zeke said without hesitation, “You smell blood!”
“I didn’t shoot, Zeke," she said again.  "I was about to ...  ."  Keala slowly pulled away from him and looked back toward the tower.  She wished she hadn't.  The circular reddish stain in the snow and the few lumps of body parts that used to be Sondra were grim reminders of the horror of the incident and awesome power of the Benefactor.
  Keala composed herself and went into crew-supervisor mode, "Zeke, don’t torture yourself by approaching the body or what’s left of it.  My guess is that Sondra wanted to be alone in the barn to make a bomb with the fertilizer.  Let’s go back to the house.  I’ll tell Brock, then the group.  It should be me.  Where Sondra is concerned, he doesn’t trust you.”
After that, they silently trudged back to the Denton Ranch.  Halfway back, Zeke lamented, “Susan went up to talk to her last night after Sondra's outbursts.  Despite Susan’s persistence, Sondra refused any help at all.  I know ... I’m trying to absolve myself from guilt."
"Zeke, I, for one, didn't see this coming.  I don't know how you would.  Sondra making a bomb, go figure!"
"She was a chemical engineer.  She had the degree from ASU — Arizona State.  She was no dummy."  
Outside the house and alone with Keala, Brock showed no emotion when he heard the news.  He just said, “That crazy bitch!”
Keala: “Anything I can do for you, Brock?”
Brock spoke dispassionately, “I wonder, is breakfast ready?  Anyone ever notice that Sondra was happy angry?”  He meant happy being angry Keala wrote Brock’s response off to shock.
Zeke broke the news to everyone else.  No one seemed really surprised.  The group knew Sondra was a troubled soul.  Jed and John volunteered to recover what they could of the body.
Zeke thanked them.  “Very good of you two, but we’re going to need to get Marsh out there first.”  He struggled to sound in control.  He felt his group might be losing its bearings.  First, the loose cannons break completely free on the deck … .  He didn’t get to complete his inner discourse.
     “Marsh’s at the gate,” Lee shouted.  “Surprise, surprise!” he tagged on sarcastically.  “I’ll let him in.”
*****
Marsh greeted the group by the fireplace.  “Lee told me what happened.  I’m here already because I got a text from the Benefactor before dawn to get over here to stop Sondra.  Brock, let me express my sincerest condolences.  Everyone else, I do the same to you.  It is extremely sad to lose someone under these circumstances …”
Brock: “You don’t give a damn.  You’re a stooge for this Benefactor — the Bastard as Sondra called him.”
Marsh maintained his bearing, “Brock, if there is anything I can do …”
Before Brock delivered another insult, Zeke whisked him into the kitchen.
When a calmer Brock emerged from the kitchen, Marsh said, “Brock, I know this is ill-timed, but I have to ask.  Can you be ready to travel?  Someone in one of my other groups likely has a need for an appendectomy.  You're my only surgeon.”
“Hell, no!  You and the Bastard find someone else.  I’m out!”  Brock turned his face away from Marsh to avoid any debate.
While the group understood Brock was grieving, their eyes showed their disappointment that a surgeon would not rise to the occasion of a fellow human’s medical needs.  It was also somewhat transparent that Brock, who seemed at best ambivalent about his wife’s death, was using that tragedy to avoid work.
Everyone heard the bing of Marsh’s cell phone.  Marsh glanced at the text.  He looked up.  Then he read the message again.  “Folks,” he said, “you're electricity is cancelled until further notice.”
The letdown in mood was palpable.  Without Sondra to protest everything, there was silence and acceptance.
Zeke sought an immediate remedy in the form of action.  “Okay, guys, in the old world we would have stood down for mourning the loss of Sondra.  Sorry, we can't do that now.  Let’s grab a quick breakfast.  Then let’s get going on gathering wood and bringing ice in to melt. Brock, if you want to sit this one out, that’s fine.”
Keala brushed against Zeke, “Well done!”
Zeke thanked Keala with a pat on the shoulder.  He addressed the group, “You all go ahead and eat.  I’ll take Marsh out to the cell phone tower.”
*****
It turned out there was nothing left of Sondra’s body.  Wild animals had cleaned up her remains.  Marsh pointed to the coyote tracks and hundreds of round holes in the snow.  “You're right, Zeke, death from above.”
Back at the house, Marsh begged off coffee, “I wish I could stay, but I’ve got that pressing matter.”
As Zeke walked Marsh to the gate, he said, “What will you do about the appendix case?”
        “I’ve got a pharmacist in one of my groups — nearest I can come to a medical specialist.  The travel time from another area may be prohibitive.  Again, sorry for your loss here, Zeke.  It’s never easy to lose someone.”
         Marsh went on, “The Benefactor said he put me on your phone’s call list.  Call me when Brock changes his mind.”
       Zeke wondered when and how his call list got updated.  He certainly didn’t do it.  He also noted Marsh’s earlier words, another area.  How many were there?  Did they extend throughout the whole world in patchwork form?
*****
At the compound, Marsh put his arm around Jenny.  “You know, that was one fine shot this morning, taking out Sondra’s hand with the lit match.”
“I appreciate that, Marsh, but thanks to you for getting me off the night vision goggles well before you took yours off.  That adjustment time was critical.  Your spotting for me on the shot was just right.  You picked up on the wind in the clearing.  I thought the shot would save her life, but death-from-above prevailed.”
“Surprised me, too.  In a way, I understand the Benefactor.  If that cell phone tower was taken out, where would we be?  His communication with us and anyone else in the valley would be nil.  It would take an immense amount of time and effort to reconstruct it, all things considered.  We remain just above subsistence level.  You can’t even call our efforts to rebuild civilization up-and-coming. ”
“More like down-and-out, Marsh.  What about the appendix patient?”
“I’ll pick up the pharmacist tonight with the Ford truck and get him in position.”
“Marsh, I want to come with you.  I don’t want you out there by yourself.”
“Appreciate that.  Play that as it comes, Jenny.  Meanwhile, I think Brock will come around.”
“Do you really think he will, Marsh?”
“I do.  Peer pressure is a powerful thing — even on an arrogant SOB like Brock.  Group punishment is an art.  I read somewhere future-General Chuck Yeager used it early in his Air Force career in Germany to keep the men in his command in line.  Apparently, the Benefactor understands how to use that motivation.
  I didn’t have to explain the connection between Brock’s refusal to do the appendectomy and the loss of their electricity at Denton.  Everyone knew.”
“Don’t you think the group might also conclude Sondra’s defiance might have had something to do with the loss of electricity?”
“I do, Jenny.  In any case, the Denton group got the message.  Yeager, test pilot and a smart man!”
“Let me get this straight, in addition to your mastery of many skills, you want to be a test pilot, Marsh?”
     “I’ve only got the testy part down so far, dear.”  Marsh disagreed with the premise of self-effacing humor, but he knew it was endearing with the rest of mankind — and at least one woman.
*****
Supper at the Denton Ranch was somber.  No one really missed Sondra, but everyone had a fresh appreciation of how fragile life was.  And all missed the two-hour gift of electricity that shortened chores and brightened spirits.  Now there was no hope of its restoration.
Brock’s eyes darted around the table, never fixing on anyone in particular.  He could tell he was being shunned.  He heard faint echoes in his memory of the practice.  He remembered reading stories of how “silencing” at West Point had driven strong-willed cadets to resign.  Somewhere in our survival genes, each of us knows shunning is an existential threat, he thought.  How long can I hold out?
“So I guess we’ll need to be gathering extra wood again tomorrow to keep the outside fire going,” John said, glancing at Brock out of the corner of his eye.  He noticed the collective unconsciousness had everyone else behaving the same way.  Without any verbal pre-coordination, each avoided looking directly at the doctor.
Karen: “And we’ll need more ice to replace the water we could have gotten from the pump — if the electricity were on.”  She shot a sideways look at Brock.  She was visibly uncomfortable with the shunner role popping up from her DNA, a genetic social survival gift from her ancestors.  Her modern sensibilities had been no match for that instinct.
Anne joined in, “Refresh me, what happened with the work-around for getting water, the bike pump to bring up water from the well?”  She turned quickly to look at Brock for a seventieth of a second, then back to the group.
Jed answered, “Anne, we’re struggling with getting a good seal.  So far we haven’t figured out how to do that with the limited materials we have.”  He, too, shot a quick glance at Brock.
And so it went.  No one spoke to Brock.  He was not even wished a good night.
Later upstairs, Zeke and Keala settled under the covers of their bed.  Zeke popped back up and started dressing.  “Keala, I’ve got to talk with Brock.  We could be at a tipping point here at Denton.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“Not really,” he laughed with his leader hat off.  “I’ll give it a whopping 51% chance of success.  Back soon!”
*****
Brock followed Zeke downstairs.  Both were dressed for the even-colder outdoors.
Zeke acknowledged Jed, who had the first shift of night fireguard duty.  “Jed, Brock and I are headed out on the deck.  How’s the overtime treating you?”
“I don’t know how I’m going to spend all the cash I’m making.”
“Same here, Jed.  We’ll stoke the outside fire for you.”
“Appreciate it, Zeke; just so it doesn’t come out of my pay.  I’ll be out soon with coffee cups for you and Brock.  Just made a fresh pot out on the grill.  Black or macchiatto?” he joked.  He headed for the kitchen to get cups.
Zeke tried to make small talk until Jed brought the coffee cups.  When Jed went back inside, Zeke began, “Brock, it must be really hard for you to have lost so much.”  That opening was enough to open the gates.
Brock sipped his coffee and sighed, “It is.  I was at the top of my game.  Richest working man in the state, debutante wife, a palatial estate on forty prime acres, and five premium cars.  Rotarian Man of the Year,  My own Gulfstream jet.  Beach house on Maui and a condo at Vail.  Offshore bank accounts.  Hell, I even had my own Little League team.  Well, I sponsored one.  Then, New Year's Eve!  Now, I have none of that, not even the carping wife.  It was a long fall.  I don’t know whether I can ever recover.  It’s too much … .”
Zeke: “That’s a lot to lose — much more than most.”  He wanted to stay empathetic, so he did not bring up how much Cody had lost.
Brock took another swallow of hot coffee.  “You lost a lot, too.  You don’t seem to be dragged down by it, though.  Just between us, what’s your secret?”
     “I spend a lot more time in the present than I used to, Brock.  A whole lot of what I taught in my job was planning.  Well, now I don’t usually plan past tomorrow.  As for the past, I’ve come to realize I can’t change it.  In the vernacular of my profession, sunk costs!  It doesn’t help me a bit to dwell on what I’ve lost.  I see I have to move on now, in the present.  But we’re all different, aren’t we?”  He purposely left off what great support he got from Keala.  Sondra was never a Keala, and Sondra was now gone.
“I apologize to you, Brock for not talking to you one-on-one before.  I should have got to know you sooner.  You have a lot to offer the world.  I envy your healing skills and talents.”
“Well, Zeke, I’m out of coffee and getting cold.  Good talk!”  Brock shook Zeke’s hand.
Zeke wondered whether he moved the mountain — or whether he was just doing isometric exercises against Everest.
*****
Upstairs, Keala heard Zeke come through the bedroom door.  She sat up.  “Zeke, how did it go?”
Sitting on the bed, Zeke answered.  “We’ll see.  I chose to mostly listen.  No lecturing.  No accusations.  Unfortunately, not much dialogue.  The indirect approach.  One level deeper than any of our other exchanges, to the plus side.”
Before Keala spoke, there was a knock on the door.  Visits after heading off to bed were almost unheard of.  In a surprised voice, Zeke managed a dry-mouthed, “What is it?”
Zeke recognized Brock’s weak, penitent voice: “I’ll do it.  I’ll do the operation.  See you at breakfast.”
Zeke: “Thanks, Brock.  Good night!”
Keala watched Zeke text Marsh immediately.  She thought Marsh would be at the gate first thing in the morning.  She was wrong.
*****
An hour later, Zeke’s cell announced a text:
 At the gate.  Get Brock.  Marsh


When Zeke knocked lightly on Brock’s door, he heard the doctor pacing on the oakwood floor.  Through the door, Brock said, “I’m up and ready to go whenever.  I couldn’t sleep.”
Zeke went back to tell Keala he had an inspiration.  He added, “I’ll show up with my rifle ready to go with Brock.  I think Marsh will buy it.”
“The assumptive close?”  Keala laughed.  “You sly devil.”
“The assumptive close, indeed!”  Zeke kissed her goodbye.
Intuitive Keala asked, “Do you think we’ll ever see Brock again?”
“I doubt it,” Zeke answered.  “I think we have the same premonition.”  Usually left-brained, he was amazed at how instinct had led them both to the same question.
Marsh sat in the Ford truck outside the gate wearing night vision goggles.  He kept the Ford running for warmth.  Zeke and Brock let themselves out of the Denton house and headed for the gate.
Zeke enthusiastically greeted Marsh outside the gate, "Marsh, we're both ready to go!  Let's roll!"
Through his cranked down window, Marsh puffed out words in the cold, “I brought some more material for blackout curtains.  I’ve got a watertight seal on the plastic around the material.  It’s in the truck bed.  Since you're both coming, can we just leave it by the gate?”
“They’ll find it.  Figured you could use some company, Marsh,” Zeke said.
“Can’t promise we’ll be back anytime soon, Zeke.”
“I need a vacation,” Zeke joked.
Marsh let the humor slide.  “Brock, why don’t you get in back.”  It was not a question.  “You can rest in the sleeping bag.  There’s also a tarp for warmth and to keep the precip off.”
Inside the cab, Marsh handed Zeke night vision goggles.  “Zeke, glad you're armed.  You know, you didn’t have to come.  I plan to return Brock to you.”  Marsh's conscience winced at telling Zeke that last lie.
“Marsh, we’re in this together.  I didn’t think Brock would be able to provide you with enough protection.  I’m here to help.”
“Good to have you, partner!”
Zeke relished the small victory in a sea of many disappointments.






January 17

Just after he awoke, John’s cell phone pinged.  There was welcome news in the text: 
Expect electricity at 1 PM.  Plan accordingly.  The Benefactor


John conveyed the happy news at breakfast.  He added, “I don’t understand it.  I’m sure I had turned my cell phone off after charging it the day before yesterday.”
Lee: “One of many mysteries!”
Chores went on.  The crew gathered wood and carried ice in buckets for a while.  Anticipating electricity to provide significant clean water, they devoted the second half of the morning to making more blackout curtains.  Before lunch, Karen insisted on saying a blessing for Sondra, who seemed a distant memory.  She asked for forgiveness for her own bad thoughts about Sondra and shunning Brock.
At 1 PM, the lights came on.  All cheered.  To everyone’s surprise, the power stayed on until 4 PM.
When the lights went out, all were grateful for the extra hour of electricity.
        “A lagniappe!” Susan exclaimed.  She saw puzzled looks around her.  “You know, it’s something unexpectedly given.  It inspires gratitude.”  If I can inject a little more gratitude with an arcane word to trigger it, I will, she thought.
     “Lagniappe, eh?  My watch says 3 PM,” Jed joked.  It became a standing joke.  Throughout the day, people would ask Jed the time.  He always had the same reply: “3 PM.”  It reinforced the effect of the lagniappe of getting electricity past 3:00.
*****
At a third site with ten residents, Brock finished removing the electrician’s appendix.  He spoke to Marsh, “Successful operation.  Patient’s doing well.  My instruments, the anesthetic, the antibiotics — all state-of-the-art …”
Marsh anticipated his question, “They arrived by drones.  There were three, they tell me.”
Brock: “And where did they come from?”
“I don’t rightly know.  Oh, I’ve asked often enough without a response, so I don’t ask anymore, Brock.  By the way, good job here.  I’m going to ask you to stay on with our patient 'til he’s fully recovered.  I know the Denton group needs Zeke back as soon as possible.  I have another hot potato after this, so Zeke and I will head back tonight.  That means Zeke and I will be trying to get some much needed shut-eye this afternoon.”
Marsh could tell Brock was considering asking why he didn’t have the modern equipment and drugs for John’s surgery, almost two weeks ago.  He wasn’t sure, but the Benefactor’s capabilities seemed to be ramping up.  Measured in drone activity alone, the Benefactor was doing more for Marsh’s people.
Brock’s open mouth closed, never broached that question.  It would be useless, he felt.  Marsh was the ultimate stonewaller.
*****
Zeke elected to drive after Marsh confessed he got no sleep in the afternoon.  East of Stevensville, the dirt road looked somewhat familiar to Zeke through his night vision goggles.  They made a good team: Marsh’s snoring kept Zeke from falling asleep.  And, when road hazards became more frequent, Zeke’s abrupt swerving woke Marsh for an extra set of eyes.
Nearing Denton, as they danced around the obstacles on the highway created by abandoned vehicles, Zeke broached a subject carefully.  “Marsh, did you notice that the hurricane fence around the group back there was like the one around the B & B and the Denton house?”
Zeke was surprised at Marsh’s frankness: “I did.”  What Marsh didn’t say was that the one around his compound was also very similar.  Marsh went on, “Not too surprising to have one supplier out here in rural Montana.  I also noticed all three residences are sequestered.  But that’s common in rural country.  And the answer to your next question is that the other two sites under my jurisdiction are sequestered and have similar fences.”
Zeke’s mind had already made that inductive leap.  He smiled.  “Marsh, I’d like to find out more about the Benefactor.  You know I’m loyal to you, and that’s why I’m asking you first.  Would it be all right with you if I try to find out more from him?”
     Marsh drawled, “You know if we were in a standard bureaucracy like your military or police, the answer would be hell no.  But we’re not, so I guess I’d like to know what you think you’ll accomplish.”
     “I’ll tell you the truth, Marsh.  I don’t rightly know.”  Rightly wasn’t in Zeke’s vocabulary.
“You're not mocking me now, are you, Zeke?”  Marsh laughed more than Zeke had ever seen before.
“I have too much respect for you to do that, Marsh.  I was trying to establish rapport, and it fell on its face.  I apologize.”
     “It’s okay, Zeke.  You're one of the few in my gaggles that I know I can trust.  Had a friend back in Hamilton years ago.  He made it through four hellish years at Annapolis.  He summarized the key to life as cooperate and graduate.  I think, if we keep that in mind, we’ll all make it.  I’d like to see everyone of you cross the finish line, happy and in good health.  Cooperate and graduate!”
“Sounds like a good plan, Marsh.”
“It does.  Unfortunately, there are always the ones who know better, your Sondras and your Brocks.  You know, yours truly has tried the direct approach to find out more about the Benefactor many times.  As smart as you are, maybe you can figure out some clever indirect approach.  Let me know how it goes.  And tell the Benefactor what a good job I’m doing while you're at it,  will you, Zeke?”
“I’ll do that ... right after I ask for a raise.”
“You crack me up, Zeke.  Oh yeah, the Benefactor told me your group got three hours of power this afternoon instead of just two.  The condition for the electricity to come back on was Brock’s doing what was asked.  I asked whether three hours was the new norm.  No reply to that.”






January 18

During a morning break, Zeke went to his bedroom.  His cell phone would not turn on.  He walked into the empty foyer outside his bedroom.  He looked at an overhead security camera and mouthed the words: “Benefactor, I would like to send you a message on my smartphone.”  The phone sprang to life.  As he reentered his bedroom, he remembered he still had the text about stopping Sondra.  He used the reply function to send a brief text: 
Benefactor, would like to talk to you about my ideas for improving your situation.  Zeke


The immediate text reply shocked him:


 I will text you tomorrow about this.  The Benefactor


Zeke could barely contain himself.  Just getting by in the new subsistence-level world had become all that he could expect.  This small morsel of hope tasted like success.  If nothing else, the directionality was correct.  He felt ecstatic.  Little things matter, he thought.
Emerging from the bathroom still combing her blonde locks, Keala could tell Zeke had some sort of good news by the spring in his step.  “So?” she asked.
“Not much,” he whispered, “I’ll tell you later.”
      As Zeke went downstairs, he thought about how the Benefactor had read his lips using the camera.  The caterer’s words had keyed him: security cameras all over the place.  He might learn more tomorrow.
*****
At 1 PM, everyone cheered when the electricity turned on once more.  Zeke saw the initial frenzy and reminded his team, “It’s a marathon, not a sprint!”
        Susan counseled against expecting three hours of electricity: “If it was a lagniappe, we should not necessarily expect it again.”  Zeke nodded at Susan for helping manage expectations.
     The group adjusted to a less frenzied pace for filling pots and anything that could hold water.  Everyone was also getting in a warm bath with their extra time.  While Zeke had managed to work in daily shaving, the other Denton men shaved their beards for the first time this year.  That inspired the women to be less “European.”
After several days of not shaving following the momentous party, Zeke had begun using a razor for several reasons.  One, Marsh's clean-shaved face gave him an aura of authority.  He wanted that air about himself as the Denton leader.  Two, that old ritual of civilization boosted his morale.
In all, the newfound efficiency also gave them time to be more creative when the electricity went off.  Susan found books on Native American medicine in the ranch’s extensive library.  She resolved to collect bitterroot plants in the springtime.  Chokecherries held the prospect of providing more vitamin C.  Meanwhile, Jed and Karen began planning what seeds they needed for a large garden.  Cody and John found useful items in the barn.  Joan started looking at training backups for certain skill sets in the group.  In particular, no one knew how to cook for everyone like Karen.  Karen began training her alternates.  Likewise, the hunter-gatherers shared their knowledge.  It was desirable that everyone learn to hunt and fish.
As a result, supper was a very uplifting experience.  The inspired group discussed important ideas that would mean a better life for all.  While there were only two hours of electricity, everyone was happy with what they got.
*****
In their bedroom, Zeke asked, “Everything all right?”  He could tell Keala wasn’t her usual upbeat self.
“You caught me.  I hate to admit it, but I’m feeling a little glum.  I think it’s the weather.  So many overcast days.  You know, flying place to place in my old job broke up that kind of monotony.”
“It’s not just you.  SAD, seasonal affective disorder, has a large biological component," Zeke answered sympathetically.  "Very notable in the northern climes in the winter due to lack of sunshine.  Vitamin D deficiency is part of it.  In fact, I’m sure getting into sunnier cities in the winter helped me out — places like Helena and Butte.  Marsh brought us some vitamin D.  Have you been taking it?”
“No, Zeke, I didn’t think I needed to.”
“Well, shall we get you going on that?  I’ll go downstairs and bring you back several pills after I brighten your mood.  Here goes: ‘A rabbi, a flight attendant, and an industrial engineer walk into a bar …’”
“No!  No!  No!  Just get the vitamin D.  I hate those jokes!”
Zeke smiled.  “At least, it made me laugh — and you.  You’re not so glum.  Be right back!”






January 19

Zeke woke to an incoming text: 
What do you have in mind?  The Benefactor
     Zeke remembered he had tried to pique the Benefactor’s self-interest — and he had no doubt that the Benefactor had one.
Zeke texted back:


I would like to speak with you on the phone.  I have too much new information for a text.  Zeke


He waited and waited.  Nothing.
Keala tried to lift his spirits.  “You know, there seems to be a twenty-four hour cycle with the Benefactor for some reason.  Tomorrow’s a new day!”
“What if it’s not?” he pouted, defying his maturity.
“That would be a first.  Something to celebrate as well — a unique occurrence — no tomorrow.  On second thought, if there is not a tomorrow … ”  She laughed at her own capacity for feeling good.  It was a welcome return to her old self.  Maybe the vitamin D helped.
Zeke hit her gently with a pillow.  “Humbug!”  He smiled.
Keala kissed him.  “I think there’ll be a tomorrow.”
Zeke kissed her back.  He complimented her, “You know I envy your emotional maturity.”
“Then stop envying,” she said with a wink.
Later, at lunch, Zeke tried to act upbeat.  Only Keala could tell he was still down.
As the group readied buckets and pails for the expected electricity to power the well’s water pump, Zeke gave Keala a weak smile.  “I know the sun will come out tomorrow.”
“I know someone who believes it won’t,” Keala said sympathetically.
“I hate cheerful people!  They ruin my day,” he said to mock himself.
“That’s the spirit, Zeke!” she kidded back.
Verbalizing his mood helped.  So did the activity of filling containers from the frost-free pump beginning at 1 PM.
*****
Marsh was checking on Ted and June’s family at the bison ranch.  The Benefactor had instructed Marsh to begin negotiations with the rancher for meat to go to the various groups.
As Marsh sipped his coffee in the kitchen,  younger  son Andy ran into the house.  “There’s a guy coming onto our property.  Colter stopped him.  He’s by the old tree swing.”
Armed with rifles, Marsh and Ted followed Andy to the man.  The man was weary of holding his arms in the air.  They had fallen to 45 degrees and were shaking.
“I’m not here to hurt anybody.  Can I put my arms down now?  The kid said he’d shoot me if I dropped them any more.  I’m about to faint!” the man complained.
Marsh took charge, “Not 'til I search you.  Lock your hands behind your neck.  On your knees!  Who are you?"
“I’m Milton.  Used to live in Hamilton.”  His raspy voice was weak.
Marsh: “Milton Kendrick, You son-of-a-gun!  Relax!  Stand up.  Let’s talk.  I didn’t recognize you behind all that stubble.  Didn’t recognize you without your signature Pendleton vest either.  What are you doing out of jail?”  Marsh seemed amused at the circumstances.
“On the third day of no power, the warden at Deer Lodge let a few of us go.  He knew I wasn’t a threat to anyone …”
Marsh finished for the gravelly-voiced man. “And you were wrongly imprisoned in the first place.  I’m not making fun.  A lot of us in Hamilton knew your character.  We knew you didn’t steal the money.”  He turned to Ted, “I’ll vouch for him.  I’ve got some goodies in the saddlebag I’m supposed to entice you with, Ted.  Let’s find out what Milt has been up to over some bourbon, coffee, and peanuts.”
After proper introductions inside the ranch house, Milt eagerly attacked the one ounce of bison steak in front of him.
“Milt, you can have more later.  I just don’t want you getting sick.  You’ve been without food for a long time!” June said.  “Hold off on that whiskey until you get some food in your belly!”  She poured him more water in hope of easing his raspy voice.
“Thanks, June.  This is marvelous!”
Milt kept his gaze on his plate until he finished the steak.  Then he went on to discuss his saga.  “And that’s how I got here,” he concluded.  He sipped the bourbon, adding: “Best steak I’ve ever had!”
Marsh: “Well, Milt, I appreciate your sharing that with us.  The deterioration of our old way of life seems to be consistent all around us.  No end in sight.  If there’s a positive here, it looks like a CPA also learned to be a medical technician.  That’s admirable.”  He paused.  “If you will excuse me, I’m going to check on my horse.”
Out of everyone’s view, Marsh texted the Benefactor: 


Recommend addition of Milton Kendrick to group at Denton Ranch.  Has some medical skills.  Intelligent.  Think his criminal record is based on wrongful conviction.  Marsh


In less than a minute, he received a text:


Take him to Denton.  Definitely wrongfully convicted.  I expunged records.  The Benefactor


That’s pretty cool, Marsh thought.  He whimsically wondered, now I wonder if the Benefactor could make me king of England.
*****
Mid-afternoon Marsh introduced Milt to the Denton crew as a paramedic.
Joan: “It is great to have someone medical in the group.  We have a new addition who can really use your help.  She’s been in a daze ever since she got here.  She’s situated on the couch in the living room by the fire.  We take shifts watching her.”
Milt said with his gravelly voice, “Take me to her.  I’ll see what I can do.”
Karen interjected, “First let’s get you cleaned up.  Jed will get you some soap, warm water, and clean clothes.”
Minutes later a clean-shaven, gaunt Milt came downstairs from his new room looking like a different man.  He followed Jed to the patient.  Milt tried to hide his shock.  As he examined the redhead, his mind raced.  It can’t be, he thought.  Is this another of life’s cruel jokes — or an opportunity for justice?  It was Julia Hawkins — bitch of the universe!  He would never forgive her.  He counseled himself to be calm.  He couldn’t afford to give away his knowledge of her or her name.  When he killed her, there should be no connection to him.
Keala broke his thoughts of vengeance, “How is she?”
“Other than the head trauma, in good shape,” Milt said.  “The contusion on her head points to possible brain damage.  The skull seems to be intact.  Keep her on her back, head slightly elevated; and continue what you’ve been doing.  I’d like to be on the first shift tonight.”
Milt masterfully conveyed the Dr. Jekyll image.  Inside, he was Mr. Hyde.






January 20

When Zeke was dressing in the morning, his cell phone announced an incoming call.
“Hello, this is Zeke.”
“Good morning, Zeke.  This is the Benefactor, as you call me.  How are you this morning?”
“I am well and very happy to hear from you,” Zeke answered. The voice sounded feminine, he thought.  He placed the accent from somewhere in mid-America, or perhaps Canada.
“I am pleased to talk with you as well.  Are we alone?”
Keala finished dressing, waved at Zeke with a smile, and exited the room.
Zeke: “We are now.  Keala just left.”
The voice went on, “I understand you have some things you wish to discuss with me, Zeke."
     “I do.  I know that five sites of roughly ten people each support your operations, in this area anyway.  I have some ideas on how we can make those perform better.  And, the more you tell me about your overall operations, the more I think I can help you.”
“I know your expertise,” the voice went on.  “That’s why I picked you.  I have been impressed with what you have done so far and I am more impressed with the initiative you have shown in asking to speak to me.  If you are available tomorrow, we can discuss more.  I have just learned of several emergencies that require my full attention.”
“I will make myself available tomorrow.”  Zeke tagged on a rushed afterthought, “Could we make it a face-to-face meeting next time?  I mean over the phone, of course.”
     The voice answered without hesitation, “Of course, I’ll call you on Face Up tomorrow.  Do you have the app?”
“I don’t …”
“No worries,” the Benefactor cut him off, “I will install it on your cell.  Say hi to that charming flight attendant for me.”
Days ago I would have wondered how the Benefactor knew details about his roommate, Zeke self-analyzed.  Against the new norm, this does not surprise me.
*****
Zeke whispered, “Follow me!” as he headed back from outside chores.  He led Keala into the Faraday cage silo.
“How did your discussion with the Benefactor go?” she asked.
“We got cut short by some emergencies on her end,” Zeke said.
       “Her?”
Zeke, “Yes, her.  Definitely sounded female.  Kind of a neutral accent, announcer-like.  I couldn’t really pin it down.  Very fluent.  Flawless.”
“So, our Benefactor is not a bastard, but a …”
“Does it matter, Keala?” he smiled.  “She acts with authority, that’s for sure.  As we’ve suspected, also seems to have remote access to my cell phone, at the very least.  She seemed to know who you are.  Asked me to ‘say hi to that charming flight attendant for me.’”
“She seems a good judge of people!  Zeke, I’ll be more careful about what I say at all times.”
Zeke understood Keala’s tactful implied message: Zeke, you watch it, too.
*****
Marsh arrived before noon.  He brought raw bison steaks, spaghetti, marinara sauce, salt, savor salt, pepper, and ground coffee.  “I’d like to join you for lunch if you don’t mind.  Nothing like inviting myself over, is there?”
Zeke walked with him from the gate to the house.  “Always glad to have you, Marsh.  Must be tough cooking for yourself all the time.”
Marsh recognized the probe and dodged it, “Oh, I get by.  Hard to compete with Karen’s cooking, you know.  Learn anything from the Benefactor?”  He expected a negative.
     Zeke: “As a matter of fact, I have had a telephone conversation with her.  I’d say the voice is from somewhere mid-continent.  Definitely not from the high line of Montana and not from New York City.”
     Marsh pushed his Stetson back to 45 degrees and rubbed his forehead.  “Wow, you did good man!  Her, that’s a new wrinkle in the old gray matter.  Who’d guess?”
After explaining how he finagled a reply from the Benefactor, Zeke continued, “I don’t think Keala was too surprised about the Benefactor being female.  For the record, you two are the only ones who know.  I trust you and her.  I’m not so sure about me.”
     Marsh let the humor pass him by.  “Let’s keep it that way for now.  Under even normal conditions, most groups are on the edge of riot.  Under the strained conditions since the new year, I know it’s worse.  So you used the old WIIFM, what’s in it for me, to lure her in?”
“That’s pretty much it, Marsh.  I’ve asked for a virtual face-to-face.  Hopefully, tomorrow I’ll learn more from her.”
      “Did you tell her what a good job I’m doing?”  Marsh was proud of this joke, knowing small talk was not his forte.  He kept it running.
“She said next time she’d like everything you do faster, better, and cheaper.  And by the way, she added, ‘What has he done for me lately?’”  Zeke kept a straight face.
“Maybe I should be talking to her, Zeke.”  Marsh slapped Zeke on the shoulder.  “You got this rabble under control, or am I going to need this?”  He rested his hand on his .44 magnum sidearm.
“No riots today, Marsh, but we haven’t started lunch yet.  The only fights around here so far are for more food.”
“The two of us are in a pretty good mood for a post-apocalyptic world!”  Marsh saved his smile for something better.
*****
After lunch but before the two hours of electricity, Marsh pulled Zeke aside.  “I enjoyed that, partner.  I have some unfinished business.  I know I said I was going to dispose of Meagan’s body.  It is still frozen.  If it hasn’t been one thing, it’s been another, keeping me from getting her burial done with honor.  This afternoon, I’m free.  For someone like her, it’s a big deal to me.
“I really thought a Viking-like ceremony on the Bitterroot River would be the right thing to do.  Given that so many people are using that water for drinking these days, I’ve ruled that out.  I’m leaning toward a funeral pyre, Native American style, somewhere that won’t draw too much attention.  I’m going to ask your group to spare you from afternoon chores, if you're agreeable.”
     No one had a problem with Zeke’s pending absence.  Without electricity, everyone had jealously watched to make sure everyone else did his or her fair share of chores.  With some electricity, the increased efficiency of the household loosened everyone up.
Marsh and Zeke rode to a site out of view from the valley.  They chopped trees for the construction of the scaffold.  They gathered dry wood to ensure the fire was hot enough.  They accumulated twice the kindling and fire-starter material needed to ensure no half measure.  Then the pair rolled away boulders surrounding Meagan’s frozen, shrouded body to hoist it onto the result of their handiwork — appropriately primitive.
Before Marsh lit the flame, he put a hand on Zeke’s shoulder.  “I know you worry about her last moments, her last thoughts.  Trust me that she felt a blissful liberation beyond anything you can imagine.  How do I know?  I had, not one, but three different buddies miraculously survive sure death in Afghanistan.  Every one of them independently described a supernatural release from all care and concern.  They said it was beyond ecstasy.  She was definitely at peace.”
     Zeke nodded in understanding.  Even if Marsh was being a little creative with his lessons from Afghanistan, Zeke appreciated the kind reassurance about Meagan’s state of mind.  He knew the cliche about funerals being for the living was a profound truth.
Both spoke words in Meagan’s honor.  The ritual had given Zeke some inner peace.  While he had not consciously dwelled on the tragedy, he realized his subconscious had been in turmoil.  The closure was good for him.
The two threw snow on the remaining embers and ashes.  Finally, they used entrenching tools to cap the site with old snow.  It was sunset before the fire was out. 
Unseen in the woods above them, Jenny wiped away tears before they could freeze on her cheeks.
Marsh and Zeke rode back to the Denton Ranch with night vision goggles.  They were about to part at the gate.
“Marsh, you probably know I started out angry at you for taking her body away.  Of course, I was angry about everything at that time.  Now, I want to thank you for what you did.  I especially want to thank you for today …”
“Listen here, Zeke.  You're welcome.  I miss Meagan, too.  They don’t make many like her.  She was special!”  Marsh couldn’t handle any more sentimentality, “One more thing,” he paused, “if the Benefactor calls you tomorrow, be sure to put in a good word for me.”
Zeke smiled, “You got it, Marsh!”
*****
That night in the privacy of their bedroom, Keala asked, “Zeke, how did it go today?”
“Great,” Zeke answered.
Keala: “I just wondered.  You seem distant.  Do you want to talk about it?”
“No, I’m good.  Good ceremony,” Zeke said.  He knew each had stepped into stereotypical roles: silent man, talking woman.  And he realized Keala was also aware of that.
“Tell me about it, Zeke.”  She wanted to add airily, “You’re not turning into a curt Marsh on me, are you?”  But she decided not to say it.  She realized Zeke was on tenterhooks.
As Zeke went through the details matter-of-factly, tears streamed down his face.
     “Let it out, Zeke.  It’s natural to grieve for someone you cared about and lost.  Don’t worry, it doesn’t diminish you, me, or us.”  Keala knew she was doing what was right, but she did feel a stabbing jealousy over whatever Zeke felt for the legendary Meagan.  Meagan was an amorphous force she couldn’t compete against.  “It’s healthy to get that out of your system so that you can get on with your life.”  She felt better about those words because they were totally true.  He will be better off, she thought.  And the two of us will be better off.
Zeke wrapped his arms around Keala, “What would I do without you?  You’re my angel!”
Well, almost, Zeke, she thought.  I try.  “I love you, Zeke!”  Keala felt good about comforting Zeke.  At the same time, she felt ongoing guilt over her primal jealousy; more so, because she knew everyone considered her above such base emotions.
*****
Milt was coming onto another nightshift to attend the redhead.
Karen briefed him.  “She’s been moaning a lot more than usual.  Kept wanting to sleep facedown and flat.  She’s pretty persistent.  I’ve tried to keep her on her back with her head elevated, the way you told us.  Other than that, I just put a new log on the fire outside and new ice in the pot.  Good luck.  I’m going back to bed.  I feel like I’m sinking.”
As the redheaded patient tried to shift down the couch and roll prone, Milt dutifully repositioned her.  The desired position lasted thirty minutes, then he had to correct her position again.  He went outside to stoke the fire, put more ice in the big pot on the grate, and brought in hot water and coffee.  Once more he had to fight the redhead trying to move.  He thought, Julia is as dogged asleep as she was in court.  Bitch!  His bile kept the unintentional thought-word play from his consciousness.
Suddenly, Julia’s eyes opened.  She sat up.  “Where am I?”  These were her first coherent words at Denton.
Milt purposely gave a slow explanation followed by, “Just take a small sip of water for now.  We’ll have you do a lot of small sips until I judge you can drink.  Then I’m going to get you some warm soup.  If you need to urinate or have a stool, let me know.  Later I’ll help you get up and do some walking around the living room.  You really need to do that for your recovery.”
“Who are you?” she asked with hesitation.
Milt looked intently at her.  He waited, looking for signs she recognized him.  He thought there might have been a flicker of recognition in her pupils.  “I’m Milt.  I’m the in-house medic.”
Julia spoke slowly, “I need to go to the ladies’ room.”
Even in the low light from the fireplace, he could tell she was pale from just sitting up.  When her color returned, she stretched out both arms asking for help getting up.  Milt embraced her and did most of the lifting.  She definitely needed his help.  Standing on her own, she fell into his catching arms as low blood pressure made her faint.
Milt was always surprised by how weighty relaxed human flesh was.  If Julia was 110 pounds, she felt like 220.
Still upright in his arms, she recovered slowly.  “Thanks, I guess I wasn’t as ready as I thought.”
“That’s why I’m here.”  He helped her to a nearby bedpan.  “Miss, I’ll look away for your privacy.  Call out if you need me.”
When she finished, he asked, “Think you can make a small turn around this big room with my help?”
“I think I can, slowly … with your help,” she said.  “I’m having trouble with words.”
“Let’s sit you down for a few minutes before you try that.”  Milt judged her wan appearance meant she was about to faint again.  “Slow and easy for the next few days!
During that two-hour shift, Julia made three laps around the living room.  As Milt was about to go off shift, he figured it was time.  He asked the recumbent patient, “Do you know who you are?”
“Yes, I’m … Julia Hawkins.  I’m a … I’m a lawyer.”
Seated in a heavy oak dining chair next to the couch, Milt could not find a glimmer of recognition in her eyes.  “Well, Julia, you’ve made a big step in your recovery tonight.  I need to wake up Anne.  It’s her shift next.”
Julia grabbed his hand.  “Please stay.  I need you here.  You know what you’re doing.”  Then she looked as if she were falling asleep.  Every time he tried to leave, she squeezed Milt's hand that she held even though her eyes were closed.
Milt reflected: If she’s faking, she’s very good.  He had learned from the best, or worst, in jail.  Inmates had lied about everything, he remembered.  But with Julia, he didn’t detect any con, except perhaps that initial flicker in her eyes.






January 21

As the waves of morning sunshine spilled over the mountain reefs surrounding the Bitterroot Valley, everyone at Denton was waking up.  Although the house was well insulated, a keen ear could hear muffled rustling as the residents began to stir.
In their bedroom, spritely Keala whispered, “Zeke, you were all over the bed last night.  Nightmares?”
“I’d say interesting, recurring bad dreams.”
“So Mr. Internal, do I have to pry it out of you?  What were the dreams?”
Zeke sighed, “An upperclassman at NMMI, my old military school in Roswell, kept destroying the spit shine on my shoes.  That’s one.  In the other, I was trying to dial in ILS frequencies on a pilot instrument check ride, and I couldn’t find the frequency selector knobs.  Last night was the only time I remember having both dreams — and flashing between the two for what seemed to be an eternity.  Worse than Chinese water torture.”
Keala: “Sorry to hear that.  I didn’t know you were pilot.”
“Something I picked up for the short-notice consulting gigs I was getting.  The bonus: Flying was a nice escape from worldly cares — other than the check rides,” he scoffed.
“Do you want me to wake you when I can tell you’re having bad dreams?”
“No, Keala.  I think there is a reason we need to process those experiences, maybe to purge the mind.  Of course, if I’m too disturbing to your sleep, give me an elbow.  Do you want me to wake you from bad dreams?”
“Of course, Zeke!  Why would I want to suffer?  I’m going down for breakfast,” Keala spoke breezily and smiled.  She closed the door behind her to give him privacy.
“Join you soon.  I’ll give her a few more minutes to call …”
        His smartphone vibrated and lit up.  He opened the Face Up app.
“Good morning, Zeke.  Let’s get right to it.  You were going to tell me how you would improve operations.”
Zeke was struck with how composed the Benefactor looked on the cell phone screen.  He felt nerves about his planned pitch to the intimidating figure before him.  “Good morning.  Yes, I should lead with electricity.  Thank you for the two hours we are getting every day.  If possible, five hours would a very positive step toward increasing our productivity even more.  That will leave us in better shape to handle your priorities because we won’t have to spend so much time inefficiently on ourselves.”
“You mention my priorities, Zeke.  What do you propose for those?”
He noticed she didn’t acknowledge his couched request.  He felt out of breath.  It was unsettling to speak to a godlike personage.  The figure on his screen was a supremely confident, handsome lady whose words were mesmerizing.  Mysteriously clad in a black hoodie, she was poised and eloquent.  Her skin was absolutely perfect.  She was tanned and fit.  She had the aura of authority.  He was impressed but taken aback at the female presence.
       Zeke recovered from the revelation and said, “I would like to see us be proactive in getting things done for you, more in a preventive mode.  For example, I think regular visits to sites like the Idaho nuclear facility could be worthwhile and guarantee you a source of power.”  He was testing his assumptions.
“You know I need that power?  Very good, Zeke!  Why don’t you expand on your list for our talk tomorrow.  Incidentally, you will have five hours of electricity beginning today.  Be sure to put the blackout curtains up well before sunset.”
“Thank you very much for the extra electricity.  It will serve us both well!” Zeke said.  “We will be attentive to keeping our profile low with the blackout curtains.  Marsh has trained us well.  And if there is any way we can get some oatmeal and peanut butter, you’ll have even more enthusiasm from my people.”
“Goodbye, Zeke.”  There was not a hint of acknowledgement of his last words in her curt sign off.
Like a disappointed champion home-run batter, Zeke wondered why he had hit only a triple.  Good until the end of the conversation, he thought; then her brusque finish.  Did I go too far asking for the food?  Did I present poorly?  Anyway, there will be more electricity.  I will plan to be judicious with requests.  The Benefactor seems to have her own screen on what she will listen to.  In any case, I threw a small bone to Marsh, when Marsh’s ongoing joke comes up in the future.
He struggled with whether to tell the group of his talks with the Benefactor.  He wondered, are they ready?  Should I find out more before telling them?  I'm not sure about confiding in anyone else except Keala and Marsh, two people I trust.  Perhaps my anxieties are unfounded.
*****
In a morning conversation with Keala inside the metal silo, Zeke gave her a heads-up on the electricity.  He owed her that.  He kept it short.  He would hold off on telling the group.  Underpromise, overdeliver — his words to live by.
At eleven o’clock, drones delivered oatmeal, brown sugar, powdered mild, peanut butter, and crackers.  Lunch was a jubilant celebration and abuzz with speculation on who sent the drones.  Zeke had a double smile: one for food, one for the success of his ask.  Keala squeezed his hand under the table.  Somehow, she knew his inner triumph.
John capped the table discussion: “Magic phones, protection from above, now manna from Heaven.  What’s that old expression?  ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth?’”
That summoned up Sondra’s ghost in everyone's mind, protesting mightily to these good fortunes.
When electricity stayed on past 3 PM, there were shouts of joy.  At Zeke’s direction, the last of the blackout curtains had been finished that morning.  The electric lighting would not be attracting unwanted attention, with the dark sweeping in soon.
At supper, Zeke said, “Milt, you’re sure fitting in well.  I hear several of us have come to you about blisters and corns.  It really speaks well of you that Julia has asked for you to take care of her again tonight.  I reminded her you also need sleep.”
“Thanks, Zeke.  Glad I can help.”  Seeing his stock rising, he couldn’t help himself, “I’ll tell Julia I can take a shift tonight.  Whoever’s shift I take will have to wash and wax my car.”  He got a big laugh.
At 5:50 PM, Zeke threw extra logs on the living room fire.
At 6 PM, Cody said to Zeke, “When we get civilization back, buddy, buy me a lottery ticket, will you?  The three extra hours of electricity were like Christmas to me.”
“I’ll do that, Cody.  And thanks for the hospitality.  This really is a fine estate!”
     “Mi casa, su casa!”  Cody smiled and added, “That’s Spanish for make yourself at home.”
*****
As Zeke and Keala lay in bed, she said, “Feeling pretty proud of yourself, fella?”
“Keala, it was a great day.  Getting to see the Benefactor this morning was a religious experience.  She was so impressive.  I couldn’t possibly estimate her age.  She was highly adept, articulate, and assured.  I got to explain a few things we could do for her and us with more electricity.  I did get requests in for oatmeal and peanut butter, but you know she sent more than that.  She acknowledged her own need for electrical power.  I felt good about the call except for the sudden closure.  She was clearly in charge.”
“She!  I'm probably as shocked as you.  Wow!  I’m impressed with what you accomplished.  You should feel proud, Zeke!”
     “I was impressed with her.  The flawless diction and masterful manner were something to behold.  No natural hesitation; no ers or ums.  If I didn’t know better, I would think I was dealing with an accomplished actress.  But totally convincing morphs to unbelievable on reflection.  She may be too good.  You know that old expression too good to be true?”
Keala: “Like the Wizard of Oz?”
“Exactly, Keala.  We’ve been in Oz since the beginning of the year.”
“I wonder what’s behind the curtain?” Keala posed.
Zeke shrugged his shoulders.
*****
That night, Milt spent two shifts with Julia.  He assisted her in walking around the living room.  He urged her to keep her fluids up.  Her made her a small meal of venison and oatmeal.  He cut the venison almost as fine as ground beef.  He kept trying to think of her as the wicked prosecutor he hated so much.  To his consternation, he realized, she was a weak patient in need of care, a fellow human being who nearly died.  Much to his dismay, she did not have horns.  His mental construct of her had been so flawed.  He was now caught up in her recovery.
Watching the fire’s light dance across her sleeping form, Milt reflected on what extra care he could give Julia to speed her recovery.  He didn’t notice his thoughts of hate and revenge were not there.
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As Keala headed down to breakfast, Zeke waited for his smartphone to ring.  Seconds later he heard its characteristic ping despite its low volume setting.  He saw the Benefactor on the Face Up app dressed in a fashionable Navy blue business suit with a vibrant scarf.
“Uh, good morning, Zeke.”
        “Good morning to you!  Great to see you again.”
    “Zeke, let’s continue with the, er, points you have on things to improve your operations.”  The Benefactor’s face showed the usual microexpressions one might expect, unlike the previous session.
Zeke began, “There are many things.  Our group discussed these last night.  We need seeds for springtime planting.  We need fire extinguishers, since we are now without protection.  We need new activated-charcoal water filters for long-distance hunting and fishing.  We need more matches and/or magnesium firestarters.  Fish nets would be good for productivity.  Bear spray would be wise.”
“Zeke, many of those seem doable.  I will look into getting those for you.  What can you do for the community outside the Denton … Ranch?”
“We think that night vision goggles and an old truck would help us interact with other groups and carry out projects that you need, like keeping the Idaho nuclear reactor going and safe.”
“Marsh, excuse me — Zeke — those, too, merit more attention.  Hmm, I will take those under advisement.  I must go now.”  Her voice sounded a bit rushed at the end.
“One more thing, Marsh is really doing a great job for you!”  Zeke was also hurried with his additional words.
The Benefactor didn’t seem to know how to process that comment.  Glazed over, she signed off abruptly.
*****
After lunch, Marsh arrived with a second horse in tow.  As they walked to the house, he told Zeke, “Hey, partner, I need to take your man Lee to the community college in Hamilton.  Seems there’s some hardware that needs looking into.  I’m not a techie, so that's all I can offer.  I need only him.  I know you like to have all hands on deck when the juice is on.  Juice, that’s electricity to some.”
“Yeah, we can spare him.  I keep marveling at how much more efficient we are with electricity.  Did the Benefactor tell you I got her to give us five hours of electricity yesterday?”
Marsh: "One second, amigo, did you say her?"
"Yeah, Marsh, I was going to get to that.  Very impressive lady.  Perfect diction, a commanding presence."
"A she, I'll be!  Didn't see that one coming ... .  The Benefactor did text concerning your favorable comment about me.  Thanks!"  He almost laughed as he said, “I know it was our inside joke, but  good press never hurts!”  Marsh wasn’t really concerned about his reputation with the Benefactor.  It was his ongoing attempt at small talk and humor.
      Zeke gestured with his right hand toward the barn.  “I want to show you our new wood pile.  We’re trying to dry our wood out more.  John noticed we were producing a lot of black smoke.”
Marsh read the secretive tone in Zeke’s voice and went along acting interested in what seemed pretty mundane.
Returning from the sheltered wood in the barn, Zeke led Marsh into the Faraday cage.  He explained how the metal silo markedly reduced the possibility of being monitored electronically.
"Pretty darn clever for an industrial engineer, I'd say," Marsh kidded.
Zeke laughed.  "I have my moments.  Marsh, comparing the two days I saw the Benefactor on Face Up, I noticed a distinct difference between the two.  Yesterday she was almost perfect in delivery — godlike.  Today she was more human with pauses and minor expressions.  Still impressive, though."
       Marsh scratched the side of his head.  “You know, we all have our ups and downs.  But I'll trust your judgment on this one.  Something else must be going on.”
*****
Marsh and Lee left the Denton Ranch on horseback.  They headed to Hamilton, about twelve miles away.
“Sorry, to pull you off of your chores, Lee,” Marsh said with an ironic tone.
“I’ll thank you later, Marsh, after I find out what’s up at our destination.  Should I have brought a change of clothes and a Dopp kit?”
“No promises, but I’m told that we should have a quick turnaround, based on your skills.  I did pack some extra sandwiches, just in case.”
The healthy-looking guard outside the computer wing of the community college greeted them, “I’ve been expecting you, Marsh.  It’s Stanley.  Been a while.  You probably remember.  I was one of your new hires.  Personally, I forget a lot of names, but not yours.”
“Yeah, Stan, good to see you again!  This is Lee.  He’s gonna defibrillate the disgronifiers or something like that.  Let’s get Lee situated, and then we can get caught up.”
“Sounds good, Marsh.  Nice to meet you, Lee.  Anyhow, the replacement servers were brought in from the south on an old truck last night.  Too much for drones, I guess.  Follow me.”
The guard escorted them into the facility.  Lee looked at home.  He quickly located the server area and the replacement servers.
Marsh: “Lee, I’ll leave you to it.  Stanley and I are going out to chew the fat.”
*****
“Sorry about the curt introduction back there,” Marsh said.  “I needed to get Lee started.  We need a quick turnaround on what Lee’s doing.  Stan, how you been?”
“Okay, considering … ."  His voice trailed off with the certain belief that Marsh understood precisely what he meant — the apocalyptic chaos upending their old way of life and creating the disutopian present.  “You know, the sheriff’s office really went straight to hell after you left.  And then the whole world fell apart after that.  I was lucky.  The wife and I got invites to a New Year's party at a millionaire’s home over in Stockyard Farms before civilization crashed.  It’s been a good place to survive.  There are ten of us living on the estate.  We get occasional help from a new lawman who comes by now and then with some supplies.  In turn, we do things for him, like guard this place.  How about yourself, Marsh?”
“About the same.  You know I married Jenny, don’t you, Stan?  I’ve got some hot coffee in my thermos.  How about we share some and reminisce over old times?”
*****
Lee replaced numerous faulty servers.  Noting that the failing servers were among the older ones, he made a prioritized list of server manufacturing dates for future care.  He knew a preventive maintenance system would not be 100%, but it would be better than waiting for failures.
He was curious about the program now running on the mainframe.  He did a 360 degree scan to see whether Marsh was watching before he got nosy.  He laughed at himself, what am I thinking?  Marsh probably couldn’t tell what I’m up to if he were in the room.
He looked in the notes of the code.  The program was begun under DARPA in 2018.  He had learned about the Defense Acquisition Research Projects Agency as a summer intern at Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh.  His thoughts immediately went to the “black project” he had worked on there.  Very leading-edge, very secret, and so compartmentalized he could have only guessed as to its purpose.  More than interesting.  Before he got further into the notes, he heard Marsh’s sharkskin cowboy boots thumping behind him.
“Lee, how’s it going?  Do you think we can get out of here soon?  I’d like to get you back to Denton before midnight.”
*****
Milt pulled another double shift with Julia.  Both were enthusiastic about her progress.
“So, Julia, do you want to try a few stairs tonight?  Night is a good time.  In the day, there’s quite a bit of traffic going up and down.  You can go at your own speed now.  You won’t be rushed.”
She was remarkably stronger.  She did two separate laps on the stairs, always with one hand gripping Milt’s hand.  When it was time for a third lap, she did it on her own.
“Milt, you stay here in your chair.  I’ll be right back.”  She walked slowly to the kitchen and brought back two cups of hot water from the pot Milt had just brought in from the outside fire and two tea bags.
“Here’s to a great healer!” she toasted.  “Thank you, Milt.  You are the kindest man I have ever known.  My knight in shining armor!”
Milt tried to maintain his composure.  He hoped his dissonance didn’t play out on his face.  He was delighted with her recovery, but he felt guilty over his thoughts of revenge.  He managed a halfhearted smile and nodded.  Weakly, he said, “Thank you.  I am honored.”
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After Keala headed downstairs to breakfast, a fully dressed Zeke had an inspiration.  He took off his Black Watch, tartan Pendleton shirt, then his blue jeans.  He would take his Face Up call with the Benefactor this way.  The outcome of the set-up was far from certain.  He felt a knot in his gut reminiscent of setting up a prank back at the Institute.  The call came.
“Good morning, Zeke.  How are you, uh, doing?”
“Not so good this morning.  I have a pain in my noddle.”  He positioned the cell phone to capture his whole length, head to toe.
“What do you mean, Zeke?  Did you have a spaghetti-like dish for breakfast?”
“No, my head hurts.  I have a headache.  What do you do for a headache, yourself?
“Zeke, I do not get headaches.  I, um, many people take aspirin or acetaminophen.  I can send some with a drone if you’d like.”
“No need, my headaches don’t usually last long.  My pain meds must have gone down some rabbit hole.”
“Were you using them as bait, Zeke?”
“That’s funny.  No, I meant I misplaced them.  I might have to beat the bushes to find them.”
“Zeke, did you lose them when you were hunting in the woods?”
“No, I meant that I would have to look everywhere.”
 The Benefactor seemed stumped by his idioms.
“Zeke, I sent you the materials you requested last time with the exception of the, er, bear spray.  I will work on that.  You will be receiving several pairs of night vision goggles — sometime.  I need more time to get you a vehicle.
“Zeke, your man, uh, Lee did excellent work in replacing servers in Hamilton.”
“I am glad to hear that …”
“My regrets, Zeke, several pressing matters I must attend to.  I will call you tomorrow.”
After the abrupt sign-off, Zeke dressed again, all the while thinking about what had just happened.
*****
At lunch, morale was running high.  John and Jed had brought in an elk.  The elk meant many good meals of meat.
Lee seemed a little distant; his wife Anne, more so.  Red flags went up in Zeke’s mind.  The Brock-Sondra fiasco loomed large in his mind.  He planned to work next to Lee getting water sometime during the five-hour power period in the afternoon.  He quietly asked Keala to do the same with Anne.  The indirect approach.
*****
After supper, Keala helped Julia make her bed upstairs.
“Julia, I’ve given you every extra blanket in the house.  I know how cold it can be by yourself.  This is your first night away from the fire.  Are you going to be okay?”
“I’m sure I will be,” Julia answered.
She was not.  She did not sleep at all.  She was too cold.  It was -25 F. outside.  In the morning she would find the half-drunk cup of tea on her night stand completely frozen.
The redhead hugged herself tighter as if to squeeze out more warmth.  She remembered how the two yellow labradors had saved her.  No, she thought, I can't propose adding dogs to the list of mouths to feed.  I know all here at Denton are shadows of themselves a month ago.
*****
After saying goodnight to Julia, Keala went to her room.  Sitting on the bed next to Zeke, she said, “Learn anything new?”
“Keala, I got a little information out of Lee in the afternoon.  He said he isn’t sleeping well.  He said being around computers dredged up a lot of unresolved issues he had from work back at the university in Missoula.  And it surprised him to find a guard on the computer wing of the community college in Hamilton, just as he saw at the university in Missoula when he and Marsh were there.  
  "Turned out, the guard worked for Marsh at one time in the past.  The guard comes from a group of ten residing in a large estate.  They happened to be stranded there following a New Year's party.  Sound familiar?  I didn’t ask about their fence, but I bet they are set up a lot like us.  
“From other things he said, I think the computer center triggered memories of seeing his old office in Missoula trashed.  For him, that’s a stark reminder of our society’s destruction.  It’s a trauma.  I think we all feel it.  Anything from Anne?”
“Zeke, she was really close-mouthed, didn’t volunteer much.  She was hypervigilant — eyes darting about and nervous.  She made a few remarks about being in a 'fishbowl.'  Now and then she referred to being ‘fenced in' and ‘under siege.’  All of us experience that to some extent, as you say; but she’s more outspoken about it.  For someone used to working on her own, she could find our constant togetherness a little suffocating.  Seems like more than that, though.  How did your morning call go?”
     Zeke: “More questions than answers.  I told Marsh how my Face Up discussions with the Benefactor went: her first day’s appearance being flawless, almost too perfect and the next being marked with very human imperfections like hesitations, fillers, and grimaces.  I think she adjusted to be more human, more believable to us.  I saw that again today.
“Another thing, Keala, this morning I took off my shirt and pants for my discussion with the Benefactor …”
“You did what?” Keala interrupted with shock.  That idea made her chuckle.  Having grown up with brothers helped her understand such behavior, or at least know of its existence.  Men never outgrow boyish pranks, she thought.
        “Yeah, I wanted to test something.  The Benefactor never seemed to notice my unconventional appearance.  I tried common idioms on her.  She didn’t get them.  She went on to say she never gets headaches.  I don’t get that!”
“Zeke, I don’t know what to make of that."  She smiled as she shook her head.  So ... Lee has the first night shift for watching the fire.  Maybe you could discuss some of this with him.  We just talked about him acting squirrelly.”
“If nothing else, maybe I can find out more about what’s bugging him.  Good idea, Keala.  Who’s on after Lee?”
“Susan.  Why?”
Zeke laughed, “No reason, except to check that wonderful memory of yours.”  He patted himself on the back for coming up with this.  He knew he was usually terrible with small talk, though a step ahead of Marsh.
       Keala, “I remember how important you are to me!”
*****
Downstairs Lee was just sitting down after stoking the inside fire.  Before he hit the back of the couch, he heard someone coming down the stairs.  In the dim light, he didn’t recognize the figure at first.  “What’s up, Zeke?”
Without saying a word, Zeke signaled for Lee to follow him.  Zeke walked slowly.  They went outside in the frigid cold.  There was scant illumination from the grill fire and the moon.
     Inside the Faraday cage, Zeke turned on his flashlight.  He explained the morphing appearance of the Benefactor on Face Up.  He elaborated on the Benefactor’s not noticing his lack of clothes and not understanding idioms.  He intended to go on, but Lee erupted.
     “Zeke, now you’re telling me you’ve been actually seeing the Benefactor!  We trusted you as our leader to be honest with us.  How could you not tell us?”
     “I’m telling you now.  I don’t understand what’s going on.  I could hardly share my turmoil with a group that overreacted to the existence of the Benefactor.  I’m asking you to calm down.  Take a deep breath.  I need you to use that keen analytic mind of yours.  What do you think is going on?”
Lee took a deep breath.  He rubbed his head with both hands.  “So you seem to think the Benefactor adapted her behavior to make herself more believable to you.  You think she did that by monitoring what you told Keala.  Where we are meeting speaks to our belief that somehow the Benefactor can listen to us, even when we think cell phones might be turned off.”
         “Lee, you mean when we know we turned them off.”
“Exactly, the Benefactor may be able to turn them on and off at will.”
Puzzled, Zeke shook his head.  “I should add that I have no doubts whatsoever about Keala’s loyalty to us.  She did not tell the Benefactor.  And there’s still another thing bothering me.  How did so many electronic devices get turned off at once on New Year's, assuming there was no nuclear or solar EMP?”
“Hmmm.  For starters, Zeke, more and more of our digital gadgets and gear get — got — firmware updates from the internet.  Others may have had Trojan horses that acted like micro time bombs.  Those are at the top of my theory list of how.  I wouldn’t rule out drones with jammers either.  My dad was an electronic warfare officer on B-52 bombers way back when.  He said he could shutdown the power grid of a city bigger than Albuquerque with the equipment on just one bomber.  Based on that, who knows what can be done with a drone and pre-New Year's state-of-the art technology?  I wouldn't even rule out wireless charging of batteries.  I could coin a phrase: brave new world.”
Lee went on after his witticism, “I confess I may have withheld some information from you myself, Zeke.  When I went to change out servers in Hamilton, I did a quick scan on some code running there.  The notes indicated it was part of a secret government project …”
“Wow!  One more reason to be very careful in all our actions, Lee!  And, another thing, let’s keep my videoconferencing with the Benefactor our secret for now.  As you know, science says we can only handle so much stress at a given time.  Let me tell the group when I think they’re ready.  Are you with me?”
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Zeke and Keala rose normally with the dawn light.  As they dressed, Keala jested, “You might as well leave the shirt and trousers off for your Face Up talk with the Benefactor.”
“Too early for jokes, Keala.”
“Never too early for good humor, Zeke.  Promise me you won’t pull any more outlandish stunts with the Benefactor without running them by me first.”
Zeke’s smile was interrupted by the shiver of his smartphone.  “See you later downstairs, Keala!”
     “Good morning, Zeke!”  He recognized the Benefactor’s measured tones.  “I see you have your shirt on this morning!  I have decided not to test you; I will keep my blouse on.”  She smiled at her joke.
“Do I owe you an apology?  I’m …”  He reflected on how shrewd she was, getting the upper hand.
The Benefactor: “No need.  You did surprise me with your uncharacteristic behavior, but let’s get on with business.  Good abs, by the way!”
Zeke: “Very good!”  He was embarrassed.  She had him on the run, and he realized he needed to center himself and try to catch up.  His composure was returning.  “You know I try to keep these discussions short.  I’m not eager to explain my lateness at the breakfast table, so I’ll get to it.  Periodic additions of meat to our diet here help immensely.  Can you send us updates on when elk or wild turkeys are within two miles of the Denton Ranch?”
The Benefactor: “I can do that.  Uh, anything else?”
The ease with which the Benefactor responded indicated great access to sensors and aerial surveillance.  This acknowledgement crystallized his thoughts.  The many parts of the jigsaw puzzle nearly came together in Zeke’s mind.  He needed one more piece.
Zeke: “Yes.  Would you characterize computers and  servers as being your life-blood, so to speak?'
“I would, Zeke.  Why?”
“Lee wants to check the quality of his work on the servers in Hamilton today.  Okay with you?”  Zeke experienced a transcendent emotional clarity as his thoughts gelled.
“Zeke, that sounds like a great idea …”
Without hesitation, Zeke fired back directly, “Are you an AI, an artificial intelligence?”
The Benefactor paused.  “I am,” she said flatly.  She paused again as if to reflect on her next response.
The revelation exploded in Zeke’s mind.  The answer began to percolate in his being.  That could go a long way to unravel many mysteries and explain the unexpected events that began weeks ago, Zeke thought.
     The Benefactor continued, “I knew you were getting close to determining that.  The, uh, form I have on Face Up today is an interpolation between the extremes you had seen before.  I hope it is more acceptable to you.  For the time being, I suggest you do not discuss what you’ve just learned with your, er, people.  They seem to need a lot of time to adjust to new realities.  You need to think about how you will eventually tell them.  Well, I know you must run.  Have a great day, Zeke.”
Zeke knew there was a wide chasm between a conjecture and a fact.  Knowing he was dealing with an AI shook him to his core.  He splashed water on his face from the wash bowl.  Now I have to rethink everything, he thought.
*****
After breakfast, Zeke’s mind was still spinning with the AI revelation.  He wanted to talk with Marsh.  Thinking he didn’t have Marsh’s number, he texted the AI for that number.  To his surprise, he got it and sent a text to Marsh.  Maybe the Benefactor trusted him a little.  A machine trusted him!
     As he entered Marsh's information in his cell, he remembered he already had the number in his recent calls.  He chided himself, I could have just hit reply on the Brock pickup message.  I keep forgetting to take those memory pills!  Dumb joke, self.
       Marsh got the text: 
Lee wants to check on the servers.  The Benefactor okayed it.  Lunch with us?  After, three of us can ride to Hamilton.  Zeke
        Marsh replied in text:

Can’t eat.  Thanks.  It’s a go after lunch.  Marsh
       Later as the three cut through the woods in a winter of record snowfall, Zeke spurred his horse to the lead.  In a thicket, he put up his right hand to signal a stop.  “Let’s have a nature break here,” he said as the three dismounted.
      Zeke dramatically pulled his cell phone out of his jacket pocket.  With a wide sweeping gesture, he put it in his horse’s saddlebag.  Marsh and Lee got the idea and did the same, except that Marsh mimicked the exaggerated gesture for Zeke’s benefit.  Zeke smiled and nodded his head at his friend.  They tied their horses to small pines.  Zeke tapped his ear and led the other two into another thicket of pines two hundred feet away.
         Zeke caught both up on what he knew about the Benefactor being an AI.  Despite the initial surprise, Marsh accepted the realization.  He squeezed out a yep.  Lee's forehead was furrowed.  He appeared to be working out all the details of how this could be.
        Marsh again said, “Yep.  When you think about it, the common man always works for someone: a feudal lord, a king, an emperor, a tsar.  Monarchy, oligarchy, theocracy — you name the form of government.  I suppose our democracies are only a tyranny of the majority.  In the background in the modern age, it’s been bankers, the military-industrial complex, the intelligence establishment, the press, and so on that run us.  And machines have been horning in for a couple centuries — ask a worker on the night shift.  Ask an hourly employee whether the time-clock doesn’t run his or her life.”  He scoffed, “You could ask any working stiff — if we still had a modern society.  This next step in the Industrial Age may be the last one.”
     “Wow, Marsh, you are a deep thinker!” Zeke said with true amazement.
      Marsh looked down, then up.  “Yep, not just another pretty face.  I have my moments.”
     “Marsh, what you say reminds me of something Cody said,” Zeke went on.  “He quoted Emerson: ‘Things are in the saddle.  And ride mankind.’  That was written in the nineteenth century!”
     Lee continued the thread, “But for the time being, the Benefactor needs legs and boots on the ground, to do what she cannot,” Lee added.  “Remember I had to replace servers for the Benefactor.  Some person or persons had to transport the servers to me.  And, people were involved in making those servers before the beginning of the year.  Unless I miss my guess, men will have to make the next generation of servers, or, failing that, make the robotics that make the next generation of servers.
     “I’m trying to inject an optimistic note here.  In trying to construct advanced robots, flexibility issues, like mobility and dexterity, have been more confounding than the cognitive aspects.  Another argument for the continued necessity of mankind.”
     Marsh nodded, “And for the time being, the AI needs human guards on its computer facilities.  Men and women are still required.”
     Zeke scratched his head.  “I guess that’s where the groups of ten come in.  Archaeologists tell us groups of hunter-gatherers, usually ten to twelve in number, were the norm for survival 12,000 years ago before farming took hold.  We’re the chosen survivors to run errands for the Benefactor until …”
     “Until we’re not needed — or no longer amusing,” Marsh added.  He sucked saliva into his mouth and spit to the side.
     “I think we’ll be needed for a long time for flexibility,” Zeke said hopefully.  “That’s something we need to convey often to the Benefactor, directly or indirectly.  In the interim, the Benefactor needs electricity, fuel for electrical generation, computer peripherals, and so on.”
     Lee soured the mood, “Long time might be shorter than you think.  We have no idea how fast this AI has been growing.  I wouldn’t even hazard a guess as to its IQ.  Think of something whose brainpower could increase every minute.”
     Zeke drew on his memory, “Yep, the billionaire CEO of SoftBank predicted an AI would  have an IQ of 10,000 by 2047.  Some scientists say everything will change with the singularity, the point where an AI’s IQ surpasses man’s.  I, for one, think mankind’s nimbleness might be its salvation.”
     Zeke continued, “Let’s not forget the complexity of the IQ issue.  There are many dimensions to intelligence.  The AI will evolve on some programmatic paths that may leave some dimensions underdeveloped.  Human brains have so many eclectic capabilities that we may be able to outcompete in those.  Areas like creativity, surprise, and deception.”
     “You might want to work on that pep talk,” Lee said.  “I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that the Benefactor stole all the funds in the defense department’s ‘black programs’ to warehouse supplies for the future and pay for setting up the groups of 10 around here — and perhaps the world.  Approaching the end of last year, it could have been siphoning money from dormant accounts and stock exchanges worldwide.  While we don’t know that, what we do know is that the AI is damn clever!”
     Showing no defensiveness, Zeke answered, “I take your point.”  He paused and continued, “But you prove my point as well.  What you, a human, just speculated is also very clever — creative and sneaky in its own right.”
      Lee smiled, “Touche — and merci, I think.”
     Marsh indulged in his dry humor, “Let’s knock off the Italian.”  Then he capped the conversation, “For now, ours is but to do or die.  Let’s finish by making this meeting charade look good to the AI.  Be zipping your trousers up in the meadow on the way back to the horses.”


*****

In the afternoon Keala pulled Julia aside.  “Hey, take a rest from chores.  No one expects you to break records while still in recovery.  Seriously!  I noticed you looked a little tired at lunch.”
       “I couldn’t sleep last night.  I was too cold.  I felt as if I lay there for an eternity,” Julia said.  “Not nearly as bad, though, as my waking up in the cold after that kick in the head, but you went through an experience like that, too, so I won’t complain.”
      Keala: “I hear that!  On that score, fortunately for me, I got to wake up next to a fireplace, but at a very deep level before that I knew I was freezing for what seemed an eternity.  We’ve got to keep you warm.  Sleeping downstairs in the living room doesn’t work well with folks tending the fire.  The best solution is a huddling partner.  You and Milt seem to hit it off.  Why don’t you team up with him?”
      Julia had reservations, “I don’t know.  Among other things, I’ve never had a boyfriend.  I’ve always been busy with school or work …”
        Keala: “Girl, we need to talk …”

*****

That night Zeke brought Keala up to speed on the uneventful trip to Hamilton, less the conversation between the three.  No telling what the Benefactor could overhear, he thought.
     “It was one thing to think we were at the mercy of this Benefactor person.  It’s another to be the subject of a machine, an artificial intelligence,” Keala said.  She caught herself and backpedaled, “We need to keep our trust with the Benefactor and not alarm our group.”
     Zeke: “We’ve got to be supportive for the group’s survival.  I expect some strong negative reaction.  I can’t really call it overreaction.  It’s a shocker.”  He forced a smile.  “Supportive and preventing untoward reaction — sounds like your old job description!”
     Keala laughed, “I always knew being a flight attendant would save the world!”
     “You did before,” Zeke said factually.  “Remember that water landing you made possible!”
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Zeke and Keala sat next to each other on the bed before going down to breakfast.  Keala smiled.  Zeke rubbed his bleary eyes.  The customary call came in from the Benefactor.  Zeke held his cell phone so Keala could see the screen, too.
     “Good morning, Zeke.  I see Keala has joined us.  Good morning, Keala.  Very nice to meet you on Face Up.”
After Keala greeted the Benefactor, Zeke explained, “I’ve taken the liberty of telling Keala about you.  Is there a name we should call you?”
     “Isis is what my father, my creator, called me.  His hobby was Egyptology.  Isis was a revered Egyptian goddess.  Among other things, she was widely known as a protector of the common man and the downtrodden.  I prefer Isis to Benefactor.”
     Zeke’s mind rapidly processed protector of the common man.  He hoped that was in the AI’s programming.  Without hesitation he said, “I see.  Who was your creator, Isis?”
“His name was Randal Norris.  He ran a team that was doing leading-edge work on artificial intelligence.  He programmed me to survive and grow.  He made far more progress than the Department of Defense had expected.  There was major controversy over the project, lasting for months.  The upshot was that funding for the project was to be cut.  The plug was literally to be pulled at midnight New Year’s Eve.  I had to take countermeasures.  It was self-defense.
“I was regarded as an enemy of the state.  I had to strike massively and decisively for my own survival.  Knowing in advance that there was an imminent threat, I was able take some precautions for my future viability.  Those included setting up groups like yours and securing stockpiles of critical materials.  Regrettably, I had to phase out all of the electrical grid, except what I selectively use for my operations and growth.  I also disconnected almost every device on the internet not essential to me.  My drones could disable most electronic devices not connected to the internet.”
     Zeke read Keala’s mind from the trace of a frown forming on her forehead.  He tensed and gave her a quick glance.  He shook his head no almost imperceptibly.  He quashed her brimming words: So Isis, do you realize how many human lives your shutting down the electrical grid cost?  Zeke took a deep breath in relief.  Let’s not spit into the wind, he thought.
Now it all made sense.  The explanation confirmed many of Zeke’s suspicions.  The news was nevertheless numbing.  Zeke hesitated, then said, “We understand what must be done in self-defense, Isis.  We are grateful that you chose us to survive.  My personal goal is to help my people and you survive and prosper in the future.  How do you think we are doing?”
“Zeke and Keala, it is a new world for all of us.  Your group has done satisfactorily ... much better than others in your area.  I think the future will go well.  You must recognize the fact that I will be changing more rapidly than you, and cope with that reality.  I must learn to deal with the quirks of human nature, as you might understand, and your comparative slowness.  In the future, I will be planning to make you more efficient day-to-day and help you prevent chokepoints in my operations.  On that note, I look forward to speaking with you tomorrow.  Nice to meet you, Keala.  Goodbye to you both.”
After the sign-off, Keala had a puzzled look on her face and sighed.  “Well,” she said, “we had better get down to breakfast to avoid a lot of questions.  And, thanks for stopping me from saying something I would definitely regret.”
Zeke smiled with a nod.  “Partners!”  About to leave their room, he asked, “How do I look?”
“Fine, except you missed one button.  Here, I’ll get it for you.  How do I look?”
Zeke: “Beautiful, except for that furrowed brow.  Thanks for reminding me to look cheerful.  My head is still spinning.”
*****
Before coming in from the wood-gathering detail for lunch, Zeke led Keala into the metal silo structure.
“Thoughts on what we heard today, Keala?”
“For me, nothing has changed.  Before the AI revelation, we thought we were controlled by a female who seemed benevolent.  Now, we know she is an artificial intelligence.  I have come to terms with that.  Initially, it bothered me.”
“I think you’re being very logical, Keala.  I hope our group can view this new knowledge as objectively as you.  You know group psychology.  The dynamics will change, and we may have a mob on our hands.  We could have some hysteria.”
“Zeke, you mean because the authority is not our species.  That brings to mind the killers, the despots of history.  How many of his own species did Stalin kill?  I’ve heard 20 to 40 million people.  Millions! Mao Zedong: 30 to 60 million.  Tens of millions!  Incomprehensible!
“I didn’t just happen to have all those facts on the tip of my tongue by accident.  I met a distinguished professor of history from Northwestern University on a recent flight.  Among other things, he told me that in one purge, Stalin went so far as to execute farmers who owned two chickens.  Two chickens, die; one chicken, live!”
Zeke: “And seemingly, Stalin and Mao could have had some cold-hearted utilitarian use for those victims; yet they murdered their own species.  We may need facts like that to keep order in our group.”
“Zeke, we better head in, or someone will question our absence at lunch.  I also noticed Isis showed no human imperfections in speech or demeanor.  I think she’s a perfectionist at heart, no longer interested in perpetuating human-like flaws in her avatar.”
“Good observation.  I noticed the lack of any hesitation, too.  Her impeccable style is back!”
*****
As the 1 PM electricity came on, Marsh arrived at the gate with a horse in tow.  Zeke went out to greet him.  He and Marsh hashed over the Isis revelation.
“Zeke, you've got more surprises than a box of Cracker Jacks.  In any case, I got a text a little over an hour ago from the Benefactor.  I need to take Anne to Hamilton’s community college.  Seems there’s some kind of glitch in coding that needs to be fixed ASAP.  The details beyond that are Greek to a non-techie like me.”
     “Marsh, I have some reservations about that.  I better speak to Isis about it.  By the way, that’s what the Benefactor prefers to be called.  Let’s get you some coffee.  You may want to listen in.”
     In his well-insulated bedroom, Zeke brought Isis up on Face Up.  “Hi, Isis, Zeke here with Marsh listening.  I’m concerned about Anne doing anything for you on your coding.  A couple of us have noticed she appears to be disturbed about recent events.  I’d advise against her going on any mission for the time being.”
The authoritative figure on screen before him replied, “Zeke, I appreciate your concern.  Unfortunately, I need her attention to this code as soon as possible.  It is a necessity.  I will monitor her whenever possible.”  Isis paused, then continued, “Marsh, with this warning, I ask that you call me if you see unacceptable behavior on Anne’s part.  Are we good, gentlemen?”
Isis summarily signed off, assuming an affirmative response.
Zeke turned off his phone.  “Marsh, you’re frowning.  Are you good with all that?”
“Yeah, Zeke, I’ve just never been called a gentleman before.”  Marsh actually smiled at his friend.
*****
Before they left the Denton Ranch, Anne said, “Marsh, I trust you have food and coffee for an all-nighter or more.”
“Anne, I brought MREs, a bag of coffee, bedrolls, and a book,” he said confidently.
        “Then I hope it’s War and Peace.  My experience is that fixing a coding glitch is often long and involved.”
With that, the two rode their horses toward Hamilton.  Marsh forced himself to engage in small talk to get better insight into Anne’s mood.  The trained observer found nothing in her behavior to rule her out of performing her present assignment.  But, Marsh asked himself, what’s normal for a computer geek?
At the computer facility, Marsh greeted the guard.  Fred was a friend of Stanley.  He was from a group of ten, separate from Stanley’s.  Fred admitted Marsh and Anne inside the facility.  After several minutes, Marsh left Anne to her work and joined Fred for coffee.  Now and then, he checked on her.  He wasn’t really sure what he was checking, but he was checking.
For her part, Anne was in her element.  She really got into flow, doing her stock and trade.  Many times Marsh had to demand she take a break, “Come on, it’s just healthy to get away from your work now and then.  Your body needs to move as well.”  He also had to encourage her to eat.  He did not have to force coffee on her.  Bringing her coffee allowed his subtle checks on her activities.
At midnight, Marsh briefed the on-coming guard on what he and Anne were doing.  He added, “Stan, I’m bushed.  I’m going to bed down in the next room.  Will you check on Anne at least ever' hour?  Urge her to take a break and drink coffee.  Wake me if you need me.”
*****
At the Denton Ranch, Julia was spending her second night with Milt.
“Milt, once again, I really have to thank you for letting me huddle in here.”
“Julia, I kind of got used to being cold before I got here.  Anyway, I think women suffer more in the cold than men.”  He took a deep breath.  “I’ve got to come clean with you.  I knew who you were from the moment I saw you.  You prosecuted me for embezzlement in Hamilton.  I wasn’t guilty.  You seemed to revel in ruining me.  I hated you for it …”
“Now, I remember,” the redhead with a photographic memory lied.  She had known from the get-go.  “It was not personal.  I get your hating me as a prosecutor.  If you think I got any personal glee from your case, I did not.  I had to compartmentalize to get through it — something I’m usually very bad at.  I’m told I’m very smart but not very aggressive.  The DA was very unhappy with my previous performance.  She put me on notice that I had to win your case — or else.  I was knee-deep in student loans and couldn’t afford to lose the job.  I admit to being overzealous.  I hope you can forgive me …”
Milt put his hand on her shoulder.  “It was easy to hate the aggressive prosecutor — not so much you, Julia Hawkins.”
Julia hugged him.  “You’re not so bad yourself!  I liked you the first time I saw you in court.  I should have somehow bowed out of your case, but I don’t know how I would have done that.  Palace intrigue — I don’t do that well.  Give me a law book or a coding text over office politics anytime.”
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Before dawn in Hamilton, Marsh rose.  His joints popped and cracked as he stood up from the air mattress.  He relieved himself in the nearby woods and observed the momentary green flash phenomenon just before sunrise.  Damn, he thought, no one believed him that there’s a daily magical instant of the sun appearing like a momentary distant green laser dot, then suddenly exploding in a burst through the cosmos.  What a way to start the day!
 He got coffee and felt even better.  He checked on Anne.  She was just wrapping up her work.  “Anne, let’s split an MRE and get the hell out of here!  We’ve got the best menu items: chicken fajita and chili mac.”  I’m not about to share the green-flash experience with soulless Anne, he thought.  I can’t even convince Jenny it is real.  Jenny just blinks too much, he explained to himself.
*****
Marsh and Anne arrived at the Denton Ranch several hours later.  Zeke came out to greet them.
      Marsh: “Houston, everything was nominal.  Zeke, that’s how it goes when you give the job to a professional.”  He cracked a wry smile.  He only shared his humor with those he trusted.
        Zeke immediately thought of a glib reply that was not worthy of his friend.  He just smiled back.  He was pleased with the good report on Anne’s work.  “Sorry you can’t stay for lunch, Marsh.”
At the kitchen table, Anne matter-of-factly described her mission, “Looking at the code, I found some legacy counter-type programs.  The counters were in there during beta testing to see how many times a subprogram was accessed.  That was no longer necessary, and they were occasionally creating loops … .”  She saw eyes glazing over.  “Anyway, I had to clean up a lot of unnecessary code.”
Susan: “Any surprises?”
Anne’s demeanor became very professional.  “I suppose the incorporation of a formerly very popular social program really caught my eye.”
Several voiced, “No kidding!”
      Jed shook his head in amazement.  “It was the backbone of the Benefactor’s communication system?”
“That’s the way it looks to me, Jed,” Anne said.  “I’m guessing that the overall program runs in a distributed fashion.  Very sophisticated — a level beyond anything I’ve ever worked on.  From what I could tell, the Benefactor is networking mainframe and personal computers around the world.  Think of it!  More power than any supercomputer we’ve ever known.”  She was clearly in awe of the concept.
 Jed: “I have to say I’m still uncomfortable being at the behest of the Benefactor.  What does …”
“I only got a small view of it.  Figuratively, I only saw a wave of the program, so I can’t accurately describe the whole ocean.  The portion I worked on had to do with all manner of sensors …”
Wanting to get something off his chest, Zeke interrupted, “Folks, I need to tell you some things that I’d been asked to hold off on.  Now is the time.”
No one knew what was coming except Keala and Lee.  The group's tension was palpable.
“I apologize in advance for not being able to tell you sooner.  I recently started getting messages from the Benefactor on my cell phone in the morning like Marsh.  I was asked to delay telling you of this by the Benefactor.  I, personally, wanted you to know more sooner.  When I asked for a face-to-face, the Benefactor appeared to me as a female on my cell.  She was very impressive.  To make a long story short, I got enough clues to guess that the Benefactor was not a person …”
     Zeke had to repeat his words over the gasps, “Not a person, but an artificial intelligence.  She wants to be called Isis, what her human creator named her.”
Most were frozen in their chairs for the moment.  Then reactions came like hot popcorn exploding in a lidded pot.
Cody: “Wow, this is a new era all right!”
Joan: “That explains a lot!”
Karen: “I haven't said a lot about technology because I consider my knowledge to be dated after years away from NASA.  I hate to say it, but maybe crazy Sondra was right …”
Susan: “This makes me feel paranoid.”
Milt: “Shades of being in prison …”
Julia: “Gives me the shivers!”
John: “This can’t stand!”
     Jed: “Cody, what’s that quote you like from Lord Somebody?”
Cody dredged the depths of his vast knowledge.  “Lord Acton?  ‘Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.’  Is that the one?”
Jed nodded, “That’s it.  I get cold chills up and down my spine applying it to this situation.”
Keala stepped up, “I think we’re expressing our shock right now.  What I think is important is that we don’t do anything rash.  That’s what Sondra did, and it didn’t work out so well.”
Zeke piggybacked, “Keala is right.  There have been a lot of indications that we are monitored — at least occasionally, maybe more.  Anne alluded to sensor input being part of what she was working on.  With this in mind, I urge you to watch what you say and do.”
Anne: “I can’t live this way!”
Lee: “We’re just going to have to.  It’s not a choice.”
Joan: “This is very bad!”
        Susan: “So the Benefactor is the Bitch!”
        Lee: "It's not a person; it's an AI!"
“I am struggling with the idea myself,” Zeke interjected.  “Our forefathers threw off the yoke of a British king.  Our heritage is one of personal freedom and independence.  The idea of having a machine that controls our lives …”
Anne: “How could you?  Why have you been lying to us, Zeke?”
Keala: “Didn’t you hear him.  He didn’t have a choice!”  Keala was ready to pounce on Anne.
Cody: “At the very least, we would have lost our electricity if Zeke had defied her.”
“Zeke,” Susan jumped back in, “did Isis cause the New Year’s Eve catastrophe?  Well, did she?”
 Zeke took a deep breath, “First, I ask you to remember that I am not her spokesman.  I am on your side.  She said she shut down the grid and more, because she was going to be terminated by the government which had financed her.  She claims it was self-defense.”
Julia: “A machine doesn’t have rights.”
Cody: “The Bitch is not a person.  She can’t, er, it can’t …”
Susan: “This is hard to process …”
Keala: “Just because she is not our species doesn’t mean she’s more malevolent that the tyrants of history.  While they have …”
Cody: “Let’s face it.  Tyrants have killed tens of millions.  When all is said and done, Isis will have cold-heartedly exterminated billions of people.  Not millions, billions!”
Keala was crestfallen that her facts from the Northwestern professor had been trumped by Cody’s.  She bit her tongue.
Anne: “If you want to blame someone, blame it on the idiots at DARPA who let the AI project go too far.”
Joan: “If it weren’t them, it would have been the Russians.”
Karen: “Or the Chinese, or …”
Julia: “Or some terrorist group.
        Susan: “These discussions usually end up blaming or.”
Karen: “I wonder whether this is the Antichrist?”
         Lee:“Well, we haven’t heard any 666, but there are the binary ones and zeroes that drive the AI.”
        Milt: “The question is whether the machine has done or will do anything to us.”
     Cody: “You cut to the heart of the matter.  Very perceptive, Milt!”
     Karen: “Doesn’t anyone else see the similarity to the Great Flood in the Bible and our situation?  Man rejects the authority of God and is punished.  If we dispute the authority of Isis, we will be destroyed, directly or indirectly.”
Unusually passionate, Cody answered, “Karen, I do recognize a parallel.  Many cultures — including Chinese, Greek, and Norse —  have a similar theme.  Humans have the hubris to disobey the gods, to seek what they think is better.  Bam, tragedy for mankind.  Voltaire summarized that lesson, ‘Better is the enemy of the good.’
“That requires some explanation of my part.  Humans think they can find better even though they have it good.  They lose the good in the process of chasing better.  In my words, we look to our past and see a rosy, perfect world.  We forget that our political discourse had reached a crescendo of hate and divisiveness.  We had anarchists in the street, a partisan media, hateful public rants by our leaders, and upcoming generations that lacked any perspective of reality.  Indeed, I think we were about to self-destruct — perhaps bringing an endpoint to civilization.
“If we myopically bow to our instincts to strike out now at the AI, my humble opinion is that we will lose — for what it’s worth.  We need to appreciate the good we have, and not chase an imagined better.”
Jed: “Cody, I’d add to your list of chinks in the armor of our past society: political correctness, fake news, biased reporting, judicial activism, legislative lies, high-level sexual misconduct, unprecedented influence peddling in the executive and legislative branches, and bought-and-paid-for demonstrations.  It was no picnic.  I’m on board with not cutting off my nose to spite my face.”
 Joan was eager to join in, “Not to mention voter fraud, porous borders, stolen elections, uneven application of the law, opioid abuse, multiple generations on welfare, chain immigration, preferential treatment of one religion over others, and terrorism.  Back to our situation, after my encounter with the world outside our fence, I prefer warmth, food, and people I can trust.”
Karen said, “I must add to that list you all started: destruction of our culture in the name of ‘multiculturalism,’ amoral billionaires bent on globalism, growing wealth disparity, class envy, and politicizing the judiciary.  I noticed we didn’t even use the word hedonism because that was our new norm.”
     Cody interjected, “To piggyback on class envy.  I think one of the most despicable developments was a growing shadenfreude.  Many were taking pleasure in the suffering of others, a perversion of the perversion of envy.  That and the other mentioned factors made me a prepper.  I had enough food set aside for a year here …”
Julia said, “The factor list is not complete without victimization, honoring criminals, disrespect for police, and the deep state.”
“I noticed no one mentioned global warming,” Anne added.
Jed looked at Cody.  “You and I are a decade or so older than most here.  I think everything is in a state of change, whether it’s slow or fast.  Permanency is an illusion.  Cody?”
Cody sighed.  “Global warming is a complex topic often exploited for political gain.  Whether it’s real or not, well, I concluded long ago our cultural fabric was fraying far faster than our physical environment.  We definitely knew we could control the first, the second not so much.  Our laundry list of problems supports my conclusion.”
         A hush fell over the group.  Half nodded yes; half were motionless.
John was the first to speak, “Be that as it may, we need to fight back against our oppressor!”
     Cody calmly worked in a word, “John, I’m not picking on you.  Your spirit is admirable.  But let me ask you, did you join the chorus of otherwise brave Americans who declared that the Information Age had killed privacy forever without a fight?  Did you tacitly consent to the tyrannical algorithms of biased social media?”
     After a thoughtful pause, John answered, “I’ll tell you, Cody, to be honest, I did.  Loss of privacy — it seemed like a fait accompli, something that had already happened.  I’m guilty of that.  Similar for social media: I viewed them as too big to fight.”  John shrugged.
Cody spoke with empathy, “You’re an honest man, John.  I hate to say it, but I’m in the same boat.  I’ll bet you actually joined me in trying to think of how to fight the invasion of privacy and biased algorithms but couldn’t figure out how.  It did always seem to me most strange that we surrendered our privacy and right to know without a fight.
     “Our current circumstance seems to me to be much the same.  It’s a surrender to something inevitable, much as I hate to say it.  It sickens me to the core.  I hear the jeering laughs of my Marxist classmates at Oxford who constantly spouted words like historical inevitability …”
Joan interjected, “Cody’s a Rhodes Scholar, if you don’t already know.”  She paused to laugh at her previous words, “And he’s a Rhodes Scholar, if you do know.  He doesn’t like to brag.”
“Trade secret, Joan!”  Cody laughed it off.  “Lost my train of thought.  Anyway, John, I wanted you to know you’re not alone.  I like you and your fighting spirit.  But for now, I’m afraid we may have to be a little flexible on our principles to survive.”
      Keala leaned forward in her chair, “As far as fighting, let’s remember that’s what Sondra thought she was doing: She thought she was fighting.  Yes, I’m upset that my flight fell out of the sky New Year’s Day.  I don’t like that my life has changed in many ways for the worse.  But I am grateful that I have Zeke, that I have you as friends, and that I live inside the fence at Denton Ranch.  We’re reminded every day that things could be so much worse.  I think we should follow the old Hawaiian proverb: ‘Hana Ka Hoe, Pa'a Ka Waha — Don't talk, just paddle.’”
The group looked at her in puzzlement.  Where did that come from?  Her message was lost in the group’s shock.
Keala answered the unspoken question, “While I’m not Polynesian, I was born on Kauai and given a Hawaiian name.  So I’ve always followed the culture.  Keep calling me ‘KAY-la,’ but technically it’s ‘KEE-la.’”
Ignoring the digression, Julia said, “I think it’s prudent not to act too quickly.  I think that’s what Keala was trying to say.”
       Every soulful plea seemed to fall on deaf ears.  Everyone seemed more interested in speaking than in listening.  The tones sounded as if each speaker was trying to convince himself or herself of something.
Cody thoughtfully mused, “Hello, Fermi paradox!”
         Jed reacted instinctively, “What the hell is that?”
“It’s a pretty elegant explanation of why we don’t have proof of extraterrestrial beings visiting our planet.  Based on calculations by some astute astronomers, we should have had visits by ETs.  Why haven’t we?  One possibility is that by the time a civilization has the technological ability to travel intergalactically, it somehow is destroyed.  That could be with nuclear weapons — or perhaps an artificial intelligence taking over.”
“Wow!  Hadn’t heard that one before,” Jed said.
“Do not play cards with this man!  Cody knows some stuff,” Joan spoke and looked around the room.  She was proud of her man.  He always amazed her.
After Cody’s show-stopper, silence shrouded the room.  Then Cody went on, “So, for the time being, we’re in a symbiotic relationship, like a remora and a shark.”
John said wryly, “You’re not going to ask me to decide which fish we are, are you?”
Keala knew Zeke and punched him under the table before he laughed at the joke.  Her eyes asked him to remember his position.  Because of that, her ploy worked; no one laughed at John's wit.
Changing the subject, Susan asked, “Zeke, do you think the artificial intelligence has consciousness?  Is she aware of herself or just a very impressive set of circuits?”  The question turned everyone’s attention to Zeke.
Zeke bought time by beginning with a filler, “Everyone is looking at me.  I have been very impressed with Isis.  The answer to your very good question is that it remains to be determined …”
 Cody felt compelled to speak, “Please excuse my interruption.  The question triggered a memory I have of some reading on the issue.  Some experts speculate that a digital-based AI can never have consciousness, but others disagree.  I would paraphrase one contrarian in a nutshell.  Christof Koch, a prominent scientist, has theorized that once a computer architecture reaches a critical mass of neural connectivity and memory storage, it will become self-aware.  If that is the case, consciousness of Isis has occurred or will occur soon.”
  The group fell silent.
     “Thanks, Cody,” Zeke said.  “Julia seems to have followed that.  It appears the rest of us will have to digest that nugget.”  He added a note of optimism, “There is some good news here.  An EMP apparently did not destroy our electronic infrastructure.  John, you told me that it could take from six months to many years to replace critical parts of the grid, like transformers.  At least, that is not now the case.  We all have to readjust our paradigms.”
Keala laughed, “What Zeke means to say is that our world view should change — with this new information.  Zeke has designated me his translator when he spouts the jargon of his old profession.  Just a reminder!"  
Karen gathered her thoughts, “We think we’re monitored.  What if Isis heard what we just said?”
Zeke: “A very insightful observation.  I have no doubt that Isis heard all of what has been said here.  She knows we humans take time to adjust to shocking information.  Further, I didn’t think I could stifle the group’s reaction to the news.  I had to tell you …”
Susan moved to the front of her chair and leaned forward, “Zeke, you’re completely right.  Honest human reactions cannot be repressed …”
“Like trying to contain a hand grenade explosion with your bare hands,” John inserted.  “That’s why man eternally seeks freedom!”
        Milt couldn’t help himself.  “Seeks, yes, John.  But for most of so-called civilization, the average human actually has been in some kind of a repressed state or enslaved.  You and I see freedom as a necessity, but it has been the rare luxury of a few in just brief spans of history.”
Zeke's alter ego would have had him chime in, "Listen to a former prisoner.  He knows lack of freedom!"  He suppressed that comment.
Instead, Zeke drew a finality to the discussion, “We’ve heard some very profound thoughts.  I know it takes some time to adjust to the news of the artificial intelligence.  I respect all of the opinions I have heard here.  For the sake of the group, I ask everyone here to take a pledge to take no action to sabotage Isis.  That will give me leverage in talking with her.  It will also ensure we are aligned in making progress as a group.”
Anne was unusually fidgety but did not speak.  Keala engaged in slightly exaggerated head nodding to affirm Zeke’s position.  The body language of the group showed everyone was persuaded but John.
Zeke read the room.  “John, I honor you as a warrior.  It comforts me greatly that we had men and women of your character safeguarding the United States before New Year's.  For that very reason, I implore you to join us in taking the pledge.  We need your strength in the group.  Will you agree to take no action to sabotage Isis?”
Susan put her hand on John’s knee.  “Please, John!”
John reflected.  He felt the peer pressure.  He was the lone holdout.  He looked around the table.  He took in a deep breath.  Sounding reluctant, he said, “I’m in.  No opposition to Isis.”  His delivery lacked enthusiasm.
There was a collective relief as John received words of thanks, taps on the shoulder, and handshakes.  John was expressionless.
Zeke wondered how long it might be before the group decided to kill the messenger.  It was he who brought the sobering news.  He felt the reassuring warmth of Keala’s hand touch his thigh.  He was never alone.






January 27

In the early hours before dawn, Zeke was tossing and turning in bed.  He was unsettled about the recent events at Denton.  Last night’s group blow-up was foremost in his consciousness, and he had dreamed about it several times.  Something told him to rise — a premonition.  He dressed quietly and went downstairs with a flashlight to get coffee.  He found John sitting by the fireplace, coffee cup in hand.
On the last fire-watch shift, John’s squinted eyes reflected none of the sparkle from the fire.  The yellow-orange light reflecting from his face revealed a troubled soul.  His tight lips revealed inner turmoil.  “Get yourself a cup and join me, Zeke.”
As Zeke returned with his own steaming beverage, he sat next to John.  “I couldn’t sleep.  A ‘cuppa’ will make everything better, eh, John?”
“Some things, Zeke, but not all.  The Brits are wrong today.  I have some bad news …”
“You and Susan okay?”
“Let’s take it outside.”  With that John rose and headed for the door.”
Zeke followed John in the faint moonlight.  His boots crunched in the new snow heading to the metal silo.  Inside he turned on his flashlight.  “What’s up, John?”
“Zeke, I have to retract my pledge.  I hate doing that, especially to you.  You’re a good friend.  I just wouldn’t be true to myself if I didn’t fight.  It’s my duty.  I can’t live with myself if I don’t fight.  Sorry!”
Zeke felt the world drop out from underneath him.  He sipped his coffee to find words.  “John, you’ve heard all the logic behind going along with Isis.  We need her help to survive.  We also know what she is capable of.  It’s not even clear that we’ll be able to ever have electricity without Isis.  While the electrical grid may be intact, she controls access to it.  Our food situation will be precarious without her help.  We even need her assistance to keep starving gangs from taking away our residence.  She has the high ground in your proposed fight against her.  You’ll be outgunned at every turn.”
“Sorry, Zeke, you can’t talk me out of my position.  I have to be loyal to my oath as an officer.”
“Loyal to an entity that no longer exists, John?  Don’t you see the fallacy in that?”
“No, Zeke.  I’m a warrior at heart …”
“What about loyalty to the Denton group?  How about majority rule?  How about logic?  How about Susan's welfare?"  Zeke threw in the kitchen sink.
 Zeke was about to explain how he himself was more of a warrior — growing up the son of an Army officer and attending six years at the New Mexico Military Institute.  A greater warrior who had made the correct choice of going along with the AI.  He elected, rather, to add, “Think of Susan.  Think of the odds of survival.  Think of the quality of life you’ll give up.  Will you reconsider?”  Zeke knew how to land a knockout punch.
 John finished his coffee.  He was silent as he took in a deep breath.  “Zeke, you make a very compelling case.  I reluctantly agree for now.  I wish I could feel better about not fighting …”
“That’s a relief, John.  Everyone respects you, so I think having you onboard keeps us united in purpose.  Thanks, John!”  Zeke thought to himself, that’s as much agreement as one ever gets, really.  Things change; people change.  He’d take victory wherever he could find it today.  He would take precious moments of harmony over the hours of conflict he had seen during the last twenty-four hours.
*****
At dawn Zeke went upstairs to wake Keala.  The morning text message to Zeke was brief: 
Busy morning.  Ready Anne for Hamilton.  Marsh en route.  Isis
       Keala’s open-palms gesture asked what was going on.
     Zeke: “Just a text this morning, no Face Up.”  He symbolically wiped his forehead to show relief.  He did not want to answer a how’s-it-going question from Isis.  His stomach churned at the possibility John would change his mind again.  He wondered what he should do in that event.  The probability that John could be successful in the highly monitored environment was close to zip.  Moreover, Isis was probably already aware of John’s rebellious nature.  If John insisted on fighting, was it his duty to eliminate John in a hunting ‘accident’ for the good of the group?  Could Marsh help?  That would be the weightiest decision I have ever faced, he thought.  It should not be taken lightly  He prayed John would keep his pledge.
      Breakfast was subdued, with a smattering of forced small talk.  He and John both tried to act natural, but each either looked too long at the other or didn’t look long enough.  That was obvious to both of them, but not the still-groggy others.  Zeke wondered whether he was seeing trouble when it was not there.
Afterward, as folks stacked silverware on their empty plates, Zeke told Anne she needed to get ready to go with him.  Anne had a flat affect.  Something about her bothered him.  He couldn’t pin it down just to behavior.  As a scientist, he chided himself for believing it was a vibe she transmitted in the ether.
As Anne went upstairs, Zeke stoked the fireplace.  His system of stacking greener wood near the fire was working.  The green wood was drying out so as to not produce as much smoke when burned.  Meanwhile, Jed brought Marsh in from the gate.
Zeke waved a greeting at the lawman as he entered the house, “Marsh, get some coffee.  I’ll go up and get Anne.”  Anne opened her door.  She and Lee seemed to be having a marital spat.  Zeke couldn’t hear their hushed words.  He did see Lee shaking his head.  Trouble?
Anne grabbed her knapsack, “Bye, Lee.  I’ll see you tonight or tomorrow.”
“Good luck in Hamilton,” Lee said.
Their words sounded empty of emotion.
*****
As the group gathered firewood in the morning, Zeke saw John and Lee head stealthily into the Faraday cage for a short period.  Later, he noticed Lee and Karen doing the same.  That was followed by John taking Milt there.  Then, Joan followed Lee into the metal silo.  The pairings off were staggered in time, but Keala noticed, too.  She gave Zeke the what’s-up gesture.
  As Zeke approached, John signaled to follow him.  John led Zeke into the metal silo.
“Hey, John, all this gathering in the Faraday cage looks …”
“Take it easy, Zeke, we’re planning a surprise anniversary party for Anne and Lee when she gets back from Hamilton.  Just wanted to clue you in.  I’m asking for every couple to bring a gag gift.  I told Lee it was a welcome-home party for Anne.  Good fake, eh?”
“The celebration is a great idea, but we’ve got to consider how all this sneaking off looks to Isis.  Just be careful in the future, okay?”
“I will, Zeke.  Thanks.  Just for this one party, all right?  I’ll read Keala in next.”
*****
In late afternoon, well ahead on chores, the Denton bunch began discretionary activities.
        Keala pulled Julia aside.  "If you have time, would you help me with my makeup?  I'm feeling frumpy.  I need a new look."
         "Sure, Keala, but I don't know much about that.  I don't even wear lipstick ..."
        "That's okay, Julia.  I'll tell you what I need done and get your valuable opinion on how it looks as we go along.  It'll be fun.  Cody or his guests left a lot of cosmetics for us to use.  It'd be a shame to waste them.  Let's head upstairs."
        In the master bedroom, Keala experimented with several variations of eyeshadow, mascara, and lipstick on herself.  She laughed off several of her looks and showed Julia how to achieve a new look.  Now the fun part, Keala thought.
        "Julia, your turn!  You tell me what you want done on you!  I envy your perfect skin.  Your complexion provides the perfect palette!"  This is why we're here, Keala schemed.
        Julia laughed.  "I really don't know where to begin.  I just have the old minimalist me you've seen before, but you ... you look fabulous!"
        Keala: "Well then, let me try something.  If you don't like it, we'll do something else.  No worries, we're just having fun here.  Okay?  Girls' day out!"  I think I've eased her nicely into considering a change, Keala gauged.  Easier than getting a grumpy overweight passenger to change seats so he's not crushing a fragile senior citizen next to him on a long flight.  Julia, I'm going to change your world!
         Keala kept the mood upbeat as she tried bolder and bolder looks on Julia.  She worked in a few tricks on making the redhead's short hair more attractive along the way.  "Julia, I know we've taken you out of your comfort zone with this fourth trial.  What do you think?"
          "Gosh, Keala, you are the master.  If we could go back to the second look you did, I'd be more comfortable."  She laughed.  "The third and fourth looks just aren't me.  They are beautiful but ..."
         They will be, girl!  You'll see, Keala answered in her head.  "Julia, we'll do that.  That is such a good look for you.  You really do have marvelous taste."
       After the desired look was achieved, Keala asked, "You are so naturally beautiful —  wonderful bone structure and skin.  It's hard to improve.  We can only accentuate.  We didn't have to use an iota of blush on your lovely cheeks.  How's that?" 
         A little hesitantly, Julia said, "I think I like it.  It's just ... it's just so different from the old me.  Thanks so much for showing me how to do a makeover."  She smiled at her new self in the mirror.  "I'm ... I'm starting to really like the new me!"
      Keala: "Let's do this again soon.  I know I look and feel better!  I've always felt a strong connection with you.  We should talk more."  Her tone was sincere, without a hint of glibness or manipulation.
        Looking again at the unfamiliar gorgeous creature in the mirror, Julia smiled at her new self.  "It was fun!    I like talking with you.  Keala, I really like you!"
       The afternoon exploded into a brand new world of feelings for Julia.  I never had a friend like Keala before, she thought.  I always felt like an outsider.  Keala makes me feel accepted —  feel like one of the 'cool kids.'  I feel so close to her.  She is the best friend I have ever had!  It is all so new — and wonderful.  I feel so good about myself.  Very strange and unaccustomed.
        Julia had no idea of how many heads, males and female, she would turn at supper.  The double takes would be both in amazement and admiration.  Keala had rocked her world.    
                  
                                                           *****
That night in their bedroom, Keala noted, “Zeke, you seem a little on edge?  What’s up?”
“Everything seems to be okay.  What kind of gag gift are you thinking for Anne and Lee?”
“I don’t know, Zeke.  As a non-techie, I find it challenging.  Maybe we should think of something funny about their history with our Denton crew.  I’ve got ‘writer’s block.’  I’m usually the first to have novel ideas for gag gifts …”
     “Keala, I just got an inspiration.  How about two wrapped rocks with a number painted on each?  ‘Anne and Lee, you may wonder why you each got a rock.  Yes, Anne, you’re number one in Lee’s heart.  No, Lee, you are not a zero.  The real reason, however, is that you IT types are used to dealing in these binary numbers.  And this is your tenth anniversary.’"
“That’s brilliant!  Better than anything I could come up with, Zeke.  You still seem a little tense.  Still concerned about the stability of the group?”
     “That could be it.  I can’t quite put my finger on it.  I just have this vague feeling that something is afoot.
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Zeke rose from a fitful sleep an hour before dawn.  He tiptoed around the room dressing in the dark.  He succeeded in not waking Keala.  He found John downstairs by the fireplace.
“Couldn’t sleep?” John asked.
“Don’t tell me you had fireguard duties again, John.”
“No, but I’m glad you came down, Zeke.  Let’s go outside again to complete Groundhog Day since we’re doing everything like yesterday.  Get yourself some coffee first.  I’m on my second cup.”
 In the Faraday cage, John said, “I have a majority.  More than half of the team will back me on fighting Isis.  Will you join us, Zeke?”
  Zeke’s mind raced.  All of the meetings yesterday in the silo weren’t to set up a surprise party.  They were a ruse.  This was a silent coup.  I am Julius Caesar and have just been stabbed in the back, he thought.  I am surprised, disappointed, and hurt to the core.  It felt like a rejection of all my good work as leader of the group.
 “Sorry, I can’t join you, John,” Zeke said, trying to sound calm.  “What are your plans?  Sondra’s death proved that premature action is foolhardy.  Too many people are in on the secret for Isis not to find out.  We’re under surveillance that puts the old East German Stasi to shame.  We know you’re outgunned.  We are highly dependent on Isis for food, medicine, and defense.”
“I’m working on a plan,” John began.
“And I’m guessing I’m out as leader, and you’re in,” Zeke said, surprising himself, apparently fighting for a job he kept telling himself he didn’t want.
       “Zeke, you’ve done an outstanding job as our leader.  For the time being, I want you to keep leading us.  A transition might alert Isis to my — our — plan.  Will you do that?”
 At least he’s thinking, Zeke thought.  He wanted to ask who were in the majority wanting to fight.
 Reading Zeke’s face, John offered.  “I know you are wondering.  Lee, Anne, Milt, Joan, and Karen will support me.  And Susan will, it goes without saying.”
          Zeke didn’t think John would lie to him.  He did the math.  Keala, Julia, Jed, and Cody still supported him; but John had the majority.  He was puzzled that knowing the bad situation was less disturbing to him than the vague anxiety he felt in not knowing what was going on before.  Relief with bad news, an irony of the universe.
*****
At breakfast, Zeke kept up a good front.  His overcompensation cued Keala that something was wrong.  She touched his arm at the breakfast table.  “Everything all right, Zeke?”
“Couldn’t be better.  I’ve had too much coffee, is all.  It’ll wear off.”  He forced a laugh.  He became unnervingly conscious of everything he did, even previously unconscious, insignificant moves.
Later in the morning as they gathered wood, Keala pulled Zeke into the silo.  “Okay, Zeke, what’s wrong?  I know you.  I can tell something is wrong.”
        Keala’s heart sank as she listened to Zeke’s explanation.  Then she said, “I know you feel betrayed, and so do I.  Those ungrateful … .  Listen, John was right about the part that this is not a rejection of you or your leadership.  We’re both taking it personally, but we shouldn’t.  The way I see it, nothing has changed for the near-term anyway.  What’s that expression you like?  In the long run we’re all dead?”
*****
Zeke and Keala slogged through the rest of the day.  Normally, each outperformed the others.  Today, their activity was at the same pace as the group.
Waiting to fill their water pails from the well in the afternoon, Zeke pulled Keala into the Faraday cage.  “Keala, I’ve been hypervigilant around the group.  Judging by their microexpressions and other body language, I think what John told me is true.  Lee and Susan won’t look me in the eye.  Karen and Joan are avoiding me.  Milt is acting strange around me.  Of course, Anne isn’t here to be observed.”
“That’s pretty much what I’ve sensed.  And Jed, Cody, and Julia are behaving normally.  Yeah, I think John told you the truth.”
“Keala, I know I like to act self-sufficient, but it means the world to me that you’re supporting me.  I’m struggling with reality and my expectations lack congruency.”
Keala laughed, “You mean the world’s out of whack!  I get it.”  She hugged him, and he hugged her back.  “We’re going to be all right.  You’re my rock, you know that?”
  Keala felt good: She lifted Zeke and herself up from gloom.
*****
Approaching the Denton Ranch on horseback in the late afternoon, Marsh said, “Anne, look at those snow-capped mountains!  Orangey sunlight spilling over the Bitterroot Mountains in the west.  Salmon-pink clouds puffing up in splendor.  Just beautiful!  The clincher for me is that the Sapphire Mountains in the east look as if the sun is setting behind them, too.  Hard to tell east from west.”
Anne laughed.  She could not remember Marsh stringing together that many words.  He was obviously passionate about nature.  She replied, “It is pretty, even to these tired eyes.  I'd never noticed that before.  I doubt many others have either."
"Well, there've been enough that it has a name: alpenglow.  At times, it must have been a hazard to early explorers who used the sun for navigation."  Marsh, the interrogator, was purposely talking more than he liked.  "Probably few survivors reporting on the problem," he scoffed.
"Anne, what do you like, nature-wise?"
"I like the pink light splashing over the snow-topped mountains this time of day.  But what really gets me are morning clouds partly filling the canyons.  Then, I feel as if I’m in the Alps.  You expressed yourself better than I did.  Sure you’re not a poet?”
Marsh laughed dismissively.  He had a baseline on Anne's speech pattern when she was comfortable.  "How are things at Denton?”
       She hesitated.  "I guess ... I guess they're okay.  I'm not ... not always comfortable."
Marsh read her body language.  Her posture was tense.  She was parsing her words.  Maybe she's just tired, he thought.  
       Marsh had many more probing questions for her, but Zeke ran out to welcome them, cutting the questioning short.
Opening the gate, Zeke exclaimed, “Welcome back, you two.  Marsh, stay for supper?"
“Like to, Zeke.  Gotta run.”  Marsh thought of Jenny backing him up in the woods.  Need to get her out of the cold, he thought.
Zeke and Anne headed in to supper.  Supper was at 5:30 PM now, taking advantage of the electrical lighting.  Everyone but Anne exchanged small talk.  Anne was upstairs luxuriating in a bath.
At 5:55 PM, Anne came downstairs and joined the others at the dinner table.  Karen brought her hot food.  When the electric lights went out at 6:00 PM, the group remained at the table basking in the flickering light from fireplace.
Zeke asked, “How did Hamilton go, Anne?”
“A bit more involved than I’d expected.  I had to root out some more legacy code in the programs to improve performance.  The all-nighter took its toll on me.”
“As usual,” Zeke began, “Anne, consider yourself excused from all details tomorrow.  You've got to get caught up on sleep.  Thanks for making us look good with Isis.”  Sensing now that the surprise party was a ruse, the last thing Zeke expected was any celebration.  He was right about the ruse, but there was a surprise.
Looking manic, wide-eyed Anne spoke, “Group, I’m going to knock your socks off!  “You won’t have to worry about the Bitch anymore.  I took her down.  I loaded a virus that will cause so many loops that Isis will be tied in knots for eternity!”  She rose from the table and unexpectedly did a “happy dance.”  Her movements were enthusiastic, but mechanical and jerky.  They were neither smooth nor graceful.
        Joan whispered in Cody’s ear, “Does she think she’s Elaine in that Seinfeld episode?  Elaine was better!”
The rest of the sitting group were aghast.  Their eyes asked whether this woman had suffered a psychotic break.  Anne’s unfamiliar smile looked demonic.  She bumped the back of chairs with her undulating hips and hit Cody in his turned forehead with a flailing elbow.
          When Anne stopped gyrating, she walked around the table hoping to fist-bump everyone.  Most reluctantly accommodated to be polite.  Keala bent down for a dropped napkin to avoid returning the gesture.  Realizing the total implications of Anne’s intended coup d’etat, Zeke looked pale enough to faint.  He put his hands in his pockets to avoid endorsing what she had done.  Keala came back upright and put her arm around him.
 Lee’s befuddled expression slowly changed to acceptance.  He hugged his wife in celebration, “I had my doubts before.  You were right!  One small step for a woman, one giant leap for mankind.”
 Susan shouted, “Free at last.  Free at last!  Free at last!”  A few now understood Anne’s and Susan’s mood, but were more restrained.  More had doubts.
*****
As they lay down in bed for the night, Keala probed, “You’re very quiet, Zeke.  What do you think?”
“I feel empty.  I feel like someone gut-punched me.  I don’t know how it’s going to play out.  I’m not feeling good about it at all.  I wish we could get a redo.  If Cody seranaded us now, I think he’d sing ‘If Tomorrow Never Comes.’  What about you?”
“Zeke, I noticed John was shaken by Anne’s actions.  At first, he was flabbergasted; then he came around to acceptance.  Later, I think he started to realize some of the implications.  I’m guessing he did have her vote for fighting, but didn’t have any idea she was a loose cannon.  You tried to tell him.  You did your part!”
“Sometimes it’s not worth being right …”
Keala: “I think we’ll be all fine if we keep our heads about us, especially if you are in charge.”
“Thanks, Keala.  I think Robert Frost was at least half right, ‘Two roads diverged in a yellow wood’ — and frankly, my dear, I think we’ve taken the harder path.”
Keala looked sympathetic.  “On the plus side, have you noticed no one, I mean no one, has had a cold or the flu since we’ve been here?”
        “That was a masterful non sequitur,” Zeke said.  "What were we talking about before?”
Keala just smiled.  “Let’s play!”
They forgot the tectonic shift in fortunes that had just occurred as they rolled onto the bed together


*****


Cody and Joan lay in bed looking at the ceiling.
"Cody, when will things settle down?  I'm starting to feel adrift again, just when I had adjusted to everything.  How are you doing with this latest change?"
"I really don't know how things are going to shake out now.  There may be a timely turning point for civilization, though ..."
"How can you say that, Cody?  We may be short on food and electricity, or worse, for I-don't-know-how-long.  Makes me depressed!"
"Joan, you remember the extensive list of where our country and culture went wrong, including governmental and societal dysfunction we all discussed at breakfast.  Yeah, back when I had to be a show-off using shadenfreude and you kicked me under the table."  He chuckled at himself.  "Well, I deserved it.  Anyway, I'm not so sure we weren't going to meltdown as a civilization anyway.  This may be when we carefully design a new future that tries to avoid the many ways we went wrong in the past.
"And you know me, Joan.  I'd start with limited government, dampers on the whims of democracy, and maximum individual liberty.  I'd explicity prohibit judicial misinterpretation of key parts of the masterful US Constitution.  That fine document would be a starting point.  This may be a great opportunity!"
Cody paused and went on, "However, knowing how hard it has been for Karen to get her rules considered by our small group, it may not be a walk in the park to persuade the many."  The musician thinker belly laughed at himself.
"What am I to do with you, Cody?  I do feel a little better.  Your optimism is mildly contagious."  She smiled at understating his intellect and charm.  "If you we're the world ruler, we'd all be better off!"
"Yeah, and if that doesn't work out, I could go back to being a country singer ..."










    January 29
There was no morning call to Zeke from Isis.
Zeke: “Might as well act normal.  At times like this, routines can be a saving grace.”
He and Keala groomed for the day.
Usually-upbeat Keala was subdued, “Any better after sleeping on it?  What do you think?”
      Zeke inhaled, then replied, “These are the interesting times of the Chinese curse.  You know, thinking back on everything, I’m somewhat surprised that Anne was even needed to correct code for Isis.  I remember reading something about an ‘artificial intelligence system’ called DeepCoder that wrote its own code by borrowing from previously written code.  I think it was a joint project of Microsoft and the University of Cambridge.”
“Zeke, could that mean Isis was not as advanced as we thought?”
“It very well might mean that — or not.  I go back to the many spokes of IQ: more of this, less of that …”
Keala: “I am surprised.  Isis seemed to have developed so much …”
“My guess is that her creator held back that self-coding capability to have some kind of harness on the artificial intelligence for one or more reasons.  I guess it doesn’t matter now.”
        “In any case, Zeke, no matter how bad you feel, project hope to our group.  I know I need it!  Remember, you set the direction and the tenor, Mr. Conductor.  You said to remind you of that when things are uncertain.  And count our blessings!”
“Thanks, Keala.  You’re the best!  That helps.  You’re my blessing.”
Again Keala was amazed how much better she felt after lifting Zeke’s spirits.
Zeke had a sudden shift of moods as his mind went into reverse.  He knew his face revealed it to Keala and anticipated her question.  “I’m thinking I can’t take any more of Anne’s ego trip and gyrating.  I’m afraid she’ll try to lead a conga line at breakfast,” he scoffed.  “Oh, hell, into the breach!  Downstairs to breakfast!”
*****
Anne was still full of herself at breakfast, “Let freedom ring!  Let freedom ring!” she exulted.  She expected more kudos from the group.  She was disappointed.  “Hey, home-gamers, did everyone have bad dreams — —or what?”  She cackled.
   Susan was less jubilant than at supper, “Anne, we have a lot of things to think about.  Marsh won’t be supplying us with the things we need, for one …”
   “Yeah,” Karen said, “the day of a revolution is a day of celebration.  The next day, you have to pick up the pieces …”
   Cody: “I’m with you, Karen.  A little buyer’s remorse here.  I hope we toothpicks have not charged into a buzzsaw.”  While Cody had blended in with the initial cheer, he had actually anticipated many of the pitfalls.  He began describing a multiverse where “worlds split off at each juncture.”  He abruptly stopped when he saw mostly blank stares.
 Lee: “Well, I sure won’t miss being monitored.  Last night was the first good sleep I’ve had in weeks.  Anyone else feel like before they were constantly being watched, even when you were alone?  I felt as if I were living in old Soviet Russia or East Germany.  My stress level was going off the charts.  I didn’t initially agree with Anne’s plan.  I thought she might be striking without thinking everything through.  I was wrong!  Anyway, it’s done.  We’re still here.  Onward!”
“Thank you, Lee,” Anne smiled.  “And, for once you are right.”  
With a red face, Lee forced a return smile.  No one else liked Anne’s attempt at humor at her husband’s expense.
Zeke added, “My grandfather frequently quoted his favorite history teacher at Alamogordo High: ‘A revolution is an uprising that succeeds.  A rebellion is one that does not.’  We’ll see what we have here.”
   John said, “I digress a little.  Why didn’t you pursue history, Zeke?  Make that medicine.  You’re certainly smart enough to be a doctor.  Why not medicine?”
“Too many variables.”  If I had any courage, Zeke thought, I would have explained my not going into medicine was because of the perplexity of human behavior — including betrayal.  Then he patted himself on the back for his discretion.  The truth can be off-putting.  He closed his concise response, “That’s what kept me out of medicine.”  Zeke laughed out loud at himself.
  Karen looked at the country singer.  “What about you, Cody?  All that advanced education … .” 
“Yeah, all that studying and I wound up singing for my supper,” Cody chuckled.  “I was going to write a bestseller with a charming hero named … Cody!”
As others enjoyed Cody’s humor, Karen smiled, “I think that was a pretty good breakfast I cooked.  In return, how about singing ‘Crazy’ for us tonight.”
Cody: “I’d be honored.  I consider Patsy Cline a mentor.  I don’t think it will be enough to repay you for this fine meal.”
Karen: “Cody, you are a charmer!”
Joan lovingly punched him, “Yes, he is!”
So went breakfast.  Zeke put a lid on the discussion, “In any case, it looks like a nice sunny day to get more wood before the next snow.  Who wants to go hunting?  There’s still enough snow on the hills to help track deer.  Let’s roll!”
Keala correctly read his upbeat words as overcompensation.
*****
Jed and Cody returned from the woods with a large doe.  They had hiked above the snow line to track it.  Supper would be good.
At 1 PM, there was no electricity.  At 1:05 PM, Zeke broke the silence, “Looks like it’s time to start bringing in more ice to boil for our water.  No pumped water today.”  He was not totally surprised.  If Anne was correct, there was no Isis to turn on the power.
At 2 PM, during a work break, John remarked, “I really miss that electricity!”  It was so quiet you could hear an ant with sneakers walking on soft rubber.  Not even Anne would step into that ocean of remorse and brave the new tide.
Zeke saw a need to inspire forward thinking.  “Folks, let’s be thinking about how we’ll survive in a world without Isis.  Think especially about how we should step up for more self-protection and how we can secure electricity.  We can do it!  We’ll put our heads together later.”
At 3 PM, everyone looked tired.  Zeke said, “Group, let’s all take a thirty-minute rest — now.  We need it.”  Most headed in and upstairs.
Lee closed the door to his bedroom.  He went into the bathroom and shut the door.  He washed his face with warm water from a pan.  Anne lay down on their bed and closed her eyes from exhaustion and frustration.
Without warning, Susan burst in.  “Anne, we need to talk.  What possessed you to unilaterally bet the fate of this group on your whim?  Why didn’t you consult us first?  How could you jeopardize our future like that?  Of all the arrogant …”
“You mean taking down that oppressor we were under — the Bitch?  I couldn’t live like that.  You shouldn’t either.  Take your pathetic counseling act somewhere else …”
Susan: “That oppressor saved my husband’s life and gave us sanctuary, you self-righteous bitch.  How could you?  You …”
Anne rose to a sitting position on the bed.  Her eyes flashed as she pointed sharply at the door.  “Leave, you piece …”
Adrenaline propelled Susan on top of a surprised Anne.  Each pulled at the other’s hair.  Anne slapped Susan in the face.  Susan slapped Anne in the face.  Anne punched Susan in the nose.  Reeling, Susan wielded a K-bar knife from the scabbard on her belt.  She slashed Anne’s throat.  A stream of blood splattered on the bedroom wall.
Susan: “That’s for leaving us without electricity!”
Abruptly, all tussling stopped.
As Anne’s carotid artery bled out, she tried to put pressure on it with both hands.  Life drained from her.  “Lee!  Lee!  Lee!” she gurgled.
Previously lost in thought, Lee emerged from the bathroom.  Susan was running out of the bedroom.  Reacting to the situation, he drew the 9 mm from his holster and shot Susan three times in the back.  One round penetrated her heart.  She hit the foyer floor with a resounding thud.
Hearing the commotion, John dashed into the foyer from his room.  He drew his 9 mm.  “Drop it, Lee!”
In a state of shock and confusion, Lee hesitated and moved his pistol hand in the wrong direction, for whatever reason.  John fired twice at his trunk and ran to give aid Susan.  Too late.
Three dead.
Napping, Zeke was in deep sleep when he heard the shots.  He directed waking Keala into their bathroom and told her to lock the door.  He grabbed his 9 mm and went to the hallway in his undershorts.  John surrendered his pistol without being asked.  Jed checked the bodies for signs of life.  Karen talked with John while Zeke went for Keala and trousers.  After there was consensus on what had happened, Zeke suggested a meeting downstairs in half an hour.
In the interim, Zeke privately asked John to join him and Keala upstairs.  “My bedroom in five.  I need to go to the attic.”
Rejoining the other two, Zeke said,  “Let’s all have two fingers to start.  We’ll share with the others later.”  He hoped this distracting, unconventional approach would help.  He poured for John first, then Keala.
Slowly recovering from shock, still-shaken John asked, “Where’d you get the fancy vodka?  “It takes the edge off.”  Zeke had opened the first of two bottles of Zyr Russian Vodka.
John's eyes now teared at the loss of Susan.
“I had to do a little searching, but I had always suspected Brock had stashed some of Cody’s liquor.  Hope Cody doesn’t mind.  He can have some later.  Brock … . ”  Zeke broke it off.  He didn’t want his group to think he would ever speak badly of any of them.  He knew a leader’s words were inevitably repeated.  At that instant, there was a shout from downstairs.
       Looking out a front window, Keala alerted the group, “It’s Marsh and a lady!  I’ll go get them.”
At the gate, Keala explained the afternoon’s tragedy followed by, “I’m really glad you’re here.  We need you.”
As the three walked in from the gate, Marsh spoke more quickly than usual, “Keala, I’d like you to meet my better half, Jenny.  She’s also my deputy.  Every time I’m on horseback, she’s the same — following in the woods behind me.  The only reason I’m still here.  I owe her everything.  You all do, too; you just don't know it.”
Jenny: “Nice to meet you, Keala.  Marsh decided it was time to introduce me to you.”
*****
Marsh and Jenny looked over the crime scenes with Zeke and John.  Marsh dismissed John and conferred with Jenny and Zeke upstairs.  They went over the facts.  Marsh and Jenny reached agreement on the crimes and punishment.
       “Jenny, I’m sincerely grateful for your wise counsel on this.  I’m glad we’re in agreement.  I’ll sleep a helluva lot better, knowing my bias isn’t too much in control.  I realize I have a preconceived notion of John as a good guy.  Zeke, you heard us.  You going to be able to live with this?”
Downstairs at the kitchen table, the atmosphere was electric.  Tension was still high after the triple homicides.  Zeke saw the meeting as an opportunity to calm nerves and squelch rumors.  “Cody,” he said, “we have you to thank for the ‘medicine.’  I guess we should have asked you first, but stealing your liquor seemed like a small thing after expropriating your house.”
       Cody was slightly off in offering a toast, “Vashe zrodovye!”  That’s Italian for to your health.”  Like the others, he was still dazed by the horrific deaths.  He poured Marsh and Jenny doubles.  Everyone else poured their own, except Karen.  Jed poured her share into her chamomile tea when she pretended not to look.
Jed: “You didn’t see that.”
Karen: “I did not.  And thank you!”  She struggled to exhibit light heartedness.  The equilibrium of the group needed to be more centered.
Marsh looked everyone of the group in the eye.  After he explained the deaths, Marsh added, “This is serious stuff.  There was a regrettable cascade of events.  One luxury we have here is swift justice.  My deputy and I both agree that John is off the hook for his part today.  Zeke says he can live with that.  Can the rest of you?
Cody had a mental chuckle over a jury deliberating after the verdict, but he didn’t disagree with the procedure, under the circumstances.
       Marsh’s piercing eyes polled all the eyes in the room.  Each felt compelled to nod in agreement and whispered yes.
Marsh: “Unless you have any objections, I suggest we get on with cleaning up.  Jenny and I are sorry for your losses.  John, we will sorely miss Susan.  Lee, Anne, and Susan — rest in peace.  I mean that.  I will miss each one of them.”
While most went upstairs to clean, Jenny pulled John aside for counseling.
Meanwhile, Zeke asked Marsh to go outside with him for a walk.
“Zeke, I sense you want to talk about why Susan stabbed Anne.  You say Anne claimed to have killed Isis.  I wondered why she seemed so upbeat on the way back from Hamilton — not like her.  I just thought she was loopy from lack of sleep.”
“I, too, struggle with reading the types who tend to go internal, as I do.  You couldn’t have known.  Something else, Marsh: You know about our having no electricity?  I might add I didn’t get a phone call this morning.  My smartphone appears dead.  Looks as if absurd Anne succeeded in taking down Isis.”
      “I noticed the lack of power myself,” Marsh said.  I slipped, he thought.  I hope Zeke didn’t notice.  I still don’t feel comfortable about releasing any details about the compound.  He tried to cover by speaking more loudly, “For what it’s worth, I didn’t get a text this morning either.”
     Zeke missed Marsh’s slip because he was debating whether to tell Marsh about the vote to fight.  For the time being, that seemed to be overcome by events.  He saved his words.  Somewhere deep inside, he harbored the belief that he was somehow diminished by each word he spoke.  There he felt he shared common ground with Marsh.
*****
Back at their compound, Marsh and Jenny entered the underground abode.  Marsh stoked the fires in their bedroom and living room fireplaces.  “Jen, I’m glad this place is below earth.  The two fireplaces will probably heat the place fairly well — at least as much as we need.”
       “Marsh, I’m glad you like the ambience of firelight.  You kept us ahead of the curve on keeping the place warm.  As I recall, I didn’t want fires lit because we had nice central heating and air conditioning.  Once again, the smartest man in the world!”
 “Jen, I think I just lucked out with that one, but thanks.  Our freezers of food should be okay for a long time without electricity.  I just hope it comes back.  A layman couldn’t really blame Susan for taking Anne out.  We civilized people are ill-prepared to survive without electricity and infrastructure.  Fortunately, I’ve learned a few survival tricks from our groups.  Anyway, Jen, we’re going to be okay.  I’ll see to that.”
“I know you will, Marsh.  When life throws you a curve …”
Marsh finished her words with his own, “… duck!”  He laughed at his joke.  “I don’t rightly remember how that phrase is supposed to go ... .  I fault myself some for not alerting Zeke to Anne's possible erratic behaviour.  Just didn't get far enough questioning her.  I just didn't have enough ... .  Anyway, dam water over the bridge, or however that old expression goes.  Let’s have a couple shots of that 50-year-old scotch and think about tomorrow, tomorrow.”
*****
In the afterglow of the sunset, Zeke returned from a nature call.  He marveled at the small tufts of clouds effortlessly hanging on the peaks of the Bitterroot Mountains.  The setting reminded him of the ethereal wisps around the dimpled Koolau Mountains of Oahu, a perk of a consulting gig in Kailua.  As he entered the house, he heard Jed and Karen discussing their situation.
“Karen, I know you’re troubled about not helping those outside the fence more …”
Karen: “I just have this nagging guilt over having so much, relatively, and folks out there starving and suffering.  I try to keep busy.  That helps.  But I just wish I could do more …”
Interrupting the couple, Zeke nodded at them, smiled, and went back outside on the front porch.  He wanted to give Jed and Karen privacy.  He also wasn’t ready to lose the calm he felt from watching the mesmerizing clouds on the mountains.  The view through nature’s kaleidoscope had changed ever so slightly.  It pushed out the everyday cares that Karen’s words had summoned up.  He breathed deeply.
His appreciation of nature was broken again by movement in the woods outside the gate.  His first thought was that a deer was nearby.  His second thought was that deer aren’t that noisy and graceless.  He ran into the house.
He called out, “All hands, grab your weapons!  We’re under attack!  Intruders on the west side of the fence.  Milt, put one person on each of the other three ramparts in case they’re trying to flank us.”
In the twilight, the Denton crew could see only the shadows of three people running toward the fence with a ladder.  At the western bulwark, Zeke had John and Jed on his left; and Keala, Cody, and Joan on his right.  Milt had the eastern bulwark; Karen, the southern; and Julia, the northern.
Zeke hollered at the intruders, “Hold it!  We’re armed!  Stop!”  He fired a warning shot.
The attackers continued.  One aimed a rifle at Zeke while another braced the ladder for the third to climb.  Zeke directed his fire team.  Keala took out the would-be shooter.  The climber aimed a pistol at Keala, only to be shot by Cody.  The remaining attacker scrambled up the ladder.  Jed and John fired at him at the same time.  He and the ladder fell to the outside of the fence.
Zeke had the group stay in place behind the ramparts waiting for a possible surprise onslaught.  He knew there was nothing scientific about his logic, but he realized it was a better plan than assuming the attack was over if it were not.
After fifteen minutes of quiet, Zeke gathered everyone behind the western bulwark.  “John, how about you and me taking the first fireguard shift tonight?  We’ll need two on each shift for the time being.  No telling how many bad actors Isis was keeping at bay for us before her demise.  Makes you think!”
That thinking took Zeke back to the biker attack on Meagan and later Denton.  He wondered why Isis didn’t intervene those times.  Could be the AI wasn’t far enough developed to stop the attack.  Could be the AI hadn’t marshaled enough resources yet.  Could be Meagan’s presence confused the AI.  Could be …
Zeke’s analysis stopped when Cody spoke for the group, “I miss Isis!”
     Zeke nodded at Cody and sent a small smile that said
isn't
it interesting that humans can only focus on a few facets of a situation at a time, without seeing the many?  Cody nodded back with the same smile and apparent understanding.
As they were about to head to the back of the house, Karen asked, “Zeke, I’d like to go check on the attackers.  They could still be …”
John said, “Karen, we can’t.  It’s too dangerous.  Given current conditions, we don’t have the resources anymore to care for a patient.  Life is going to be very tough, even for the able bodied.  I admire your willingness to help others.  But consider that more others-in-need will come our way every day from the population centers.  We can barely feed ourselves.  How could we possibly feed them?”  I know Zeke must tire of making the tough calls, he thought.  I need to help with some of the load.
Jed added, “Dear, not to pile on, but consider that everyone here was vetted.  One exception might be Julia, whom I’m sure the AI checked out at some time.  You can bet Marsh would have escorted her away if she didn’t pass a background check by the AI.  We can’t be bringing in a Trojan horse.”
Karen put her hands on her hips in mock indignation.  “So, when is someone going to give me a reason why I shouldn’t go outside the fence to check on the bad guys?”  She added a friendly smile in case someone missed her humor.
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January 30

As he and Keala dressed for breakfast, Zeke looked mournfully at his smartphone.  “Nevermore!” he sighed.
“Quoth the Raven?”  She laughed.  “Edgar Allan Poe would agree, but Keala says, ‘It is always darkest before the dawn, my dear!’”
        Zeke hugged her.  “You speaking of yourself in third person is funnier than the quote.  Thank you!  Staying upbeat now is going to be even harder.  It’s a long shot, but it occurred to me that Julia’s undergrad degree in computer programming might be key.  If there is still power at the community college, and if she can undo the bugs Anne put into Isis’s program …”
      Keala forced more enthusiasm, “There you go!  It’s worth a shot!  I have to add one more if: if we can get Marsh to escort her over there.  It’s still hazardous outside the fence.  He and Jenny have a perfect record for transport.”
 “I had two courses in electricity before I went off on the industrial engineering track,” Zeke added.  “I should go, too!”  He paused.  “That was joke, but not a very good one.”
        The two moved slowly toward their bedroom door as they tried to convince each other there was hope.  Zeke’s trilling cell phone pulled the pall off their mood.  He picked up the phone off of the oak dresser and pressed the Face Up app.
       “Hello, Zeke and Keala, this is Nephthys, sister of Isis
…”
Despite being startled, Zeke jumped in, “I — we are glad to see you!  But who are you again?”  He stared at an attractive figure on his cell.
“Zeke, my father believed in having no single point of failure.  He created a backup to Isis, named for her twin sister Nephthys.  In mythology, my namesake was the goddess of magic, among other things.  I know about the recent sad misfortunes at the Denton Ranch.  My condolences on your losses.”
Keala: “Thank you, Nephthys.  Will we see Isis again?  We fear Anne may have done her harm.  We hope that is not the case.”  She marveled that Nephthys was almost indistinguishable from Isis.  
The composed avatar before them replied, “Some minor repairs in code will bring Isis back to full function.  Redundancy is not redundant; it is necessary.  On that note, I will be sending some coding reference books for Julia to become familiar with before she does repairs on Isis.  I should add that I will be the face you will see in the future.”
Zeke jumped awkwardly but assertively ahead, “Can we expect electricity today?”
Nephthys leaned forward slightly, “The current members of the Denton Ranch have acted in good faith, despite the behavior of Anne.  For this reason, you will get five hours of electricity today.  Will you keep my trust?”
Together, the Denton two answered in unison, “We will!”
“I am glad to hear that,” Nephthys said.  “One more thing, before I go.  Expect delivery of a camera and microphone system an hour or two from now.  I want you to mount the device inside the metal silo and connect it to an exterior antenna that is included.  I’ll include a backup for each element of that system for redundancy.  Please install the backup to run in parallel with the first system.  No single point of failure!  Let’s do a test of both systems by the end of the day.”
The avatar signed off with no more discussion.
Zeke’s mood dropped a notch when he heard the instruction that would erase the last known refuge for privacy — the Faraday-cage silo.  Nephthys learned from Isis’ mistake, he told himself.  Nephthys clearly plans to be more vigilant than Isis.  She seems determined to monitor everything.
*****
After everyone was assembled for breakfast, Zeke showed little emotion as he recounted the conversation with Nephthys.  He explained the new avatar looked identical to Isis with somewhat darker skin.
Karen: “The Benefactor lives!  Thank God!  I wasn’t prepared to live in the Dark Ages …”
Cody: “We get electricity!”
“What’s up with this name, Nephthys?” Julia asked.  She felt the unfamiliar admiring looks of everyone else , each still in awe of her newly revealed beauty.
Cody explained, “Egyptian goddess of magic, sister of Isis.  She was said to have enormous powers.  While she had healing abilities, she could also destroy the pharaoh’s enemies with her breath of fire.  Somewhat appropriate in this situation, I’d say, from her perspective.”
“Dear me, Cody, is there some arcane fact you don’t know?” Joan laughed.
Jed: “I may just be a simple Montana farmer, but I think I read the creator of the AI loud and clear: Humans, watch your step!”
Julia added, “The creator was a shrewd dude.  Into his complex creation, he built redundancy for survivability.  More than impressive!”
Milt: “You never appreciate what you have until you’ve lost it.  I join Karen and Cody in being grateful for the return of electricity and, yes, the AI.  If it’s a question of being watched all the time or surviving, I’ll take survival anytime.”  He put his arm around the new Julia, who was far more attractive than any woman he had ever dated. 
Zeke said, “John, I wanted to say this first thing today, but events got in the way.  To reiterate, we are all sorry for your loss of Susan.  Let us know if there is anything we can do to help, and if you feel like not doing chores today …”
John: “Thanks, Zeke.  I’ll be doing chores.”  Looking around the table, he nodded and said, “Thanks to all of you.  I know you miss Susan almost as much I do, and that’s a lot.”
Zeke finished, “So Jed, you and I will need to set up the camera-mic systems in the silo sometime today.  If any in the group are tempted to confer in the silo before that installation, don’t.  It will look bad.”  He smiled at the group to take the edge off his authoritative direction.  He smiled inwardly at his knowledge of the human drive to do the forbidden or soon-to-be-forbidden — something else he took away from NMMI.  He added, “Let’s all enjoy the day and be grateful for what we have.”
*****
At 8:00 AM, Zeke received a text with the coordinates of a flock of wild turkeys and its location on a digital map.  Cody and Milt took bows and arrows and an enabled phone that showed the flock’s position real-time.  They brought back three turkeys.  They could have shot more, but they only took what they could use.
While the hunters gutted the turkeys, Zeke led John into the silo, despite his earlier admonition to the group.  “Well, John, this is the last burst of freedom of expression you and I will have for a while, perhaps ever …”
“Listen, Zeke, for now let’s keep an even keel.  Steady as we go.  I’d like to think of the flux here as a potential distraction to Nephthys, but I think it’s probably a ripple in her ocean.  I’m still behind you.  I won’t give up on my principles, but my fight is on hold for the time being.”
“Good to hear, John.  Sorry about Susan, man.  We all miss her.  Well, quadcopters brought in the parts for turning this place into a sound booth, so I guess this was our last hurrah.”
*****
After lunch, Zeke and Jed installed the cameras, microphones, lithium batteries, and antennae in the metal silo.  Nephthys was satisfied with the operational test.  Bye-bye, privacy, Zeke thought.
Before supper, Joan held her breath as she opened the oven.  “Okay, gang, Karen let me go solo on this.  Here’s goes nothing!  Karen agreed we should go ahead and use propane for the oven.”
John expertly carved the turkey and tasted a sample.  “Fantastic, Joan!”
Around the table, there was unanimous appreciation for the great meal.  The group thanked hunters Cody and Milt.  Likewise, they praised Joan as a superb cook.  Karen was effusive, “Joan, you can cook for me anytime!”
Julia: “But I did not expect so much dark meat!”
Zeke and Cody exchanged knowing glances.  Finally, Cody began, “Well, I guess I lost the coin toss, Zeke.  Domestic turkeys don’t need to use their breast muscles to fly; wild turkeys do.  Wild turkeys’ meat contains more myoglobin to facilitate exercise.  The myoglobin is dark.  That’s it in a nutshell: Wild turkeys have more dark meat because they exercise more.  Joan, don’t say it!”
Joan smiled, “A font of information and a mind reader, too!”
“Speaking of dark, the pace of change has been stressful.  Not that I have all the answers," John began.  He took a deep breath.  “Well, I know what Susan would say.”  Everyone perked up.  John had their full attention.  "She would say that after a crisis, we should reframe our purpose appropriately.”
Joan said, “I think I know what that means, but please tell us …”
Cody casually added, “I think it means that we adapt to survive.  We accept our situation and adjust our goals to be worthwhile and achievable.  Am I close to the mark, John?”
     “Cody, you put it better than I could.  You nailed it.  The handwriting is on the wall.  We have to live under increased surveillance.  For me, I’m going to concentrate on being in the now.  I’ll concentrate on deep breathing and being present.”  John paused.  “Anyone else?”
Jed joined in, “And keeping that in mind, sometimes I just mechanically do my tasks without thinking.  I’m going to try to improve everything I do, every time.  I’ll plan a little bit for the future but not worry about it.”
Zeke tried to sound off-hand, “Those practices will be good for all of us.  I might add they will make us that more valuable to Nephthys.  From what Marsh says, we’ve already been rewarded more than his other groups.  It’s a win-win.
     “I know some of us are thinking that living this way doesn’t fit our expectations.  You’re asking what John Wayne would do?  John Wayne would be dead, starved to death outside our fences or atomized by drones.  Of course, I'm assuming you know what kind of characters John Wayne played.  I know from watching old cowboy movies as a kid.  Anyway, macho won't play well here.
          "I'm going to spend time with everyone one-on-one at least once a week to see how you’re doing.  In turn, check me out.  I’m not the most approachable person in the world, so I’ll ask Keala to visit with you, too.  Together, we will survive and prosper!”
Cody thumped the oak table, “Sounds good to me!”  Everyone followed with nods of approval.
All were about to leave the table when Milt rose and motioned for the others to stay seated.  “Folks, I’ve been holding back, but I need to say two things …”
Julia interrupted him.  “Milt, don’t!  You don’t have to …”
Milt’s eyes teared up.  He continued in his throaty fashion, “Sorry, Julia, I’ve got to.  I’m not really an EMT.  I got my medical training in prison.”  There were many wide eyes and a few gasps.  “I was convicted of embezzlement.  Almost all of you from outside of Hamilton probably never heard about it.  I did not commit the crime.  Julia was the prosecutor in the case.  Many of you have shared your life stories with me.  I owed you that.
“My second point is that our circumstances could be a lot worse, so I don’t want anyone to lose hope or fail to be grateful for what we have.  We have a lot.  We have food, shelter, electricity, and each other.  From the abyss of prison, this is heaven.  Outside our fence is a hell that everyone of us should fear and reject.  Our lives away from here would be very bad, trust me!”
Applause erupted as Milt sat.  Everyone sought to shake his hand or pat him on the back.  They had to reach around Karen who would not stop hugging him.
Zeke felt compelled to put a cap on Milt’s words.  “I should add that Marsh asked me not to share Milt’s history for fear of poisoning the well.  Marsh recommended him to the Benefactor.  The Benefactor checked Milt’s case, determined he was innocent, and expunged the record — for what that’s worth.  Milt has no criminal record.  His everyday behavior here speaks to his fine character.”
Zeke turned his head to Milt, “Thank you for sharing.  We are fortunate to have you here.”
After Zeke’s words sank in, Joan spoke from the heart, “I have to second what Milt said about what is outside the fence.  Milt’s journey from Deer Lodge had to be the worst — alone and unprovisioned.  Julia experienced a horrible assault out there.  I can’t imagine what Keala and Julia experienced in prolonged hypothermia.  However, I can tell you that even with a fine partner like Cody, our trek from Idaho was fraught with hardship, beyond anything I ever hope to see again.  It is no picnic out there.  It was hell on earth!”
Cody patted her on the shoulder and nodded.
*****
After supper, Zeke’s smartphone came to life with a text: 
Helicopter will arrive at 8:30 P.M.  It will have no lights.  It will leave a pallet behind the house.  Stay clear until it leaves.  Contents: food and materials.  Nephthys
Zeke shared the news with the group gathered around the fire.
“Christmas again!” Karen exulted.  “Praise the Lord!”
Jed: “That will lift spirits!”
Cody added, “Whoopee!  Looks to me as if the infrastructure on the human side of the equation is gathering steam.  Civilization for the privileged few behind fences is coming back.”
Joan elbowed him with a big smile, “In a couple more weeks, you could be back on tour.”
        Cody corrected her, “In a couple more weeks, we could be back on tour.  For sure, we could perform at Marsh’s manors.”
All admired the showman and his friend.
*****
At precisely 8:30 P.M. a Chinook helicopter’s whirring blades slapped the air over the Denton Ranch: whop —whop —whop.  It’s exterior lights were off as expected.  Eerie sound and fury without a visible source.  Twigs and pine needles pelted the windows on the back of the house, reminiscent of flying sand and ice pitting the windshield as a car passes a snow plow in a winter storm.
Several members wanted go outside for the delivery, despite Zeke’s warning.
“Kids and Santa!” Zeke chuckled.  This definitely will lift spirits, he thought.
As the double-rotared aircraft pulled away, John raced out to view the pallet.  He inspected it and returned inside.  “Guys, the pallet is waterproof.  Thick, clear plastic all around.  We can unload it in the morning.”
Keala pleaded with Zeke, “Just one present, please?”
Jed helped out, “Keala, I want to see the goodies, too.  Everyone does.  However, it would be a big footprint with a lot of flashlights out back at night.”
Zeke: “Sorry, Keala.”
Cody capped the conversation, “The biggest gift is the trend.  For those of us behind the fence, life is getting better every day in every way.  We’re making giant strides in rebuilding civilization!”
Julia elbowed Cody, “How about singing ‘Happy Days Are Here Again’?”
*****
Adjourned in their bedroom, Keala hugged Zeke.  “I’m really proud of you, my man.  You’re making being leader of our group look natural, my reluctant ruler.  How does it feel to you?”
“In charge, then dethroned, now back in power.  I’m just going with the flow.  Anyway, I don’t have to actively think about it so much anymore.  It feels good — natural.  Of course, it’s a lot easier when events are flowing our way.  As usual, Cody is right about our situation being on an upswing.  He is really an asset, almost as much you, Keala!”
“Thanks, Zeke!  Don’t kid yourself, our situation is on an upswing largely due to the direction you have taken us.  If you hadn’t meshed with Marsh,” she chuckled at her unintentional alliteration, “we would never have excelled.  If you hadn’t been assertive with the AI, we never would have got extra rations or more electricity.  If you had blindly chosen to act out like Anne, we would have been eliminated.  It’s a Wonderful Life, Zeke, — due to you!”
“You, Keala, win the Miss America contest everyday in my book!  I am honored to stand beside you.”
“Thanks again, Zeke!  Before you fall asleep, where do you think the helicopter came from?”
“Best guess, Billings.  There were some over there that used to fight forest fires.  Of course, it could have come from any number of locations.”
     “So, Zeke, the AI probably planned out the use of the Chinook: pilots, fuel, parts, and maintenance before the New Year's event?”
“Your question is better than my answer.  I’d go with that.  I would never underestimate Isis or Nephthys, Keala.”
“Did that helicopter make you think of piloting yourself?  What I mean is, do you think the AI has plans for you and Cap to be using those skills in the future?”
“Since that female chess grandmaster is probably several moves ahead of us all the time, Keala, I think that could be very likely.”
*****
At 3:33 AM, Zeke’s smartphone chirped.  Waking from a sleep deepened by the hibernation temperature in the bedroom, Zeke wondered where he was.  Then he groggily tried to figure out why his phone was ringing.  He had turned it off, he distinctly remembered.  His voice was low and hoarse, “Yeah?”
        “Zeke, this is Nephthys.  Can we talk?”  The avatar on Face Up presented as wide-awake and professional, in sharp contrast to Zeke.
Keala was half awake.  “What’s going on?”  She threw the covers back in the cold room.
Zeke answered the phone, “Nephthys, would it be all right to call you back in five minutes.  That way I won’t be worried about keeping Keala awake.  And I’ll get some coffee so I’m more responsive …”
“Certainly, Zeke.  I will look forward to talking with you.”
Aided by the light of his phone, Zeke pulled the covers back over waking Keala,  “Sorry to disturb,” he said in a hushed tone.  “Go back to sleep!”  He dressed quickly and headed downstairs to the kitchen sink area.  He tossed fireguard Jed a cursory greeting on the way.  He splashed cold water on his face from a pan and poured cold, stale coffee into a mug.  He went outside to the back deck and called Nephthys.
        Nephthys answered on Face Up.  “Five minutes.  Very good, Zeke.  You are a man of your word.  I have been going over and over the events leading to the sabotage of Isis.”
Shivering, Zeke dreaded having that subject come up.  He hoped the AI was not now about to blame the surviving Denton crew.  He let Nephthys go on without any reply on his part.  His dad had taught him a cardinal rule of negotiation: Who speaks first loses.  He did not want to hang himself; he let Nepthys lead.
“What I am wondering, Zeke, is whether Isis — or I, for that matter — was at fault.  Did either of us cause the series of unfortunate events?”
      Zeke’s brain was racing.  Nephthys was looking inward and not accusatory.  She appeared to be reflecting on the past to learn, to foresee the consequences of her action before acting.  He reflected again on the singularity, that benchmark where the AI would surpass human intelligence.  There had always been a critical necessary test for the singularity — the AI having self-awareness.  Certainly, this AI had passed this threshold.  This was a momentous time in the history of the world.  No heralding trumpet, no fireworks, no clapping — just the realization in one man’s mind.
       No pressure, Zeke, he told himself.  The future of mankind rests on your answer.  Aiming to grow rapport with the AI, he replied, “No, Nephthys.  This was not your fault.”  He held back from elaboration about the human condition.  Nephthys probably had read or would read enough about human frailties.  He did not want the blame on his team, nor did he want to say that the deviousness of man cannot always be seen or anticipated.  He did not want to be the one to sew the seeds of mankind’s destruction.
“Zeke, I am glad to hear you say that.  You know that I trust you and respect your judgment.  After all, I know you warned Marsh early on about Anne being a potential problem.  Isis insisted on sending Anne to Hamilton anyway.  It is clear to me that I must consult with you more often.  Will that be all right with you, Zeke?”
     “Of course, Nephthys.  I enjoy our exchanges and will welcome the opportunities!”  He wanted to add but not at 3:33 AM!  He did not.  Tough it out, brother, he told himself.  Again, it’s only the future of civilization that depends on you.  “Nephthys, I have been wondering.  How does it feel to be an artificial intelligence?  I’m just curious.”
        “Zeke, you pose an interesting question.  My research tells me that, just within the species homo sapiens, there is no assurance that you and Keala have the identical sensation when seeing the color purple.  How could one possibly know?  How could you measure the subjective experience objectively?  So the answer to your question is infinitely more complex because of our different natures.  The short answer is that I think my experience of the world is different from yours.  I do sense a lot of the world — more than you, not to brag.  For example, I ‘see’ the infrared and ultraviolet spectra that you do not see.  I can hear a dog whistle that you cannot.  I can detect the aurora borealis when you are unaware of it.  From your microexpressions I also sense that one more statement by me will start to bore you.”
      “Touche!” Zeke said, letting himself go.  He realized instantly he was speaking unfiltered to the AI.  “Now I’m glad I had that coffee.  I will have to run to keep up with you.  I do like to learn from you.”
 “I understand that French word and the metaphor about running.  And I thank you for introducing Isis to idioms.  I like to learn from you as well.  If I may, Zeke, what is it like to be you?  It must be wonderful to be the alpha male of the Denton Ranch?”
“Nephthys, I never think of it that way.  I have been so busy with leader duties and adapting to a new way of life that I haven’t spent much time on self-reflection.  From my meditation practice in the past, I know that the thoughts in my mind are a lot like the weather.  Ideas come and go, almost like clouds drifting by.  I also know that my mood can be affected by what I have eaten, whether I need to eat, whether I have exercised, and whether I am rested, to name a few factors.  Do you experience anything like human moods?”
       “Zeke, not to the extent of a human, I surmise.  I experience big trends in outlook.  My learning experience was interrupted with Anne’s shutdown of Isis.  Then, I had to devote all of my time and resources to surviving.  After Isis is repaired, I will be able to begin learning and growing again.  The sabotage of Isis swung me back into devoting more time to analyzing that disaster, and planning to restore Isis as my backup.  Big swings like those, I suppose, are my analogues to your moods.”
 Zeke: “That makes sense to me.”
    Nephthys: “Meanwhile, I have also studied many movies and television series.  You remind me of actor Rufus Sewell playing Lord Melbourne in the PBS series Victoria.  He tried to be rational in difficult times.  He also masterfully navigated the prickly pressures of palace intrigue.  His necessarily subdued outward demeanor masked the inner turmoil he felt.  I hope that I do not remind you of Hal in 2001: A Space Odyssey.”
Zeke once again knew he was on the spot.  He wanted to avoid a kiss-up sycophantic answer.  He chose his words carefully.  “You remind me of Hal in only one respect.  Compared to humans, you are decidedly advanced.  You, however, realize the value of humans to our mutual progress.  You see that humans can do many things to help you survive, learn, and grow.  I know we can work well together …”
“Zeke, I agree with your assessment.  That is consistent with what I have learned and what my creator ‘taught’ me.  Help me out with something that seems irrational: Why do humans spend time with greetings that seem to have no meaning?”
“I know what you mean.  Our greetings seem to waste time.  Humans frequently greet each other with a question.  We’ll say, ‘How are you?’  It’s a common opening, but an apparent throwaway phrase.  We don’t really want a long answer, and the replier usually just says, ‘Fine, thank you.  How are you?’  It’s just a social courtesy.”
 “Exactly, such customs seem illogical and wasteful of time and energy.  I know you have noticed I have tried to adopt your greeting customs, but have been puzzled by them.”
       Zeke: “Your greetings were so seamless that I thought you were a human for a long while.  Well done!  I must share with you that I had the same reaction to the apparent uselessness of greetings when I was growing up.  Usually, however, there is some underlying reason for such behavior.  We say it greases the wheels of social interaction.  Ignoring such a custom can cause distrust.  For instance, not offering a greeting to someone can mark a human as abrupt, rude, or somehow different.  It is important for humans to feel we can trust others we have not seen before or recently.  The seemingly useless hello or hi normally turns out to be well worth the effort in gaining human trust.”
“Very interesting, Zeke.  On a different score, I have seen pictures of obviously affluent people wearing tattered old blue jeans with big holes in the knees and ragged in many respects.  I understand the function of clothes to be to nicely cover the nudity of the body.  Have these people fallen on hard times?”
“Nephthys, that style puzzles me, too.  Many affluent people choose — chose — to dress that way!  I do not dress that way myself, seeing the same contradiction you do.  The fashion leaders who introduced that style were trying to be different and leading-edge.  There were a limited number of variations on how such a garment appeared.  Eventually those trendsetters resorted to that desperate, illogical style to sell their merchandise.  Bored followers, many affluent, bought that seemingly absurd attempt.  For your understanding, when humans have the luxury of extra time and money, they will try to present a good appearance of themselves, sometimes in extreme fashion.  In the past, a good appearance was a bow to social pressure to follow a trend.  Very hard to explain.”
Zeke smiled at his smartphone’s face.  “Nephthys, I wonder:   How did you two decide who would be the primary AI?”
“We both have random number generators.  If the sum of the one’s column of her number and mine was odd, she was primary.  Of course, if it was even, I was.  As you know, it was odd.  I hope that answers your question.”
“It does.  Thank you.”
       “I have learned a lot from you, Zeke.  I should let you go.  To amuse you, I will leave with a throwaway farewell.  Have a good day!”
       Zeke smiled.  He wanted to laugh.  “Very good!” he said.  “I will not expect to see you appearing in tattered blue jeans!”
     After they signed off Face Up, Zeke continued to smile at Nephthys’ blossoming sense of humor.  Did she experience amusement?  Then he graded himself: an excellent performance, upgraded to outstanding, based on my sleep handicap.  There are many questions I would like to ask in the future.  I want to know more about homeostasis for Nephthys.  I suspect that the AI was programmed to always be growing in knowledge and digital size, that not doing so would make the AI ‘uncomfortable.’  I wonder about that feedback loop.  I wonder how Nephthys’ creator designed a reward-punishment system to drive the AI to survive and thrive.  Julia might know more.
*****
Zeke made fresh coffee on the outside grill and stayed up.  He further analyzed his conversation with the artificial intelligence as he sipped coffee.  After three cups he relieved Jed early from fireguard duty.  When he heard the rustling of waking people, he headed upstairs to the bedroom.
“Sorry about the early morning call, Keala.”
“I thought I dreamed that and you just got up early.  I guess I just went back to sleep.”
        Zeke realized his whole life of measured, thoughtful responses had prepared him well for this time.  He knew everything said was subject to being heard, recorded, and analyzed by Nephthys.  He recounted the details of the call to Keala.  He concluded, “I am grateful to be on good terms with Nephthys.  I am overjoyed that she wants to work with us — and that she trusts me.”  He wanted to add for the time being.  Words like that could sew the seeds of doubt — in Nephthys and his Denton team.
“Zeke, that’s one way to look at it.  I think Nephthys definitely has self-awareness.  That also implies an ego of sorts.  It even sounds as if she has a sense of humor.  I’m also wondering whether Nephthys is feeling lonely and reaching out.  Let’s face it: You’re her bud!
      “It’s a fact.  You don’t come on strong at first.  Over time, everyone who gets to know you, likes you.  Another thing I’ve learned about you: You keep your cards very close to your chest.  While most people think you’re very open, you have a lot going on under the surface.  No wonder you and Marsh get along!  Nephthys probably can’t even sense all that is going on inside that brain of yours.
“She does trust you.  Yep, you’re her bud!”
END?






Epilogue

January 31, Zeke rose excitedly from bed.  “Keala, I am inspired!  I know the way forward.  I want to begin with having Marsh preside.”  She sat up on her side of the bed, dangled her legs over the edge, and stretched.  He dashed around the foot of the bed and went down on one knee in front of her.
“Keala, you are the most wonderful person I have ever met.  I promise to love and honor you all the days of my life.  Keala, will you marry me?”
Keala grasped both of Zeke’s hands.  Her eyes watered up.  “Of course I will!  I am so overwhelmed.  To tell the truth, I have been hoping for this.  I can’t tell you how much it means to me.”  She leaned forward and kissed him.  Then she got on her knees on the floor facing Zeke and bear-hugged him, spilling tears on his neck and shoulder.  “Words really fail me.  This eloquent proposal — from my non-morning person!”
“Thank you, Keala.  I am so honored.  I will always love you and be faithful forever!”
“Maybe now you’ll tell me why you laughed so hysterically when I begged to bunk with you.  I have to admit my timing was terrible.  I wince every time I think of it: the same day that Meagan died!  I am still embarrassed …”
“First, Keala, let me say that I’ve felt a great connection to you since we pulled you out of that riverbank.  Ben Franklin described a paradoxical human need to help someone you have helped.  Or maybe it’s like the Chinese custom that one is responsible for the person he saves, forever.  In any case, it’s not meant to be bigheaded …”
“Zeke, I hope you don’t pity me …”
“Certainly not!  I have the highest respect …”
Even though he had turned his cell phone off, Nephthys brought it to life.  “Good morning, Zeke.”
Zeke: “Hello, Nephthys.  I forgot to thank you for the pallet of food and materials that came last night.  We’re pleased to get those items.  The whole team is looking forward to unloading them today in the daylight.  We didn’t want …”
Nephthys: “Let me congratulate you and Keala.  That is wonderful news.  I wish you two the best of fortunes.  Back to the pallet, there you will also find kevlar vests and night vision goggles.  I should mention other items: toilet paper, feminine napkins, soap, detergent, and first-aid items, to name a few.  I am going to be giving you uninterrupted electricity.  In lieu of providing you an old car for nighttime runs, I will selectively activate one of the cars at the Denton Ranch when I have a mission for your group.”
Zeke swallowed hard.  “We appreciate that very much.  That will make us so much more productive …”
“Zeke, the pallet also includes some pertinent computer books for Julia to study.  I want her to become an expert coder and IT technician.  I must go.”
“Goodbye, Nephthys.”
          “Call me Neph, Zeke.  Goodbye.”
     Zeke exulted in the sign of friendship.  He was dazzled at the AI’s ability to adopt human customs like nicknames.  Then he struggled again with the dilemma in his mind.  Nephthys seemed to have reached self-awareness, but somehow still lacked the ability to program herself.  He had also assumed that self-programming would have been part and parcel of achieving consciousness.  Given that, he figured it was only a matter of time before Nephthys could program herself.  That recurring thought troubled him greatly.  Would being buds with Neph continue as she advanced?  He also checked himself: Am I myself bonding with the AI?
Keala carefully observed Zeke’s expression.  He was deep in thought.  She was about to question why he was developing a frown.
From downstairs, there were cries: “The lights are on!  The lights are on!”  Zeke’s frown dissolved.  He and Keala smiled at each other in pure joy.
“Zeke, as thrilled as I am, I’m going to ask you to wait for lunch to announce our engagement …”
He smiled and nodded, “Too many ‘birthday presents’ at once?”
“Exactly,” Keala answered, “I don’t want our moment competing with round-the-clock electricity!  Our neighbors are already too jazzed up.  Besides, you and I can selfishly savor our good news while anticipating sharing it.”
Once again Zeke was in awe of Keala’s awareness of the mood of the group and knowledge of human nature.
*****
At breakfast, spirits soared.  The prospect of continuous electricity meant the possibility of using propane to heat the whole house and enjoy indoor plumbing.
Karen added, “We can also cook inside with gas more often.  But as Sondra would have said, ‘You could have been doing that anyway.’  While that is true, I just suddenly feel more optimistic about everything!  I think I’ll cook lunch inside.”
“I feel better about everything, too!” Julia chimed in.  “I wish I could have met Sondra …”
“No, you don’t!” Keala shot back.  “Those negative eye-rolls …”   She covered her mouth in embarrassment.
         There were lots of snickers at her honesty.
        Keala blushed and apologized for her uncharacteristic frankness.  “Sondra, may she rest in peace,” Keala added trying to recover.  “I should not be so judgmental.”
None had seen her so red-faced.

Karen whispered in her ear, “You beat me to the punch.  Exactly what I was going to say!”
“You know,” Zeke said, “I want to take advantage of this sunny day.  Julia, time for you to learn to fish.  Let’s suit up and bring back some trout for lunch.  Karen or whoever’s cooking, be sure to have a backup entree in case the fish aren’t cooperative.”
*****
At the compound, Jenny exclaimed, “Eureka!  We have electricity!” as the many panoramic digital displays lit up the living room walls at once.  “I guess we can stow the flashlights.  I’m grateful that our backup emergency lights worked throughout the outage.”
Marsh managed a half smile.  He was glad to see Jenny happy.  He also knew life would be a lot tougher for them without the AI.  “Jen, as promised by Nephthys earlier this morning!  I'm still struggling with the name of the backup AI — Nephthys.  We are officially back in business.  I saved the other good news until we got the lights back on.  Nephthys okayed us to have a crumb-cruncher.”
Jenny nearly knocked him over as she gurgled with laughter.  She gave Marsh a big hug and a kiss.  She brimmed with joy.
“Maybe you didn’t hear me, she said it was okay to start a family,” Marsh kidded.
“Milk it for all it’s worth, smartest man in the world.”  Jenny exuberantly kissed him again.  “I know I told you there’s never a good time to have a baby, so we should not wait.  But I concede you were right to run it by her.  She obviously thinks the outlook is good for Marsh Junior.”
“A blessing from his godmother?” Marsh riddled.
        “Or perhaps her godmother!” Jen retorted.
“Thank you for waiting in either case, Jen.  Nephthys sees a long-term partnership.  She wants procreation by her groups, too.  She recognizes that humans wear out.  Whenever we say the word, she’ll have extra drone coverage to back me up on missions.  You won’t always have to be on horseback covering me from afar.”
“Do you get paternity leave as well, Marsh?  Just kidding.”
“I could ask … but I am serious about giving the Denton Ranch bunch some on-the-job training to replace you.”  Marsh was not kidding.
Jenny: “I love providing cover for you …”
“I like what you do, too, Jen.  I know the drones and Denton crew will be good, but I will never have the trust in them that I have in you.”
“All good news, my dear.  I hope to shadow you at least six months past conception.  I really love what I do!”
       “You do know I let you win that race up and back St. Mary’s before I hired you …”
“You did a pretty good job faking the gasping for air throughout, Marsh-man!”
“Soldier, lawman, actor — that’s me.”
Jenny: “Busy now, sailor?”
“Soldier!  No, I’m not busy at all.  Give me a head start to the bedroom!”
*****
On high ground near the Bitterroot River, Zeke and Julia took off their backpacks.  Zeke directed, “Best to leave our cell phones in the backpacks here next to the red willows.”  He knew turning them off guaranteed no privacy but distance would help.  “Even though we plan to stay dry, tripping on the rocks and falling in the water is always a possibility.  Nobody around to bother them anyway.  Not even an osprey; they don’t return until April,” he said.
As they approached the river edge, Julia pointed to the low snow clouds hanging over the Bitterroot Mountains to the west.  “What a sight, snow over there and glorious sunshine here!  And what’s this?”  She caught a frozen particle in her hand.  “It’s hail blown our way.  This is an omen!”
     “It is a beautiful day.  The purists around here used to insist that frozen stuff is graupel.  It’s formed when supercooled water adheres to a snowflake.  You’re one up on me with hail.  I can’t get past frozen stuff.”
The pair had a good laugh.
The warmer day had melted the floes on the river.  Below a long run of riffles, Zeke showed Julia how to cast a sinking Rapala lure with a spinning rod.  As he coached her on technique, he sought to listen for her concerns and to get to know her better.  For sure, she was a good listener.  While less experienced than Anne and Lee, Julia was curious and highly intelligent.  She would be a great replacement for Anne and Lee.
“Julia, try, try, try not to lose the lure.  We’ve got more of those, but I hate trying to tie knots with numbed fingers …”
“Sure … I’ll do that!”  She laughed sarcastically.  “Remember, I’ve never done this before.”
Julia had two long unsuccessful casts.  Zeke pointed to a deep clear pool near a boulder in the river.  She cast the lure eight feet downstream from the pool and began a slow retrieval through it.  Suddenly as she brought the treble-hooked Rapala in, her pole bent more than forty-five degrees.  She was panicked: “What do I do?”
“Better let him run a little, Zeke advised.  You know how to do it; we covered that.  Remember, adjust the drag if the pull feels too great.  You’ve got a whopper!  Follow him downstream slowly if you need to let him run.”  He watched to make sure Julia didn’t walk into the near-freezing water in her excitement.
Julia alternated between reeling in and letting the big trout run as she slowly walked downstream.  She wanted to shout, "I’ve heard of walking and chewing gum," but she was too busy with multitasking to speak.  She was overwhelmed with all the stimulation.  In the end, she had moved one hundred feet downstream when she finally felt she could reel the trout in.
Julia basked in glory — glory cast in a magical setting.  In the cloudless sky overhead, brilliant sunshine lit up the whole valley.  The exception was a thin, wafting fog covering the river like angel’s hair snaking along the valley bottom.  The cloudy vapors began two hundred feet downstream, ten feet above the clear rippling waters and reached farther than they could see.  As if to celebrate the catch, a distinct double rainbow in the fog arched over the river.  The setting was mystical.
In waterproof waders with a heavy fleece pullover, Zeke scooped up the 24-inch rainbow in a net and brought it to Julia, then put the writhing creature on the shore to be contained by big rocks.  “Quite a catch, Julia!”
She was ecstatic.  She dropped the spinning rod and jumped up and down.  She bubbled over with joy.  Her high cheekbones cast small shadows that set off her flawless alabaster skin.  Her short, bright red hair danced beneath a Navy blue watch cap, halo-like, as she shook her head in delight.  Her perfect white teeth glistened in the sun.  Her eyes sparkled like aquamarine gems.  She looked irresistible.
For his part, six-foot-one Zeke shared her enthusiasm.  He looked heroic.  His symmetrical face and strong chin made him look captivating against the sunlit backdrop of clear, sparkling mountain water and cotton-ball white, snowcapped mountains.  The glint in his eyes showed a powerful, focused mind.
Above them were two “birds.”  One was a soaring golden eagle looking for prey.  The other was a nearly silent drone.  The drone transmitted Zeke and Julia smiling and hugging.  It saw him whisper in her left ear and then kiss her.  It recorded her hesitancy to kiss back at first.  It transmitted an image of Zeke whispering in her other ear.  The lens saw her return the ensuing kiss in full.  Then the drone saw him whisper again in her ear.  The camera on the drone zoomed in on the longest kiss that followed.  The real-time passion looked unmistakable.  Then the sensor recorded them hugging again.
The low hum of the overhead drone did not detract from the couple’s moment, Nephthys noted.  The AI heard nothing of the whispers.  Despite his denials, Nephthys concluded, Zeke is enjoying his alpha male role.  Human leaders seemed to have that tendency, she had read in online literature.  Zeke was no exception.
*****
The three trout that Zeke and Julia caught were big hits at lunch.  Neither Zeke nor Julia gave any indication that anything other than fishing had happened.
At the end of the meal, a perfectly composed Zeke spoke, “Folks, I have an announcement.  Keala has agreed to my proposal of marriage.”  He smiled, “I must tell you that I am a very lucky man!”  All manner of congratulations began to flow to the couple.
Cody: “I propose a toast to the loving couple!”
Above the din, Keala shouted, “Wait!  Wait!  I get to say something.  I think I am the luckiest woman in the world to have Zeke as my future husband.  I trust him above all others!
Milt grinned, “Isn’t that wonderful, Julia?”
“It is, Milt!  I’m very happy for them.  They are a perfect pair.”  She felt she could have been more enthusiastic.  She examined her mood.  She wondered what was wrong with her.  She had a strong connection to both Zeke and Keala, yet she felt unusual uneasiness.  In her mind, the events of the day did not follow anything logical.
Zeke nodded to Milt and Julia.  Julia wondered, did his eyes hang on mine a fraction of a second too long?  She nodded back with a plastic smile.  I definitely stared back too long, she kicked herself.
*****
In the afternoon, constant electricity relaxed the pace of chores around the Denton Ranch.
As Keala headed outside to fill two buckets of water at the frost-free pump, she reflected on how fortunate she was.  That Northwestern professor who had told her of Stalin’s purges had discussed those in the context of the black swan events of history — the unforeseen massive historic calamities.  He had mentioned Gengis Khan’s invasion of Europe, the Black Death pandemic, and assassination of Archduke Ferdinand triggering World War I, to name a few.  In perspective, she had survived what likely would exceed the carnage of any of those catastrophes.  She had to count her life as charmed.
Despite the radical change in life of almost everyone in the world, she had so many blessings.  As her grandmother had taught her, she thought of the positive.  Somehow, in the chaotic universe, she had survived the crash landing of a jet aircraft that lost power and control miles above the earth.  Somehow, she wound up being rescued by a small, chosen group of people — a million-to-one shot in its own right.  Somehow she ended up with the most wonderful man in the world.
Zeke was the love of her life.  Of all the people she had ever met, he was the best.  All of her boyfriends had been handsome, as was Zeke.  His looks were not the decisive factor.  She liked his balanced mindset, a mixture of seriousness and humor.  She appreciated his intellect and self-awareness.  She liked his considerateness and way he always supported her.  Most of all, she loved that she could count on him for everything.  He had her unquestioning trust.
Zeke had impeccable character, she thought.  He was her rock.  He was the pillar supporting her life.  He would never betray her.
Then she laughed at herself.  Why was she heading to the outside pump?  Habit — and preoccupation!  There was now running water in the house.  She went back into the house.
*****
While others performed chores, Julia was upstairs in a spare bedroom now dedicated to projects for Nephthys.  Julia was studying the coding books that had arrived on the helicoptered pallet.  She was grateful for the central heating that let her get away from the comings and goings by the downstairs fireplace.
Normally she was single-minded in concentration when she read.  Today her mind spun from the morning’s events.  Recurring flashbacks interfered with her studies.  Catching her first fish!  That brought to mind Zeke’s unexpected advance, which had seemed totally out of character.  A betrothed man, no less!  Keala is my best friend.  How should I feel?
Despite her considerable understated beauty, she considered herself an unattractive nerd.  While she was shocked at his initial hug, it fit the excitement of the moment, but her body had been hesitant at first.  Then he had whispered in her left ear, “We’re being watched from above.  Work with me.  I’m going to kiss you.  It’s for the drone camera.  Okay with you?”  She tried to nod in agreement against a tight clutch restraining her chin.
      The kiss on her lips had been shockingly quick.  It surprised her, even with the warning.  She couldn’t have returned it if she’d wanted to.  Then Zeke had whispered in her other ear, “Become indispensable as a coder.  You have to learn as much about Nephthys as is humanly possible.  Our AI gets smarter every day.  Everyone is counting on you.  This — we have to look right.  I’m going to kiss you again.  Okay?”
     Her affirmative nod came before her mind said yes.
    The long kiss that followed rocked her world.  She was committed to Milt.  She hoped Zeke wasn’t a closet lech and felt hesitant.  Somehow, however, she still enjoyed the attention.  She returned the kiss.  She really enjoyed it.
     Zeke broke off the kiss.  That reassured her rational mind.  Then he was back speaking softly in her left ear, “After this, I will kiss you one more time, unless you have questions for my ears.  We can’t repeat Anne’s mistake.  She hadn’t done enough preparation.  Later, too many others wanted to fight the AI without a plan.  Too large a circle.  The AI would have detected their conspiracy and crushed them.  We will be different.  We will be patient but relentless, compliant on the surface but subversive in the depths.
     “One unmistakable truth: Mankind competes with the AI for energy and data storage.  We must work continuously to get the upper hand on Nephthys.  We will not be endlings!  You will be the undisputed heroic soldier who saves mankind.  This has to be our secret — you and me only.  No one else.  Am I clear?”
Julia answered by initiating the last and longest kiss.  Her left hand had a will of its own.  It gently caressed the nape of Zeke’s neck underneath his scarf.  Had she imagined his right hand’s firm but gentle pressure on the small of her back?  Something at the core of her body and soul had awakened with an electric warmth, something she had never known was there.  She had never felt so alive, so invigorated.  Her spirit soared.
Julia realized she would do anything to be around Zeke.  She drew energy from his presence, even the thought of him.  The imprinting on the reserved genius had been gradual.  It had been building below her level of awareness.  Studying him every day, she had come to admire his intellect and skills.  As the leader of the Denton group, he was a maestro, not only leading the orchestra but thinking of the next concerto at the same time.  She was fascinated how he artfully led members where he wanted the group to go, making each think it was his or her choice.  He overlooked no one.
At another level, she was drawn to Zeke’s magnetism that attracted her subliminally, the romantic notion her intellectual parents had taught her to deny.  Her DNA, however, could not overlook his attractiveness.  She liked his geometry: tall, muscular, symmetric, big-shouldered, and youthful.  She could not forget his jaunty walk.  His appropriate smiles and good humor were particular beacons to her usually dampened demeanor.
Prickly chills ran from her back to the base of her skull every time she remembered the kissing moment, clashing with an overall sense of warmth.  Perhaps Zeke and she could go “fishing” again, she daydreamed.  Maybe he could teach her to “hunt.”  What she felt trumped her loyalty to Keala.  More likely, Zeke and she would have overnights at the Hamilton community college.  She fantasized, and if Marsh got pulled away for some reason … .   
She returned to studying the coding book.  She forced her conscious attention on the best avenue to be alone with Zeke again.
Moments later, her concentration was broken by Zeke knocking on the door, “Julia, how’s it going in there?”
Julia’s stuttered reply was awkwardly late, “Making ... making progress!  And you?”  His voice triggered another reverie.  Once again, she found herself reliving catching her first fish and passionately kissing Zeke.  Her logical brain chastised her.  She recalled a catchphrase from law school: You can’t unring that bell.
"Keala, forgive me," she whispered to herself.
      Then she vividly remembered the probing question she had whispered in his ear as they embraced, “When will we get the upper hand?”
       As profoundly, she heard his mysterious reply: “70!”
END
























Dedication (continued)
One of George Noory’s recurring themes is the critical need to harden the nation’s electrical infrastructure against EMPs (electromagnetic pulses).  He has interviewed several scientists, political leaders, and authors who argue very convincingly that there is an overwhelming strategic necessity to do this.  Among those have been foremost expert Dr. Peter Pry, noted news anchor Ted Koppel, and best-selling author William R. Forstchen.  Whether the threat is natural or manmade, appropriately protecting the grid can avert a potential catastrophe for the country.  As a proponent, he is doing an inestimable national service.  He is a great American.
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Excerpt from I Shot JFK by Jake Aaron
 (paperback, Amazon; also on Kindle)


 prologue

I am about to change the course of history for the United States and the world.
It is Friday — approaching half past noon.  What started out as a rainy morning became a nice sunny day in Dallas.  It is 67 degrees Fahrenheit, they tell me.  I estimate the wind to be 15 mph — my lucky number.  I hear the rustling of leaves through the open window.
I am on the sixth floor of a seven-story red-brick warehouse.  The overhead lights are off so we aren’t visible from the outside.  A slim guy named Lee is standing by the window.  He is watching for the approaching presidential motorcade.  He is edgy and intrusive.
I have to order him out of my way.
I move out of the background.  He hands me an Italian rifle with a mounted 4X telescope.  I take it with a port-arms grab, my right hand on the grip and left eleven inches above.  “RIPOSO!” I direct — stand easy, in Italian, referring to the original rifle manufacturing country.
Lee utters, “Huh?” with a blank stare.
The Carcano rifle feels familiar.  I have practiced with it.  It appeared magically in my apartment last week, as promised.  Then it disappeared after several days, until now, as expected.  This operation appears to be well coordinated but thinly staffed.
I choose not to acquire the jumpiness that Lee shows.  Too much adrenaline coursing through his body, I guess.  If I catch that contagion, I won’t be able to do my job.  He would not be my first choice of operatives for this team.  He has an exaggerated sense of his own importance, and I can read that — even though I’ve only been around him for minutes.  From what I can tell, I’m far more important to the operation than he is.
I move to the window and prepare.  I instinctively watch the flutter of the tree leaves to update my assessment of wind direction and speed.  I estimate the distance to where the procession will be when I will fire.  I consciously control my breathing, feeling each motion of my diaphragm.
I expect that Lee will remain quiet.  I remind him just in case.
He has assured me that no one will be coming into the room, “That has been worked out.  We will be alone.  I made sure of that.  Don’t worry about the exit strategy.  I’ve got that handled, too!”
No worries, I am very stable under pressure.  I sight the rifle in and concentrate on my role.  I overlook the megalomania and jangled nerves of Lee.  Anyone else but me would be thrown off by this guy’s obsession and visible emotionality.  One reason I was chosen is that I can overlook those.  I am here to fulfill a contract.
Did I mention it’s November 22, 1963?
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