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BREAKDOWN
Dark Road, Book One
 
Bruno Miller
 
Do you have what it takes to survive?
 
Ben Davis was prepared for disaster. He just didn’t know it would come so soon.
 
He and his teenage son, Joel, are miles deep in the backcountry of the San Juan Mountains when high-altitude nuclear electromagnetic detonations light up the pre-dawn sky. Ben, Joel, and their dog, Gunner, must make their way home—or whatever’s left of it—on foot.
 
Without the ability to communicate with his ex-wife in Maryland, Ben has no idea if Joel’s brother and sister are okay. The two decide they have no options but to head East. Before their journey begins, they venture into town to check Ben’s outdoor store for supplies and discover one of Joel’s classmates, Allie, alone and in desperate need of help.
 
When Ben realizes Allie’s flight attendant mother is most likely dead and her father lives in Pittsburgh, he knows he has to take her with them. Ben must use the skills he learned as an Army Ranger many years ago to survive the post-apocalyptic world they now live in.
 
Can he keep himself and two teenagers safe as they navigate the dark and dangerous road ahead?



 
 
For my sister, who encouraged me to write.



 
 
Chapter One
 
The morning was already well under way by 6:00 a.m. for Ben Davis who was polishing off his second cup of coffee. He enjoyed this quiet time every morning before his son Joel rumbled down the stairs looking for breakfast.
If the weather allowed, Ben would open the rear slider that led onto the deck and wander out to enjoy the view. It was early June, and the mornings were still crisp but warmed quickly, and Ben was very comfortable in a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt. Of course, Gunner, their Chesapeake Bay retriever, always took advantage of the open-door policy.
The dog trotted out onto the deck and down the steps that led to the yard. He did his customary perimeter check, sniffing all the early morning smells before making his way back up onto the deck to find a spot in the sun.
They lived about five minutes outside of Durango, Colorado, in a little subdivision located on the side of a mountain overlooking town. If you took the dirt road up about three quarters of the way, you would find their house sitting among the aspens and scrub pine at just over nine thousand feet in elevation.
There were about fifty homes scattered across the mountainside although from their house you could only see a few of them. Ben liked it that way. He cherished the privacy it afforded them.
On a clear day you could see all the way through the valley and barely make out a distant mountain range in New Mexico. Most people would find this location quite remote, but not Ben. He would have liked a place a little farther from town with more land, but he was concerned that it would be too far removed for his oldest son Joel to have a social life.
Joel had come to live with his dad after the divorce about five years ago. His younger brother, Bradley, who was ten, and his younger sister, Emma who had just recently turned twelve, lived with their mother in Ocean City, Maryland.
The divorce had been hard on the kids, and it hadn’t helped when Joel’s mother had moved away with Bradley and Emma. She’d said it was to be near family, but Ben suspected an old boyfriend from her college days was the real reason.
Ben had fought her on it hard, over a year’s worth of time in and out of family court and God knows how much in attorney’s fees. Joel was the only one of the three kids that the court deemed old enough at the time to decide for himself which parent to live with.
Ben was sure it had been a bittersweet decision for Joel, but he’d confessed he’d always felt closer to his dad. The countless hunting and fishing adventures they had been on together started at a young age and had no doubt contributed to that feeling. Even before Joel was old enough to participate in the activities, Ben would carry little Joel in a backpack while fly fishing the Animas River, the water splashing up occasionally and tickling at his feet. There were too many good memories like this one for Joel to want to leave.
It was hard on both of them with Bradley and Emma living so far away, and they looked forward to them coming out to Durango for the summer as was their normal routine. In fact, Ben had been hoping to FaceTime with the kids this morning as he did a couple times a week, but he couldn’t get through for some reason and resolved to try later on.
Most mornings, Ben made some time to fix Joel a decent breakfast of eggs and bacon or sausage before school, but Joel would have to fend for himself this morning. Something else had Ben’s attention, and he’d lost track of time. He had left the slider partially cracked and was listening to the news on the television in the other room while still trying to enjoy the morning from his deck.
The news anchor was talking about how North Korea had successfully tested and proven the effectiveness of their long range missile program recently and how the UN was threatening further sanctions when Joel’s footsteps coming down the stairs caught Ben off guard.
He slipped back inside, grabbed the remote and quickly turned off the TV. He normally listened to music in the morning or nothing at all, but this North Korean threat had been occupying way too much space in his mind lately. Things had been escalating for quite a while now and it seemed that it was coming to a head.
Still, there was no need to worry Joel unnecessarily. Besides, the boy had better things to think about, like their fishing trip this weekend. Ben had to get things squared away at the store, too, since they would be in backcountry for a few days and he would be unreachable.
Ben owned an outdoor store in town with an emphasis on fly fishing and backpacking. It wasn’t a big place, but they had the essentials anyone would need to gear up for a proper backcountry trip. At one time, he had considered carrying firearms and hunting gear, but the paperwork required to get an FFL (federal firearms license) was long and daunting. In the end, Ben decided it wasn’t worth having the government in his business and passed on it.
“Hey, Dad, morning,” Joel called out as he headed downstairs. He was in a good mood this morning no doubt because it was the last day of school before summer break. At the sound of his voice, Gunner came running back inside.
Joel shouted, “Look out, Gunner!”
He skipped the last two steps and landed at the bottom of the stairs nearly crashing into Gunner, who was waiting impatiently to greet him. Ben knew Joel considered Gunner his dog. Ben had gotten the dog for him as a puppy right after his mom moved away. He’d hoped it would ease the pain and help Joel cope with his siblings and mother moving. Joel had bonded instantly with the puppy and they’d been inseparable ever since.
“Sorry, but you’re on your own for breakfast today. I lost track of time this morning,” Ben said as he began to clear a spot on the table for Joel to eat. Ben had been cleaning one of his pistols on the table the night before.
It was a desert tan Glock 19 that he planned on taking with them camping this weekend. The gun was only a 9MM and not the biggest caliber pistol he had, but it was lightweight. The gun was also one that Joel could handle with proficiency as well, should anything ever happen to Ben.
Ben always carried a gun while camping, just in case, and in the last six months or so had started to conceal carry on a more regular basis. He often had cash from the store on him at night if he didn’t get a chance to make a deposit at the bank, and he thought better safe than sorry. Some parts of town had really gone downhill in the last year or so, it seemed, and he didn’t want to risk it.
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll just grab something and take it with me.” Joel was already closing the fridge door with a banana and an orange juice in his hand.
“You’re in a hurry today. What’s the rush?” Ben asked.
Joel dropped his head and rolled his eyes. “Yeah, well, I’ve gotta pick up Brian and give him a ride because his piece of junk isn’t running. Again.”
“I’m sure he appreciates it, Bud,” Ben said.
“It would be nice if he appreciated it with a little gas money,” Joel said with a smile, and laughed a little at his own joke.
“I hear that.”
“Oh, and Dad, after school today a few of us might go up to Lemon and hang out if that’s okay with you? You know, last day of school and all.” Joel looked hopeful.
“Yeah, okay, just remember you still have to pack your backpack for the trip. And we’re bugging out early tomorrow morning,” Ben said.
“I know. I got it. No worries. I won’t be home late, promise,” Joel said sincerely.
“All right, Buddy. Well, have a great last day. Love you,” Ben said.
As the door closed behind Joel, Gunner sat and watched through the glass in the door and would remain there until Joel drove out of sight. Ben thought for a moment about turning the TV back on, but he hesitated and decided not to.
“Nope, got to keep moving. Can’t get sucked into that today and waste time,” he said to Gunner.
Time was something he wasn’t going to have a lot of today. But the real reason he didn’t want to hear what the news anchor had to say was because he had heard it all before.
North Korea had been in the news daily for quite some time now. Ben had done his own research as well out of curiosity. It seemed the most intelligent theories he read were of the opinion that the greatest imminent danger from North Korea would be a HEMP bomb. HEMP was an acronym for high-altitude nuclear electromagnetic pulse.
Basically, it was a missile with a nuclear payload that would be detonated at a high altitude. The higher the detonation the bigger the radius of affected areas. The effects of a HEMP attack could literally reach out for thousands of miles depending on the altitude and power of the nuclear burst.
He’d also read that back in 1962 the U.S. government had conducted tests in Hawaii under the code name “Project Starfish.” It had been a small HEMP detonation at a low altitude and it had adversely affected electronic devices over 800 miles away. Experts believed North Korea was successfully making the nuclear weapons but lacked the ability to consistently launch the missiles and put one over a specific target for detonation.
He’d learned most of this information by doing his own research and reading, but these were just the basics and there were many unknowns about the potential damage that could result from a HEMP or multiple HEMP strikes. Unfortunately, he’d found limited answers to his questions online, with much of the information being classified or not available to the public.
All this weighed heavily on his mind at times. He worried for the future of his children. He hoped and prayed that his kids would know a peaceful life and never have to face the awful things they spoke of on the news.
But if things did go south, he knew at least Joel would be equipped to handle most situations. Ben was doing his best to pass on all the skills the military had taught him as an Army Ranger, and Joel was a quick study.
If the world did come to an end, Ben and his son would be prepared.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
The clock moved so slowly, it was almost painful.
Then again it was hard to believe that when that minute hand reached the six, Joel’s junior year of high school would be officially over. At 3:30, summer would begin.
It had been a good year overall and, like most kids, Joel was focused on the immediate future, which for him, meant the quarry.
He was so focused, he hardly noticed his friend Brian throw a wadded up piece of notebook paper at him, trying to get his attention. “Dude, what’s up,” he whispered.
“You’re not going to chicken out, are you?” Brian asked.
“I’m committed, man. I’m doing it.”
The unofficial plan was to meet up at their cars in the parking lot after school let out. Not that he needed a reminder since that was their usual daily routine after school, but today was to be a little different. Joel had agreed with Brian and a few friends to head to the local reservoir and take the plunge as it was known among upperclassmen or those soon to be. It was a matter of pride and, to Joel’s inner circle of lacrosse teammates, a rite of passage.
The speaker sounded with the final computerized chime. That sound had always reminded Joel of what prison must be like. Until today.
Finally the school year was over and they were all free.
Joel quickly navigated the room with his sparsely loaded backpack, making his way to the door.
His English teacher, Mr. Valdez, caught his eye for a second and blurted out, “Read something this summer.”
“Yes, sir,” Joel gave him a respectful nod and darted out of the room into the hallway. Truth was that Joel planned on reading up on one particular thing this summer, something he had already been researching for quite some time already, and that was how to prepare himself for entry into the Navy.
Even more specifically, the Navy SEALS.
He had been fascinated with the Navy SEALS since he was a young boy. Both his father and grandfather had been in the military, and he felt it was his path to continue that tradition.
Joel cruised right past his locker on the way to the parking lot, no need to stop as he had cleaned it out the day before in anticipation of a hasty exit today.
As he rounded the corner of the gym building on the backside of the school that led to the student parking lot, he laid eyes upon his 1972 K5 Chevy Blazer. It was very easy to spot, considering it stood several inches above the other vehicles in the parking lot thanks to the four-inch suspension lift he and his dad had just installed a couple months ago.
This truck was a labor of love for him and his father. They had found it online some years back before Joel even had his license. Being the perpetual planner that he was, Joel had decided what he wanted to drive at an early age and spent many hours researching and locating “The One.”
His dad was good with mechanical things so they’d agreed to fix up something Joel could afford. They had painted it a simple dull tan not unlike the military vehicles Joel had drooled over as a kid. It made sense primarily because it was cheap, since they could do it themselves, and it was a good match with all the hunting and fishing they did. There were never any worries about scratching it on any of the mountain trails they were on.
With the black rims and utilitarian appearance, it could easily be mistaken as a military vehicle. Joel was very proud of his truck. Because of how easy it was to spot, it had become the after school gathering place for Joel and his closest friends. Somehow Brian was already there talking with a couple girls that had recently taken notice of the truck since the lift.
“Hey guys. Brian, you ready? Today is the day.”
“Let’s do it, man,” Brian responded.
Joel knew better. For a couple weeks now, Brian had been apprehensive about the jump.
“You guys are crazy,” the girls said in unison.
That only stoked Brian’s machismo. “It’s no big deal,” he said. “I’m ready.”
Joel played along to his advantage. “Outstanding!”
He felt like a dork for saying that but saw that Allison grinned. Allison Young was one of the girls hanging around his Blazer. Allie, as she was known at school, was a good-looking, athletic blonde that had caught Joel’s eye when she transferred to their school as a sophomore last year. She had moved from the East Coast somewhere, and no matter how hard he had tried, he’d never worked up the nerve to talk to her.
Yet here she was, standing at his truck in the student parking lot, talking to him.
“How about you?” she asked, looking in Joel’s direction.
“Yeah, I’m going to do it. All the juniors playing varsity lacrosse next year have to do it sometime this summer. I figured, why not today?”
“Getting it over with early, huh?” she asked.
“I guess so,” Joel said.
“Well, we might just have to come and see for ourselves. Maybe we’ll see you guys up there.” Allie gave Joel a quick little smile as the girls turned and walked way.
Joel’s heart beat faster in his chest as he realized that the stakes had just been raised on an already daunting challenge.
“Dude! Snap out of it! You look like you’re in a trance. Be a little more obvious why don’t you?” Brian laughed as he gave his friend a hard time.
But Joel knew it was no secret he’d taken an interest in Allie since she’d moved here. It was no secret either that he’d never worked up the nerve to talk to her or ask her out. He changed the subject.
“Come on, let’s get going. I need to stop and fuel up, and you’re giving me ten bucks for gas this time,” he said, trying to put the focus on his friend.
After putting gas in the Blazer and grabbing a couple energy drinks, which Brian insisted would help them get up the nerve to jump, they headed out of Durango on Route 240 towards Lemon Reservoir.
It was about a twenty-minute drive that slowly ascended into the San Juan Mountain range at about ten thousand feet. The last several miles were dirt road. Lemon Reservoir was a manmade feature with a surface area alone of over 622 acres. It was surrounded on all sides by reddish limestone cliffs eroded into the sides of the mountain valley in which it sat. The water level in the reservoir could change by as many as sixty inches depending on the amount of snowmelt from the previous winter. It had been a cool spring this year so the winter snowmelt and subsequent runoff had been a little slow and the reservoir was close to winter levels.
The dirt road around the south side of the reservoir wound along the edge for about four or five miles ending at a campsite and more dirt roads that meandered up into the mountains. When the water was low, one end of the reservoir had a lower side that resembled a beach and was a popular spot for fishing as three or four small streams converged and dumped directly into it. Joel had been there fly fishing many times for rainbow trout and brown trout, and in the right season there was a Kokanee salmon run.
Being up here got him thinking about the upcoming backpacking trip with his father tomorrow. It had become a tradition of theirs ever since his mom and dad had divorced. It was a good way for him and his dad to bond and share their common interests for the outdoors.
Joel was quickly reminded why they were there as he pulled around the bend in the road and saw Allison’s blue Jeep parked at the trailhead. “She must have passed us when we stopped to get gas,” Joel said. He and Brian hopped out of the truck and started the half mile hike into the spot where they would be jumping. The trail ran along the edge of the reservoir and as they approached, they could see down to the water from several spots on the path.
“Water’s pretty low, man,” Brian remarked.
Joel had already noticed that on the drive in. The trail was a narrow dirt footpath that led to what was originally known as a great photo opportunity spot with an almost panoramic view of the entire reservoir. It was actually a large boulder that stuck out from the mountainside, creating the overhang.
From there, a slender stream ran across the trail and around the boulder making a small waterfall that dropped straight down from the rock, exaggerating the erosion and causing a deep pool at the bottom directly under the boulder.
“We were beginning to think you weren’t coming.” He heard Allison’s voice as they came into view.
“We had to make a quick stop at the store on the way,” Brian said.
Joel wandered over to the edge and glanced down into the deep pool below. Brian followed him over and looked, too. Joel figured the drop was about fifty feet down in reality, although it sure looked a lot further.
The dark reddish-brown water that was probably in the upper forty-degree range at best didn’t make it any more inviting.
Brian let out a sigh and was about to say something when they heard a clucking noise that turned into laughter coming from the bushes behind them.
Danny Whitman strutted out of the woods and asked, “What’s a matter, chicken?”
Joel shot back, “We just got here, Danny.”
Danny Whitman was a boy that Joel didn’t particularly care for. He was a showoff and a loudmouth as far as Joel was concerned, and he was a constant annoyance on the lacrosse field.
Joel had really been hoping he wouldn’t come to the reservoir today. Having Allie here was nerve-wracking enough. The last thing he needed was “Danny the Instigator” in the mix. Now he probably wouldn’t get a chance to talk to Allie like he had hoped.
Allie rolled her eyes, visibly irritated at Danny’s antics. “I don’t see you jumping, Danny!”
“Oh, I will. Don’t you worry about it,” he said. “As a matter of fact, why don’t you jump with me?” Danny said, grabbing Allie by her arm and pretending that he was going to pull her over the edge.
“Knock it off, that hurts!” Allie scolded, swatting at where his hand had grabbed her arm. Danny pulled away too quickly to avoid being struck, causing Allie to shudder backwards toward the edge. Joel lunged at Allie, catching her already outstretched hand, and pulled her back away from the edge to safety.
“You’re an idiot, Danny!” Joel shouted.
“Oh, relax. She was fine, she was nowhere close to falling. I was just fooling around,” Danny said, looking a little worried himself at how close she had come to the edge but trying not to show it.
“Yeah, well that was really stupid,” Joel said.
Allie was rubbing her arm where Danny had grabbed her. A red mark in the shape of Danny’s fingers was slowly appearing on her forearm.
Joel’s anger rose up inside him, making his hand close into a fist. Maybe what Danny needed was a punch square in the jaw.



 
 
Chapter Three
 
Brian, in hopes of defusing the situation, interjected, “So Danny, did you come here to jump or just to irritate everyone?”
With that, Danny took his keys and phone out of his pockets, rolled them up in his towel and tossed them under a nearby tree. He turned around immediately and took a few long strides past the others that launched him off the rock and up a couple feet. As he jumped, he spun around in the air and extended his right arm and shot everyone the finger as he began to fall.
Joel’s dad had once explained this gesture to him as an indication of one’s IQ, and Joel certainly agreed in this situation. Danny was a moron. All the same, Joel, Allie, and Brian ran to the edge to watch Danny’s plunge.
“He better pull his arm in tight before he lands—” Joel wasn’t finished talking before Danny hit the water with the offending arm and finger still extended. A loud smacking sound echoed up the rocks.
Danny surfaced seconds later howling. “Ow! Help, I’m hurt.” He grimaced in pain. “Seriously, I’m hurt, something’s wrong with my arm!” he shouted up.
The others thought he was kidding around at first, trying to play them all for fools. As they watched, though it became apparent that Danny had in fact hurt himself and was having trouble swimming to the edge of the pool and safety. Joel couldn’t believe it.
“Are you kidding me? Unbelievable,” Joel said.
“What are you going to do?” Allie asked.
“I guess I’m going to have to help his sorry butt.” Joel sighed.
He tossed Allie his keys and phone from his pockets. “Hold those.” She nodded, and with that he turned and took a big step off the jutting rock. Joel was sure to tuck his arms in tight to his body and keep his legs straight with toes pointed downward.
He hit the near freezing water like a knife. It instantly overloaded his senses like a thousand cold needles stabbing at him. He opened his eyes a little before he made the surface, but in the dark cold water he couldn’t see a thing.
Two good breaststroke-style pumps and he broke the surface. With an audible gasp, he took a big breath. Danny was about ten feet away and still struggling. Joel made his way over to him and grabbed Danny under his good arm, across his chest and brought his hand up to the opposite shoulder.
“Be careful, my arm hurts bad. I think it’s broken.” Danny was shivering and starting to look pale.
Joel worried he might be going into shock. He had to get them both to the bank fast. As Joel swam toward the pool’s edge, a loud splash erupted behind them.
Joel glanced back. Brian had followed Joel over the edge as soon as it was clear to jump. Brian caught up to them and helped Joel get Danny to the edge and drag him out onto the bank.
They all sprawled in the sand for a bit panting and trying to catch their breath. Danny coughed up some water he had swallowed. He rubbed his injured arm, holding it bent at the elbow tight against himself, moaning a little.
Just as they were getting up and composing themselves, Allie came running down the trail that led down in a switchback pattern from the top where they had jumped.
“Are you guys all right?” She panted, half out of breath herself.
Brian looked at Joel and then at Allie and said, “We’re fine.” Then they looked at Danny, who was sitting on an old log near where he had been lying.
“But I don’t think he’s doing too good,” Joel said. He had a feeling they were all thinking the same thing. That Danny had gotten a taste of karma. But just looking at him, sitting there in pain, no one wanted to call him out on it.
“Sorry guys,” Danny said sheepishly.
“Did you break it?” Brian asked.
“I don’t think so, I can still move it. Maybe it’s sprained.” He extended his arm out a few inches, bending it at the elbow while he grimaced a little.
“I need to get home,” he muttered. “My dad is going to kill me.”
“I think you’re pretty lucky that’s all you did,”Allie said.
“It doesn’t feel very lucky,” he whined as he started shuffling in the direction of the path back to the top.
The others shook their heads and followed him up the trail. Nobody spoke much on the way to the trailhead and when they got there, Danny gathered his things and headed to his car without saying another word.
“Hey!” Joel shouted, stopping him.
“What?” Danny asked.
“You okay to drive?”
“I’ll survive.” With that, Danny slinked out of sight, down the path towards the parking area.
“That was really nice of you guys to help him out like that.” Allie was looking at Joel.
“Well, the guy’s a jerk, but I couldn’t let him drown. No choice really.” Joel shrugged.
“You know, just your average everyday hero stuff,” Brian quipped.
They all laughed a little.
Allie held out Joel’s phone and keys. “Here’s your stuff, Joel. I took the liberty of putting my number in your phone in case you want to get together sometime over the summer.”
Excited, embarrassed heat rushed through Joel’s muscles. He hoped his nerves didn’t show. He did his best to act calm. “Yeah, that’d be great, I’d like that a lot.”
Allie twirled a strand of blond hair around her finger. “If you’re working at your dad’s store again this summer, you could always stop by and say hi after work sometime. My house is only a few blocks away over at 401 East Seventh Street.”
“Cool,” was the best response Joel could manage.
Allie turned and walked away slowly spinning around once more for a second to face Joel. “Hope to see you around, Joel. Bye, guys.” Then continued her spin and headed towards her car.
“Bye.” Joel wanted to say something more, but he was tongue-tied and kept quiet for fear of saying something that might sound stupid.
“Well, I guess I won’t be seeing much of you this summer.” Brian rolled his eyes.
“Oh, shut up, man. She’s hot and you know it. But seriously, come on. I’ve got to get going.” Joel tried to change the subject. It was getting late, and the sun was shifting behind some of the taller mountains, casting a shadow on the boys.
Suddenly, they realized how cold and wet they were and raced for the truck. On the ride home they made small talk about summer plans. Brian was going to visit his aunt and uncle in California for a few weeks. He’d be flying out super early on Sunday so Joel wouldn’t see his friend again until almost July. They made some loose Fourth of July plans before Joel dropped Brian at his house.
Joel said goodbye, only half paying attention. He was still in disbelief at how the afternoon had unfolded. He felt like his truck was floating on a cloud or maybe it was him. It had turned out to be a great afternoon. Much better than he ever could have hoped, actually.
Allison Young had asked him out more or less, he was leaving on a backcountry fly fishing trip with his dad in the morning, and his brother and sister would be there in a week or so. This was going to be a great summer.
No, this was going to be the best summer. Nothing could ruin these next few months.



 
 
Chapter Four
 
Joel pulled into the driveway around seven. He had about an hour to himself before his dad got home a little after eight. As he parked his truck, he could see Gunner waiting at the glass French door that led into the mudroom off the kitchen. His tail wagged so hard his whole body shook.
“Hey, dog!” Joel was greeted at the door with wet kisses from Gunner and some jumping. He wasn’t supposed to greet people by jumping on them, but training had proved useless and they’d given up long ago. Gunner quickly ran to the bottom of the steps and relieved himself before he raced back up to the deck to continue his greeting.
Gunner was ready to love just about everyone, but occasionally there would be someone that he wouldn’t take to. He showed his distrust by grumbling about it just loud enough to let you know. He was very protective of Joel and had earned the nickname, Velcro-dog from Ben because he seemed to be stuck to the boy whenever possible.
Joel rummaged through the fridge for leftovers and found some pizza that would make do for dinner tonight. He knew his dad would stay at the store until closing, wanting to make sure everything was taken care of before they left for their trip.
With Gunner in tow, Joel jogged upstairs to his room to start organizing his pack. As he was going through his camping and fishing gear, his mind kept wandering to thoughts and feelings about Allie.
He had already talked himself out of texting her several times, not wanting to seem too desperate. He turned up the music in his room a little as if it was going to help him focus on the trip.
He went through his fly boxes and took inventory. He tied some of his own flies off and on, but it was delicate work. Besides, it was too easy to grab them out of the bins at his dad’s shop where there were hundreds of sizes and styles to choose from.
Continuing through his checklist, he made sure he brought his MSR Guardian Military-Grade Water Purifying hand pump. This device was one of his prized possessions, given to him as a Christmas present last year from his dad.
With it, Joel could turn any water source into clean potable water. The siphoning tube had a weighted end that you could toss out into deeper water that led up to a lever style pump handle. The whole thing resembled an old-fashioned well pump, but in a miniature version. You mounted the contraption to a 32-ounce Nalgene water bottle, and it would fill with clean drinkable water in about thirty seconds. That made it possible to only carry the water you wanted and save room in your pack while reducing weight.
Other items he made sure to include were his sleeping bag and pad, and a lightweight two-man tent. His dad would pack his own two-man tent, that way they each had their own, allowing plenty of space to pull their gear in with them at night. Gunner always ended up in Joel’s tent anyway, so it was nice to have the extra room.
As he was putting the last few items in his bag, he noticed Gunner’s head come up off the floor and look in the direction of the driveway. Dad must be home. The dog always knew when either Ben or Joel was approaching even before they could be seen or heard coming.
* * *
Ben steered his Jeep onto the last section of gravel road that led to their house, startling a fox in the road with his headlights as he rounded the turn. He slowed to let the animal cross.
Satisfied that he had prepared the staff to handle anything that might arise in his absence, he finally started to feel himself relax a little as he turned into the driveway. Now he could focus on the trip tomorrow and spend some quality time with Joel. They didn’t get to fish or hunt together as much as they used to, so Ben treasured these trips where they could tune out the world and escape the day-to-day responsibilities they had both become accustomed to.
“I’m home!” Ben called out as he entered the house. He survived Gunner’s wet and wild greeting and headed into the kitchen. He unloaded his work bag onto the counter with a contented sigh and put his coffee mug from the morning in the sink.
Ben called again, up the stairs this time. “I’m home, Joel!”
Sometimes Joel would have his headphones on if he was playing with Bradley on the Xbox. Ben wasn’t crazy about him playing a lot of video games but didn’t mind at all when Joel included his brother in an online game. He was grateful for this aspect of modern technology that allowed them to stay connected. The thought reminded Ben that he wanted to try to FaceTime the kids tonight before it got too late.
“I already ate and I’m just finishing putting my pack together!” Joel shouted from upstairs.
“Okay, well I stopped at Bread on the way home and got some of those big oatmeal cookies to take on the trip, but I thought you might want one tonight. Maybe later?”
Joel popped his head around the hallway at the top of the stairs. Bread was the name of a bakery and deli in town that was one of his favorite places to eat. Their soft chewy thick oatmeal cookies were about the size of Joel’s hand, and he couldn’t pass them up especially if they were fresh. It was big enough to be practically a meal by itself and was more of a cross between an energy bar and a cookie.
“I’m coming, hang on,” Joel said.
Ben smiled a little. He could always get Joel’s attention when there was food involved.
Joel came down the stairs and headed right for the fridge to pour himself a glass of milk.
“How was the last day of school?” Ben asked.
“Pretty good. Glad the year is over. I’m so ready for summer,” Joel said with relief.
“Did you guys make it up to Lemon after school and take the plunge?” Ben asked.
Joel seemed a little surprised. “Uh, yeah we went up there after school.” He immediately took a big bite of cookie that even Gunner would have had a hard time swallowing, hoping to buy some time in the conversation.
“I was young once, too, you know,” Ben said with a grin. Joel’s answer had been kind of indirect, but he got that his son might not want to go into the details of what they’d done. “It’s okay, I know things,” he chuckled.
Joel looked a little embarrassed, looking down sheepishly after being called out.
“You know Danny Whitman?” Joel asked. “He plays attack position on my lacrosse team.”
“Yeah,” Ben said.
“He didn’t make out so good today up at Lemon. He hurt his arm when he jumped. Brian and I had to help him out of the water.”
“That sounds pretty brave of you guys.” Ben had a feeling Joel was leaving out the heroics, but it was a small enough town. Ben would hear the details sooner or later. “I’m sorry to hear he got hurt. What happened?”
“I don’t know, I guess he landed wrong. You know Danny, always showing off. Anyway, it was no big deal. He drove himself home, so it probably isn’t that bad.” Joel shrugged. “Brian and I made the jump without any trouble, but you know we used common sense. Something Danny lacks,” Joel was quick to add.
“Well, I hope he’s okay. It wouldn’t be much fun spending the summer with your arm in a cast, would it?” Ben asked, implying that it could have been Joel that was hurt. “Let’s not make a habit out of the plunge thing, okay?”
Joel guiltily nodded. “Yes, sir, I won’t, just a one-time thing.”
Ben and Joel talked for a while at the table, mostly about tomorrow’s adventure but a little about Joel’s future and his desire to join the military. Time flew by and when Ben looked at his watch, it was approaching eleven.
“All right, Buddy, that’s it for me tonight. And I suggest you get some sleep as well. Six a.m. is going to roll around before you know it, and I definitely want to get out of here early and capitalize on the day.”
“Yeah, I’m gettin’ kind of tired myself.”
“Good night, love ya,” Ben said.
“Love you, too.” Joel made his way up the stairs to his room.
Ben finished tidying up and got ready for bed himself. He felt very satisfied to finally lie down in bed and have the day behind him. He ran through a quick checklist in his mind and confirmed everything was ready for their trip. Now if he could only quiet his mind, he could get some much needed rest. News blurbs from a radio show he had listened to earlier in the day echoed in his head.
The insults and threats had been lobbed back and forth for years now between the U.S. and North Korea. There was nothing unusual about that, but things had seemed to escalate in recent months with North Korea’s nuclear capability increasing steadily. The previous U.S. administration had made many promises of action if they pursued a nuclear program but failed to act on them. Meanwhile the North Korean regime had done just that and recently been successful at detonating a 50-kiloton-plus bomb that greatly enhanced their confidence. They lacked a delivery system capable of reaching the U.S. at this time, as far as anyone knew, but claimed to be developing that technology. As of yet, they hadn’t managed to prove those capabilities beyond a few smaller missiles and one nuclear-capable Hwasong-12 intermediate-range missile that ended in the Sea of Japan. The Hwasong-12 ICBM (intercontinental ballistic missile) flew only half of its capable range. Missile defense systems in both Japan and the U.S. failed to intercept the ICBM. Although it was not carrying a payload, it was one step closer to presenting a direct threat to the U.S. Ben knew it was only a matter of time and wasn’t sure how it would all turn out, but he was certain this high stakes game of chicken was bound to end poorly.
The last thing Ben recalled was looking at the dim light of his bedside alarm clock, excited for tomorrow. Too tired to think about anything else today, he drifted off.
Ben rubbed his eyes as he sat up in bed, there was still time before the alarm went off but he decided to get a start on the day, anyway. He enjoyed a little extra time in the shower. This would be his last for a few days and he wanted to extract the full benefit of the hot water and steam as it eased his muscles.
Once he got dressed, he hauled his pack out to the mud room and set it by the door. He shuffled back into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee so he could concentrate on making them a good breakfast. He checked the time and figured he would let Joel sleep another ten minutes or so while he loaded the Jeep.
When he came back in he was glad to see Joel at the table eating breakfast with his pack at the bottom of the stairs.
“Morning,” Joel said.
“Good morning,” Ben replied. “I thought I would have to get you up this morning.”
“Not a chance. I want to get going as soon as we can.” Joel’s eyes lit with excitement. “I can’t wait to get up there today.”
Gunner impatiently paced back and forth from Joel at the table to Ben in the kitchen. He could sense that this was no ordinary morning. All the activity and gear being packed meant that they were all going somewhere. Even Gunner had his own doggie backpack that Ben filled with dog food and treats for camping trips such as this.
Ben loaded Joel’s gear in the Jeep while he finished his breakfast. He also made sure the house was locked up except the front door and double checked that Joel’s truck was locked. They never had any problems with theft in this neighborhood, but they would be gone for a couple of days and Ben wanted to be certain.
Joel and Gunner came out the front door. Joel stopped on the landing and looked at his dad. “You got everything? Want me to lock it behind me?”
“Yep, that’s everything,” Ben replied. “Lock it. We’re ready.”
Joel secured the door, then hustled to the Jeep. He opened the passenger door and Gunner launched himself into the truck and quickly occupied the front before Joel had a chance to.
Ben laughed.
“Um, do you mind dog?” Joel hooked his thumb toward the rear of the Jeep. “Get in the back, Gunner.”
With a woof, Gunner repentantly turned and hopped onto the rear bench seat where he made himself comfortable.
Ben shook his head. Gunner had tried to reclaim his right to ride shotgun shortly after Joel had gotten his driver’s license and always rode in the front with Ben when it was just the two of them.
He cranked the engine and they took off, headed to a trailhead just above Vallacito Lake. The drive would take about an hour, mostly because the last ten miles or so were narrow dirt roads.
Midway around the lake they turned off onto a Jeep trail and went another five miles to the Los Pinos River trailhead. From there they would continue their journey on foot.
Ben parked, they got their gear out, and he locked up the vehicle. They put their packs on, Gunner included, and headed up the trail for a few miles until they reached a spot where the river forked and then merged back together after a few hundred yards around a large grassy area that formed an island.
The river ran shallow on one side and was pretty easy to wade across. Gunner led the way with reckless abandon, splashing water everywhere, then abruptly stopped and waited for them on the opposite bank while they hobbled over the loose river rock and balanced against the current.
The water was cold and clear, not yet clouded by silt from the winter melt at this altitude. The vegetation was sparse but showing signs of recovery from a long cold winter. This spot was far enough up trail to escape the casual day hikers and occasional fly fisherman.
Once they were situated on the island, they would be concealed from any passing hikers that did make it up this far. By the time they settled in at the campsite they were well over twelve thousand feet in elevation. There were thousands of great places to fly fish around Durango, but this place had a comfortable familiar feeling to them and was their own little slice of heaven.
Ben let Joel decide on the place to set up their tents. He found a nice level spot on the far side of the island and they quickly unburdened themselves of the nearly fifty-pound packs. Joel unclipped Gunner’s pack and let it fall to the ground.
Gunner seemed as relieved as they were to have arrived. He trotted down to the river a few yards away for a drink.
“Dad, you want to see if anything’s biting?” Joel asked.
“After I get squared away here, I’m going to go round up some firewood, and while I’m doing that maybe you can catch us some dinner.” Ben grinned at Joel. He knew his son was anxious to assemble his four piece backpacking fly rod and get his line wet, but tent setup came first.
“I’m on it.” Joel said.
As soon as Joel had finished with his tent, he quickly assembled his fly rod and threw his fly fishing lanyard around his neck.
“Let’s go, boy.” Joel patted Gunner’s head as he started towards the river.
“Have fun,” Ben said.
“I’ll be back with dinner.” He stuffed one of his fly boxes into his shorts pocket.
Ben watched his boy for a moment, pride filling his chest. It didn’t get any better than this. This trip, and the memories they’d make up here, were why he worked so hard. Some days were tough, but today made it all worthwhile.
This was a trip they would never forget.



 
 
Chapter Five
 
Joel headed down river for about a quarter mile and fished his way back upstream, casting to every pool and slack water along the way.
He noticed a fish rise several yards upstream and across the nearly twenty-yard wide section of river. There was a hatch of caddis flies going off, so Joel quickly tied on an elk hair caddis that he figured for a good imitation and crouched down as he cast to the spot.
The fly drifted lazily downstream for a few seconds before the water exploded in an eruption of foam and bubbles. The slack line in his right hand flew through the rod guides until all the slack was gone. The rod tip bowed down and trembled from the struggling fish. The trout launched itself out of the water in protest of becoming dinner. Joel could see that it was a nice size and would probably be enough for both of them along with the MREs they had brought along.
Gunner rushed out into the river up to his chest and watched the action excitedly.
“Gunner, back up, boy, come on!” Joel called, trying to get Gunner out from between him and the trout as he waded deeper holding the rod tip up and trying not to break the trout off the line. Eventually the fish tired, and Joel was able to coax it in close enough to scoop it up in his net.
“Woohoo, look at that, will you, Gunner! Now, that’s what I call dinner,” Joel shouted over the rushing water he was standing in as he looked down at a fat brown trout in his net. Normally, they practiced catch and release fishing, but when they were backcountry, they made an exception for the occasional fish over the legal size.
Eager to show his dad the trout and realizing the sun was beginning to cast shadows across the river, Joel headed back to camp to show off his catch and get it cleaned for dinner.
He marched into camp with the trout held high above his head. Gunner strained his nose to smell the air.
“Well, look at that.” Ben nodded at the catch. “That’s a nice looking fish you got there.”
“Put up a pretty good fight,” Joel boasted. “It inhaled an Elk Hair caddis down by the big boulder.”
“Oh yeah, that pool there has always been a good spot,” Ben said. “That can be a tough spot to work. Good job!”
Joel strolled to the water’s edge to gut and clean the fish while Ben opened up a couple MREs and started to prepare dinner.
When Joel returned with the fish, Ben wrapped it in foil with a little salt and pepper and placed it on a hot rock at the edge of the fire. It only took about five minutes to cook before he pulled the fish off the rock using a couple sticks. Everything always tasted better when they were camping, and the trout was no exception.
The two were silent for a while as they enjoyed their dinner. After they finished eating, they split a Hershey bar and lounged around the fire talking about life and Joel’s plans for the military after he graduated next year. They talked for a couple of hours as they stared up at the stars until Ben felt his eyes growing heavy and thought it best to call it a night.
“Well, that’s it for me.” Ben stood up, arching his back and yawning. The trek up might not have worn out Joel, but Ben was feeling it.
“How far do you want to hike up the river tomorrow? Are we going to check out that little creek, the one that runs off towards Granite Peak?” Joel asked.
“Yeah, I think we should. We never got to check that out last time we were up here. Should be pretty good fishing down in that canyon. It’s worth the hike.”
“Sounds good, I’m going to bed too then, if we’re hiking in that deep first thing in the morning.” Joel headed for his tent. Gunner stayed by the fire. “Lazy dog!”
Ben unzipped his tent and climbed in backwards, sitting down first. He took off his boots at the threshold before carefully placing them inside the corner of the tent. He climbed the rest of the way in getting comfortable and began to zip up the fly when he paused just long enough to look at Joel about to head into his tent.
“Good night, Buddy, sleep tight.”
“Good night, Dad. See you in the morning.” Joel unzipped his tent.
Gunner, on hearing the tent zipper, reluctantly got up from his spot near the dwindling fire and made his way into the tent ahead of Joel. “Well, help yourself why don’t you, dog.” Joel snorted.
Gunner found a spot to his liking at the foot of Joel’s sleeping bag where he curled up and seemed to fall asleep almost instantly, ignoring Joel’s comment.
* * *
Joel took off his boots and climbed in the tent and straight into the sleeping bag. He pushed his feet down alongside Gunner, grateful for the warm spot the dog had already made. He took one last look at the stars before zipping up his tent and lying back in his bag.
Gunner was already quietly snoring in contentment. Joel rolled his eyes. His thoughts quickly turning to dreams as he blissfully drifted off to sleep thinking about tomorrow’s adventures and maybe a little about Allie. He wondered if she was the outdoorsy type. He thought maybe she was. She’d come up to Lemon to watch them take the plunge, after all.
Would she ever want to go fishing or camping like this? Some girls were grossed out by that kind of thing and didn’t like getting dirty, but he really hoped Allie was different.
When they got back from their trip, he was definitely calling her.
Maybe they would hit it off and she would end up being his girlfriend. He smiled, eyes closed, thinking about the possibility.
Him and Allie. Boyfriend and Girlfriend. Wouldn’t that be a way to spend the summer? Better yet, wouldn’t that be a great way to start his senior year?



 
 
Chapter Six
 
Ben wasn’t sure if he was dreaming or if he’d actually heard something as he rubbed at his eyes. In fact, he thought he’d felt something, more so than he believed that he’d heard something. There it was again. He was awake, and the deep, earth-moving rumble that he heard and felt was real. Then he noticed a dim orange light filtering through the tent material, enough to cast faint shadows across things in the tent.
“Hey, Joel!” Ben called out, simultaneously grabbing his shoes and unzipping the tent.
Joel didn’t respond.
“Joel, get up. Come on, get out here.” Ben made his way to his feet slowly. He remembered sleeping on the ground used to hurt a lot less in his younger days.
Squinting upward he scanned the sky in the direction of the red-orange glow as he got his bearings and noticed that the clear night sky from earlier now seemed to be obscured by a sort of haze.
“Northeast” Ben said to himself, realizing Joel hadn’t answered him yet. Just then, Ben heard a zipper and turned to see Joel’s head peek out from behind the tent flap.
“What’s going on?” Joel asked, still very much asleep, and unlike Gunner, who was wide awake and pushed his way out of the tent past Joel through the small opening.
“I’m not sure,” Ben said calmly, not wanting to alarm Joel.
Just then another explosion to the south, this time much closer. Out of their tents, both of them now had a clear view. A bright orange flash overwhelmed the valley for a split second as Ben threw up his hand to cover his face from the sudden blast of light.
“Don’t look at it!” Ben shouted.
A deep bass rumbled up the valley and momentarily canceled out all other sound, followed a few seconds later by a warm breeze the likes of which Ben had never felt in the mountains before. The bright flash of light had diminished to a pale orange glow that seemed to be floating within a distant massive cloud that consisted of an ominous column of fire and blackness that reached well up into the atmosphere where it became encircled by a giant orange glowing ball of fire and smoke mixed with what seemed like lightning.
They both stood there watching in silence for what felt like an eternity before either one of them said anything. This can’t be happening, Ben thought to himself, they actually did it.
“Dad, uh, what’s going on? What is it?” Joel asked.
“Son, I think we just witnessed a nuclear explosion,” Ben said solemnly. “I’m just guessing, but I would say that last one was over Vegas or maybe Albuquerque and the one before it that I caught the end of when I came out of the tent looked to be in the direction of Denver. I… I… I think they’re EMPs, Joel. High altitude nukes.” He ran his hand through his slightly graying brown hair.
“Well, what are we going to do?” Joel said in disbelief.
“We’re going to pack up our stuff and get home as quickly as possible and then plan our next move from there,” Ben said, almost machine-like.
Realizing how he probably sounded to his son he took a couple steps towards him and put his arm around Joel as he pulled him close.
“We’ll figure it out, we’ll be all right. We have enough supplies at home to last a long time and even more down at the store if we need them.” Ben hoped he sounded reassuring to his son, because he wasn’t sure he believed his own words.
“Do me a favor and check your phone to see if it’s working, and I’ll do the same,” Ben asked, hoping to distract Joel for a moment. They both went to their tents and rummaged through the packs until they found their phones.
“Nothing! It’s totally dead!” said Joel.
“Mine too. I had a feeling they wouldn’t work. Let me check the emergency two-way radio,” Ben answered as he pulled the radio from his pack that was now outside his tent. He turned the power on and began clicking through the channels. Every channel either played nothing but static or no noise at all.
“Useless,” Ben muttered.
“But at least it’s not dead like the phones,” Joel said hopefully.
“Well, from what I know, simple electronics may be functional if they were off at the time of the blast, but anything made in the last decade or so with a computer chip in it will most likely be fried.”
Ben looked at Joel and could see a concerned, scared look on his face. “Right now we need to stay focused. Let’s get packed up and get off this mountain.” Ben gave Joel his best attempt at a reassuring look and a pat on the shoulder before he began to break down his tent.
“Okay,” Joel said, clearly still in denial of their situation.
They had their gear sorted out and packed up in about fifteen minutes. During this time, they heard the occasional rumble, although they weren’t sure if it was part of the bomb that they had seen just minutes ago or if it there were other bombs being detonated, only further away this time. Ben was pretty sure they were additional detonations but didn’t say anything to that effect.
“You ready?” Ben asked, ignoring the distant rumbling.
“Yep,” Joel said quietly.
“Let’s try to keep a pretty good pace, just let me know if you get tired.” Ben looked at his watch. “Almost six a.m., we should make the Jeep by seven thirty or so if we hustle.”
“Go as fast as you want, I’ll keep up, old timer.” Joel smiled weakly, trying to make a joke as he hoisted his pack onto his shoulders and clicked the waist belt in place.
Ben flashed a quick smile in Joel’s direction before turning around and marching out of camp. He was glad to see a little enthusiasm in his son and for a brief moment thought maybe they really would be okay after all. That thought was quickly replaced with thoughts of his children who were on the other side of the country in Maryland. Ben had been thinking about them off and on this morning along with a million other things and questions he had about what was really going on all across the country right now. He just hoped Joel wasn’t worried about them as much as he was.
The rumbling sounds had all but stopped a couple minutes down the path and now everything seemed eerily quiet with only the nearby river making any noise. Gunner was leading the hike by his usual twenty yards when he suddenly turned around. Facing Ben and Joel as they closed in on him, he seemed to be looking past them and up toward the sky. Gunner tilted his head as a distant whining sound grew louder. Ben and Joel now heard it too. They looked around but were surrounded by a stand of tall lodge pole pines that obstructed their view past several yards in any direction. They couldn’t tell where it was coming from. As the sound grew louder it seemed to come from everywhere bouncing off the canyon walls. The noise sounded like what a jet would make as it wound down its engines after landing.
“Where is it coming from?” Joel said loudly so his dad could hear him over the noise.
“I can’t tell,” Ben shouted.
Gunner began to bark and whine. Just then, a large passenger plane appeared overhead, no longer blocked by the trees. They could tell it was flying way too low, and Ben knew immediately that something was wrong.
Instinctively they both ducked down, although the plane was still several hundred feet overhead and moving at a high rate of speed. The plane was losing altitude quickly. To see a commercial passenger jet this close up in the mountains was surreal and left them both speechless in the moment. The noise began to fade just as quickly as it had come over them as the jet drifted past them on its descent. The engine noise all but gone, the plane seemed lifeless as it banked right, heading down the valley between the two mountains, the same direction the trail was leading them. They watched in silence until it was blocked by the trees once more.
Ben ignored the urge to somehow protect Joel from all that was happening and spoke his mind. “They’re going down! We need to head to the crash site and check for survivors!”
They quickened their already fast pace. Ben knew there probably wouldn’t be much left of the plane. Landing deadstick at that speed in the mountains would surely rip the plane apart, but he thought it best not to mention that. Ben wondered if all planes were reacting this way mechanically, and for a split second tried to wrap his head around the dismal potential for death and destruction that would be caused by thousands of commercial airplanes losing power and plummeting to the ground. What about the planes that would land in highly populated areas? They wouldn’t all land remotely like this.
He was jolted from his thoughts by the sound of steel screeching against rock followed by three explosions, each one louder than the first. Black smoke rose from the skyline beyond the next bend.
“Do you think anybody made it?” Joel asked.
“I don’t think so, son,” Ben said honestly, realizing at this point there was no sense in trying to sugarcoat anything for Joel’s sake. The sooner they came to terms with what was happening, the better they off they would be.
Clearing a large rock at the bend in the trail they came around the corner to find a scene that looked like it belonged in a disaster movie laid out before them. The plane had plowed through pine and aspen trees over a foot around, leaving busted and splintered tree ends sticking several feet out of the ground.
It looked like hundreds of broken pencils sticking out of the ground halfway down the valley separated in the middle by a trench of rock and dirt carved out by the plane’s fuselage. It all ended where the river made a sudden turn in the valley. The plane had continued traveling in a somewhat straight line, and what was left of it lay crumpled up like a tin can against the side of the mountain.
The last hundred yards or so were littered with debris of all shapes and sizes. The wings had been ripped off first and had allowed the plane to maintain speed until it was brought to a sudden fatal stop.
“Unbelievable,” Ben remarked.
“Wow, it doesn’t even look real.” Joel coughed.
“Cover your nose and mouth with your shirt, don’t breathe that in.” Ben pulled the neck of his t-shirt over the lower half of his face as he tried not to inhale the toxic mixture of jet fuel and burnt rubber that hung in the air.
The plane had crossed over the river at one point and left a trail of scraped rock and paint in its wake. As they picked their way through the boulders and plane pieces, Ben noticed a pinkish tint to the water as it foamed up in the ripples of the stream.
“Hydraulic fluid.” Ben was disheartened to see the chemicals mix into the river.
“Is that what that is?” Joel asked.
“Yeah. Listen, you wait here and keep Gunner with you. I don’t want you getting any of this crap on you. I’m going to get a little closer and check to see if there are any survivors.” Ben said, disguising his true motive for Joel staying put. Truth was he didn’t want Joel to see the carnage. He anticipated there would be mangled bodies.
“Gunner, come here. Stay.” Joel made a motion with his hand and Gunner reluctantly came to him.
Ben picked his way across a narrow section of river using the rocks as stepping stones where he could. Once on the other side, he noticed several streams of fluid running down the riverbank into the water from the wreck. He was amazed that the main body of the plane had stayed together so well. Walking around the side of the tail section he saw the complete crumpled mass. From a distance he thought maybe it had broken into sections but now he could see that it was all here. The once two-hundred-foot-plus long plane had been reduced to less than thirty feet overall from tail to nose upon impact, surely killing everyone on board instantly.
With parts of the plane still on fire and smoking, the heat was almost too much to bear. Ben knew there was no point in getting any closer and backed away in awe of the destruction. Crossing back over the river, he shook his head at Joel.
“Come on, buddy. Let’s keep moving. There’s nothing we can do for them.”



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Even though the trail was mostly downhill on the way back, it was still a challenging hike at the pace they were keeping. They had to stop twice and pump water to replenish their water bottles with Joel’s pump, and although it was only a little after eight in the morning the sun seemed hotter than it should be.
The brownish yellow haze that seemed to be floating in the air added to the overall hot, dry feeling. Joel wondered if this was a direct result of the nukes, and how long would it linger.
“How are you holding up back there?” Ben glanced back at Joel.
“I’m good, glad we’re almost to the Jeep though.” Joel sighed.
“Yeah, should be almost there, a couple more minutes.”
Joel recognized this part of the trail and knew his dad was right. They would be at the trailhead parking lot soon. There, they could be free of these heavy packs and have the relative comfort of the Jeep.
Finally, Joel could see the sun glint off the Jeep’s front windshield through the trees as they approached the parking area, and he immediately felt a small sense of relief.
They let their packs slide to the ground near the tailgate.
“Ah, that feels good!” Joel said arching his back and stretching.
Ben was already unlocking the driver’s side door, not wasting any time, he stuck the key in the ignition and turned it. “Nothing, not even a sound, completely dead.” Ben sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.
“You mean we’re going to have to walk? Can you fix it?” Joel exclaimed.
“I’m afraid not, the electronics are shot, just like our phones,” Ben said. “Relax buddy, I’ve been thinking about this possibility, and I have an idea. The road out of here is pretty much all downhill until about midway around the lake. If we push the Jeep to the edge of the parking lot where the road starts we should be able to coast down the last couple miles if we’re careful. Maybe almost to the main road or at least close to it.” Ben sighed.
“I’m game. Let’s try it,” Joel said, willing to try anything if it meant not having to put his pack back on.
After putting their gear in the back and getting Gunner loaded in, they each took a position alongside the Jeep. With the two front doors open, they pushed the Jeep to the entrance of the parking lot and faced it down the road. Ben pushed the clutch in and slid the shifter back into gear as soon as the Jeep started to roll freely with little resistance.
“All right, let’s catch our breath for a minute.” Ben huffed and wiped some sweat away from his eyes. “When I throw this in neutral we’ll give it a couple good pushes to get going and then hop in, okay?”
“Okay, I’m ready when you are,” Joel answered.
“On three then. One, two, three, push!” Ben grunted.
It didn’t take much to get the Jeep moving downhill and after only a few steps they both hopped into their seats and pulled the doors closed. They picked up speed quicker than Joel expected they would and before he knew it they were rolling down the road.
It felt good to be sitting down and moving with a slight breeze cooling them down. They actually had to apply the brakes several times during their descent around some of the sharper corners where the road made switchback turns. It didn’t take long before they could see the lake coming into view along with the rest of the valley. As they came down out of the high mountains onto the plateau, they could see a much wider view of the horizon.
There were plumes of dark smoke in varying sizes rising up from too many places to count. A few of the plumes were nearby, and some farther off in the distance.
“Look at that! What do you think they are?” Joel asked.
“Could be downed planes, or car wrecks. Hard to say, really. If the nukes wiped out computers and mechanical systems that control the nation’s infrastructure, there’s no telling what chaos would result from a total breakdown. I’m sure that emergency services are limited at best, maybe even nonexistent.” Ben muscled the Jeep around the last slight curve onto the main road around the lake, trying to maintain as much momentum as he could.
Once the Jeep was on the flat dirt road, it slowed quickly and Ben steered it off onto the shoulder where it came to a halt.
“Well, it looks like we’re walking from here, better than nothing.” Ben climbed out of the Jeep.
“Yeah, I guess so,” Joel mumbled.
“Hey! That probably saved us an hour of time. Not to mention it gave us a nice little break,” Ben said.
“I know, you’re right,” Joel said, still sitting in his seat, one hand reaching back to scratch Gunner’s ear.
“Look, I know all this is a lot to take in, and it’s overwhelming, but just try to take it in a little at a time,” Ben pleaded. “Just focus on getting home and try not to worry about anything else right now. I love you, Joel. We’re in this together, and we’ll get through it together.”
“I love you too, Dad. I’m sorry. Let’s keep moving,” Joel said. With that, he proceeded to get out of the Jeep with Gunner spilling out behind him.
Joel knew they were going to have to walk again, but now it was real as he hoisted the pack back up onto his shoulders. But his backpack wasn’t the only thing weighing him down. He felt burdened by heavy thoughts about his friends, his school, Allie, Brian, and most troubling his brother and sister. What did this all mean and how would it affect all these people and things he cared about? It was overwhelming and sad and depressing. He would just have to deal with it as it came and take it one step at a time like his dad told him. He was fortunate to have his dad in all this and he knew it. He knew his dad was tough and had been trained to deal with a lot of things. Joel had always been proud of his dad and his military service with the Army Rangers. But now he was grateful, and in this moment he vowed to be strong for his dad and carry his own weight, without complaint.
After about an hour of steady walking, they reached the paved road at the bottom of the dam. They hadn’t seen any traffic on the road around the lake, not that they were expecting to, but they’d hoped that once they reached the main road, they would see some signs of life.
The landscape was eerily quiet, with no cars on the road and no airplanes in the sky. It was all so still. The haze that floated in the air seemed to filter out some of the sunlight but none of the heat. That combined with the plumes of black smoke scattered across the horizon lent a strange otherworldly feel to it.
Ben stopped and unclipped his waist belt letting his pack slide off his shoulders with a sigh of relief.
“Let’s take a minute and top off our water while we’re close to the river.”
“Sounds good to me.” Joel immediately shed the unruly pack.
Glad to take a break, Joel grabbed his water filter and both of their bottles and climbed over the guardrail on the side of the road. Gunner squeezed under the rail and followed Joel down the grassy embankment to the river. Joel quickly filled both water bottles and headed back to the road where his dad had stayed sitting on the guardrail and going through his pack. As Joel climbed back up onto the shoulder of the road, he noticed his dad pulling his Glock out from the pack along with its concealed carry holster. Ben tucked it behind the waistband of his pants just off to one side where it could be easily retrieved while wearing the backpack.
“Thanks for refilling the water bottles,” Ben said, noticing Joel was watching him stash the pistol.
“Sure, no problem.” Joel paused. “How come you got the gun out of the pack?”
“Just a little peace of mind is all. We’re heading into populated areas now, and I just want to be safe. No worries, just a precaution.”



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
The trio had walked less than a mile before they came to their first driveway. It was a gravel road with a patch of grass running up the middle. The red mailbox out front said Johnson in black letters and almost seemed inviting. Having not seen any cars yet, Ben decided they should stop at the house and see if there was anyone home that would be willing to share some information with them. Or possibly they had a working vehicle and could give them a ride. Ben wasn’t fond of knocking on a stranger’s door in light of all that had happened, but the alternative would be a very long walk home.
“Let’s try this house and see if anyone is around,” Ben said.
“Maybe they can give us a ride,” Joel said.
“Even if they can’t, I would be happy to get some information,” Ben said, not wanting to get Joel’s hopes up about a ride.
As they headed up the driveway, the house came into view. It was a small log and stone cottage set back in a little clearing. If there was anyone home, they would be able to see them coming up the road toward the house. This made Ben a little anxious, but they continued to the house anyway.
There were no vehicles at the house, at least not that he could see.
So much for that ride, he thought.
The closer they got, the more apparent it became that the house was empty. Disappointed, Ben was just about to suggest that they head back to the road when he saw movement in one of the upstairs windows.
There was someone in the house watching them and trying not to be seen.
“Up there in that left top window, I just saw something or someone move, I’m sure of it.” Ben scanned for any more movement.
Seeing none, he called out, “Hello, is anybody home? We were camping up above the lake and are just trying to get home.”
“Are you sure you saw someone?” Joel asked.
“I thought I did. I don’t know. Maybe my eyes are playing tricks on me. I am tired,” Ben confessed.
Just then the front door burst open and a boy that couldn’t have been any older than ten or eleven marched out onto the front porch brandishing an old double-barreled shotgun. He had the gun on his shoulder and was squinting down the barrel at them.
“My Daddy said not to let nobody in.” the boy stammered, red faced and shaking.
“Whoa there, easy kid. We don’t want to come in.” Ben pushed Joel backwards and behind him. “Is your dad here? Can we talk to him?”
“No, he went to town this mornin’ to get supplies. He said he’d be back real soon though, and if anybody came by here messin’ ’round, I should shoot ’em.”
“Look, take it easy, we’re backing away. You can put the gun down. We don’t mean you any harm. We’re leaving,” Ben said as they continued backpedaling through the yard. Gunner growled in protest unsure of what was going on, but backed away with them, nonetheless.
Eventually the boy began to retreat to the doorway and back into the house. Once inside, he quickly grabbed the doorknob and slammed the door shut and just as suddenly as he had appeared, he was gone.
Ben and Joel turned and quickly walked back in the direction of the road.
“Sheesh, that was crazy!” Joel said.
“That was foolish, is what that was. We can’t take any more chances like that.” Ben was relieved that they had avoided any serious conflict.
“I don’t know how long he’s been there by himself, but I’m guessing his dad has been gone a while. That poor kid was scared to death.” Ben shook his head.
At least now he knew that there were some vehicles that were still running if the kid’s dad had driven to town that morning.
“Poor kid, he nearly shot us!” Joel said, interrupting Ben’s thoughts.
“He wouldn’t have shot us, at least not on purpose. He could barely hold the gun up.” Ben looked back at the house.
“Regardless, I’ll feel better after we put some distance between us and this place,” Joel said.
“Agreed.” Ben nodded.
Ben welcomed being back out on the road after their run-in with the kid, and he reminded himself over and over that he would not be that careless again. Joel was counting on him and that could have gone south very quickly. He couldn’t take risks like that for Joel’s sake.
They continued toward home for several more miles not saying much, both of them engrossed in their thoughts until they approached a spot where the river turned back to run alongside the road for a bit. They found a stand of cottonwoods down by the water that provided some much needed shade and decided to stop there for a while and eat something. They broke out a couple MREs and wolfed down lunch, not realizing how hungry they’d become. After eating, they agreed to stay there for a bit and get some rest before continuing on. They’d been up since at least five that morning, and it had been a long day already. They would wait there until the midday sun passed and it cooled down before continuing on.
Ben was just nodding off when he heard the faint sound of a motor.
“Do you hear that Joel? Listen.”
“Is that a car coming? I hear it.” Joel said.
They both got up from the grass and made their way to the road, leaving their packs on the ground. Ben hesitated for a second and wondered if they should expose themselves but decided that if there was a chance for a ride home they would have to risk it. They still had at least another twenty miles to go, and a ride would be a huge windfall right now. They needed it.
Once they got to the shoulder, they could see what looked like an older pickup heading in their direction. Ben felt for the gun under his waistband briefly, reassuring himself that this was the right thing to do.
As the old truck approached, he could make out a lone driver wearing a cowboy hat. Ben waved his arm in the air, signaling with the hopes that the driver would stop.
The old brown Ford pickup slowed as it pulled off onto the shoulder toward them. Ben glanced down, making sure his shirt was covering his pistol. The brakes screeched in protest as the truck came to a stop in front of them. The truck, as much rust as it was brown paint, seemed to match the character driving. The old man behind the wheel leaned over from the driver’s seat and pushed open the passenger door.
Ben and Joel stepped back a little, unsure of his intentions.
“What are you boys doin’ out here? Don’t you know world war three’s going on right now?”
The first thing Ben noticed was the matte silver .44 Magnum revolver tucked neatly into an ornately carved leather holster hanging off the man’s belt. It was hard to miss with its oversized barrel and mother-of-pearl grip gleaming in the sunlight.
The old man noticed Ben’s attention to the gun and tried to put him at ease.
“Oh, don’t worry about my little friend there. He’s just keeping me company on my way into town today. He don’t bite… much. Where you fellas headed?” The old man pushed the brim of his hat up with his finger.
“We were fishing up above Vallecito Lake until all hell broke loose this morning. Our Jeep wouldn’t start, and we’ve been trying to make our way home since then, but it’s been slow going. I’m Ben, and this is my son Joel, by the way.” Ben reached out to offer his hand and Joel followed.
“Pleasure to meet you boys. Name’s Dale, and I’m heading into Durango to check on my son and his family. Phone and electric are out everywhere, and I haven’t been able to get in touch with them since this all started,” The old man said shaking both their hands.
“What exactly is going on? We’ve been off the grid since yesterday,” Ben asked.
“Well, that’s not exactly clear. No mention of anything out of the ordinary news wise yesterday and, of course, this morning we woke up to no electricity or utilities for that matter. There was no warning for what happened this morning,” Dale said.
Ben, still feeling the effects of the afternoon sun and the mileage they had covered today, thought he would cut to the chase. “Say, if you’re heading into town, do you think you could drop us off at the bottom of Durango Hills?” he asked.
“No problem, glad to help you two out. Grab your stuff and let’s go,” Dale said.
“Thank you so much!” Ben exhaled deeply.
Faith in humanity restored after their earlier experience that day, Ben and Joel jogged over to retrieve their packs and quickly returned, tossing them into the back of Dale’s truck. Ben sat up front on the single bench seat with Dale, and Joel and Gunner climbed into the back of the old pickup.
A couple minutes into the ride, Ben turned to check on Joel and saw that the boy and his dog were both fast asleep. Good for them, he thought, it’s been a rough morning.
Ben’s eyes were heavy and the rhythm of the truck could have easily lulled him to sleep also, but Dale seemed intent on telling tales of his good old days on the ranch mixed in with bits of speculation on the cause of this chaos that was now their lives.
But Ben didn’t mind the conversation. It still beat walking the last thirty miles to their house, and he was glad they’d finally caught a break.



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Part of Ben wished the ride had lasted a little longer. After the day they were having, it felt good to sit down and let the wind wash over him, the hum of the engine and Dale’s stories becoming one at times. It was hard, but he made himself stay awake. He didn’t want to take any chances. Dale seemed nice enough, and Ben was very grateful for the ride, but he wasn’t letting his guard down again.
Ben’s thoughts were interrupted by the squealing of brakes as the truck slowed down and pulled into the Durango Hills subdivision entry.
“This is good here, Dale. You’re a lifesaver, really. Thanks a lot,” Ben said.
“Sure I can’t drive you on up, all the way to your house?” Dale asked.
“No, sir. We don’t want to keep you from getting to your family any more than we already have, and our house is just up a little ways. We’ll hike up the rest, thank you though.” Ben opened his door and climbed out. He leaned back across the seat and shook Dale’s hand.
“No problem.”
“You be careful in town, you hear, Dale? Things could get ugly once people start to put the pieces together and figure out what’s going on. Take care of yourself,” Ben said.
“Oh, I’ll be all right. This old cowboy’s been thrown off a horse or two.” Dale winked.
Once Joel and Gunner had unloaded from the back and shut the tailgate, Dale didn’t waste any time heading off down the road.
On their own again, they hoisted their packs and headed up the gravel road to their house.
“Too bad he couldn’t take us all the way to the house,” Joel said.
“Well, he offered, but I told him we would walk the rest of the way.” Ben admitted.
“What? Why Dad?”
Truth was, part of Ben didn’t want to trouble the old man who had already been so generous, but the tactical side of him didn’t want to expose them to an unknown element by showing him where they lived.
“Because Joel, I didn’t want to expose us,” Ben snapped back. Feeling guilty for raising his voice, he said more calmly, “Dale seemed nice, and he probably is, but this is a different world now, Joel. We have to be cautious who we trust.”
“I know I just… I… I’m just tired, Dad,” Joel pleaded.
“I know you are. Me too. Hang in there, we’re almost home. We’ll be sitting down enjoying a hot meal before you know it,” Ben said.
As they trudged up the road, Ben couldn’t help but think of Dale. He felt sorry for the old man and wondered how people would act towards each other once supplies started to dwindle. He and Joel were going to have to go into town at some point.
He had a lot of supplies and survival gear at his store and he wanted to get to it before someone else did. Maybe not today or even tomorrow, but at some point people would become desperate, and his store would be a prime target for looting. He considered going alone and having Joel stay at the house where it was safe, but he knew the reality of it was that he would need Joel to help him.
“I’ve never been so glad to see the house before!” Joel said.
“Good job! Proud of your effort today, bud,” Ben said.
Joel smiled. “Thanks, Dad.” He picked up the pace a little.
The only thing keeping Ben moving forward at this point was the sight of the house and the promise of safety and rest. Gunner bolted for the house with impossible energy and cleared the steps with a single bound only to sit down on the doormat and lean against the door panting as he watched Ben and Joel approach.
With the sun setting, the dark quietness of their house confronted them. The absence of scattered lights from surrounding homes on the mountainside was an ever-present reminder that things were very different now.
Ben headed straight for their little detached garage that sat thirty feet or so off to the side of the house. He unlocked the small side door on the garage then turned to Joel.
“Here, catch.” Ben tossed Joel the keys. “After you put your stuff down inside, do me a favor and throw your truck keys out to me, will you?”
“Sure, you think she’ll start?” Joel asked.
“If I’m right, yes. Your truck is older, like Dale’s, and doesn’t rely on a complex computer network running things, just a good old-fashioned electrical system with a carburetor.”
Joel unlocked the door to the house and opened it, reaching inside to the wall where they hung their keys.
“I’ll do it,” Joel said dropping his pack just inside the door and returning with keys in his hand. He unlocked his truck and slid behind the wheel. He pumped the gas pedal twice as he simultaneously turned the key in the ignition. The big 5.7 liter 350 cubic inch V8 roared to life just like it was any other day.
Ben could see the smile on Joel’s face through the windshield, and that made everything okay for a moment. Ben thought about all the hours they had spent together fixing up the old truck and how much he enjoyed spending time with Joel doing that. Ben gave Joel thumbs up and then motioned his hand across his throat, signaling him to turn the truck off. The truck seemed extra loud in the darkness, and Ben didn’t want to draw attention to their fortune. At least they wouldn’t have to hike into town and back. This would give them the edge they needed to get in and get out quickly.
“I’m going to get the generator going. Give it a minute and then get yourself a nice hot shower,” Ben said.
A couple years ago he’d had a backup generator installed in the garage. Because of their location, all the utilities were run overhead and were fickle, to say the least, in foul weather. Power outages were common enough to be a major inconvenience, so he’d spent the money and had the generator installed. It ran on natural gas that was piped in from a five hundred-gallon tank located behind the garage.
Ben figured the hot water heater should still work, and because the house was on a well with a large reserve cistern of water, they should be able to enjoy some creature comforts sparingly. And tonight they needed it.
While Joel was getting cleaned up, Ben began clearing a spot in the garage for Joel’s truck. He wanted to keep the truck inside and locked up out of sight from any prying eyes. They never parked in the garage, as it had become overrun with gear and kayaks and just about anything else they might need for an outdoor adventure. Ben wondered how they had accumulated so much stuff, as he moved things to the sides of the garage.
Satisfied that he’d made enough room for the Blazer, he stepped outside the building and listened to see how much noise the generator was making. The generator itself was located in the back corner of the garage, but the exhaust ran out through a vent in the rear wall. Funny he never paid attention to how much noise it made in the past. It wasn’t excessively loud. Still, he thought they better only run it for short periods when they needed it, just to be safe. With that in mind, he headed inside to get cleaned up himself.
Joel, hair still wet from his shower, was sitting at the kitchen table with a bottle of juice and a box of cereal. Gunner was passed out on the floor next to him, front paws twitching deep in a dream.
“I think the milk is bad. The fridge isn’t very cold either,” Joel said.
Ben opened the refrigerator and gave the milk a smell.
“I think it’s okay, but you should use it up because it won’t last much longer. We’re only going to be able to use the generator sparingly. After I get a quick shower, I’m going to turn it off for the night,” Ben said, as he walked around to the living room to close the blinds on the front windows. Joel had turned on some of the lights when he came into the house out of habit, and Ben was concerned that someone would see the light coming from inside their house.
“We need to maintain a low profile even when the generator is on. Only use the lights when necessary, okay?” Ben asked.
“Okay. Sorry,” Joel mumbled.
“It’s all right. It’s just going to take some getting used to,” Ben said as he headed for his bedroom.
“That’s for sure,” Joel replied.
“I cleared a spot in the garage for your truck, how about giving me five minutes to get cleaned up then pull it in for the night, turn off the generator for me and lock up for the night?”
“No problem. I can do it, but I’ll wait until you’re done in the shower,” Joel answered.
“Thanks, buddy,” Ben said.
Ben knew Joel could handle it. He had gone over the operation of the generator with Joel when it was installed and made sure he knew how to run it in case he was ever home alone and lost power. He was going to have to start relying on Joel a lot more now, and he hoped Joel was up to it.
Although the hot shower felt great, Ben kept it short. Trying to be conservative and also a little anxious to get the generator turned off, he cut it shorter than he would have liked. While he brushed his teeth, the bathroom light flickered and went out. It made him happy that Joel had followed through on what he’d been asked to do. Ben reached over and turned on a small LED lantern that he had brought into the bathroom with him. As he finished brushing his teeth, he stared at himself in the mirror. The LED lantern casting a pale white light up onto his face, he stared at himself in the mirror briefly before snapping out of his fatigue-induced daze. He wanted to talk to Joel a little before they turned in for the night and come up with a battle plan for tomorrow.
As he made his way into the living room carrying the lantern in front of him, he saw Joel sleeping on the couch. Gunner had relocated from the kitchen floor and was curled up on the opposite end of the couch at Joel’s feet, snoring away.
Ben didn’t have the heart to wake Joel and decided it could all wait until morning. Besides, the kid would need his rest. Tomorrow was going to be another early day.
As Ben laid a blanket over Joel, he considered waiting a day at the house and resting but he was afraid that the situation in town would deteriorate rapidly. Early tomorrow morning at first light would be their best bet for an incident-free trip to the shop and back. They would load the back of Joel’s Blazer with all the supplies and gear they could fit and get out of town as quickly and quietly as possible.
Hopefully it wasn’t too late to salvage some things, but Ben had no idea what they would encounter tomorrow.
They would go in prepared for the worst.



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Ben was rudely awakened by an enthusiastic and cold nose pressed against his neck. Gunner was nudging him and whining in an effort to get someone to let him outside to do his business. Ben strained his eyes at his watch, pressing the button to illuminate the dial.
“Four thirty, okay. All right. I’m coming,” he said to Gunner as he realized he had fallen asleep in the recliner last night.
Gunner scampered to the door, tail wagging.
Ben stood up slowly, still sore from yesterday. He grabbed the small lantern and flicked it on, shuffling over to the door and stretching as he went. He poked his head outside and took a quick look around before he let Gunner out. He left the door cracked enough for the dog to get back in on his own and proceeded to pull out his camp stove and his headlamp from his pack that was still sitting in the mud room from last night.
Might as well get some coffee going and start to get organized for the run into town. He would let Joel sleep a little longer before breaking the news to him of their forthcoming adventure.
Ben put on his headlamp and switched the light on low, not wanting to ruin his night vision while he waited for the coffee to finish brewing. After he poured himself a cup and took a few well-needed sips, he headed to their basement.
Coffee in hand, he made his way down the old wooden steps to the partially finished basement. It was one of his many ongoing projects around the house, and the unfinished basement was one of the reasons he’d been able to get the house at a good price. It had been completely barren when he bought the place.
He had insulated, dry walled, and completed a fully functioning bathroom so far, but still had a little ways to go to finish off the space. He was proud of his progress down here and the way it was shaping up. It was going to be a nice game room for Joel and his friends to hang out once it was completed. At least, that was the plan.
None of that seemed to matter now though. Ben wistfully looked around for a second as he stood at the bottom of the stairs, letting his eyes adjust. His gaze stopped on a stack of hardwood flooring that he realized he may never get to install.
Forcing himself not to dwell on it any longer, he headed over to the far corner of the main room where the gun safe stood. The safe was the largest model Ben could afford and was rated to hold up to sixty guns. Thankful now that he’d decided on a version with a mechanical lock instead of the fancy electronic option they offered, he spun through the numbers on the dial and turned the lever. The thick safe door swung open to reveal a meticulously laid out mini armory.
Rifles and long guns made a U-shape around the bottom interior of the safe. Some of the guns were old and had belonged to Ben’s father. The rifles were organized neatly around six green metal ammo cans stacked on the floor.
Each can held a different type of ammo for the various rifles. On the inside back of the safe door there were a dozen pockets made primarily for holding pistols, but Ben had a few hunting and survival knives in some of the pouches.
Along the right side of the safe were some felt-lined shelves where Ben kept ammo for the pistols and some important paperwork for the business.
On the very bottom was a small wooden box, about the size of a shoebox. This was also something Ben’s dad had left him. The box was nearly full with one ounce silver buffalo coins and a variety of others that his father had collected over the years. The last time Ben had researched the coins online he figured there was about four or five thousand dollars’ worth of coins in the box. He hoped to be able to pass them on to his kids someday.
Ben was suddenly reminded of the now uncertain future that lay ahead.
Next to the safe was a work bench Ben had planned on removing after he finished the renovation, but in the meantime had become an extension of the safe, holding less important items like hunting gear and bags on the shelves above and below. The main countertop area had become a place to clean and work on the longer rifles. At the end was an old fly-tying vise that Ben had often thought about replacing with his own ammo reloading station. He had done his homework on all that was involved but, regrettably, never got around to setting it up.
Ben grabbed a green double tactical gun case off the upper shelf and laid it open on the counter. He pulled one of the two Olympic AR-15s out of the safe, choosing the one that was set up with the EOTech holographic site paired with a G33 flip magnifier scope. This made the gun suitable for close range targets as well as longer shots when the magnifier was flipped into place behind the holo sight.
He and Joel had just been to the range with this gun and a few others a couple of weeks ago, and it was Joel’s favorite gun to shoot. The 5.56 round at 55 grains was consistent, and you could reach out and touch something at eight hundred-plus yards if you needed to and had the skill, but at three to four hundred yards, it was deadly accurate. Ben grabbed another pistol as well, aside from the Glock 19 he was already carrying. He chose another 9MM, a Smith & Wesson M&P model. This way, they would only have to bring two types of ammo and could travel light.
His intentions were to stash the AR in the bag under the rear seat and hopefully leave it there. He wanted Joel to have access to the other pistol. Maybe even conceal it on him. If it went smoothly, he hoped they could be in and out in under a couple of hours. He grabbed some MREs and threw then in a smaller duffel bag along with a couple of extra flashlights and the ammo just in case.
Looking at his watch, he saw that it was a little after five. He figured he should get Joel up so they could get going. He grabbed the bags and scaled the stairs to the living room where he was happy to see Joel already awake. Joel was yawning and rubbing his neck as Ben entered the room.
“How’d you sleep?” Ben asked.
“Okay, I guess. I don’t even remember falling asleep last night,” Joel answered as he squinted from the light on Ben’s headlamp.
“Oops. Sorry about that,” Ben said as he turned off the headlamp and parted the living room curtains. The sun was just beginning to provide a modest amount of light and reminded him of the urgency to get moving.
“What’s all the gear for?” Joel asked.
“Well, I thought it might be useful for our little trip into town this morning,” Ben said.
Joel cocked his head to the side slightly.
“We’re going into town?” he asked.
“I’m afraid so. I don’t think we’ll need any of this stuff, but it’s just a precaution.” Ben laid the bags on the floor.
Gunner got up from the floor by Joel and sauntered over to give the bags a good sniff, stretching each leg out on the way.
“I want to get down to the store and get all the important stuff out of there before it’s too late. I have a pallet of dehydrated food that just came in and is still in the stockroom. We need to grab anything and everything we can. I doubt we’ll have another chance to go back anytime soon.” Ben sat down on the couch next to Joel. “And besides, we’re going to need it if we’re going to save your brother and sister,” he declared.
“But…but they’re in Maryland,” Joel stammered, now fully awake.
“I know, but we have no other choice. We have to try. They need us.” Ben looked into Joel’s eyes. “I have to do this, and I can’t do it without you, Joel.”
“And I wouldn’t let you Dad,” Joel said.
Ben smiled and put his arm around Joel as he pulled him close for a second.
“We can work out the details later, but right now let’s focus on the task at hand. I’m going to need you to do one more thing for me,” Ben said.
“What’s that?” Joel asked.
“I want you to carry this.” Ben reached into the smaller duffel bag on the floor and produced the M&P 9MM semi-auto and its concealed carry holster.
“From now on, you keep that gun on you at all times, until I say otherwise. Keep the mag full and the chamber empty. Got it?” Ben asked.
“Got it,” Joel said with wide eyes.
Joel took the gun from his dad and immediately stood up as he situated the gun and holster onto his belt and behind his waistband. He had worn it before but this time would be different.
“All right, now get yourself something to eat quickly while I take these bags out to your truck,” Ben said, grabbing the bags and heading toward the door. Gunner followed Ben outside to the garage, tail wagging.
“I’m afraid you’re not going with us right now, boy. Someone’s gotta stay back and watch the house,” Ben explained.
There was still a chill in the air at this hour, and Ben could see his breath in the garage as he loaded the truck. Gearing up at this hour in the pre-dawn light reminded him of all the hunting and fishing trips they had been on. If only that were the case today. He slid the gun bag with the AR in it under the rear bench seat and unzipped it partway for easy access then covered it partly with an old blanket.
After he had the gear stashed in Joel’s truck to his satisfaction, Ben went back into the house to check on Joel. “How’s it coming? You about ready?” Ben asked.
“Just about,” Joel answered, as he swallowed the last bite of oatmeal cookie left over from the fishing trip.
“I want to leave Gunner here. It can’t hurt to have him here to watch the house, plus we need all the room we can get in your truck.”
Gunner paced back and forth between Ben and Joel as if he knew somehow that he was not to be included in the morning’s activities.
Ben poured the rest of the coffee into a travel mug and grabbed a granola bar. He really didn’t feel like eating this morning and was content with just the coffee but knew he should get something down before they left. He was anxious about what lay ahead and it had been a while since he felt these familiar jitters in his stomach.
Those early pre-mission mornings in the Army seemed like a lifetime ago now. Operating in hostile environments was nothing new to Ben, only difference was this time the stakes were higher.



 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Ben backed the Blazer out of the garage just far enough for Joel to close the overhead door manually and lock it. Joel then made his way out of the small side door, locking it behind him as well. As he climbed into the passenger seat, he looked back at the house.
Gunner stared longingly at them as they pulled out of the driveway. Joel wondered if Gunner would really deter someone from breaking in. He had witnessed Gunner’s aggressive side a couple of times before and thought it was a pretty convincing performance.
Ben navigated the gravel road out of the subdivision slowly, with the headlights off.
“No lights?” Joel asked.
“No, trying to use a little stealth to our advantage. No need to advertise,” Ben said.
As they made their way down the mountain, Joel tried to look down the driveways they passed to see if he could spot any signs of life.
All the houses were dark, of course, which he expected, but they seemed different in some other quiet kind of way. There seemed to be a sense of finality hanging in the air. It was hard to describe, but he didn’t like the way it made him feel.
Once at the bottom of the road, they made the right onto Rt. 240 and set out for town. As the sun rose higher, Joel noticed random black plumes of smoke here and there. Some were small and faint but others where massive and billowed up into the atmosphere for miles. The closer they got to town, the more there were.
“I guess there are no first responders. Probably have their hands full taking care of their own,” Ben said, as if he had read Joel’s mind.
“I guess,” Joel shrugged.
Joel tried to imagine for a moment what exactly that meant. No firefighters to put out fires or at least keep them under control or from spreading. No police to keep law and order, and no paramedics to respond to medical emergencies. For all he knew there were no medical services available at all. To what level would the government shut down? The local government would almost surely dissolve or be reduced to a skeleton crew. What then? Would the federal government send in the Army or something to maintain order, or were they too busy dealing with North Korea if that was in fact who had sent the EMP nukes? They had just recently talked about some of this in school in his social studies class. Wishing now that he had paid more attention to the boring details concerning the politics, Joel wondered if he would ever go to school again.
Joel’s thoughts turned to his brother and sister in Maryland. He hoped they were safe but was very troubled at the thought of them being that far away and only having their mother to take care of them. The thought of never seeing them again briefly crossed his mind, but he pushed it away as he was reminded again just how fortunate he was to have his dad with him. He was certain his dad would figure out a way to get to them and everything would be all right. At least that’s what he told himself.
Just then, Joel felt the truck slow a little and looked up from his thoughts to see an awful wreck taking up the oncoming lane and some of theirs. Ben slowed down even more as they got closer and slowly steered them around the two mangled vehicles.
One looked like an older SUV and appeared empty to Joel. The other car was fatally lodged under the bigger SUV and was almost destroyed beyond anything resembling a car. It was all a big melted mess of metal fused together by heat, burned to a black smoldering pile.
As they rolled past, Joel thought he saw what looked like an arm and a hand dangling out of one of the window openings but wasn’t sure. He wanted to believe it was something else and resolved not to focus on it.
“That was a bad one.” Joel chewed on his lip.
“Yeah, it was. I’m guessing it happened yesterday,” Ben said.
“There was hardly anything left of that little car.” Joel turned away and tried to focus his attention forward.
“How about helping me keep an eye out? I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing a lot more of that kind of thing as we get closer to town,” Ben said.
“Okay, will do.” Joel shifted in his seat, glad to have a purpose to take his mind off things.
How bad was it going to be in town? What about his friends? Suddenly Joel was overwhelmed with a heavy feeling in his chest as he remembered his best friend Brian had planned to visit relatives in California. How could he have forgotten about Brian? He was supposed to fly out early yesterday morning. Joel remembered Brian telling him he was on the 5:00 a.m. flight to Denver and then getting on another flight from there to LA.
“Do you think all airplanes were affected, what about prop type planes like the smaller planes that fly out of Durango airport?” Joel looked at Ben for a sign of encouragement.
“Yes, probably. Why?” Ben asked.
“Brian. He was flying out early yesterday at 5:00 a.m.” Joel winced as he slumped down in his seat.
“I’m sorry, Joel.” Ben offered.
“This really sucks.” Joel rubbed at his eyes, sniffling.
They rode in silence for a few miles, passing the occasional lifeless vehicle. As Ben navigated through the obstacle course of abandoned cars, Joel’s world seemed to speed up, his head flooding with too many thoughts to process all at once. His brother and sister, the plane crash they’d witnesseded, the horrific car wreck they’d seen, Brian and how much he would miss him and all the stupid things they did together, the probability of never finishing school, and the uncertainty of his future in general. Scattered amongst these thoughts was Allie. How could life be so unfair, so cruel? Just when things seemed to be going so well. He’d thought it was going to be a great summer, but all that had changed in the blink of an eye.
Joel slowly regained his composure as he reluctantly accepted their situation once more and took a deep breath. He felt a reassuring hand on his shoulder and looked over at his dad. He had to say something. This might be his only chance if it wasn’t too late already. He’d lost Brian, but if there was anything he could do, he had to speak up. He couldn’t lose Allie too.
“I met a girl from school.” Joel sat up a little in his seat.
“Oh, yeah?” Ben asked.
“Yeah. Her name is Allie. She lives in town not too far from the store, actually right around the corner on East Seventh Street. It’s just her and her mom, I think.” Joel shrugged.
“Okay. The answer is yes.” Ben smirked.
“Yes, what?” Joel pleaded innocently, knowing full well his intentions in bringing Allie up in conversation.
“Yes, after we finish up at the store we can head out of town that way and check on them if you want.” Ben shook his head.
“Thanks!” Joel felt a little better to have something to look forward to. It wasn’t much, but it was something. He felt desperate to hang on to something from his old life, and his feelings for Allie were a welcome distraction. He had no idea what they would find at Allie’s house or what he would even say to her if they found her, but he had to try. He wasn’t willing to let go of her that easily, and he wouldn’t allow himself to give up on the possibility of salvaging some normality in his life. Hopefully she was okay, but if she needed help, he wanted to be there for her.
* * *
Ben noticed the lack of cars on the road, cars that were running that was. The lack of cars was even more obvious now that it was getting light out. The lack of activity and traffic only exaggerated the graveness of the situation.
They neared the end of Route 240 where it turned into one of the main roads into town and came into what should have been a more populated area. Surely there would be some people out and about trying to cope with their new reality. Ben hoped his instincts were wrong and that most people would remain decent and compassionate, like Dale had been to them.
Ben knew firsthand though how chaos and desperation could change people. He had seen his share of atrocities overseas and the aftermath it created while in the Army. The dark side of humanity was very real, and there was no telling what awaited them in town.
The first thing he noticed was a smashed plate glass window at Bread, the bakery where he and Joel had stopped so many times before. Then he realized most of the windows in the small shopping center were broken or cracked.
Black smoke poured from one of the store windows on the other end of the complex. He wondered if people had smashed the windows or maybe the shock waves from the blast. They were much closer now to the location of the last detonation they had seen, although they were probably still pretty far away from ground zero.
The valley opened up here in town as it ran toward the New Mexico border and did not provide the protection of the mountains to buffer the blast. The shopping center looked abandoned except for a few cars in the parking lot, and there was trash and what looked like napkins scattered around on the sidewalk in front of the store. It wasn’t like he expected to see the normal morning crowd of cyclists with their bikes lined up out front and a full parking lot of cars, but he wasn’t expecting it to look like this after only one day either. He thought he would have at least seen someone by now. They hadn’t seen another person since they left the house this morning, but it was still early. Maybe yesterday had been as hard on everybody else as it had been on them. Maybe people were just staying in and keeping to themselves, at least that’s what he hoped. Maybe people had left town, but where would they go and how would they get there? The roads were mostly clear except for the occasional cars and trucks stranded in the road, abandoned by their drivers where they stopped running.
The most unsettling thing though was the burned-down houses and buildings they drove past. Some were still fully engulfed in flames while others were little more than smoldering piles of rubble. There were a lot of power lines down and scorched transformers. A massive power surge must have rolled through after the bombs went off. Maybe that had overloaded the circuits and caused a lot of the fires.
The further they drove into town, the more Ben realized how grateful he was that they were in a remote area tucked away in the mountains. It must have been complete pandemonium here when the bombs went off. Hundreds, if not thousands, of people must have died in Durango alone. The sound of sirens and emergency vehicles was expectedly absent, but the eerie silence sent chills up his spine, nonetheless.
Up ahead, a large delivery truck that had been making its early morning rounds had swerved out of control and run into a building, blocking the entire road just after Eighth Street. Ben slowed down to make the turn onto Eighth Street and get around the roadblock. As they passed the jackknifed truck, they couldn’t help but notice the slumped over body of the driver in the seat. The front windshield had a red stain over the steering wheel where it had been smashed by the driver’s head upon impact, the front of the truck was buried in the building, bricks covering most of the hood from where they had peeled off in a sheet on impact. Ben made the right turn quickly and sped up a little, trying to put it behind them. Trying to minimize the visual for Joel’s sake.
They were close now, only a few blocks to go. With a heavy sigh, Ben watched as the buildings and environment seemed to deteriorate rapidly as they got closer to the downtown area and his store.
Pulling onto Main Street, he saw the shops that hadn’t sustained damage from fire or vehicles had been vandalized and looted. The situation wasn’t looking good. They passed a small Whole Foods store. Both of the front shop windows were broken out and glass was scattered all over the sidewalk. The store looked like it had been ransacked and was now just empty shelves and broken displays.
Ben’s heart sunk as he wondered if his store had suffered the same fate.
“It’s a little rougher looking than I thought it was gonna be.” Ben frowned.
“I can’t believe how bad it is.” Joel glanced around wide-eyed and mouth open, trying to take it all in.
The condition of the streets rivaled some of those Ben had seen in so many of the unstable third world countries he had been to.
“Hard to accept that it fell apart this fast. I didn’t expect things to go south this quickly,” Ben said. “I wonder if some of this started prior to the attack, maybe they had some kind of warning. I mean it’s only been a day.”
“Do you think the store is trashed like these places?” Joel looked at his dad.
“I don’t know, but assuming the worst, even if they took everything from the front of the store, I still have a lot of stuff locked up in the back.”
Ben’s place was one of the smaller shops on Main Street, so he kept a majority of his stock in the back storeroom and mostly just displayed one or two of an item for sale in the storefront. This left plenty of room for a customer to try out the flex of a new fly rod by dry casting or to open up a tent on the floor to help make that sale.
A few years back, Ben’s shop had been broken into and vandalized. The thieves had taken a lot of the high-end gear right out of the storeroom where he had the bulk of his inventory. They had backed up to the large roll-up overhead door at the rear of the store in the alley and taken advantage of the neatly boxed items in bulk in the back of the store.
Insurance had covered the loss, but hadn’t softened the sting of being violated in such a brazen manner. Ben had decided to invest in a better security system that included a two-hour rated fireproof steel door between the storefront and the back stockroom. In addition to that, he’d added a secondary locking system to the rear roll-up overhead door and the smaller man door next to it.
With any luck Ben’s security improvements to the store would prove to be worth every penny today.



 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
“Okay, here’s the plan.” Ben leaned in slightly towards Joel. “I’m going to drive by the front of the store and see what we’re dealing with first, but then I’ll pull down the alley to the rear. I want to get that big roll-up door open and back the truck in far enough to close the door and get out of sight. I’m pretty sure I can get the truck in there, if I angle it a little.”
Ben knew it would be a tight fit but was worth the effort to conceal themselves from prying eyes.
“What do you need me to do?” Joel asked.
“I’m not sure yet, but keep your head on a swivel,” Ben said sternly.
“Yes, sir.” Joel breathed deeply and straightened up in his seat a little.
Ben, satisfied that he had Joel’s attention and that his head was in the game, proceeded steadily down Main Street.
His worst fears materialized as he saw years of hard work reduced to shattered glass and broken displays. One of the glass counter display cases that made up his checkout area was tipped over, its contents of knives, watches and various other outdoor gadgets were long gone. Nothing left but broken parts and pieces of what had once been a source of pride for Ben. Choking back his anger for those responsible for the vandalism, he tried to stay focused. He could see to the back of the shop, and the rear door was still closed and appeared intact.
“Animals!” Ben muttered.
Joel looked at his Dad and then back to the store without saying a word.
“Let’s hope the back was spared.” Ben turned the wheel sharply pointing the truck down the side street and then into the alleyway that ran behind the row of stores along Main Street. Each shop had its own dumpster in the alley making the alley artificially narrow at each dumpster so it was only wide enough for one vehicle to pass by at a time. As they passed the row of evenly spaced dumpsters on Joel’s side of the truck, Ben drove slowly, inspecting each one as they went by.
“I’m just being cautious, don’t want any surprises.” Ben sensed Joel’s gaze on him. To Ben, the dumpsters looked like the perfect place from which to launch an ambush in the narrow alley and his good sense wouldn’t allow him to ignore it.
Joel nodded his head.
“The back of the shop looks like it’s in good shape,” Joel said as the truck came to a stop just past the door.
“I still want you to sit tight for a minute while I make sure it’s all clear. In fact, why don’t you slide over into the driver’s side and get ready to back it in when I open the big door.” Ben looked at Joel. “You’ll have to back in at an angle. Otherwise, she won’t fit.”
“I got it, Dad. I can handle it.” Joel slid over the console into the driver’s seat as Ben got out of the truck.
“I know you can, buddy. Keep an eye on both ends of the alley, okay? And one other thing—” Ben hesitated, thinking.
“What?” Joel questioned.
“Put a round in the chamber of your pistol and then put it back on safety before you holster it,” Ben said.
“Okay.” Joel nodded.
Ben hoped he wasn’t coming off as overprotective, but he knew that the Smith & Wesson 9MM that Joel was carrying would disengage the safety automatically after the slide was pulled back and a round was chambered. You had to manually re-engage the safety, otherwise the hammer would remain cocked and ready to fire. The gun had a featherlight trigger pull weight, which was great for accuracy but could be dangerous if holstered with the safety off. Ben knew that Joel was aware of these things and was confident in his ability to handle the gun. However, Ben also knew that if something were to happen, adrenaline would take over, and he didn’t want any accidents.
Ben fished the keys to the rear man door out of his pants pocket and slowly unlocked both locks on the door then quietly slid his keys back into his pocket.
For the second time today he was grateful for his choice of standard mechanical locks. He’d briefly considered electronic locks that had a pushbutton keypad that could even be linked to a smart phone, something the salesman had really tried to sell. In the end though, the electronic locks seemed like more of a liability, and he went with his gut, opting for the more traditional ones.
Ben looked to one end of the alley then to the other, glancing at Joel with a quick nod, he then turned his attention to the doorway. He drew his gun from his waistband then slowly pulled the door open and eased his way in.
He could see the steel door that led to the front of the store and it was definitely closed, but he would proceed with caution nonetheless. Everything seemed to be as he left it in the stockroom. There was a small window in the back wall up high that faced the alley. It wasn’t very big but provided enough light to see.
Ben’s close quarters battle (CQB) training kicked in automatically as he entered the room, clearing his closest corner then running the wall to the cleared corner scanning the room as he went. His Glock mirrored his glances around the room.
Once he reached the door that led to the front, he checked the handle and confirmed that it was still locked.
Lastly, he made his way over to the small employee bathroom and did a quick check inside to make sure it was empty. Satisfied that the room was secure, he unlocked the overhead door and threw the bolts back on both sides of the doorframe.
When raised or lowered too fast, the door made a terrible racket, and Ben had always hated the noise. Today he was extra careful to lift it slowly trying to retain whatever stealthy advantage they had left. When the door was high enough to allow the truck under it he motioned with his hand for Joel to back up. He was pleasantly surprised how quick and precise Joel maneuvered the truck into the building. Ben held his clenched fist up indicating for Joel to stop backing up. He ran around to the front of the truck and checked for clearance. They had inches to spare.
“Nice job!” Ben nodded in approval.
“Thanks,” Joel said.
Ben pulled on the big door and let it down slowly, throwing one of the bolts on the side after it was closed, making sure it couldn’t be opened from the outside.
“How about locking that door for me, Joel?” Ben bobbed his head in the direction of the door that he’d first entered through.
“Got it,” Joel answered.
When Ben heard the satisfying click of the lock, he felt a small sense relief, knowing that they were at least safe inside the building for the time being while they loaded the truck. Halfway there, he thought to himself. Well, almost, I guess.
He hadn’t figured on stopping by Allie’s house. It was against his better judgment to deviate from the plan and, at first, he had regretted telling Joel they could check on them. But, he’d seen the way Joel’s expression had changed when he brought her name up, and Ben hadn’t had the heart to tell him no. In fact, he’d suggested it in an attempt to capitalize on Joel’s improved mood and to take his mind off Brian. It was the first sign of life he’d seen in his son’s eyes in a while and he didn’t want to squash that. He knew how hard this must be for Joel, especially after being forced to come to terms with the loss of Brian like that. He wasn’t exactly sure what they would do if they managed to find Allie and her mother, but they would just have to cross that bridge when they got to it. He just hoped that they were both okay for Joel’s sake. He would hate to see his son get hurt again like that today.
Joel lowered the tailgate and opened up the back of the truck while Ben surveyed the tall metal shelves lining the walls filled with boxes of gear.
“So, what are we taking with us?” Joel scooted himself up onto the tailgate and sat down, legs dangling off the back.
“Concentrate on food for now. Let’s take all of those Wise company emergency food tubs.” Ben pointed to a pallet on the floor.
Joel pushed himself up and off the tailgate with his hands and was at the pallet in two long steps. He began to pull at the cellophane shipping wrap that enveloped the white tubs stacked two high on the pallet.
“Stack them neatly. We’re limited on space,” Ben stressed.
“I will.” Joel rolled his eyes and got to work.
Each square plastic container held 104 servings. They were popular with the backpackers because they were lightweight and only required the addition of water to rehydrate in about fifteen minutes. It was no five-star meal, but it was far more nutritional than canned goods and they were lucky to have them. There were eighteen containers in all, and if Ben’s memory served him right there were a couple more canisters back at the house. They would have enough food for months. Maybe they could leave one of the tubs with Joel’s friend Allie and her mom if they needed it.
“Here you go.” Ben threw Joel his pocketknife. “Keep it. I’ll grab another one.”
Joel grinned and flicked open the 3.5” Spyderco G-10 blade and made quick work of the thick plastic wrap. He closed the blade, and he admired the knife for a second, rubbing his thumb over the shield and small banner engraved on the handle that read, RANGER 75th RGT.
“Really?” Joel grinned at his Dad.
“Sure, consider it yours. Now quit fooling around and get back to work,” Ben teased.
Joel shook his head, laughing as he began lugging the tubs to the truck two at a time. Ben was glad to see the old Joel, even if it was just for a moment.
The dehydrated food would take up a lot of room in the truck but was well worth the space, maybe they should transfer the individual food packets into bags so they would pack better. Later, he thought, at the house. Don’t want to be here any longer than necessary.
“Better grab some of those large duffel bags too, buddy. I’ll focus on gear while you get that stuff loaded up.”
Fortunately Ben had completed doing his big spring inventory a couple weeks ago and just finished restocking pretty much everything in the store the day before their fishing trip. This was the routine every year in anticipation of the summer tourist season.
There would be no tourist season this year in Durango, or anywhere for that matter, Ben thought. Not for a long time to come.



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Before Ben grabbed himself a replacement knife, he pulled the tactical rifle case with the AR-15 inside from under the rear seat. Wanting to make sure it didn’t get covered, he slid it between the passenger’s seat and the center console for the time being.
Turning his attention to the shelves behind him and a box with a Spyderco label on it, he pulled out a smaller box and unceremoniously pulled a new knife out of its case. He opened it immediately and zipped it across the top of a box full of headlamps. He grabbed several with his hands, took a step toward the truck and tossed them into the back.
He repeated this process with the box of knives, and just about every other box on the shelves. Methodically, he made his way around the room taking a few of some things and all he had of others, like the replacement filters for the water purifier. Fighting his urge to grab it all, he tried to be conscientious of the steadily dwindling space they had remaining in the truck.
“Now what?” Joel stuffed the last of six heavy duty canvas duffel bags alongside the cube of white tubs he had built in the back of the truck.
“Pretty much anything you think we’ll need. Even if we already have it at the house, it doesn’t hurt to have backup. You never know. How about extra fuel canisters for the stove? Might as well grab a few extra stoves while you’re next to them,” Ben suggested.
The Titanium Ultra-Light camp stoves were made to handle a small pot. It was ideal for two people and small enough to fit in the palm of your hand.
Most of the items Ben carried in his store were made for backpacking and backcountry camping. Everything was designed to be as small and as lightweight as possible for extended backcountry trips. This allowed them the benefit of getting a lot of ‘bang for the buck,’ as Ben would call it, out of the space in the truck. They would be set up for a long time and wouldn’t have to worry about provisions too much on the way to Ocean City if they were conservative. If the roads were anything like what they had seen so far, it would be a long trip. But they should have enough. Worst case scenario, they would have to do a little hunting and fishing to make it last, but they would definitely have to pack the truck below the window line. He didn’t want to advertise their abundance of resources and good fortune. That type of thing could get you into a lot of trouble fast.
Ben stepped back, contemplating as he glanced back and forth from the loaded down truck to the remaining boxes on the shelves to see if there was anything else they should grab or try to fit into the truck.
“I think that just about does it, Joel.” Ben walked over to the steel security door that divided the storefront from where they were and peered through the peephole.
“I just want to look and see if my old revolver is still there or if it disappeared along with everything else up front,” Ben whispered as he continued looking through the tiny hole in the door. “I want you to wait here though, in the back. Okay?” He turned to look at Joel.
“Yeah, okay,” Joel answered. “Dad, do you mind if I put together a bag of extra stuff for Allie and her Mom? They might need it, and if we’re just going to leave the rest here… I’ll carry the bag on my lap.”
“Actually, I think that’s a great idea, Joel. As a matter of fact, I was going to offer to leave one of those tubs of dehydrated food with them, if you want. We have plenty for just the two of us if we supplement with hunting and fishing when we can. I have more at the house, not to mention, half a box of MREs.”
“Okay. Thanks, Dad.” Joel nodded.
Joel darted off towards the shelves to look for a suitable bag as Ben watched him for a moment, proud of his son for being so thoughtful at a time like this. He must really like this girl, Ben thought to himself.
He refocused his right eye and looked through the peephole again, checking to make sure it was still clear before he unlocked the heavy-duty deadbolt. The key turned with a thunk, and he slowly eased the door open just far enough to slip through.
He put the keys in his pocket using his right hand and brought the gun back up from its holster all in one movement while keeping his left hand on the door. He closed the door behind himself as he slipped into the room and considered locking it for Joel’s sake, but decided to leave it unlocked and closed in case he had to make a hasty retreat. Besides, if he left the door open it might attract attention from the street side if someone were to walk by. Ben was sure that looters would return at some point and finish what they had started, eventually gaining access to the rear storeroom.
He crouched down, balancing on his feet, and shuffled over behind a display rack that had been full of merchandise the last time he’d laid eyes on it. He made his way over toward the counter where the register used to be, now nothing but a few wires remained protruding from the countertop in its place. They had literally taken everything that wasn’t fastened down and even some things that were. Of course the glass case that had displayed the handheld GPS units, high-end fly reels, watches, and knives was shattered and empty. Ben shook his head in disgust, half the stuff looters had taken wouldn’t even work, thanks to the EMP. It just served as a reminder of the type of people who were responsible for this. There was no thought put into this, pure reactionary panic. It must have been every man for himself.
There was glass everywhere, and he was trying to be careful as he laid the Glock down beside him. He reached under the register counter feeling with his fingers, as he went for the hidden compartment under the register where he kept an old .38 snub nose revolver. After the break-in he’d started keeping it there as an extra precaution. He slid the small wooden door on the compartment open and reached inside. For a second, he thought they’d gotten the gun too.
“Got it,” Ben whispered to himself, pulling the gun out along with a small box of ammo that he kept with it. He tucked the .38 into his rear waistband and picked the Glock back up.
The truth was Ben didn’t care that much about the old pistol and was surprised it was actually still there. He had better guns at home in the safe and plenty of ammunition for them. He was actually considering leaving the gun with Allie and her mom, depending on the situation when they found them.
The real reason Ben wanted to have a look around the store was to get one last look at what he had worked so hard for and perhaps also to get some kind of closure. It had taken everything he had to open the place ten years ago. It had provided for his family and, in the beginning, it had given him a real sense of purpose after the Army.
The Army had taught Ben a lot, and he had excelled through the ranks, but it had also left him burned out and apathetic. Every deployment began to look the same—the same people, the same problems, and the same objectives. He had lost a couple of friends along the way, and the mileage had begun to take its toll on him. He’d decided to abandon his Army career aspirations after only twelve years in and rejoin civilian life while he felt he still could.
He’d had a harder time than he anticipated adjusting to so-called normal life and floundered for a while. He’d tried college for a couple of years, but all it left him with was a little student debt and a desire to get away from most of the people that he’d met there.
He lucked into a gig as a fly fishing guide through a friend at school, and it rekindled a passion in him that he hadn’t felt since he was a kid. Ben found himself spending more and more time camping and fly fishing in the back country when he could. He enjoyed the solitude and felt like that was where he belonged. That is, until the winter that he’d met Casey, and that changed everything for Ben.
She was attending the local college and finishing up her nursing degree when they first met at a mutual friend’s holiday party. They hit it off immediately and seemed to fill a void in each other’s lives at the time. They moved in together within a few months. Needing something a little more stable than guiding to raise a family, Ben had decided to open the store. It had allowed him to still be involved in the things he loved and make an income as well, so he’d considered it a fair compromise.
Later on, when their marriage hit tough times, it had been his only place of refuge. He’d even slept there a few times towards the end of the marriage. After they’d separated and eventually divorced, it had given him a reason to get out of bed in the morning and get on with his life.
Other than the kids, whom his ex had tried to keep from him at the beginning of the separation, the store was all he had. It had been good to him and now, all those years were gone.
Looking around now in total disgust at what was left of it, Ben began to come to terms with the fact that this may be the last time he ever saw the place.



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Resigning himself to accept the fate of the store, his thoughts were interrupted by the familiar yet unwanted sound of a car exhaust echoing off the storefronts on Main Street.
“Crap,” Ben muttered, mad at himself for even thinking about retrieving the gun now. He thought about making a break for the door but the car sounded close, and he didn’t want to risk giving away their position. Best thing to do is stay put, he thought. They’ll probably just drive by, nothing left in here to steal anyway. Ben glanced back at the door.
“God, please let Joel listen to me for once in his life, and stay in the back like I asked,” Ben whispered to himself.
He was worried that Joel would open the door to look if he heard another car, and Ben didn’t want to be seen until he was sure of their intentions.
Ben turned his attention back to the street as he put one knee down and stabilized himself from his crouched position behind the counter. He peered around the edge of the counter and, thanks to the cleared-out store, had a pretty good view of the street from where he was.
Shifting the Glock slightly in his hand, he watched as an old blue Chevy El Camino crept into view. Two younger guys sat low in the front seat. The passenger’s tattoo-covered arm was hanging partway out of the window with a cigar between his fingers.
Ben knew the type, unfortunately, and had seen Durango change a lot in the past ten years or so. The big city life had crept in with every transient move to the once small town. The same people fleeing that urban life for the tranquility of Durango had ironically brought it with them.
Gangs weren’t a big problem in town, but with the legalization of marijuana, the harder drugs seemed to find their way into town as well, and the gangs seemed to follow. They had grown in numbers the last few years, but usually kept to the west side and rarely ventured downtown. The Durango he had known was changing rapidly, and he didn’t like it.
As the car came into full view, Ben could see that it had been heavily modified with big gaudy rims and what he guessed was a lowering kit of some type. The car looked like it would get hung up on a speed bump. He always wondered what the fascination was with lowering a vehicle. Not that it mattered. As long as they kept on moving past the store he would be happy. The deep, sparkly, blue paint glistened in the early morning sun as the car rolled by painfully slowly.
“Come on, keep going, keep going, that’s it,” Ben whispered to himself.
It seemed to take forever to move beyond the storefront. When just the back end of the car was visible, Ben began to rise slowly to his feet but froze when the car abruptly came to a stop. Ben returned to his previous crouched position and cursed under his breath as he watched impatiently.
The car backed up until he could see everything but the front of it and stopped once more. He could see the two men talking to each other but couldn’t make out what any of the conversation was about over the sound of the modified exhaust. Just then, the engine went silent, and the two got out of the car.
Leaving the El Camino’s doors wide open, they casually sauntered toward the busted up storefront. The driver had a patchy beard and was slightly taller than the passenger, who sported a red bandana around his head. Both were covered in tattoos.
Ben had a couple of tattoos that he’d gotten while in the Army. He and some of the guys from his regiment had decided to ink themselves after a particularly grueling deployment that had seen them lose a couple close friends. He earned his tattoos, and they meant something to him.
These guys were covered in what was probably meaningless ink that was all for show, and it made him dislike them even more.
Now they were standing just outside on the sidewalk, and Ben could clearly see that they each had a pistol tucked into the waistband of their pants. Broken glass crackled under their feet as they talked.
“Man, I told you we got everything from this place. There ain’t nothing left here,” the driver said, making jerky movements with his hands.
“What about the back? There’s gotta be some stuff in the back.” The passenger uncrossed his arms and stepped through one of the broken front windows of the shop. He got his baggy pants stuck on some pieces of broken glass sticking out of the sill, causing him to hop on one foot for a second, trying to regain his balance.
“You’re wasting your time, man. We tried that door, but we couldn’t get it open. That’s why I said we need a chain or somethin’ to hook to the car and yank it off its hinges.” The driver shook his head and laughed at his friend’s clumsiness. “Come on. There’s other places to hit, better places!”
His amusement turned to frustration quickly as he turned back to the car without wasting any time waiting for his passenger.
“Well, wait up, man!” The guy in the store threw up his arms and hobbled over the windowsill again, not faring much better than he did on his first attempt. Shouting some profanities at the driver, he ran to catch up and join him in the car.
Ben heard the engine start up, and he immediately felt a sense of relief, knowing that one of the many scenarios playing out in his mind wasn’t going to happen. They were going to leave without incident.
The passenger barely made it into the car before it started rolling away from the storefront. When Ben was satisfied that they were indeed leaving this time, he made for the door promptly. As he got close, he noticed that the store side of the door was full of dents and all scratched up around the lock. In fact, the lever style lock had a slight outward curve to it where someone had no doubt tried to pry it open with a crow bar. Now seeing this, he was surprised the door still worked.
“Money well spent.” He re-holstered his gun as he pulled the door closed behind him and locked the deadbolt once again.
“Did you see any of that?” Ben looked at Joel.
“I saw them.” Joel nodded. “They didn’t look too friendly.”
“What gave it away? Was it the guns, or the fact that they were returning to the scene of the crime?” Ben said sarcastically.
“Were they the ones that did all that?” Joel asked looking back in the direction of the storefront.
“Them and their friends. One of them mentioned trying to break down that door when they were here the last time, and they’re coming back to try again,” Ben said.
“When?” Joel eyed the door.
“I don’t know, but we’re leaving now,” Ben said. “Finish putting that bag together for your girlfriend and let’s go. They can have the rest of this crap. It doesn’t matter anymore. We got the important stuff anyway.”
“Not my girlfriend!” Joel said as he stuffed a few more things into the bulging duffel bag. “We’re just friends, I don’t even know her that well.”
“Sorry. You know what I mean.” Ben rolled his eyes and patted Joel’s shoulder. “Hey, leave room in there for this.” He handed Joel the .38 and the box of bullets for it.
“You sure?” Joel asked.
“Yeah, I mean if they need it. We sure don’t.” Ben shrugged.
“Nice. Thanks, Dad!”
Ben walked over to the rear door on the building that led to the alley and stopped to listen for any sound. Satisfied that no one was in the alley, he unlocked the door and cracked it open enough to look out. Scanning the alley from one end to the other, he didn’t see anything.
“We’re good. I’ll get the door. You pull the truck out.” Ben closed the door and locked it. He knew looters would eventually break into the shop and take the rest of the stuff, but that didn’t mean he had to make it easy on them.
Besides, it would keep the thugs busy while he and Joel put some distance between them and the downtown area. Assuming that they didn’t run into more thugs on the way out of here.
Joel managed to find a spot on the back seat for the extra bag he’d made up and, after he finished cramming it in, he climbed behind the wheel and waited for his dad to make his way around to the big roll-up door. Ben threw the bolt on the door and slowly lifted the door. Moving the door up slowly again so as not to make any more noise than necessary.
Joel fired up the engine as the door rose above the hood and eased the truck out into the alley once the door was high enough. Ben hurried to get the door down opting to go with speed over stealth at this point. Now that the big V-8 was echoing off the nearby buildings in the narrow alley, there was little point in being quiet.
Ben quickly attached the chain and padlock that normally secured the big door from the inside. Without looking back he ran around to the driver’s side door. Joel had already opened the door and slid over to the passenger seat.
“Good job, bud. Now, let’s get out of here.”



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
“So, what was that address?” Ben asked.
“401 East Seventh Street,” Joel replied. “Not very far from here.”
“That’s good, the less time we spend in town the better. I’m sure those two guys aren’t the only two riding around. It’s obviously ‘every man for himself,’ by the looks of things.” Ben’s gaze lingered on yet another burned-out vehicle.
Had the EMP somehow generated a powerful enough pulse to cause overheating in computer controlled devices and electronics causing fires? Was that even possible? That wasn’t the first car they had passed that was burned to a crisp, seemingly without any interaction with anything else. They’d passed plenty of burned-out cars that had apparently collided with a building, a tree, a sign, another car or something. But some of the burned-up wrecks they saw were alone in the middle of the street.
The worst part about the car wrecks they passed were the people that had been trapped inside or were too injured to drag themselves away. Ben knew Joel was seeing these things too. He hadn’t said anything to Ben about it, but Ben knew Joel saw them.
The twisted, half-charred remains partially protruding from windshields were hard to miss. How long would they be left that way, Ben wondered? Caught in their final moments with no one to help them?
Without the usual emergency services and government infrastructure rushing in to clean up the gory details of these events, there would be no filter on their world anymore. People, including his son, would be exposed to the raw harsh reality of things. Joel was going to have to grow up fast, and Ben hoped he was up to it.
“It’s really pretty bad, isn’t it?” Joel shifted in his seat. “I mean, I… I didn’t expect all this.”
“Well, it isn’t good that’s for sure. I had no idea things would fall apart this fast, and you know, without police, fire and EMS, there’s no one to help. This might not be the best place for your friend Allie and her mom to stay.”
Ben immediately regretted saying that last part out loud, he hadn’t thought that far ahead yet, at least when it came to the girl and her mother. What if they needed help? He didn’t want any distractions right now. Besides he had his hands full with taking care of Joel and trying to get to his kids in Maryland. He had to stay focused. The trip would be hard enough for him and Joel, not to mention having Gunner along. There wouldn’t even be enough room in the truck for all of them.
Ben kept coming up with excuses in his head as to why he couldn’t get involved with two other lives right now, but he knew in his gut that he also couldn’t leave a teenage girl and her mother to fend for themselves in this grim reality. Maybe they wouldn’t even be there, or maybe they had left town when things turned for the worst like so many others appeared to have done. Whatever situation he and Joel encountered when they got there, they would have to make some hard decisions and make them fast so they could keep moving. He wanted to get on the road to Ocean City as soon as they could.
“So, tell me what do you know about this girl and her mom?” Ben asked.
“Not very much. I mean, I’ve had some classes with her, but I don’t really know her that well. She moved here during the last school year. From Pittsburgh, I think, with her mom.
“Oh, I thought you didn’t know her very well,” Ben teased, trying to lighten the mood.
“Well, I meant, that’s all I know, so…” Joel said.
“I’m just giving you a hard time, bud.”
“I know.” Joel shook his head. “Hey, don’t miss the turn. Left here.”
Ben steered left onto East Seventh Street and drove toward the residential section of the street which was still a few blocks away. This part of East Seventh was still considered downtown and was mostly made up of small businesses, like Ben’s store. He could see this area hadn’t fared much better than Main Street and most of the shop windows were busted out here as well. As they neared the area of single family homes located at the end of the street, Joel began counting off the house numbers as they passed.
“395… 397… 399, should be the next one.” Ben grabbed Joel’s knee with his right hand and squeezed it firmly. His posture straightened as he gripped the wheel with the other hand.
“There they are!”



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
“Who? Where?” Joel looked around.
“The guys from the store.” Ben nodded. “Up ahead, it’s them.”
Up ahead about 150 yards away, sat the blue Chevy El Camino. It was parked across the sidewalk and backed into the front yard of a house down the street but on the opposite side Allie’s house was on.
“Great,” Ben muttered. “Is this her house?”
“That’s her blue Jeep.” Joel pointed.
Ben turned sharply, catching Joel off guard, causing him to lean into the console and grab the door handle.
“Whoa,” Joel shouted.
“Sorry, needed to get off the road fast. Those two are bad news.” Ben put his hand on Joel’s shoulder and helped him back upright as he whipped the Blazer in on the far side of the driveway next to Allie’s Jeep. The Jeep was small next to their truck and didn’t do a great job of blocking them from sight. Ben hoped they were back far enough off the road that the two thieves wouldn’t notice the addition of their truck to the street.
“Looks like they’re cleaning that place out.” Joel looked at the El Camino, its rear bed full of household items.
“Yeah, it’s a shame,” Ben said. “Let’s hope the owners are long gone.” He didn’t doubt for one minute that they were dangerous and should be regarded as a serious threat. He wasn’t about to underestimate the danger the two thugs posed and their potential to cause serious problems.
“Okay. Here’s the plan. I’m going to find a spot on the front porch and camp out with the AR. You go around the side and look for another entrance. Hopefully you can get someone to answer the door, but there’s a good chance they’re gone, Joel.”
“I know,” Joel mumbled.
“Whatever you do, don’t walk around to the front of the house. If nobody answers just come back to the truck and wait for me. We can’t be here long, so we won’t be able to wait for them if no one’s home. Okay, buddy?”
“I understand.” With that, Joel eased open the passenger door and slid out, heading down the side of the house.
Ben opened his door and got out, then leaned back in and pulled the rifle bag out by its strap. Keeping an eye on the El Camino, he made his way up onto the front porch.
The house was a modest little Arts & Crafts style bungalow with a big covered front porch. Large oversized columns lined the perimeter of the porch and one on each side of the front steps with a railing connecting them all. The columns consisted of a stone base about three feet tall and almost as wide, on top of each stone square sat a wooden post completing the connection up to the roof.
Ben crouched down behind the right-hand column and laid the bag in front of him. Unzipping the bag the rest of the way, he pulled out the sleek matte black AR. Then he pulled a collapsible bipod out of one of the accessory pouches on the bag, slid it onto the key mod style rail and tightened it near the end of the grip.
Extending the bipod feet he lay down in a prone position around the side of the column, pushing the gun in front of him until he was lined up behind the scope. He flipped down the magnifier and zeroed in on the car first and then scanned the window for any sign of movement.
He wondered how Joel was making out and hoped he wouldn’t take it too hard if they came up empty here today.
* * *
Joel followed the narrow gray flagstone sidewalk around to the back side of the house where it ended at a set of small steps that led up to a door set back into a small landing area. Joel cleared the first two steps in a single stride but stopped dead in his tracks when he reached the third.
The door was ajar and sat open, but only by a few inches. He climbed the last few steps cautiously until he reached the small wooden landing. Tilting his head at an angle he pushed his right eye to the opening. He tried to look into the house through the crack between the door and the jamb but couldn’t see much of anything.
He knocked on the door lightly, although he wasn’t sure why at this point, and immediately regretted doing so as the door creaked on its rusty hinges and swung in a couple more inches.
“Well, that was smart,” he whispered to himself.
Joel stood motionless for a second, wondering what his next move should be. Should he go and get his dad? No, he said not to go into the front yard. Maybe just take a quick look inside and see if anyone was home. He wanted to handle this on his own anyway.
Could it be that they’d left in such a hurry, they hadn’t even bothered to close the door much less lock it? Maybe they were gone and he would never see Allie again. Pushing the negative thoughts out of his mind, he nudged the door open a little more to peek inside. Cringing, as the old hinges gave him away with their metallic squeals, he peered around the door.
The place was trashed, and it wasn’t Allie and her mom bugging out kind of trashed. Things were broken and furniture tipped over. The place had been torn apart by looters, maybe the two idiots down the street had been here too.
Then he noticed the inside of the doorjamb. It had been forced open and was reduced to splinters by some sort of blunt force from the outside.
Joel’s heart raced as his mind tried to make sense of it all. Had they been home when the house was broken into? Was Allie okay?
“Allie?” Joel called in as loud a voice as he dared. “Allie, are you here? It’s me, Joel!”
No response.
“Please, God, let Allie be okay. I’ll never ask for another thing as long as I live. I can’t handle two in one day,” he whispered to himself.



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Joel found himself pushing further past the door into the house. Even though his mind was telling him to stop, his legs seemed to have a mind of their own.
He pulled out the 9MM pistol and held it firmly in his right hand. His palm was sweaty, and he squeezed the gun extra tight to compensate for his shakiness. He brought his other hand up to the gun to steady his grip as he held it at shoulder height in front of him. He tried to remember what his dad had taught him about how to clear a room and approach corners.
He and his dad were regulars down at the shooting range, and he had always enjoyed going there and shooting the different guns they owned. The range had a couple different competition pistol courses that local law enforcement used to train. When the pistol courses weren’t in use, they were open to any member of the range to use. Joel and his dad had taken advantage of those opportunities and run the courses many times. It was one of his favorite things to do there, and he’d gotten pretty good at it over the years.
Now he just had to put it all to use in a real world environment.
He brought his trembling hand up to wipe away a bead of sweat that tickled his face as it ran down from his forehead, then quickly put his hand back on the gun.
Real life was a lot different than the range when the potential targets that could pop out at any second from behind the next corner weren’t made of paper. It all seemed like a lot to think about at the moment and he had to force himself to refocus on the task at hand and settle down a little before he continued.
Swallowing hard, he made his way forward putting most of his weight on the balls of his feet, selecting each step carefully. He moved through the kitchen where he’d entered the house to what looked like a dining room.
The china cabinet lay face down at an angle where it came to rest on the dining room table and the spilled contents were all over the floor in broken pieces. Trying not to step on any of the glass or china pieces, he tactfully tiptoed through the room without making a sound.
Up ahead appeared to be the living room with a set of stairs on the right. The steps went to a landing and then turned back in his direction and rose out of sight. In the middle of the room was the front door. The porch where his dad was set up must be beyond that.
He briefly considered opening the door and letting his dad know what was going on, but decided against that for fear of blowing his dad’s cover and giving away his location. Joel was probably already in trouble for coming in here alone.
He went over to the bottom of the stairs and looked up. There was a small hallway at the top, but he could only see a few feet in either direction.
“Allie?” he called again, a little louder than the first time and with a little more confidence. Joel was pretty sure the house was empty at this point, and his hopes of finding Allie were fading fast.
He thought about going upstairs, and even climbed a few steps, but instantly had second thoughts. The house wasn’t that big, and he was sure someone would have heard him by now, not to mention, he had already been in there for too long and was probably in for a lecture from his dad, as it was.
“Allie?” he called one final time before he turned around and headed down the stairs, now with his gun held loosely at his side in one hand.
As he stepped off the last stair tread, he heard a faint voice and spun around.
“Joel? Joel Davis, is…is that you?”
Joel felt the blood rush to his head and a feeling of warmth flooded over him. Forgetting all about caution and proper protocol, he quickly ran up the stairs and looked down the hall to his left and then to his right.
“It’s me. It’s Joel. Allie is that you? Where are you?”
“I’m in here, the bedroom on the right, at the end of the hallway,” Allie answered, her voice still sounded muffled, like she was in the wall or something. Joel jogged down the hall making sure to holster his gun, which he now just realized still had the safety engaged. How stupid I am, he thought. I wouldn’t have been ready if I had needed it.
“Gotta do better,” he mumbled.
Now in the room, he still couldn’t see her. Had he gone the wrong way? Then he heard a noise from inside a large walk-in closet. He turned to see two legs dangling from a small attic access in the ceiling.
He rushed over to the closet, as she slid the rest of the way through the hole. She all but landed on him. Joel caught her before she hit the floor and helped her get her balance before he let her go. But Allie hung on to Joel for a second longer. He didn’t object.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I think so.” Allie reluctantly released her grip on him and backed away a few inches. He could see that she had been crying.
She glanced toward the stairs. “We have to get out of here, Joel. Before they come back.”
“Who?” Joel asked.
“Those guys, whoever they are. They’re the ones that made this mess!” Allie looked around the room. “Wait how did you get here? I’ve been trying to start my car since yesterday and its dead…everything is dead!”
With that, she hung her head and began cry into her hands.
“What’s wrong? Allie? Talk to me.” Joel bent down a little and tried to look her in the eyes.
“My mom. I haven’t seen her since before the bombs or whatever they were that hit us. I’m scared that she may be… I think she’s…” Allie choked on the last few words and couldn’t get them out as she teared up again.
“Hey, I’m sure she’s fine. We can help you find her,” Joel offered, as he put his hands on her shoulders.
“You don’t understand. Joel, my mom is a flight attendant. She was in the air when it happened.” Allie closed her eyes and sighed deeply, fighting back yet another wave of tears.
The gravity of the situation struck Joel like a ton of bricks, and he knew, just like Allie knew, that her mom wasn’t coming back. She leaned into Joel again, and this time he readily embraced her as she released a torrent of pent-up emotions.
Joel didn’t know what to say at first and then thought it was best not to say anything at all. It felt good to hold Allie, and for a moment, he forgot about everything as he inhaled the flowery sweet smell of her hair. This certainly wasn’t the way he pictured this happening, and he hated to see her hurt so badly. He knew he had to do something. Anything. There was really only one thing he could do for her right now.
“You’re coming with us.” Joel pulled away a bit and looked down at her while trying to make eye contact. She rubbed at her eyes and looked up at him.
“Really? Are you sure?” Allie asked.
“Yes! Absolutely! You can’t stay here. I won’t leave you here.” Joel doubled down on his promise.
He suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility as the words of his offer played over again in his head.
“Who’s we?” Allie asked.
“My dad,” Joel said. “He’s on your front porch right now, keeping an eye on those two idiots that are ripping people off. They’re down the street a few houses right now, by the way, so we really should get moving.”
“That’s what I was going to tell you before. If it’s a blue car then, yeah, those are the same guys that broke in here. There was an older pickup truck with them too. I think there are about four or five of them. They’ve been terrorizing the neighborhood or at least what’s left of it. I heard a few gunshots across the street last night and when I looked out the window, I saw them walking over to my house. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I ran upstairs and hid in the closet, but when I heard them kick the door in, I climbed up into the attic and closed the hatch behind me. I could hear them talking when they were in the house and overheard them say they would be back later, so I’ve pretty much been up there ever since. Except for a few times when I came down to try to start my Jeep or find something to eat and drink.” Allie took a big breath after getting her story out, still wiping the tears from her eyes.
“Oh, wow. I am so sorry! Let’s get you out of here,” Joel said, trying to encourage her into moving faster.
It felt like it had been a while since he entered the house, and he was now extremely anxious to get back outside and get going. His dad was probably freaking out right about now, on how long he was taking.
“We have plenty of supplies from my dad’s store, so really all you need are clothes and a good pair of hiking boots. Pack light.”
Joel added the last part, thinking this might buy him some favor with his dad. The last thing he wanted to do was break the news to him that Allie and her five suitcases were coming with them. He was sure his dad would see it his way—he had to. They couldn’t just leave her here to fend for herself.
Maybe he was worrying for nothing, and his dad would be fine with it. After all, he was the one that had said, ‘this might not be the best place for your friend Allie and her mom to stay,’ on the ride here.
Deciding not to waste any more time worrying about it, Joel focused on helping Allie get her things together so they could leave.
Allie led Joel down to the other end of the hallway and into her room. She opened the bi-fold doors on her closet and tossed him a purple duffel bag that read Durango Demons Field Hockey on the front. He recognized the bag from the times he’d seen her practicing after school when he had been there for lacrosse practice.
“Is that too big?” Allie asked.
“No. I think it’s good.” Joel laid the bag on the bed and spread it open. She began throwing things into the bag almost immediately. Joel looked around the room and noticed a few ribbons and trophies on a tall blue dresser by the door. There was a picture on the dresser of Allie and an older man, maybe her father, Joel thought.
Meanwhile, Allie had darted back out into the hallway and returned in less than thirty seconds with a variety of things from the bathroom. Running over to the bed she let them spill out of her arms into the open duffel bag.
“That’s my dad,” she said. “He lives in Pittsburgh.”
“Wow! Really? Huh.” Joel’s eyes widened. “My mom lives in Maryland with my brother and sister. I don’t really talk to her all that much though, mostly just my brother and sister.”
“We usually talk once a week or so. I don’t have any siblings though.”
Allie stuffed a few final pieces of clothing into the bag and looked around the room for a second. She scooted over to the dresser and opened the top drawer on the dresser and stuck her hand into the back corner rooting around for something. With a slight grin and a sigh she pulled out a small leather-bound notebook with a couple hair ties wrapped around it. The little book was stuffed full and well worn with bits of paper sticking out here and there.
She held it to her chest briefly and smiled, then stuffed it into her bag and zipped it closed. The smile was gone as quickly as it had appeared. Allie grabbed her bag and turned to Joel.
“I’m ready.”



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Joel led the way down the steps with Allie right behind him. He was about to offer to take the bag for her when all of a sudden, a loud POP—POP broke the silence.
Joel hunched his head down in a knee-jerk reaction as Allie jumped back and let out a shriek.
“What was that?” She grabbed at Joel’s shoulder.
Before Joel could answer there was a more distant bang—bang, then the AR reported three more times POP— POP—POP!
They were almost at the bottom of the steps now, and they could see the muzzle flashes through the front window. The thin curtains barely concealed the flares of light that flickered in unison with the loud crack of the rifle.
“Dad, are you hurt?” Joel shouted in the direction of the front porch hoping his dad could hear him through the wall.
“Negative. Meet me at the truck. Double time.” Joel heard his Dad’s no-nonsense reply faintly through the wall.
“This way, quick!” Joel grabbed Allie’s hand and pulled her in the direction of the back door. Stumbling through the house they made their way through the wrecked dining room, trampling on dishes and kicking furniture out of their way as they went. They continued their hasty exit through the kitchen until they reached the back door. Joel almost yanked the door open to bolt out of the house with Allison, but stopped himself, thinking to check first and make sure it was clear.
Slow down. Got to think. He pulled the 9MM out again and slowly opened the door using the tip of the gun. Grabbing the duffel bag handle closest to him with his left hand he took half the weight from Allie so they could move faster.
“Here, let me help you,” he said.
“Thanks.” She took the opposite handle as he led them out the door and down the steps. Joel scanned their surroundings for danger as they ran clumsily with the big duffel bag. They slowed down as they approached the corner of the house, and Joel carefully peeked around before they continued to the truck. He could see his dad already at the truck, crouched down behind the front of the truck with the AR laid out on the hood trained towards the street.
Joel holstered his pistol, relieved to see his dad.
“It’s okay. Come on.” Joel turned and looked at Allie.
Now out in the light of day, he noticed how pale and weak she looked. The poor girl. Who knew how long she’d been stuck up in the attic? He grabbed the other handle from Allie and took the entire weight of the bag from her.
“Let me get that for you, okay?” With a quick lunge, he hiked the bag onto his shoulder and headed for the truck.
“I can help,” Allie protested as she followed him.
“It’s no problem, really, let me help you,” Joel said without breaking stride. “It’s the least I can do.”
Joel let the bag slide to the ground from his shoulder and crouched down behind the hood next to his dad with Allie falling in behind him. “What happened?”
“Our friends decided to pay us a little visit and wouldn’t leave well enough alone.” Ben continued watching the street before turning to look at Joel and then Allie.
“Hi there, you must be Allie. I’m Ben.” He extended his hand.
“Hi.” Allie shook his hand.
“Sorry to have to meet you under these circumstances, Allie. Are either one of you hurt?”
“No, we’re okay.” Joel spoke for the both of them.
“So, is it just you or is there anyone else?” Ben looked at Allie.
Joel tried to intercept his Dad’s gaze and shook his head bleakly, hoping his dad would pick up on his cue and leave it at that. He turned to Allie and put his hand on her shoulder and then looked back at his dad.
“Okay then. If you have everything, let’s get out of here. No need to meet their friends.” Ben nodded his head at the street. “You guys will have to squeeze in on that side somewhere. Joel, see if you can make that bag work and find Allie a safe spot to sit.” With that, Ben snatched the AR off the hood of the truck and smoothly folded the bipod legs back against the rail. He slid it barrel first into the rifle bag leaving only the butt of the gun sticking out. Walking around and opening the driver’s door he wedged the bag with the gun tip down between his seat and the center console making the rifle easy to access.
Joel stared at the loaded truck for a second or two and decided to not even waste his time trying to get the bag to fit. Wrestling the bag to his shoulder again, and then over his head he gave it a final heave onto the roof of the truck where it landed between the Thule crossbars of his roof rack. Then he took the extra bag he had packed for Allie from the store out of the truck and threw it up there as well. Reaching under the passenger’s seat he pulled out a couple tie downs and lashed the bags to the rack.
This opened up a tight spot in the middle of the rear bench seat for Allie, and she crammed herself in between the gear and sunk down out of sight from outside the truck.
With everybody and all their gear squeezed into place, Ben fired up the truck and backed out of the driveway. Once they were out on the street, Joel had a better view of the front yard turned battlefield.
The El Camino’s engine was sputtering as it labored to remain at idle. The car had come to an abrupt stop colliding head first into a utility pole at the edge of the yard. The front bumper was badly dented but otherwise the car looked okay. Joel could see the driver slouched over the steering wheel, the front windshield cracked in a weblike pattern radiating out from two separate bullet holes. The passenger was a few yards away laid out on the street behind the car. His legs and arms extended outward in an awkward pose. He was still holding a gun in his right hand and was lying in a pool of blood that had started to run toward the storm drain in the street.
When they were even with the El Camino, Ben threw the truck into park and hopped out leaving the door open.
“Wait here one second,” Ben ordered.
“What are…?” But his dad was already walking away.
“What’s going on?” Allie couldn’t see very much from where she was seated in the back of the truck and was walled-in by gear.
“I’m not sure, but my dad is smart with this kind of stuff, so there must be a reason for whatever he’s doing.”
Joel watched as his dad went straight to the driver and pushed his limp body over onto the passenger seat, and reaching in, he turned the car off and popped the hood.
“What do you mean by that?” Allie tilted her head still trying to catch a glimpse of the action.
“He used to be an Army Ranger.” Joel looked back at her. “We’re in good hands.”
Joel watched his dad as he pulled the keys out of the car’s ignition and threw them into the bushes. Then he proceeded to walk around to the front of the car and open the hood. Reaching into the engine compartment he pulled out a fist full of wires and threw them on the ground. Without skipping a beat, he produced the knife from his pocket and punctured both front tires.
Joel had never seen his dad move like this, with such purpose. Maybe a little at the range or on the pistol course, but this was different. The look on his face was all business and reminded Joel that he really didn’t know that much about what his dad had done in the Army. Sure he knew he was a Ranger and had heard a few mild stories about some of his dad’s adventures, but he’d always felt like Dad was holding back on some of the details. Now he was sure of it as he watched his dad cleanly move about.
“That ought to keep them busy for a little bit.” Ben climbed back into the truck as quickly as he’d gotten out, and before Joel had a chance to process it, they were speeding down the street headed home.
“So what happened back there while we were inside?” Joel asked.
“They finished up at the house up the street and were headed back down East Seventh. I guess they noticed our truck. The driver already had his gun out the window as they pulled into the yard.” Ben paused for a minute as he steered the truck around a wrecked car in the road.
“I couldn’t take any chances, Joel. There was no choice really. Those guys were looking for one thing only. There would have been no reasoning with them, and they would have killed us all to get their hands on this truck and our gear.”
“I found her hiding in the attic from them. They were the same guys that broke into her house and destroyed the place. She said there were more of them yesterday when they came around.” Joel looked back at Allie and saw that she was fast asleep wedged between the bags.
“I’m sure she’s exhausted.” Ben glanced back at her. “We can’t go back there to her house, to town, any of it, for a long time,” Ben said.
“She knows. She doesn’t have anything to go back to anyways.” Joel checked on Allie to make sure she was still sleeping. “Her mom is… was, a flight attendant. She thinks she was in the air when it happened.” Joel looked down at the floor and then back at Allie again.
“Does she have any other family around here?” Ben asked.
“I don’t think so. Just a dad in Pittsburgh is all I know of.” Joel shrugged.
“Pittsburgh, huh?” Ben gave Joel a look.
“What?” Joel protested.
“Nothing, just don’t get any ideas. The three of us need to sit down and discuss all our options after we get home and get settled. Your brother and sister are my top priority, along with you, of course.” Ben reached over and tousled Joel’s hair as he shot him a crooked smile.
“I know, but we can’t leave her on her own.” Joel blushed and turned away to look out the window.
“I know, bud, I wasn’t saying that. We just have to work out the details is all.” Ben put his other hand back on the wheel and stretched his neck to one side then the other.
“Thanks, Dad,” Joel said.
“Thanks for what?” Ben asked.
“Everything.” Joel managed a small grin and shifted lower in his seat. He put his elbow on the door and propped his head up with his hand as he stared out the window, letting his thoughts take over.
What a day it had been. It was only midafternoon, but he felt like it should have been much later. He’d had to come to accept the loss of Brian, his best friend, and assume the role of protector for the girl of his dreams who was now sleeping in the back of his truck.
The loss plus the new responsibility combined with what they had experienced in town was enough to leave his head spinning.
All things considered, the day could have turned out much worse. He had no idea what tomorrow would bring, but he was sure of a few things.
He had his dad, he had Allie, and they were headed home.



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Ben had taken a different way home for a couple reasons, the main one being to avoid driving back through town and running the risk of meeting up with any more undesirables. The other reason he wanted to head out of town on Rt. 160 was to get a better feel for how the bigger main roads were as far as obstacles and wrecked vehicles. It was a longer route home already and with the amount of accidents on the road it ended up taking them close to an hour and a half to get back to the house.
Allie slept the whole way back, even the last mile or so up the bumpy dirt road to their house. Ben felt relieved to pull into the driveway, but wasn’t about to let his guard down.
“Wait in the truck for just a minute, okay, bud? Let me just do a quick walk around.” Ben turned off the engine and hopped out. Everything appeared to be as they’d left it, but after the day they’d had, he wasn’t just going to assume all was well. He checked the doors on the garage first to see that they were still locked, then walked around the house doing a visual check on doors and windows. He caught a glimpse of Gunner inside, at a couple of the windows, pushing the curtains aside in his excitement and slobbering up the glass. This brought a little smile to Ben’s face, and he was glad to see that silly dog.
Satisfied that it was all clear, he called to Joel from the front porch. “All right, why don’t you guys come on in? Don’t bother with any of the gear other than Allie’s things. I want to unload all of it in the garage and sort through it there.”
* * *
“Okay.” Joel turned to Allie and paused for a second before he woke her. She looked so peaceful tucked in amongst the bags. He wished he could let her sleep and enjoy her alternative reality as it was surely better than this one they had.
“Allie… Allie, we’re here.” Joel gently shook her knee. “Hey, we’re here.”
She rubbed the palms of her hands into her eyes as she finally came to.
“Where are we? How long was I asleep?” She yawned.
“We’re here, at our house. You slept the whole way. About an hour and a half.” Joel grinned.
“I did?”
“Yep. You feel a little better?” Joel wished he hadn’t said that immediately after it came out. Of course she didn’t feel any better, she had just lost everything, including her mom.
“Yeah, maybe a little, I guess. Although I feel like I could fall right back asleep.” She managed a brief smile.
“Come on, let me help you out of there.” Joel offered his hand.
She had sunk even further down into the gear on the ride back and now her knees were almost at her head level. She grabbed Joel’s hand with both of hers, and he pulled her out of the hole. Once out of the truck and standing on her own two feet, she stretched and took in her surroundings.
“Wow, nice view up here. You guys are pretty high up, huh?” Allie said.
“Yeah, right around nine thousand feet. Really great sunsets up here.” Joel nodded in the direction of the currently sinking sun.
“Yeah, I bet. Just you and your dad live here?” Allie asked.
“Yep. Whoa, there. Look out. Don’t worry, he’s friendly.” Joel barely dodged Gunner as he came barreling down the steps and flew by him heading straight for Allie. Joel was worried she would be intimidated by Gunner’s exuberance, not to mention he probably almost weighed as much as she did. But he was pleasantly surprised when Allie dropped to her knee to greet the big beast of a dog.
“Hey there, what’s your name big boy?” She fawned all over him, rubbing behind his ears briskly. Gunner leaned into her and almost knocked her over before she caught herself.
“And that would be Gunner.” Joel chuckled. “Sorry about that, he doesn’t know how big he is.”
“Oh, it’s okay. I love dogs! We have a yellow lab named Molly who lives at my Dad’s.”
“Okay, Gunner. Give the girl a break.” Ben walked back out onto the deck from inside the house where he had done a quick walkthrough, making sure it was secure.
“He’ll let you scratch him all day you know.” Ben smiled and shook his head at Gunner. “Joel, why don’t you help Allie get her bag inside and show her to the newer bathroom downstairs? It’s nice and clean and has a good size tub that I bet she would love to put to use.”
Allies eyes lit up when Ben mentioned the bath.
“I’ll get the generator going so you’ll have plenty of hot water.”
“Wow, thank you so much, Mr. Davis,” Allie said. “That sounds wonderful.”
“After you show her around the place, Joel, how about giving me a hand in the garage unloading the truck? Then, maybe after that, we can all sit down and get to know each other a little better over a hot meal.” Ben nodded at Allie and headed for the garage, pulling the keys out of his pocket.
“Sure thing, I’ll be right there.” Joel pulled at the bag on top of the truck until it slid off onto his shoulder with a thunk. “Right this way, ma’am.” He led Allie up the stairs and into the house with Gunner closely trailing after his newly found friend. He took her to the bathroom downstairs and turned the tub faucet on, letting it run until he felt warm water.
“Well, there you go, enjoy.” Joel began to back out of the bathroom, pulling the door closed behind him.
“Joel, wait.”
“Yeah?” he stuck his head around the partially closed door.
“Thank you, for today, for everything. If you hadn’t come looking for me, well I don’t know what I would have done,” Allie confessed.
“You don’t have to thank me. I’m just glad you’re okay.” Joel looked down at the floor.
Without warning she leaned in and kissed his cheek then pushed the door closed. Stunned, Joel was left standing outside the bathroom door. He turned around to see Gunner staring up at him.
“What are you looking at?” Joel cleared his throat and headed back up the steps. He left the door open at the top of the stairs for Allie’s sake and turned to wait for the dog, but Gunner was still at the bottom of the stairs sitting by the bathroom door.
“Well, are you coming?” Joel looked at Gunner who responded by lying down outside the door with a grunt.
“Traitor,” Joel teased. “Fine then, stay there.”
When he got to the garage, his dad had already backed the truck in and was unloading gear.
“You okay?” Ben asked. “You look a little red.”
“Yeah, I’m fine, just a little worn out I guess.” Joel still felt the lingering effects of the warm flush that had crept across his face just moments ago. “Need some help?” He tried to shift the focus off himself.
“Yeah, let’s get all this stuff out of the truck and lay it on the floor over there so I can get it organized.” Ben pointed to a clear spot on the floor next to the truck. “So, how’s she doing?” Ben asked.
“Okay, I guess,” Joel answered.
“She’s been through a lot. We all have. So just make sure you give her time to process all that’s happened, and just be there for her, even if all you do is listen.” Ben glanced at Joel as he passed him the white food tubs from the back of the truck.
“I’ll try.” Joel paused. “I can’t imagine how she feels. We’re all she’s got now. I mean, except for her Dad in Pittsburgh.”
Ben slid the last white tub out to the tailgate from the cargo area and stopped to look at Joel. “I just want to make sure she’s up for the trip. It won’t be easy, so she has to be onboard one hundred percent. She might not want to leave Durango.”
“I don’t see why she would want to stay. She’s got nothing left here,” Joel said.
“What if her dad comes looking for her here? I don’t know. Let’s get her take on all of this at dinner. Here you go.” Ben tossed three dehydrated meal packets at Joel from one of the tubs. “How about boiling up some water for us inside so we can eat soon? I’ll finish unloading and join you in a minute.”
“Okay.” Joel wanted to continue the conversation but didn’t want to push it, so he headed for the house instead.
Even so, he knew there was no way he was leaving Allie behind.



 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
Ben finished unloading the truck and had even started to organize the gear when he noticed it beginning to get dark out. He stopped what he was doing and closed the garage doors, locking everything up as he went.
When he entered the house he could smell the food, and he was quickly reminded how hungry he was. Other than the granola bar this morning and a Clif Bar he’d shared with Joel on the ride home, he hadn’t had a thing all day.
He noticed the kitchen table was all set up with glasses of water for everyone and plastic silverware with paper plates laid out all in their proper places. The setting was complete with a candle in the middle to top it off.
“Who are you, and what have you done with my son?” Ben smirked as he looked at Joel.
“What? I just set the table, and the candle is so we don’t have to use the lights,” Joel reasoned. Just then Allie came up the stairs in new clothes and looking much better than before.
“Smells good, can I help?” she asked.
“Not much to do really, just add water and wait.” Joel finished pouring the boiling water into the bag and closed the top. He brought the bags to the table and set one in front of each plate.
“I see you’ve made a friend.” Ben watched Gunner as he followed Allie to the table.
“Yes, I think so too.” She looked down at Gunner and smiled. “Oh it feels so good to be clean,” she said and sat down to the table.
“So, Joel tells me your dad lives in Pittsburgh?” Ben pulled out a chair and sat down at the end of the table.
“Yeah, I was going to visit at the end of the summer for a couple of weeks.” Allie fidgeted with her plastic utensils.
“Any other family or relatives around here? Anybody you could stay with?” Ben asked.
“No, it was just me and my mom here. I have some other relatives in Pittsburgh also, but I don’t really know them that well.”
“Do you think your dad will try to come and get you here?” Ben leaned back in his chair rubbing the three-day-old stubble now covering his face.
“Well, I wish I could say yes, but the truth is, probably not. He doesn’t even have a car because he works and lives in the city so he really has no use for one. I don’t know how he would even get here.” Allie shrugged. “Um… Joel told me that you guys are going to Maryland to get his brother and sister. Is that true?” She perked up in her seat a little.
“Yeah, that’s the plan. I was hoping to leave by mid-morning tomorrow.” Ben massaged the bag of food, trying to mix it together and speed up the rehydrating process. “I want to go through most of the gear tonight and try to pack the truck a little. Maybe finish up with a few odds and ends in the morning and then get going.”
“Dad, we have that old Thule rocket box under the porch. I could clean it up in the morning and mount it to the roof rack. It would make a lot more room inside the truck.” Joel poked at the bag of food in front of his plate. Joel’s angle with the rooftop cargo box was obvious to Ben, and he gave him a knowing look.
Ben didn’t like the idea of doing anything that might hinder getting to Bradley and Emma, and he certainly didn’t want to get sidetracked God knows where in Pittsburgh. This trip would be complicated enough.
On the other hand he would never be able to look Joel in the eyes again without feeling guilty if they left Allie behind. If they let her stay here at their house, the supplies would eventually run out, and it just wasn’t sustainable long term. Even with what they had, he’d already figured that he and Joel were going to have to supplement their food rations with wild game when and where they could.
Even if running out of food wasn’t a problem, the type of trouble that they had run into today in town would eventually make its way to the outlying communities, including Durango Hills. He knew that Allie’s fate here, if left alone, would be grim at best.
“Is this what you want to do, Allie? It could be pretty tough going out there on the road.” Ben now looking directly at her.
“He’s all I have left.” She spoke softly as her eyes began to water and turn red.
Ben could hear the desperation in her voice as he stared at the young woman in front of him who was only a few years older than his own daughter. He leaned in to the table and reached out his arms putting one hand on Joel’s shoulder and the other on Allie’s.
“We’ll get you to your dad,” Ben stated.
“Thank you so much!” Allie jumped up from her seat and hugged Ben.
“Thanks, Dad. I’ll get the box mounted on the truck first thing in the morning.” Joel leaned in, unable to hide his excitement.
After they finished eating, Joel excused himself and took a shower, giving Ben and Allie a little time to sit and talk. In the short conversation they had, Ben realized what a bright, articulate girl she was. She seemed mature beyond her years and, by the end of the conversation, Ben was confident he had made the right choice to bring her along. Maybe with Allie around, it would push Joel to be more responsible.
Joel came downstairs from his shower and joined the conversation for a few minutes before Ben decided he better get started going through the gear. Finishing the last sip of his coffee he stood up from his chair.
“Well, I’m going to try to make a dent in organizing the truck. Joel, show Allie to the guest room, okay?”
“Yep,” Joel said.
“Oh, and you might want to light a few more candles. I’m going to kill the generator when I go out. Don’t stay up too late, guys. Tomorrow is going to be another big day,” Ben warned.
“I won’t be up much longer that’s for sure.” Allie stretched and yawned, waking Gunner who was curled up next to her on the couch.
“Good night, then.” Ben headed outside, leaving the two teens inside to their conversation.
As he wandered out onto the deck, he paused for a minute and looked up at the stars while he rubbed his neck. What had he gotten himself into? Trekking across the country with two teenagers in a post-apocalyptic world?
He didn’t know what they would find, but it was sure to be the challenge of a lifetime.
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Chapter One
 
Ben spent a few extra minutes taking in the stars and stretching his neck. Ambling down the steps and off the front porch, he made his way to the garage. He wanted to let Joel and Allie enjoy the power for a little while longer before he shut the generator off. It was a luxury they wouldn’t have on the road.
Leaving the house behind along with the extra supplies seemed like such a waste. They were running out of room fast in the Blazer. The house was so well set up with the generator and well-fed cistern, giving Ben another reason not to want to leave it. If they stayed they could survive almost indefinitely. Sure, they would have to be conservative with their resources, but they would be in good shape, relatively speaking.
Staying wasn’t an option, though, and Ben knew it. With Emma and Bradley in Maryland, the choice had been made for them. Thanks to his selfish ex-wife, he and Joel, and now Allie, would have to endure a cross-country rescue mission. He could feel his blood pressure rise as he thought of all the complications she had caused. How easy it would have been had she put the kids first and stayed local to the Durango area. Now he might never get to see the rest of his kids again, and Joel might never get to see his brother and sister again.
Ben quickly pushed the thought from his mind and turned his attention to the gear and food he had hastily unloaded and was now spread about in small piles on the garage floor. There was no point in dwelling on what couldn’t be changed, and he needed to be productive right now.
But the first thing he had to do was kill the generator so he could hear himself think.
“Sorry, guys.” With a glance toward Joel and Allie in the house, he flipped the toggle switch from manual to off on the generator. “Lights out.”
The generator sputtered and finally came to rest with a wiggle against its rubber motor mounts. Somehow his task in the garage seemed a little more manageable without the constant rattle of the engine taunting him.
Time to get to work. The sooner he sorted all this gear out and got it loaded, the sooner he could focus on the guns and ammo in the safe. He wanted to keep a spot open for the weapons under the Blazer’s rear seat. That way they would be easy to reach from the front seats, and most of what he planned on bringing with them should fit. He could also squeeze some ammo under there as well, with the bulk of it in the ammo cans hidden under less crucial gear in the cargo area.
Ben noticed a light out of the corner of his eye and spun around. He was relieved to see it was Joel coming out to the garage. He had a headlamp on.
“Hey there, everything okay?” Ben assumed Joel would maximize the opportunity to spend some time with Allie and hadn’t counted on seeing him for a while.
“Yeah, I just thought I would give you a hand is all.” Joel stepped down into the garage and pulled the door closed behind him.
“How’s Allie holding up?” Ben asked.
“Good, I think. She fell asleep with Gunner. I was in the kitchen, making us hot chocolate, and when I came back into the living room they were curled up on the couch.” Joel snorted. “That dog!”
“He sure has taken to her pretty quickly.” Ben smirked.
“Yeah, he has.” Joel stood with his hands on his hips and looked at the mess sprawled out on the floor in front of him. “So what can I do?”
“Well…” Ben thought for a second. “You could start by transferring all the food to the duffle bags. It’ll save us some room and will be easier to pack in around other things.”
“Okay.” Joel went to work opening the sealed white tubs and pouring the packets of dehydrated food into the duffel bags.
Ben glanced at his son. The kid was a good worker. “If you’re up to it, how about getting that Thule cargo box ready tonight instead of waiting until morning? I’d like to get it mounted on the roof tonight if I can.” No telling what the morning would bring. He would rather get the bulk of it done tonight if he could and leave the morning open to double-check everything and deal with any last-minute issues. Once he had the box mounted on the roof racks he would have a better idea how much gear they could bring.
“Sure thing, Dad.”
“Thanks.” Ben walked over to his workbench and looked through some small metal drawers until he found what he was looking for. He placed the two combination-style padlocks on the top of the bench.
“I’ll leave these right here. See if they’ll work on the box after you get it cleaned up. They should be the right size. We need to be able to lock it up.”
“What about the hitch rack? We can use that to carry some stuff,” Joel asked.
“Yeah, been thinking about that. I’m probably going to keep the gas cans and toolbox on there along with some other stuff. Probably limit it to things we can move easily. Maybe strap that old cooler on and use it as a catchall for miscellaneous crap.” Ben grabbed a rolled-up garden hose that was hanging on a wall-mounted hook by the door and added it to his growing pile of things to pack.
“What’s that for?” Joel asked.
“We’re going to have to siphon gas.” Ben looked at the Blazer, then back at Joel. “Lots of gas.”
He knew the big V-8 would drink down gas at a steady pace, especially at highway speeds. They would need a way to satisfy the big truck’s thirst. He figured on using the garden hose and an old hand pump he had. Normally he used it for transferring kerosene from plastic gas tanks to the kerosene heaters he used to keep the garage warm when he was working out there in the wintertime. He could rig that up to pump gasoline just the same and attach it to the long hose to reach the underground tanks at gas stations. Then they wouldn’t have to rely on siphoning from cars to fill the 21-gallon tank, as it would most likely take a few cans to get the job done, and he didn’t want to stop that much. Better to stop and fill the truck tank and their two 5.5-gallon metal jerry cans all at once.
If they were lucky enough to travel at highway speeds, they would probably get about 10–12 miles per gallon, giving them an approximate range of 350 miles between needing to find a fuel source. Of course, that would include using the fuel in the spare cans, too, but it was still a pretty good range, and Ben was happy with that.
Joel had reduced the 10 white tubs of food to four large duffle bags measuring almost three feet long and about two feet around. They were going to take up quite a bit of room, but at least they wouldn’t be recognizable as food to someone snooping around the truck.
“Where do you want them?” Joel struggled with the zipper on the last stuffed bag.
“Just leave them there for now. I’ll load them last. I wanted to try to keep the gear below the windows so people wouldn’t notice all the stuff, but I don’t think we can do that now. I’m afraid I’m going to have to make a few changes to your truck.” Ben shook a can of black spray paint until the little marble inside begin to rattle.
“Like what?” Joel frowned.
Ben leaned into the back of the truck and sprayed the bottom three quarters of the rear side window with the paint, leaving several inches at the top clear. Stepping back and looking at his handiwork from the outside, he nodded in approval.
“Yep, that’ll do it.” Ben proceeded to spray the other side window and the rear window of the cab in a similar fashion.
“My truck!” Joel put his hand on his forehead and slid it down his face slowly.
“Sorry, buddy, I’m gonna need you to take one for the team here.” Ben shrugged.
“It’s fine. Gotta do what you gotta do, right?” Joel turned and headed out the door. “I’ll go get the roof box.”
“Thanks.” Ben felt bad about spray-painting the windows, but he knew it was the best way to keep prying eyes out their business, and now that they had an extra person riding in the back, he felt it was a necessary safety precaution. Their abundance of supplies would be too obvious, and he didn’t want to take the chance of someone noticing.
Ben heard Joel banging his hand on the outside of the overhead door.
“Can you open the door please?” Joel called from outside.
“Hang on.” Ben unlocked the door and pulled it up.
Joel dragged the long Thule box into the garage and laid it down on the floor alongside the truck.
“Thanks. I’ll get this cleaned up; it’s not too bad actually.” Joel brushed off some pine needles and opened it up to inspect the interior.
“Looks good to me.” Ben, not wanting to waste any time, grabbed one end of the box. “Give me a hand, will you? Let’s get it onto the roof.”
They hoisted the box up and positioned it on the crossbars.
“That’s bigger than I remember. Going to be a huge help.” Ben stepped back from the truck. “Can you get the brackets secured on your own?”
“Yeah, I got it.” Joel grabbed the parts on the workbench and pulled the socket set down from the shelf.
“If you have that handled, I’m going to go in and get stuff together in the basement.” Ben looked around the garage and took stock of their progress.
“Okay, Dad.”
Most everything was now organized into bags or containers and would pack up pretty quickly from here. Before he loaded it all in, though, he wanted to get what they were taking from the basement packed and brought upstairs. He would wait until the morning to load the guns and ammo. That wasn’t something he wanted sitting outside overnight, even if it was locked up in the garage.
“I think we’ll load up in the morning after all. When you get done with that, why don’t you lock up and come on in, okay, bud? Get yourself some sleep and we’ll finish up first thing. I’m not going to do too much more tonight. I’m tired so I’ll probably hit the rack after I get done downstairs.”
“All right, I’ll lock up in a few and be right in.” Joel looked up for a second and then back at the wrench he was turning. “Goodnight.”
“Goodnight, Joel.”



 
 
Chapter Two
 
It was unusually chilly for early June in the Rockies, and Ben pulled his flannel overshirt closer to ward off the night air. He looked at the moon and noticed the difference in clarity between the night sky above and the horizon.
Normally, on a night like this with an almost full moon, he would be able to see quite a ways down the valley, but not now. The air had almost a grainy, foggy quality down toward the horizon—enough to make some of the lower-sitting stars almost invisible. It almost looked like there were airborne particles settling into the lower atmosphere. How long would this last, how much was from the bombs, and how much was residual smoke that remained in the atmosphere from the countless fires that were and had been burning?
He leaned against the railing at the top of the steps for a moment before he went in. Looking back at the garage, he wondered if he should stay out here until Joel was done. They hadn’t seen anyone on the way up the long gravel road to their house, but that didn’t mean they could let their guard down. The houses were so scattered in the development that, over the years, Ben had only gotten to know his closest neighbors—and not very well at that. Still, he didn’t think any of them were people he needed to worry about.
Maybe he would just make himself a cup of coffee and wait close by for Joel to finish up and come inside for the night. He entered the mudroom off the kitchen and pulled the door partially shut so it was still open about an inch. With Joel still outside, he felt better about having it partway open and kept the door in his line of sight as he made the coffee. While he was waiting for the coffee to brew on the camp stove, he peeked around the corner and into the living room. Allie was still sleeping on the couch next to Gunner, who took up more than his share of it.
“Never one to miss an opportunity, are you, boy?” Ben whispered to the dog.
Gunner looked up slowly and gave Ben a guilty look, wagging his tail a few times as if he was trying to gain approval. Ben shook his head and grinned as he went back into the kitchen. Taking the coffee off the stove and turning the flame off, he poured it out of the small cooking pot.
He couldn’t help having second thoughts. Was he crazy to drag two teenagers across the country and into the unknown? He had no idea what they would find when they got there. With no way to communicate with his ex or the kids, they couldn’t even be sure they would still be there. It was a risk he—they—would have to take.
A deep grumble from Gunner in the living room interrupted his thoughts. Ben instinctively looked at the partially open mudroom door, but there was nothing there. He listened for a second and didn’t hear anything out of place. Gunner came around the corner and into the kitchen. Hackles up, he growled again and followed it up with a low grumble of a bark. He focused his attention toward the door, stealing glances at Ben in between protesting growls. This was enough to convince Ben there was something—or someone—outside.
Gunner had been known to bark at a mule deer or two crossing through the property. It wasn’t an uncommon thing to happen at their house; in fact, he had even once chased a small black bear to the edge of the yard. Afraid the bear would decide to stop and stand its ground at any moment, Ben and Joel had frantically yelled from the porch to try to get Gunner to stop the chase. All Ben could think of was having to run him into town to the vet to get stitched up from a fight with a bear. Fortunately, Gunner decided to heed their calls and stopped the pursuit.
Gunner was acting differently this time, though, and Ben took notice. He quickly checked back in the other room and saw that Allie was still sleeping before he and Gunner cautiously made their way onto the deck. Just then, Joel wandered out of the garage, pulling the door closed with an unfortunate thud before locking it.
“Joel!” Ben said as loud as he could without breaking a whisper. Joel spun around to see his dad with his left hand up to his face, finger pressed against his lips.
“What?” Joel whispered.
“I don’t know if it’s anything, but Gunner’s not happy. Did you hear anything out here?” Ben asked.
“No, I just finished up in the garage and was coming in for the night. It’s all locked up.” Joel looked back at the garage, double-checking the door he had just locked.
Ben pulled his Glock out and came down the steps toward Joel. Gunner was right behind him, silently working the cool night air with his nose. Walking around outside his own house with the pistol drawn, Ben felt foolish for a split-second. Was he being paranoid? It was probably just some poor critter. Still, though, after the day they had in town, he wasn’t taking any chances. He quickly regained his senses, shaking off the notion he was overreacting, and held the gun firm.
“Where’s your gun?” Ben looked at Joel and then turned his attention back to their surroundings. Joel put his hand to his waistband and clenched his teeth, making a sheepish grin.
“I…ah…left it inside.” Joel looked down.
“Joel, I thought I told you to keep it with you at all times.” Ben clenched his jaw.
“Well, you’re no use to me out here then, are you? Get your butt inside—quietly.” Ben nodded toward the house and silently slid past Joel without making eye contact. He continued down the outside of the garage wall toward the end of the building.
“Yes sir.” Head down, Joel turned away from Ben and snuck inside promptly.
“That kid sometimes, I swear.” Ben looked down at Gunner, who was by his side, but the dog was too focused on what he heard earlier to even look up at Ben.
He felt guilty for coming down on the boy so hard, but he had to hold him accountable, now more than ever. They were potentially dealing with life and death situations here. Joel was going to have to learn to take what he said at face value and follow his instructions to the tee if they were going to make it. It was too easy to make a mistake or get caught off guard as Ben knew all too well. It only took a split-second of poor judgment. He’d seen too many young men sent home in a box because they had grown careless, and he had no tolerance for apathy.
With Gunner shadowing less than a foot away, Ben continued to the edge of the building. Stopping at the end of the wall, Ben looked around the corner and down the driveway. The dim moonlight barely provided enough light to see all the way to the end, some 80 yards away.
“Nothing.” Careful to stay concealed in the shadow the building cast out over the driveway, Ben deliberately moved to the front side of the garage.
“What do you think, boy? I don’t see anything.” Ben was about to head back to the house and do a perimeter check there when Gunner stiffened up and tilted his head to the side.
“What is it?”
Just then, a black-tailed jackrabbit bounced out of the scrub brush and landed less than 20 feet away in the middle of the driveway. Ben was surprised at Gunner’s composure, given the opportunity literally sitting right in front of him. Ben had witnessed Gunner chase many a rabbit around the yard until exhaustion. To Ben’s knowledge, he had never caught one. That didn’t seem to stop him from trying, though, but not this time. Instead, the dog didn’t budge and stood there motionless, seemingly focused beyond the rabbit.
The rabbit sat up on its hind legs, moving its ears like two mini radar dishes straining to pick up a signal. Suddenly, out of the brush a coyote exploded onto the moonlit driveway and ran full-tilt for the rabbit—and them! Before Ben had a chance to process what was happening, two more coyotes fell in behind the lead dog in a full sprint.
Gunner took two short steps toward the intruders and blasted a few thunderous barks in their direction. The lead coyote, realizing the error of his ways, hit the brakes hard in a cloud of dust and gravel, then scampered back to a protected position behind the other two. The second and third coyotes now stood side by side about 30 feet away. With the rabbit long gone now, they focused their attention on Gunner. Snarling with their teeth barred, both began to advance. Gunner returned the sentiment and began moving toward them.
Ben had to intercede. Gunner could handle one of the coyotes without any problem. He outweighed the 35-pound animals by at least 50 pounds, and one-on-one it would be no contest. Three against one was a different story entirely, however, and they would work as a pack to bring Gunner down. Ben stepped out of the shadows, exposing his six-foot-three frame to the pack of dogs. Rejoined by the original animal, the pack was three strong again. They stopped closing in when they originally saw Ben, but they weren’t giving up any ground, at least not as fast as he hoped they would.
Over the years, Ben had a few run-ins with coyotes in the wild and once in town of all places. The encounters had always gone uneventfully and ended peacefully with the coyote ultimately slinking away. They were generally timid by nature on their own and in small numbers. So why were these three so hell-bent on blood tonight? Had the animals gone crazy too like the looters in town?
He didn’t have to wonder for long what was driving them to this level of aggression as he heard the other members of the pack chime in. Their high-pitched howls and cackling taunted them from a not too distant location in the woods off to their left. Ben switched on his headlamp and scanned the woods, counting several pairs of eyes glaring back from the brush. From what he could see and the racket they were making, Ben figured there must have been at least another dozen waiting in the wings to back up the advances of the three.
Ben needed to get this under control—and fast.
“Gunner, heel up!” Ben huffed, keeping his gun trained on the lead dog. Gunner knew this command well from duck hunting, and he swiftly closed in tight to Ben’s right leg and held that position. Ben really didn’t want to fire a shot and advertise their location, but he saw no other way out of this. It would be hard for anyone to pinpoint a single shot in the mountains, so maybe he could scare them off with just one round if he could intimidate the leader.
He aimed a little to the left of the alpha’s head and squeezed off a round into a nearby tree stump. The explosion drowned out the dog’s calls immediately and was followed by an intense flash of light and flame that leapt from the barrel, cutting the darkness like a knife for a split-second. If the sound and flame wasn’t enough to convince the coyotes to seek their fun elsewhere, the shower of wood splinters and dirt from the tree stump was. Their confidence shaken to the point of retreat, the leader quickly turned and ran with its tail tucked. The remaining dogs followed obediently, disappearing one by one into the shadows from which they had emerged. Within a matter of seconds, silence had reclaimed the night, and the chaos was over.
Ben was glad he didn’t have to kill any of the animals, but he was even more satisfied that he resolved the incident with only one shot.
“If only people were that easy to deal with,” Ben remarked to Gunner as he thought about the two guys he had to contend with in town earlier.
Gunner looked unfazed by the incident, and other than sniffing around where the coyotes had been and relieving himself on a nearby tree, he seemed satisfied to follow Ben on a quick perimeter check of the house before heading back in.



 
 
Chapter Three
 
Ben was sure to lock the door behind him, and he sat on a small bench in the mudroom to take his boots off.
“What happened?” Joel stuck his head around the corner.
“Coyotes. Quite a few of them actually, acting really aggressive. Never seen them like that before,” Ben said without looking up. “They were after a rabbit, I think, until they saw Gunner.” The big brown dog wagged his tail at the sound of his name and looked at Ben.
“I scared them off with a warning shot into a stump, and they left pretty quickly.” Ben scratched Gunner behind his ear.
“Dad, I’m sorry. I mean…about the gun. I just didn’t think to carry it around the house. I mean, our own house. I didn’t think…” Joel shrugged.
“No, listen, I’m sorry I came down on you too hard. I just need you to know that things are different now. And until things change, which could be a while, you need to be prepared for almost anything at all times. There are no more guarantees with anything that we used to take for granted.” Ben stopped himself at the risk of sounding like he was lecturing Joel. He was sure the boy already felt bad about what had happened.
“Well, I’m sorry anyways. I’m trying to get better at stuff like that, Dad. I really am.”
“Don’t beat yourself up over it. It’s a process and a mindset that you have to get into. You’ll develop better habits with time.” Ben grabbed Joel’s shoulder and used it to pull himself up from his seat.
He had to keep moving. It was getting late, and he still wanted to go through the safe and a few other things in the basement. Looking down at his watch, he checked the time: nine o’clock already.
“Where’s Allie? Still sleeping?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, can you believe it?” Joel answered back.
“I can actually. I don’t think that girl has had any real sleep since all this began a couple days ago. I’m sure she’s mentally and physically wiped out.” Ben walked into the kitchen and fired up the mini stove so he could reheat the cup of coffee that he had been pulled away from earlier.
“You should try to get some rest as well, bud. There’ll be plenty to do in the morning.”
“Yep, on my way.” Joel held his headlamp in his hand and turned it on, shining it up the stairs ahead of him.
“Good night, Joel. Love you!”
“Love you too, Dad. Good night.” Joel lazily ascended the steps to his room and disappeared out of sight.
Poor kids, Ben thought to himself. This was really taking a toll on them both. Hopefully the next couple days would be calm and uneventful. He knew better than to think that would be the case, though. He dipped the tip of his finger into the coffee. Hot enough. Pouring the coffee back into the mug from the small pot, he headed to the basement.
On the way, he noticed that Gunner had taken the liberty of resuming his position on the couch with Allie. Ben shook his head and smiled, thinking how glad he was that Gunner hadn’t gotten into a tangle with one of the coyotes and that the situation had been defused so easily.
He held the battery-powered LED lantern slightly above his head on the way down the stairs. With his coffee cup in the other hand, he headed straight to the workbench, where he hung the lantern on a nail protruding from a high shelf and set his mug down.
Unlike the garage, where they had hastily unloaded gear from the truck into piles on the floor, the basement was well organized. He knew how much of everything he had and where it was. It wouldn’t take too long to put together their load-out. The hardest part would be choosing what to leave behind.
He dialed in the combination to the oversized gun safe and swung the heavy door all the way open. Stepping back, he took a deep breath and exhaled slowly before he began heaving out the heavy ammo cans and lugging them over near to the bottom of the stairs. He would pile everything up here and get Joel to help him carry it up to the truck in the morning. There was no way he was going to leave this stuff in the garage overnight.
With almost all the ammo cans moved, Ben grabbed the last one and lifted it with ease. At first, he thought it was empty, but then suddenly he remembered that he had stored a couple of Uniden GMR 5088 two-way radios. How could he have forgotten about these? They were chargeable through a dock and two rechargeable AA batteries, but he could easily swap them out for regular AA batteries.
He pulled one of the palm-sized units out of the ammo can and looked it over. They had proven handy when he and Joel went snowboarding or skiing over at Wolf Creek. It was common to get separated in the back-country areas of the resort, where cell phone service was limited. These had a range of 50 miles. Although that was reduced by the mountains quite a bit, they were still good for a few miles. They were also waterproof, down to three feet supposedly, although he had never tested that. They even came with a little headset for hands-free use.
He wondered if the ammo can or even the safe had insulated the two radios from the EMP and created a Faraday cage effect. Ben had learned a little about this in the Army, and it was possible that these two radios would still work. As he understood it, a Faraday cage or shield, sometimes also called a Faraday box, was any type of sealed enclosure with an electrically conductive outer layer. It worked by reflecting, absorbing, or opposing any incoming energy fields. Best-case scenario, they’d be able to pick up something from one of the many emergency advisory radio stations across the country, even if they could only get the NOAA frequency. Someone had to be operational.
He knew the government had been ramping up its capabilities to deal with an EMP attack for years. Of course, he also knew they would be reluctant to share information via radio to the general public. Their first priority would be to secure the president in the PEOC (Presidential Emergency Operations Center), believed to be located under the east wing of the White House. Officials could communicate and coordinate with other government entities from the PEOC. Basically, it was a communications bunker and potential evacuation point for the president and staff.
Ben pulled a small cardboard box off a plastic shelving unit in the corner of the room and hurriedly unwrapped a new box of AA batteries. He fumbled with the small batteries as he swapped them out for the battery pack in the radio and turned it on. Leaning forward, he listened eagerly as he used the scan function and watched the display scroll through the channels. Ben watched with disappointment as the little radio zipped up to channel 40 and then started over at channel 1 with the same result each time. Nothing. It hesitated twice at channel 9 but only produced faint static. Ben knew that was the preferred channel for emergency information, but nothing was coming in.
“Crap,” he muttered under his breath. He let out a big sigh and turned the radio off, putting it back in the ammo can and throwing all the batteries in with them. Maybe they could pick up a broadcast signal after they got out of the mountains tomorrow. It would have been nice to have a little info before they traveled. Adding the can to the pile by the stairs, he turned his attention back to the safe.



 
 
Chapter Four
 
The first gun he went for was a pistol tucked into one of the door pockets, although the Desert Eagle .50 AE caliber handgun barely fit into the elastic pocket and stretched it to the limit. The .50 AE (Action Express) round was one of the most powerful pistol cartridges in production and at 300 grains would travel over 1,500 feet per second. The pistol weighed in at just under five pounds, even with the seven-round magazine empty. And with an overall length of almost one foot, it wasn’t a gun one carried casually. Ben had taken this as his sidearm for protection from predators on a few of their elk-hunting trips, as the gun easily had enough power to stop a charging bear. He didn’t shoot it very often at the range, though, with the bullets costing upward of $1.50 each. It didn’t see much use and as a result spent most of its time in the safe. Ben stuffed it into an old leather holster and laid it on top of the stacked ammo cans.
The next gun he grabbed was an obvious choice. It was a duplicate of the Olympic AR he had used in town today, except this one was a simplified version with a fixed-front site tower and a flip-up rear sight. He had over a thousand rounds of the 5.56 caliber ammo that they both used. It was also widely available and a common round. He had also acquired about a dozen 30-round magazines over the years and one 60-round novelty magazine that he had only used a few times when they were fooling around at the range. The two guns also featured the same key-mod rail system, so the accessories and sights were interchangeable. The AR was an excellent weapon choice for medium- to close-range combat. In the morning, he could stash it in the tactical gun bag with the other AR upstairs.
Reaching back into the far corner of the safe, he pulled out his Remington M24. This was his primary hunting rifle when they went for elk or mule deer, and it had the longest range of any of his guns while also being the most accurate. Chambered to fire a .338 Lapua Magnum round, it was capable of reaching out beyond 1,500 yards. Ben became familiar with this rifle and learned to use it well while in the service. The Army referred to the gun as a “weapons system” because the 10 × 42 mm scope to be quickly detached and used as a monocular. It also had a bipod attached for stability, like one of the ARs. He slid it into a soft case with a sling and zipped it up.
Leaning the rifle against the growing pile of gear to take, he looked back at the safe. There were still a few other guns in there, although he wasn’t sure how many more of them would make the cut. There were a couple of older wooden stocked 22 rifles. One had been Ben’s when he was a kid and the other was a little Davey Cricket youth model that Joel had learned to shoot with.
Then there was Joel’s .308 Savage hunting rifle. It was the first gun he had saved up for and bought on his own. Ben remembered how proud 12-year-old Joel was when he walked out of the gun shop that day. He took his first deer with that gun and still used it to hunt with.
His and Joel’s camouflage shotguns for duck hunting were also in there, next to each other, Joel’s 20-gauge Weatherby semiauto, and his 12-gauge Browning semiauto. The sight of those guns alone was enough to drive Gunner into a frenzy. He knew the guns and gear involved in going for ducks and nearly burst with excitement whenever they started getting ready for an outing. Gunner was a quick study and didn’t require much training to figure out his role as retriever. He seemed happiest when he was in the water and working the downed birds.
There were also a few guns in there that had been Ben’s fathers: an old double-barrel 12-gauge and a .30-30 lever-action Winchester were among the more notable firearms remaining along the back wall of the safe.
Ben didn’t have the heart to follow through on his original Plan about the old 12-gauge double-barrel shotgun. At well over a hundred years old, it was an antique at this point, and now that it stood in front of him, he couldn’t bear the thought of modifying it. He had thought about cutting down the barrel and the stock and making a compact mini cannon out of the thing.
Not willing to operate on the old gun, he pulled Joel’s Weatherby out and gave it a look. Maybe this was a better candidate. It immediately made more sense to Ben for a few reasons. If the need arose, Allie could handle this gun. It was lightweight and could hold twice the amount of ammo as the old shotgun. The wide shot pattern of the number 2 bird shot would allow her to easily hit any target up to 45 yards away without much effort. Ben wasn’t sure if she had any experience with guns, but the recoil on the 20-gauge would be far less severe than on the 12-gauge. He couldn’t make it quite as short as the other gun, but it would still be easier to handle.
“Okay then, this one it is,” he said out loud.
He laid an old towel in the bench top vise and then laid the gun barrel in the towel and tightened the vise until the two sides came together and gripped the portion of the barrel he intended to cut off. He fished a hacksaw from his toolbox and laid it across the barrel. Eyeing it up with the end of the foregrip, he started cutting a half inch past that. Hoping Joel would forgive him for customizing his gun, Ben sliced through the barrel slowly but surely. Once he was down to the last couple of pulls with the saw, he stopped just short of cutting through and held the gun. Giving it a little pressure, the barrel bent easily at the cut and broke off, leaving a small burr that he smoothed down with a flat file.
He re-clamped the gun by the stock and cut through the composite stock smoothly with the fine-toothed saw. With his other hand, he kept a firm grip and went all the way through. The edges needed attention after that. He grabbed an old sanding sponge and smoothed off the ends of what was now the pistol grip.
Impressed with his handy work, he grinned at his creation. He couldn’t help but wonder how many laws he had broken with these modifications but figured none of that really mattered at this point. He used the towel in the vise to wrap the gun up just the same and added it to the pile.
He pulled the crate with the coins in it out of the safe and put it up on the workbench. Picking through the assortment, he separated the silver buffalo coins from the rest and put them in a small plastic tub.
There were 265 of the one-ounce coins, and all together they weighed about 16 pounds. He wasn’t sure what they would encounter en route to Maryland but figured a little bartering power might go a long way. Cash would be worthless in this post-apocalyptic world, but tangible goods like precious metals, food supplies, and weapons would rule the land.
Ben was reminded of something the old-timers that came into his shop used to mention as the only thing they had faith in anymore—the three G’s: God, gold, and guns.
He finished going through the safe, removing anything he thought they would need for their trip, and packed the remaining knives and specialty ammo on the shelves in his last spare ammo can.
Adding the can to the pile, he stepped back to assess how much stuff he had added to the load and tried to figure out how much more he could cram into the truck. He looked around at the shelves in the basement. He grabbed two dark blue plastic water containers with built-in spigots from the top shelf and brushed the dust off them. He hadn’t used these since the car camping trip he and all the kids went on when they were here on summer vacation last year. They each held five gallons and were pretty heavy when they were full. He set them down by the pile, thinking he would fill them up in the morning with the hose outside so he didn’t have to carry them far. They should fit with the cooler and gas cans on the rear hitch-mounted rack. That would max out the rear rack most likely, so he’d better start figuring out where he was going to put anything else he decided to bring.
Glancing down at his watch, he realized it was approaching 11:00. Anything else they would bring they could figure out in the morning and pack it once they had everything else loaded, if there was room. Walking over to the still-open safe, Ben took one last look inside at the remaining guns and gear and told himself that he would be back here someday. He wasn’t sure if he believed that entirely, but at least telling himself that made it easier to close the safe door, spin the lock, and walk away.



 
 
Chapter Five
 
Satisfied he had done all he could do for the night, Ben moved up the stairs lazily. Checking on Allie on his way through the living room, he was jealous of how soundly Gunner was sleeping as he snored loudly. Plopping down on his bed as soon as he got to his room, he rubbed his hand across his face and up through his hair. Brushing his teeth could wait until morning, he thought, and he turned the little LED lantern off. He’d run the generator for a while in the morning, and they could all enjoy the last hot shower they would most likely get for a while. He was physically and mentally fatigued at this point, and his thoughts were heavy with the prospects of their impending journey.
He tried to remain optimistic but knew, based on the condition of the roads and even the main highway they had seen on the way back from town, it would be a long trip. He wasn’t sure if Allie would be up for it, but he hoped Joel could help with the driving if it wasn’t too crazy out there. It would be tedious going for sure. They would have to be on the lookout for abandoned vehicles and wrecks the entire time. Driving at night might be impossible to do safely, and not having that option would add a significant amount of time to the trip.
Thinking back to his younger years, he remembered driving east on two separate occasions. One of those times, he was headed to Fort Benning, Georgia, to report for Ranger School and 68 days of hell.
The only other time he had been east, he actually took the same route they were about to attempt on this trip. He and his ex had visited her parents in Maryland before Joel was born. They were young and carefree back then and had made the coffee-fueled road trip in three days, only stopping to spend the night once. This time would be a very different experience and take much longer for sure.
They would head east on 160 initially, and it would presumably be slow going. It was a two-lane road in some sections, winding its way through the Rocky Mountains.
From the western slope of the Rockies to the eastern slope, the route would take them across the Continental Divide with a series of switchbacks. God’s country, as Ben liked to call it, and in his opinion some of the most beautiful views he had ever seen.
Most of the higher-elevation passes required snow chains during the winter months. But even with good weather and clear roads it could take most of the day just to get within an hour of Boulder. He had gone up that way last year for a trade show, through Boulder and then on to Denver, remembering it was pretty much a full day’s drive. The road was filled with blind corners and drastic elevation changes for at least the first few hours, which added to the difficulty. Maybe they could make up some time once they hit the plains of Kansas where it was straight and flat.
Unable and unwilling to think about anything else, Ben was nearly asleep when his head hit the pillow. Not even bothering to take off his clothes, he pulled the comforter over himself and drifted off involuntarily.
* * *
There was an airplane headed straight for the house. Joel could see the long, sleek commercial airliner careening out of control. It almost glowed red, blazing away and leaving a trail of smoke and flames. It was headed straight for them. He couldn’t move.
Straining to yell, he opened his mouth, but nothing came out but a raspy grunt. It was happening so fast. He couldn’t move away from the window. He was frozen in place like a statue. His face pressed against the cold, wet glass.
“Whoa! What the…” Joel shot up from his bed and into a seated position, pushing Gunner away as the dog licked his face.
“Oh, man! What a dream!” Joel coughed as he tried to get his voice back. Rubbing his face, he realized he was covered in sweat. He threw the covers off, anxious to pull himself back to reality and leave his crazy dream behind. Gunner forced his snoot into Joel’s lap, not willing to be so easily put off.
“All right, all right, come on, you big brown moose,” Joel teased. He looked out the window. It was still predawn, but he also knew that once Gunner was up, there would be no peace until he had been let out to do his business. Joel had tried to make the dog wait in the past, but Gunner simply sat in the corner of his room and whined impatiently until Joel surrendered. Based on past performances from the dog, he figured it was probably around 4:30 or 5:00.
He forced himself out of bed, a little unsure of his footing for a second. He balanced himself before leaning over and flicking the light switch.
Click.
“Oh right, duh.” He shook his head and fumbled around on the nightstand for his headlamp.
“There we go.” Switching on the light, he made his way downstairs. Halfway down, he remembered that Allie was sleeping on the couch. He paused and switched his headlamp over to the red-light mode, then proceeded quietly. Gunner was waiting impatiently at the bottom of the steps and started for the door as soon as Joel stepped off the last tread.
“Stay,” Joel whispered, cracking the door just enough to look around outside. He wanted to make sure it was clear after the coyote incident last night. All seemed calm. “Okay, go ahead.”
Gunner flew across the deck and down to the bottom of the steps, not making it more than a few feet before relieving himself. It was just as well with Joel that Gunner stayed close to the house this morning.
“Hey, come on, let’s go,” Joel called to the dog. Gunner had finished up and was beginning to wander toward the site of last night’s little skirmish, sniffing as he went.
“Back inside. Let’s go, boy.”
Reluctantly, Gunner headed up the steps.
Joel patted the dog’s side as he came in. Relieved once Gunner was inside, he locked the door again. He peeked around the corner to check on Allie. She was wrapped up tightly in the covers and motionless except for the rise and fall of the blanket with each breath.
Joel stared at her for a minute, drifting off in deep thought about how much had changed in the last few days. The line between reality and something else blurred as he stood there in the living room, his headlamp casting a red glow over everything. Boy, she was pretty.
The sound of Gunner lapping water out of his bowl broke the silence. It seemed so loud in the quietness of the morning that Joel was afraid the noise would wake Allie at any moment. It got Joel thinking, though, and persuaded him into the kitchen.
He grabbed a soda and a Cliff Bar out of the pantry. His dad would disapprove of this breakfast, but he didn’t feel like fixing anything and he was hungry now.
He headed downstairs to see what his dad had gotten into last night. Switching his headlamp back to normal light, he made his way down the steps. He saw the pile of gear at the bottom and looked over the gun bags leaned against the ammo cans. He unzipped the bags just enough to confirm his suspicions about what guns were inside. His .308 was missing. Apparently it didn’t make the cut. If he had anything to say about it, they wouldn’t be leaving it behind. For now, he would at least get it ready and talk about it with his dad later. Surely they could squeeze it in somewhere.
He set the Cliff Bar down on the workbench and opened the soda, taking a big gulp of the caffeinated beverage before turning to the safe. His dad had trusted him with the combination a couple years ago. Some of the guns in there were his, after all, and he enjoyed taking them apart and cleaning them.
The mechanics of weapons had always fascinated him. He often thought, after his military career, he wouldn’t mind getting a job designing new models and components with one of the big gun manufacturers. In fact, after high school, he wanted to pursue mechanical engineering and get his AutoCAD design certification.
It didn’t look like any of that would happen for a long, long time, if ever. He wanted to be mad at someone, but he didn’t know who or what good it would do. And with not being fully aware of all the details involved in the politics behind what had happened, he wasn’t sure who was more at fault.
He felt like the U.S. had allowed North Korea to become too powerful with weak policy—if that was who, in fact, had bombed them. Of course, the North Korean government was run by a narcissistic nut job, so he guessed some of this was inevitable.
The topic had been discussed some in his world history class, but Mr. Compton hadn’t gone into any great detail. Joel knew it had been in the news a lot lately as well and had seen his dad watching TV more than he normally did. But he had no idea things had been this close to the tipping point.
Joel spun the combination on the dial and opened the door. The safe looked practically bare compared to what he was used to seeing in there. He pulled out his .308 and laid it on the bench top, admiring the gun for a second. He had installed a bolt-on muzzle break a few months ago, and it gave the gun a more tactical look, although its primary purpose was to reduce recoil and increase accuracy. He pulled down the soft case for his rifle and slid the .308 inside.
His shotgun was missing from the safe. He hadn’t seen it stacked up with the others, so where was it? He looked back at the pile by the steps to see if he’d missed it.



 
 
Chapter Six
 
Ben rubbed his eyes and checked his watch again. His vision was a little clearer now, at least enough to see it was a just past 6:00 a.m.
“Oh, man.” He’d hoped to get up earlier, but he wasn’t surprised he’d slept later than intended after pushing it last night. Before he did anything this morning, he was going to have some coffee, take a hot shower, and brush his teeth. As long as they could get on the road by 10 or so he would be happy.
He wasn’t going to rush. That could lead to mistakes. Instead, he’d take his time packing the rest of the gear into the truck. He’d decided that last night, thinking he might have missed something in his sleep-deprived state.
He had fought the gut-deep urge to scramble when this all went down. There was nothing more he wanted to do than grab Joel and get to Maryland as fast as they could. But he knew that wasn’t the way to do things. You needed to make a plan and execute it. Actions based off knee-jerk reactions tended to end in failure—or worse. And they’d had enough worse already.
Forcing himself up and out of bed, he trudged into the bathroom. Putting both hands on the vanity top, he hunched over and leaned in, looking at his face in the mirror. Tired was the first word that came to mind. He started to reach for the faucet to splash some cold water on his face, then remembered no water would come out. He needed to turn the generator on for any of this to happen, so he headed for the kitchen. He clearly needed to get some coffee in his system before he tackled anything today.
When he rounded the corner into the living room area, the first thing he noticed was that everything he had piled up in the basement was now at the top of the stairs. And all of it was organized nearly how he had left it.
Ben hadn’t been looking forward to carrying the gear and ammo up. None of the ammo cans were very light, and his back was still a little stiff from their hike home the other day.
The next thing he noticed was that the couch was empty, and the blankets were neatly folded and stacked. Surprised that both kids were up, he continued toward the smell of fresh-brewed coffee. He found a half-full pot sitting on top of the mini camp stove in the kitchen. Grabbing a mug from the cabinet, he poured the rest of the steaming black liquid into his cup and inhaled the aroma deeply.
He was impressed with what he’d seen so far this morning. Not only was Joel up early, but he was motivated as well—and Allie, too, apparently. Maybe Allie was a blessing in disguise for them. If this was any indication of how Joel would step up to more responsibility when she was around, then Ben was all for it.
He decided right then that he needed to stop second-guessing himself about bringing her along. He felt guilty in some ways that he’d be exposing her to whatever they would find out in this new world. Joel was different. He was Ben’s child and he could live with his decision under the circumstances if something went wrong.
But to risk the safety of someone else’s child was a completely different feeling. Of course, every time he had this argument with himself, it always came back around to simply not being able to leave her here. She might not be his kid, but she was someone’s daughter, and Ben would feel equally responsible if something happened to her here.
He heard their voices outside on the deck and headed out. Gunner ran over to greet Ben as he came out onto the deck.
“Morning, guys.” Ben tipped his cup in their direction. “Hope you don’t mind, but I took the last of it.”
“That’s okay. We’ve already had some,” Joel answered.
“Morning.” Allie brushed her hair from her face and offered him a little smile.
Ben could see that her eyes were still a little puffy, but she looked much better than she had last night. “Morning. And thanks for carrying all that stuff up from the basement, Joel. We’ll move it out to the garage after breakfast.”
“Allie helped me.” Joel shrugged like it was no big deal. “Just trying to help out a little.”
Ben nodded at Allie. “Thanks.”
“Sure,” she said.
“How did everyone sleep?” Ben sipped his coffee and walked over to lean on the railing next to Joel.
“Good,” Joel answered.
“Really well. Gunner kept me warm all night.” Allie looked at Gunner down in the yard as he sniffed around.
Normally, Ben enjoyed being out on the deck at this time of morning and taking in the first rays of sun as they crept over the mountain behind the house. But this morning, like yesterday morning, there was a heaviness to the sky, and the faint burnt smell that permeated the air dissolved any notion that this was anything but normal.
He glanced at Joel and Allie. They seemed to be exchanging looks.
Ben could take a hint. He pushed off the railing and stepped back, suddenly feeling like he had interrupted a deep conversation. “If you guys want to get cleaned up and get one more shower in, help yourselves. I’m gonna run the generator for a little while.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
“Thank you, Mr. Davis.” Allie shot him that same little smile.
Ben was halfway down the steps when he was intercepted by Gunner, who had been out in the yard and sniffing around in the relative safety of the morning light.
“Hey, boy.” Ben scratched the dog’s head for a minute before moving on to the garage. He unlocked the door and opened it, checking quickly to be sure everything was the way he left it last night. Thankfully, it was.
Once he got the generator started, he came right back out and locked the door behind him. No point in hanging out in there any more than he had to while it was running. Besides, he wanted to get a shower and fix himself something to eat.
Knowing that they would be leaving in a few hours gave Ben a small amount of relief from his concerns about the noise of running the generator. He wasn’t worried about his closest neighbors; he hadn’t seen their cars either time they had passed their driveways over the last couple days.
And if anyone were to pick up on the noise from farther away, it would take them a fair amount of time to triangulate the source in the mountains. By then, he, Joel, Allie, and Gunner would be gone.
Ben went back inside, leaving Joel and Allie to their conversation. Finishing his coffee, he stared out the kitchen window for a minute before deciding to make them all a decent breakfast. The eggs, cheese, and butter would still be good, even after a few days without power to the fridge. Might as well eat like kings one last time. No telling how things would go on the road.
“Making breakfast?” Joel, with Allie right behind him, entered the kitchen a few minutes later.
“Yep, I figure we might as well use this stuff up.” Ben was cracking the eggs into a large bowl. “Grab the bread out of the pantry, will you, Joel?”
“Sure.”
“Need any help?” Allie stepped forward and leaned on the kitchen island countertop.
“Nope, this is my way of saying thanks for saving my back this morning.” Ben nodded at the pile of gear they had carried up from the basement. “Why don’t you guys get your showers while I make breakfast?”
With that, they were both off. Joel headed upstairs, Allie down. Gunner, too interested in the food he smelled, stayed put. It was not uncommon for Gunner to get scraps or leftovers in his bowl, and he knew it. The dog was smarter than some people Ben knew.
He finished up cooking and left breakfast on the table for the kids. He gave Gunner a fried egg, then made a sandwich out of his portion of the omelet and wolfed it down on the way to his bedroom. He didn’t want to rush, but that didn’t mean he wanted to waste any more time here this morning than they had to, either. He took a quick shower and, after he got dressed, threw a few changes of clothes and some toiletries in a bag.
Joel and Allie were just finishing up their food when he came back into the kitchen. Next stop for him was the garage.
“Thanks for breakfast, Mr. Davis. It was really good.”
“No problem.” Ben nodded.
“What do you want us to do first?” Joel asked.
“Well, I guess get your personal bags together and organized. Just the necessities now. Shouldn’t need more than a few changes of clothes, maybe extra socks, toiletries, and whatever else you can’t live without. After that, you can start going through the kitchen. Grab any dry goods we can take with us. Pretty much grab anything that will keep, like rice, oatmeal, pasta, that kind of stuff. I’m not sure if we’ll have room, but we should take what we can.”
“Okay,” Joel and Allie replied almost in unison.
“Oh, and one more thing. Bring your phones and chargers. They could restore power and cell service in the not too distant future, or maybe some parts of the country still have it. Who knows?”
“That’s a good idea,” Allie agreed.
“You never know,” Joel chimed in.
“Would you give me a hand getting the ammo cans to the garage first, though, Joel? I want to start with them.”
Joel got up to help.
After they brought the last of the ammo out to the garage and stacked it once again, Ben sent Joel inside to pack his own bag and help Allie go through the kitchen.
“You sure you don’t want more help?” Joel asked.
“Thanks, buddy. I can get the rest of it.”
As Joel went upstairs, Ben turned the generator off and closed the gas supply valve that came through the wall from the big natural gas tank outside. Not knowing when or if they would be back here, he figured it wouldn’t hurt to secure things.
He would do a thorough walkthrough of the place and make sure everything was locked up and turned off before they left. If the power grid came back on while they were gone, he didn’t want to leave anything to chance.
If someone wanted to break in and use the house while they were gone, there was nothing he could do about it. But like the shop, he didn’t see the need to make it easy for someone to take advantage.
He held fast to the hope that they would eventually make it back home.



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Looking now at the piles of supplies they had accumulated, Ben tried to visualize how all of it would fit into the truck.
“Ammo cans first, I guess.” Ben sighed as he reached for the first one.
He began to meticulously load the truck. Stacking the ammo cans in the center of the rear cargo area, he built around them with the other supplies. Next, he focused on getting the guns and primary ammo stashed away, being careful to make sure both were still easily accessible.
After a few trips back and forth from the house, he had everything from the basement sorted out and in its place. He was pleased with how the truck packing had started to come together. The Blazer would be full, but it would be well organized.
After Joel and Allie brought him their bags from inside, he was able to fit their personal things and all the camping gear—along with a few other random items like fly rods and tackle, a hatchet, and a shovel to name a few—in the rooftop carrier. Thanks to the cargo box, he found that they had enough room left inside the truck for Gunner and one person to be reasonably comfortable in the back seat.
“How much stuff did you round up from the kitchen?” Ben asked Joel as he headed back into the house from one of his trips out to the garage.
“We came up with a few bags of food. Not a whole lot.” Joel shrugged.
“That’s fine. Bring out what you have and let’s get it packed.” Ben went back out and heaved the old cooler, now loaded with a long section of garden hose, hand pump, funnel, and other miscellaneous tools, onto the rear hitch rack.
He latched the cooler down next to the jerry cans with a couple bungee cords. He had emptied the two gas cans into the Blazer’s fuel tank last night. They had about half a tank currently, and he hoped they could get a couple good hours of driving in before they had to stop for more. Of course, if an easy, safe opportunity to get gas presented itself sooner, they wouldn’t pass it up.
Carrying a few bags filled with food from the kitchen, Joel and Allie walked through the garage door.
“Where do you want us to put the food?” Allie asked.
“Anywhere you can find a spot. We’re running a little tight on space.” Ben looked down at his watch. It was approaching eight o’clock. At this point, he didn’t see any reason why they couldn’t be on the road in half an hour or so.
Joel and Allie started stuffing the contents of their bags in with the other gear anywhere they could find a crevice.
“While you two are doing that, I’m going to do a quick walkthrough of the house.” Ben headed inside.
He originally planned to unplug all the electronics in the house but realized he could simply secure everything at the panel box. Opening the cover to the electrical panel, he threw the main breaker, then slammed the thin metal door shut.
After that, he began making his way around the house and checking to make sure all the doors and windows were locked and that the curtains and blinds were drawn. Finally satisfied that the house was as secure as it could be, he ended his walkthrough and went back to the kitchen.
Standing in front of the fridge, he pulled down the kids’ latest school pictures. He lingered on each one before tucking them into his wallet. He thought about how quickly they were growing up and found it remarkable how fast time had gone by.
And about how much he wanted to see them.
He sent up a little prayer that they were safe from all this chaos and that they would stay that way until he could get to them.
“Anything else?” Joel interrupted Ben’s thoughts as he barged into the kitchen from outside.
“Ah, yeah, actually.” Ben turned, caught off guard by Joel’s sudden entrance. “You guys want to grab a few pillows and blankets? Might be nice to have them. Plus, they’ll work well for covering stuff up in the truck. We should be able to squeeze them in.”
“Oh, I hope it’s okay, me adding my .308 to the gear?” Joel asked.
“Yeah, right, I noticed that. No, it’s fine. Probably not a bad idea,” Ben answered, still slightly preoccupied with his thoughts about the kids.
“Cool, thanks.” Joel headed off to gather the rest of the stuff.
Alone again, Ben looked around as he went through his mental checklist.
“I guess that’s it,” Ben said. There was nothing more to do or pack from the house. Well, there was one more thing.
He grabbed his hefty U.S. road atlas from the kitchen counter and, glad he’d kept the old thing now, flipped at the pages with his thumb. He hadn’t used it in a while, instead relying on his phone for directions when needed. With all the USGS maps available through an app on his phone, there was no reason to lug this monstrosity around. It was heavy and quite bulky, but it contained a complete and detailed U.S. road atlas. In the back was a good-sized collection of topographical maps that Ben had accumulated through the years on his many backpacking trips.
Carrying pillows and a neatly stacked assortment of blankets, Joel and Allie reappeared in the kitchen.
“Here, let me get the door for you.” Ben opened the mudroom door, allowing them to pass by freely since their arms were full. Of course, not before Gunner could squeeze out in front of them, nearly tripping Joel.
“Dog! Really?” Joel shook his head, caught himself on the doorframe, and almost dropped the blankets.
Gunner knew they were going somewhere and could barely contain his excitement.
“I guess that’s it then.” Ben followed them onto the deck and locked the door behind him, the moment bittersweet. He hoped to see the old homestead again, but this new world didn’t offer those kinds of guarantees.
They laid the blankets across the cargo area of the truck and covered over all the gear, stuffing the pillows on top. Because of the almost completely blacked-out windows and the blankets, Ben couldn’t see into the back from the outside. He was good with that.
Allie climbed into the back seat and was immediately joined by an exuberant Gunner. She gave him a kiss and a good scratch on the head.
“You know the drill.” Ben tossed the garage keys to Joel and slid behind the wheel.
“Got it.” Joel stood by, ready to close the door as the Blazer rolled out from the shade of the garage and into the sun.
Ben stopped the truck and put it in park while he waited for Joel to lock up and rejoin them.
God, please give us safe passage to Bradley and Emma, Ben thought to himself as he squinted against the glare of the sun through the windshield. It had been a long time since he had asked God for anything, but he was asking now. He lowered his sunglasses as Joel climbed into the passenger seat.
“Well, guys, here we go.” Ben glanced around the vehicle, giving everyone the most reassuring smile he could muster before putting the truck in gear and heading out.



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Not much had changed since they had last been out on the road. The car wrecks they passed seemed to be putting off less smoke as the fires began to smolder and die. This wasn’t necessarily a good thing, though, as now Ben could plainly see the unfortunate people who had been trapped in the wrecks and burned alive.
Allie had slept on the way back from town on the first trip and been spared the horrific scenes that littered the roads. But not now.
Ben noticed her in the rearview mirror. The blank, vacant look on her face as they passed wreck after gruesome wreck said it all. She was in shock, and Ben couldn’t blame her. There was nothing he could say or do. This was their new reality. The sooner they accepted that, the sooner they could move past it. The shock and awe would eventually wear off and they would learn to cope with it over time.
There was total silence in the truck for what felt like a long time before Joel broke it with a question. “How long do you think it will take us to get there?”
“I really don’t know. If the roads are like this the whole way, it could be a while.” Ben remained focused on the road ahead.
“I wonder if the whole country is like this or if it’s isolated to certain areas?” Allie scratched Gunner’s head as he lay sprawled across the rear seat.
“Gunner, don’t be a seat hog.” Joel looked back at them and shook his head. “Sorry. He really likes you, I guess.”
“It’s okay. I don’t mind him at all. He’s like a big teddy bear.” Allie smiled.
They made light conversation for a while, and it was a welcome distraction from the scenery outside. Ben was glad the kids had each other to talk to, and once again he felt validated in his decision to bring her with them.
The big V-8 was using fuel at a faster rate than Ben had anticipated. He watched the needle steadily fall toward the big red E on the gauge. They had only been on the road for a little over two hours and already their half tank of gas had dwindled to just a quarter.
It was all the slowing down and accelerating they were being forced to do as they navigated the sea of accidents and debris. They hadn’t even made Pagosa Springs yet, which was only 60 miles away.
He and Joel had been skiing and snowboarding many times at Wolf Creek, just outside the town, and it usually took them an hour or so to make that trip. He really hoped the roads improved, but common sense told him otherwise. The main roads and interstates would most likely be worse, specifically I-70. There was bound to have been more traffic on those roads when the bombs detonated.
This trip was going to take a lot longer than expected, and they were going to have to stop for fuel more frequently, just to add to the fun.
“We’re going to need to find a spot to get gas soon,” Ben announced. “You guys want to keep an eye out for a place?”
“Okay, are we looking for a gas station or cars to siphon it from?” Joel asked.
“Let’s try our luck at a gas station and see what we can figure out with the hand pump.”
Ben didn’t like the idea of siphoning gas out of someone’s car. Most of the cars they saw were burned-out wrecks. The intact vehicles they had seen were parked at residences, and he wasn’t about to steal gas from someone else’s car in their own driveway. He wasn’t sure what kind of situation they would find at a gas station, but it was their best bet.
“There’s a station. Up there on the right.” Allie pointed.
Ben slowed down as they approached the small service station from the shoulder of the road. It appeared empty except for a few cars, which looked like they were there for repair, along the side in a fenced-in area.
As they cruised by the front of the little convenience store section of the building, they could see that it, too, had been vandalized and looted. It didn’t look like there was much left of any value inside the store. The place was a mess, and it reminded Ben of what he saw on their trip into town. The windows were smashed, and shards of glass and trash were scattered everywhere. He pulled around to the other side of the store to look for any signs of activity.
“Place looks deserted.” Joel shrugged.
“Let me check it out while you guys wait here.” Ben parked on the side of the store. “I need to find the key to the tank lids.”
“Dad, let me come with you,” Joel pleaded. “I can help.”
“No, just wait here, please.” Ben didn’t want Allie left alone.
“Um… Mr. Davis, I need to use the restroom,” Allie said softly.
Ben rubbed his forehead with his fingers, closing his eyes tightly for a second. He couldn’t keep them hidden away in the truck for the entire trip. They were going to get involved sooner or later. It might as well be on his terms. Besides, the place looked empty anyways.
He looked at Joel. “Okay, then. Got your gun?”
“Got it,” Joel answered quickly.
“Allie, stay close to us and let us check the bathroom first, okay?” Ben glanced into the rearview mirror to make eye contact with her.
“I will,” she said.
They all made their way out of the truck—Gunner included.
“Gunner,” Ben said sternly. “Load up.”
Gunner lowered his head and then reluctantly hopped up into the driver’s seat, knowing that the tone of Ben’s voice meant it was a nonnegotiable command. Joel had taught Gunner a few commands when he was a puppy. That was one of Ben’s rules when they got the dog: that Joel would have to work with him and teach him some basics. Now the front seat was Gunner’s preferred place to sit whenever he was made to wait in the car.
“Too much glass everywhere, boy. Besides, we need you to watch the truck.” Ben rubbed Gunner between his ears briskly. He gently closed the door, leaving the dog inside with a pitiful look on his face as he stared back out through the window.
“We’ll be back. Good boy,” Joel said.
They made their way to the front of the store, trying not to step on any of the larger pieces of glass lying on the ground. The smaller pieces were unavoidable and crunched under their hiking boots with every step they took.
Ben held his hand up, signaling them to stay put next to the commercial ice chest they were standing near. It was missing one of its doors and the other barely hung on by one hinge. The cooler was now empty, and its contents formed a large puddle of water around it on the sidewalk.
Ben continued forward alone, slowly pulling the battered empty frame of a door open enough to slip by. With his gun drawn, he made his way down each aisle, carefully checking each lane. The bathroom doors were on either side of the drink coolers in the back of the store. The only other door in the place was behind the register up front, and it looked like it went into the garage area of the service station.
Ben quickly peeked inside each of the restroom doors. The sharp stench of neglect filled his nose, causing him to pull back instinctively. They were both small, single-user bathrooms, and it was easy to see they were empty.
“Come on, guys. All clear.” He kept his voice to just above a whisper.
Joel and Allie emerged from behind the large cooler and entered the same way they watched Ben come in.
“The bathroom is clear. Have at it.” Ben motioned to the ladies’ room door. “I should warn you, though, it’s a little rough in there.”
“Oh… Okay.” Allie grinned nervously as she opened the door.
Immediately pulling back from the pungent odor, she yanked her shirt collar up over her nose and forged ahead.
Ben gave her points for that. “Joel, I need you to stay up by the front of the store and keep an eye out. I have to find a key for the gas tank access. Maybe you can look behind the counter while I check in the garage.”
“Okay. What kind of key am I looking for?” Joel asked.
“It should look like a short round pin with a ring attached to it, maybe an inch or two long.” Ben held his fingers apart to show the approximate size.
Joel nodded and started looking under the counter where the register once sat.
Ben opened the door to what he presumed was the garage, and after a quick survey he stepped through the doorway and into the big room. It was a four-bay garage and looked pretty much as he expected. The only thing out of place was an overturned toolbox with a line of wrenches strewed out in the middle of the floor. He scanned the wall until he found a key rack and searched through the few sets that were hanging.
He didn’t see anything like what he was looking for. He’d seen more than a few fuel transfers in the Army and always noticed the driver had to unlock the lids with a little silver key like he had described to Joel. He was sure the tanks buried underground here were no different.
Maybe Joel had found it under the counter. The place was such a mess they might never find it, if it was even there. He wondered if he could pry the lid off and started to look for something when he heard the door open behind him.
“I thought I told you to stay up front?” Ben snapped.
“Sorry, but I figured you might want this.” Joel dangled a little silver key on the end of his finger while flashing Ben a big grin. “It was hanging on a nail under the counter.”
Ben shook his head as he walked over and took it from Joel. “I guess we better get those walkie-talkies out and start using them.” Ben eased his tone. “Good job finding the key, by the way.” Ben patted Joel on the back on his way past.
Allie was coming out of the bathroom as Ben and Joel made their way out of the garage.
“I found the key,” Joel boasted.
“Good job,” she said. “Too bad you didn’t find some air freshener.”
Ben chuckled. It was a good sign that she could make a joke. “Allie, if you’re ready, we should get going. We still need to fuel up and fill the spare cans.”
Just then Ben heard the rumble of loud exhaust, and it was getting closer by the second. They all turned to look.
“Everybody, get down. Hide,” Ben instructed. He grimaced, sorry that he had only brought the pistol with him.



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
They watched in the direction the sound was coming from and waited. Whoever was coming was moving fast. A small office building next door, which sat up closer to the road, blocked their view to the south and made it impossible to get a preview of what was coming toward them.
The exhaust note was echoing off the buildings at this point and sounded like it was coming from multiple directions. Whatever it was had no muffler at all.
A camouflaged Ford pickup suddenly appeared from the corner of the building next door and went screaming by. There were at least two people up front, and what looked like a rifle protruded from the passenger window. The most surprising thing, though, was a guy standing up in the bed of the truck and hanging onto the roll bar to keep himself from being blown off the truck. He was brandishing a bottle of something in his right hand while he hung on with the other hand, yelling something at the top of his lungs as they rocketed by.
“Did you see that?” Joel leaned out a little farther from his hiding spot behind an empty display shelf and laughed. “That won’t end well.” He looked back at Allie, who nodded in agreement.
“Yeah, let’s hope they didn’t see our truck.” Ben remained crouched down, looking in the direction the truck had gone. “Stay put a minute.”
They stayed in their hiding spots for another minute until the sound of the truck faded to a dull rumble as it sped away.
“All right, let’s go. I want to get back on the road ASAP.” Ben scurried from his spot and quickly exited the store.
Joel and Allie were right behind him as they all jogged to the truck. Gunner was fogging up the front window and wagging his tail with excitement as they reached the Blazer. Ben opened his door and shooed Gunner to the back seat while Allie climbed into the back from Joel’s side.
Ben didn’t bother closing his door as he started the truck and drove over to the colored gas tank lids protruding through the blacktop at the corner of the parking lot. Stopping abruptly, he threw the truck into park.
“Grab that and come with me.” Ben nodded toward the AR sitting in the soft case.
Joel was surprised but saw that his dad wasn’t kidding around. He unzipped the bag and slid the gun from its sheath, then bolted to the back of the truck, where his dad was pulling the bungee cords off the jerry cans and the cooler.
“Joel, I want you to set up on the hood like I was when you came out of Allie’s house. Our biggest threat is that way. Use the scope and keep an eye down the road in case those jokers decide to come back. Go!”
As Joel scrambled around to the front of the truck, he could still see his dad occasionally out of the corner of his eye. He was moving around and pulling things out of the cooler. He flung the coiled-up hose out on the ground in a way that made it unroll almost completely. At one end he had the hand pump attached with three small hose clamps. Prying the cap off the tank filler, he stuck the key into the hole. With a jerk of his arm, he brought his hand back out with the cover and laid it down. Not wasting any time, he immediately began shoving the garden hose into the opening.
Joel suddenly realized that he wasn’t doing what his dad had asked him to. He hastily turned his attention to the task he was given and scanned the horizon through the magnified scope. Spinning the gun around, he checked down the road in the direction the truck came from. Seeing nothing in that direction, either, he aimed the gun back the other way and then looked to see how his dad was making out.
To his surprise, he was already standing by the truck with the small hose from the hand pump inserted into the Blazer’s gas tank while he cranked the handle around.
“Road is all clear in both directions,” Joel called out.
“Good. Keep watching!” Ben answered.
“I’m on it.” Joel caught Allie’s gaze as he was turning back to the gun and she gave him a quick smile.
A sense of pride came over Joel and seemed to enhance his focus down the scope. He really wanted to prove to Allie that he was responsible and dependable. He hadn’t really known what to say to her at times about her mom, but he had done his best to at least listen to what she had to say. It felt like there hadn’t been any awkward moments with her. She was easier to talk to than other girls he knew from school. From what he could tell, she seemed pretty down to earth, and he was really starting to like her a lot. He wondered if she felt the same about him.
* * *
Allie watched Joel through the windshield. She could hear his dad behind the truck but couldn’t see him through the windows or over the gear. She hoped he could get the hand pump working so they could get back on the road quickly. Being stopped like this, especially after that truck with those guys in it had gone by, made her a little nervous.
Suddenly, she felt guilty just sitting there in the truck while they were outside doing all the work.
“Can I do anything to help?” she called out to whoever could hear her through the partially open driver’s door.
“Sit tight. Almost done out here!” Ben shouted back.
Joel turned and looked back at her, and she gave him a little smile.
She had liked him for some time now but hadn’t had the nerve to ever say anything more than a few passing words to him at school. With their senior year approaching fast, she decided not to risk missing out on her chance to get to know him. Of course, she had no idea they would get to know each other like this.
She was still pretty blown away by the fact he had come looking for her. If it wasn’t for Joel and his dad, she might not have lasted much longer. She shuddered at the thought of being curled up in that attic all night. Truth was, she probably owed them her life.
She was very grateful that Joel’s dad had agreed to take her to her father in Pittsburgh. Ben Davis seemed like a good man, and he was certainly good at “things,” as Joel had put it. They were her best chance—no, her only chance—at seeing her father.
He was all she had now if her mother was truly gone. She choked back tears as her throat tightened, but something inside of Allie wouldn’t allow her to give up on the possibility of her mom being out there somewhere. She might not have been flying when this happened. Allie really had no way of knowing. But she wasn’t ready to give up hope.



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
“Okay, Joel, wrap it up.” Ben stuffed the garden hose and hand pump back into the cooler and strapped it down next to the freshly filled jerry cans. He glanced at his watch.
“That wasn’t too bad. Only took about 20 minutes,” Ben muttered to himself.
There was a bit of a learning curve to siphoning gas, but they would get more efficient at it, especially as often as they were going to be refueling. With any luck, the key would work at other gas stations and they wouldn’t have to waste time searching the store. Hopefully next time would be under better, safer circumstances so he could show Joel how to do it.
Ben pulled off his leather gloves and wedged them between the cooler and the jerry cans on the rack. He wanted them to air out and not stink the truck up with fuel. When he got in, Joel was already in his seat and had the gun tucked back into the bag.
“How’d it work?” Joel asked.
“Pretty well, actually. We’ll have to stop more often than I had initially planned on, but it won’t be too bad. Especially next time when you help.” He chuckled and shoved Joel’s shoulder lovingly.
“Yeah, I’ll help,” Joel said.
“Maybe next time I can go through it with you so you’ll know how to do it,” Ben said as he started the truck up and pulled away from the gas station.
“Totally.”
“How far do you think we’ll get today, Mr. Davis?” Allie asked.
“I’m not sure, but I’d like to at least get on the other side of Wolf Creek Pass if we can. We also need to leave ourselves some daylight to make camp and get set up for the night.”
Ben accelerated quickly once he was back out on the highway, anxious to put some distance between them and the camouflage truck. He hoped to get in a few productive hours of driving, but more than anything, he just wanted to get out of Pagosa Springs without incident. He’d be able to relax a little once they were back out in the rural areas.
They drove on for a few minutes, the area getting denser with buildings as they neared the center of town.
“You see that?” Ben leaned forward in his seat.
“Yeah, it’s like they pushed them out of the way with something.” Joel stared at the burned-out frames of several cars all twisted together as they passed by his window.
The deep gouges in the road where the metal dug into the asphalt combined with the trail of ash and smaller burned pieces made it obvious that they had been pushed or pulled off the road. The most unsettling thing about it, though, was that whoever did this hadn’t bothered to remove the bodies, which were now as twisted up as the cars.
This made the driving easy, but Ben wondered who had done it. He hoped it wasn’t connected with the idiots they’d seen in the pickup, although with the apparent disregard for the deceased he doubted it was the National Guard or other government agency. More likely a bunch of rednecks had cleared their own personal drag strip.
The farther they went, the less Ben liked what he saw.
His hopes for a hassle-free departure from town were dashed as they rounded a curve in the road. There, in front of them about half a mile ahead, was the camouflage Ford doing donuts around an enormous pile of burning trash in a Walmart parking lot. Now missing its rear passenger, the truck spun wildly on the blacktop, leaving tire marks behind.
The Walmart was situated down off the highway a little ways and was separated from the main road by a smaller access road. They were at a high enough elevation on the road above the shopping center that they had a good vantage point into the parking lot.
“Well, that’s what they’re using to move the cars.” Joel pointed at an old rusty yellow backhoe parked near the front of the store.
Ben could see a couple other pickup trucks near the entrance of the store, as well as several people out front. He assumed all the trucks were in running condition. A few of the bystanders appeared to have AR-style guns slung over their shoulders, and even more of them had bottles in their hands.
Ben slowed the truck quickly and stopped. He could see they had even gone so far as to build two bunker-style pits with bags of mulch and potting soil on either side of the main entrance. Apparently these people had made Walmart their new home. He was momentarily impressed at their resourcefulness but quickly moved on, trying to figure out the best way around them.
The shopping center backed up against steep rock-covered hills, and there was no road around from their right. The side streets to their left had been barricaded off with cars and dumpsters pushed into a roadblock at every intersecting street.
There was no other way around. They were funneling traffic directly past them on purpose. From what he could tell, there was nothing blocking the road in front of the parking lot entrance. Ben figured they hadn’t got around to building a checkpoint but probably would in the near future.
“Looks like they’ve moved into Walmart.” Joel shook his head.
“What are we going to do?” Biting her lip, Allie leaned forward over the console in the truck.
“Let me think.” Ben sat quietly and rubbed his now semi-bearded jawline as he stared at the shopping center.
“The best thing to do might be nothing at all.” He looked at Allie and Joel.
“What do you mean?” Joel asked.
“We drive by quickly. We can take advantage of the cleared road and get past them as fast as we can. Hopefully, they’re too drunk or too lazy to chase after us.”
“But what if they do?” Allie asked.
Ben didn’t need to think to answer that question. “Then we’ll be ready for them.”



 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
“First of all, I want you two to switch places.” Ben looked at Joel. “I need you in the back.”
Joel and Allie awkwardly climbed past each other and traded seats while Gunner watched and wagged his tail as he tried to figure out what all the excitement was. His tail stopped and he got a disappointed look on his face as Allie took the front seat.
“All right. Now, Joel, I want you in a prone shooting position in the back. Go ahead and lie right on top of the gear. Don’t worry, you won’t hurt anything. Face out the back of the truck and roll the rear window down just enough to get a clear shot with the AR.” Ben was glad now they had installed a conversion kit that allowed the rear window to be rolled down like the newer-model Blazers. The old lift gate-style window wouldn’t have worked very well for this.
“Got it.” Joel pulled the gun out and climbed into the back of the truck to take his position.
“Allie, I want you to crouch down out of sight while we drive by. As soon as I tell you we’re clear, get into your seat and put your seatbelt on, okay?”
“Okay.” Allie nodded.
“Joel, if they do decide to come after us, all you need to do is take out their tires. Don’t worry about anything else.”
Ben didn’t want his son aiming for the people. By aiming low at the tires, he would disable their vehicles long enough for them to make their getaway without hurting anyone. Not that Ben thought the rednecks deserved to get off easy for their stupid behavior, but he didn’t want Joel to live with the same guilt he did. He remembered his first time, and every time thereafter, like it was yesterday. Those were the memories that never seemed to fade. If they had to resort to lethal measures, he wanted to be the one to dole them out. He already had blood on his hands and the burden that came with it. Taking out a few marauding rednecks wouldn’t keep him up at night any more than his dreams of days past already did.
Ben watched as Joel settled in on top of the blankets that covered the gear. The thought of what he had just asked his son to do sank in. Ben grimaced at the idea of putting Joel in danger, but what choice did he have? They needed to get through here safely and had no other options.
He wasn’t confident Joel could drive at high speeds under pressure, and combined with the fact that eventually the cleared road would end, there was a good chance the rednecks would make at least some attempt to catch them. The potential for incoming gunfire was a risk Ben and the kids would have to take. If it came to that, he thought returning fire would most likely curb any aggression and make pursuit seem like a bad idea.
“Just enough to clear the shot,” Ben noted as Joel rolled the big rear window partially down. They wouldn’t be able to see Joel behind the blacked-out windows, but it would do nothing to protect him.
“Make sure you can reach something with your feet to stabilize yourself. Find some anchor points. We may be making some evasive maneuvers. If you’re not stable, your shots won’t be worth a thing.”
“Okay, I think I’m set.” Joel looked back at them as he wiggled himself in behind the AR and settled into place. He was now lying in the prone position and facing out the rear of the truck through an eight-inch gap at the top of the cab. For stability, he pressed his feet against the C pillars on either side of the rear cab.
“You good?” Ben made eye contact with Joel.
Joel nodded.
“Just remember, take your time. Pick your shots and breathe.”
“I will.” Joel turned his attention to the rifle, flipping the magnifier down and to the side and leaving the holographic site ready for action.
“I guess it’s my turn to disappear.” Allie shot Ben a nervous smile and began to situate herself so her knees were on the floor panel and her torso bent over the seat. She balled up her fleece jacket on the seat and hunched over it.
“Sorry, it’s the safest place for now.” Ben lifted the lid on the center console and pulled the Desert Eagle out. He wedged the holster and gun between his seat and the console and unsnapped the retaining cord so he could easily draw it out.
“Here we go.” Ben shifted in his seat as the truck began moving forward. Gunner sat up in the back seat and whined.
“Gunner, down.” Ben glanced at the rearview mirror and watched as Gunner reluctantly slid back down with a faint grumble.
The big V-8 roared to life as he pushed the pedal down. They accelerated rapidly as they approached the intersection that led into the shopping center parking lot.
Maybe the rednecks wouldn’t even notice the Blazer as it drove by. Between the alcohol and the hot-dogging truck screeching around the parking lot, Ben and the kids might slip by unnoticed. So far there was no indication they had been spotted.
Ben feathered the throttle lightly, trying to coast a little while maintaining 40 or 50 miles per hour. The Blazer’s exhaust wasn’t too loud at this speed but made a fair amount of noise when he got on it.
Another few hundred yards was all that stood between them and the next commercial strip mall just ahead. If they could pass that corner of the building, they would be out of sight and on their way.
But it wasn’t going to be that easy.
“Crap!” Ben glanced back and forth from the rearview mirror to the road. “What’s going on, Joel? Talk to me.”
“The truck that was doing donuts stopped and a couple of the guys are pointing at us!” Joel blurted out.
“Allie, better get yourself buckled up. We’ve been made. Hang on back there, Joel.”
Allie sprung up into her seat and put on her seatbelt just as Ben pushed the pedal down. The engine screamed to life, followed by a violent jolt forward as the passing gear kicked in and pushed them back into their seats. Now more than ever, Ben was sure that having the engine rebuilt professionally when they fixed up the Blazer was money well spent.
“Talk to me, bud.” Ben shifted in his seat and placed a hand on the back of the passenger seat as he twisted to look behind him briefly.
“Two of the guys with guns got in the back of the pickup!” Joel shouted. “They’re coming after us!”



 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Ben took his hand off the passenger seat and put it back on the wheel.
Allie had a worried look on her face as she strained against the seatbelt to see what was going on behind them.
“We got this. It’ll be okay.” Ben tried to offer her some encouragement before giving the road his full attention. They had passed by their original goal—the corner of the next strip mall—and were now temporarily out of their pursuers line of sight.
“Joel, let me know when they come around that corner.” Ben was doing his best to avoid debris left behind from the amateur road crew and their ancient backhoe.
In some areas they had been too aggressive with the old machine and had dug up chunks of asphalt, creating a minefield of miniature craters and chunks of rubble. It seemed to get worse the farther Ben drove. They must have started clearing the road on this side of town before they figured out how to run the backhoe.
Ben was suddenly faced with a tough choice. He had to slow down or risk tearing the truck apart as it began to vibrate violently from the rough road. Joel would never be able to get a shot off like this, either, at least not one that would matter.
So much for outrunning the rednecks. Their only hope was to get to an unmolested part of the road that hadn’t been torn up by the idiots. They could make better time on the sections of road that were littered with wrecks than they could on this garbage.
“They’re at the intersection!” Joel shouted.
Ben looked back as he slowed the truck even more. There was no doubt in his mind that the rednecks would not slow down when they hit the rough section of road. But he wasn’t willing to push the Blazer to the breaking point, because without the truck, they were dead in the water. At this rate, their pursuers would catch up with them soon—or least get close enough, even in their inebriated state—to get a lucky shot off at them.
“Hang on!” Ben instructed, slamming on the brakes. The tires squealed as the truck slid to a halt at a 45-degree angle across the road. “We can’t outrun them and risk tearing the truck up. Better to stand our ground here.”
He reached back behind him and from under the rear seat pulled out the soft case containing his M24 rifle.
Ben was getting ready to tell Allie to get back behind the seat, but when he looked in her direction she was already working on it. He nodded at her before slipping out of the truck with the rifle.
He had the loaded gun out of its case and was already extending the feet of the bipod by the time he reached the front of the truck. Flipping the lids of the scope open, he laid the gun down across the hood, a place he’d been all too often lately, it seemed.
The pickup chasing them was still a little over half a mile away but closing fast. He’d been right in assuming they wouldn’t slow down over the bad section of road. But at least this way the two guys hanging on for dear life in the back wouldn’t be able to get a shot off.
Ben could make out the blue Ford oval on the grill of the truck as it skidded and jumped over the rubble. He wasn’t sure how the truck was enduring such torture. The view through his scope revealed how intensely the truck chassis was reacting to the surface of the road. Bolts had to be coming loose, inside and out. Ben could imagine all the parts and pieces on the truck being pushed to their limit.
Focusing intently, he brought his finger to the trigger and was about to squeeze off a round into the engine when all of a sudden he heard the familiar, repeated crack of the AR.
POP… POP… POP… POP. POP.
Ben glanced over his right shoulder. Allie had her hands over her ears. Three more blasts rang out from the AR, followed by Joel’s voice.
“I got them.”
Ben turned back to look at the old Ford in time to watch the left front tire explode. The front end dove down and kissed the pavement, throwing sparks off the bumper briefly before the whole truck fishtailed left as it tried to compensate for the lost tire. It slid sideways for only a moment before the rough surface caught the right tires and pitched the truck into a catastrophic roll.
The two guys riding in the back were thrown from the bed of the truck immediately. Their bodies flew like rag dolls somersaulting through the air and landing with lifeless bounces on the pavement.
The truck continued to roll as it threw off random parts in every direction, until it finally came to rest on the completely flattened cab. The whole thing had only taken seconds but had seemed to play out in front of Ben in slow motion.
There was no movement from any of the occupants, and it was obvious to Ben that all were dead or would be soon from their injuries. The truck, now just a crumpled, smoking heap of twisted metal, lay in the middle of the road.
Their friends surely wouldn’t be far behind. Ben and his crew needed to keep moving and get out of there before the rest of the rednecks showed up and started a firefight.
Ben broke the bipod down on the M24 and switched the safety on before he picked the soft case up off the ground and stowed the rifle. When he got back in the truck, Joel was still lying in the back and staring at what was left of the wreck.
“We’re going to get out of here, guys. Everybody back in their seats and buckle up.” Ben shoved the rifle under the rear seat and tapped Joel on his foot. “Come on, buddy.”
“Okay,” Joel mumbled. He slid down from his perch and onto the rear bench next to Gunner. He gave the dog an absentminded pet, then reached back and dragged the gun closer to him, all the while looking back at the wreck he had just caused.
Ben watched him through the rearview mirror. The poor kid’s face was pale, and he was visibly shaken by the ordeal.
“Do you want your seat back?” Allie asked. “Joel?” There was concern in her voice. Concern that Ben felt, too.
“Huh? Oh, uh…what?” Joel stumbled over his words.
“Your seat. Do you want it back?” she asked again.
“No, I’m okay. I’ll give you a break from Gunner.” Joel looked over his shoulder again.
Ben glanced in the rearview mirror. Smoke twisted up in the air, marking the spot of the crash. He wanted to push the truck harder but was already going as fast as he could under the circumstances, trying to put as much distance between them and what had just gone down.
Joel took one last look, then twisted around to face the front as the Ford slipped out of view.
“Finally.” Ben sighed. He never thought he would welcome the sight of the burned-out wrecks scattered along the highway, but it meant they could pick up speed and get out of here.
“Good shot, Joel,” Ben said. “You did exactly what you were supposed to do. There’s no reason at all to feel bad about what happened. They brought it on themselves. It was us or them.” That was their world now. Us or them. And there was nothing Ben could do to shield his son from it.
“I know,” Joel answered quietly.
The road opened up a bit as they reached the outskirts of town. Ben could maintain a decent rate of speed for extended periods as the obstacles on the road became fewer and farther apart the deeper they headed into the mountains. They were making pretty good time now, and Ben was relieved to put Pagosa Springs far behind them.
They climbed toward the Continental Divide, the eastern slope of the Rocky Mountains, and, hopefully, a safe place to spend the night.



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
The road changed quickly, though, from double lanes with gentle curves and bends to a narrow, single-lane road filled with blind corners and switchback curves that slowed them down.
To make things worse, it was starting to rain. The old truck’s ventilation system couldn’t keep up with three people and a big dog all breathing at the same time. It was a constant struggle to keep the windows clear from fog without having them open. Navigation was a bit nerve-racking, to say the least, trying to make decent progress and keep up a good pace when everything around the next turn was a complete mystery.
A couple times already, they had been unpleasantly surprised by an abandoned car or wreck waiting for them in the middle of the road and forcing them to make some sudden stops. Ben decided the risk of a crashing was too high and slowed down in order to avoid any more close calls.
“This is going to take a lot longer than I thought,” Ben muttered.
Allie straightened a little. “How far do you think we’ll go today?”
“Originally I was hoping to get within an hour or two of Kansas, but at this rate, we’ll be lucky to make Alamosa.” Ben exhaled deeply, trying to hide his disappointment.
This was a beautiful drive under normal circumstances, but the once scenic route was now their biggest adversary and presented them with a formidable challenge in navigation.
The only thing between them and a sheer drop-off of a couple hundred feet in some areas was a low rusty guardrail full of nicks and broken sections not yet replaced from the previous winter’s plowings. The thin guardrail hardly looked up to the challenge of preventing them from careening over the edge if they were to overshoot one of the switchbacks.
It was pretty common for one of the big plow trucks to catch their blade on the guardrail, and there were always sections of rail to be replaced at the end of every winter season. But no one would be repairing the guardrails this year—or maybe ever.
The rain was letting up, but before Ben could appreciate the improvement in driving conditions, they were presented with their next challenge. As they rounded yet another hairpin turn, they met a jackknifed camper that sat sideways on the road.
The camper was wedged between the cliff wall on the right and what remained of the guardrail on the left. The tongue of the camper chassis, which should have had a truck attached to it, was twisted and bent downward. It, along with about 10 feet of the actual camper body, hung out over the edge of the drop-off. There were a few large creases that had formed along the bottom, where it bent under the weight of the front half that dangled off the cliff. Ben had no idea how the whole thing hadn’t been pulled over the edge.
“Whoa! What happened here?” Allie sat forward for a better look.
“Where’s the truck that was towing it?” Joel mimicked her, leaning forward from the back seat and straining to get a better view.
“Looks like they lost control and went over the edge.” Ben put the Blazer in park and turned it off. There was no way they were going any farther unless they could move the big white Winnebago out of the way.
Ben had been concerned about running into a situation like this, especially on these narrow two-lane roads. He figured sooner or later they’d face a roadblock of some sort based on all the wrecks they had passed. He just wished it wasn’t a camper weighing several tons wedged between a mountain and a guardrail.
The possibility of such wrecks had occupied enough space in his thoughts that he had come up with a few ideas about how best to deal with a roadblock like this. The Blazer could have easily pulled a few cars out of the way with the chain and tow strap they had with them. He hadn’t given it much thought beyond that, thinking it would be a pretty simple fix.
But a camper, and the way this was wedged in, presented a whole different set of problems. To complicate things further, the steep grade added yet another level of difficulty to the predicament. Even if they could free the camper, there was a chance it would begin to roll downhill toward their truck.
“Looks wedged in there pretty tight.” Ben got out of the truck and walked toward the camper to get a better look.
“What do you think?” Joel climbed out of the truck, followed by Allie and Gunner. Gunner quickly ran over to the camper tire and made good use of it after giving it a sniff.
They all stood there in silence for a few minutes as Ben looked over the wreck from one end to the other.
He ran a hand through his hair. “There’s no other way around. The closest jeep trail I know of is up ahead a few miles. Joel and I have been up here on some of the trails before, and there’s no way that will put us back on the road ahead of this.”
Going back wasn’t an option as far as Ben was concerned. It would take hours, maybe even days, to continue on a different route, and he wasn’t about to go back through Pagosa Springs—not with those rednecks lying in wait.
“We’re not going back, are we?” Allie put one hand on the broken piece of guardrail and peeked over the edge.
“No, that’s not an option.” Ben joined her and looked down at the mangled remains of the large SUV that had been towing the camper when disaster struck. There was no chance of survivors.
“Those poor people!” Allie shook her head as she stepped back from the edge.
“What a way to go.” Joel was now standing where Allie had been.
Ben got down on the ground next to the camper’s double wheel wells and started to shimmy under to the other side. “What are you doing, Dad?”
“I want to get a look and see how bad it’s hung up on the guardrail over here.”
Since the front end was well over the cliff and the back end was smashed against the rocks, going under was the only safe way to get to the other side of the big camper. There wasn’t enough room for him to squeeze through between the camper and the space by the sheer rock wall. Allie maybe, but he wasn’t sending her through.
Once he was on the other side, he inspected the area where the guardrail punctured through the thin aluminum and plastic skin of the camper’s hull. It appeared to be the only thing preventing the camper from suffering the same fate as the SUV.
The Winnebago had caught its front corner on the guardrail and peeled back the outer shell on the camper all the way to the side door. The guardrail had sliced through the thin shell like a can opener, exposing the fluffy yellow insulation underneath.
The peeled camper shell had spiraled into a neat roll behind the piece of rail sticking into it. The doorframe was badly distorted, and there was a large gap on the frame where the knob and lock were. Ben pulled the door open easily and peered inside, trying to get an idea of how far the rail stuck into the interior of the RV. He was careful not to step inside or put any weight on the RV itself.
To Ben, it looked like the whole thing could go over the edge at any moment if it shifted. The rail hadn’t come through to the inside, which meant it was hanging on by the roll of aluminum skin on the outside. A plan started to materialize in his mind.
As he leaned back out of the camper’s doorway, he caught sight of a few children’s toys scattered about the disheveled interior and was reminded of the SUV at the bottom of the cliff. His thoughts momentarily drifted to its potential occupants and then to his own kids.
Where had Bradley and Emma been when things went down? Oh, how he regretted not making the extra effort to FaceTime them before he and Joel had left to go camping. He had tried a couple times in the days leading up to the weekend, but he hadn’t been able to get through.
He thought about the last communication he had with Emma earlier in the week and pictured the little smiling kissy-face and heart emoji she had ended their text messaging with. Before he could force himself to put it out of his mind, he was overcome once more with the sense of guilt that had been hounding him over the last few days.
“Hang in there, kids,” he whispered. “Dad’s on his way.”



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Ben crawled out from under the camper and stood up, brushing his hands off on his pants. “I think we can move it, but it’s going to take a little teamwork.”
“We’re ready,” Allie said.
“Yeah,” Joel added. “Just tell us what to do.”
“Here’s the plan. It’s not hanging on by much. I think with a little nudge from the Hi-Lift jack we can get it to go.”
“We’re going to push it off the cliff?” Joel lifted an eyebrow.
“It’s the only choice. If we try to pull it back onto the road, there’s a good chance it will slide on the wet asphalt and either hit us or wedge itself farther down the road.” Ben nodded at the sharp turn where the truck was parked. “I don’t like any of the options we have, but this one is the safest.”
He hated the thought of sending this thing over the edge and onto the SUV for several reasons, but if they tried to pull it out of the way, the results could be trip-ending—or worse.
“What do you need us to do?” Allie asked.
“We’re going to need the ax and the Hi-Lift jack for starters.”
“I’ll get them.” Joel jogged over to the back of the Blazer while Ben looked for a suitable spot to wedge the jack between the rock wall and the rear of the camper frame.
“Allie, would you please go tell Joel to bring the green climbing rope also?” Ben asked.
“Sure thing, Mr. Davis.”
Ben looked around under the back of the RV and saw something that gave him an even better idea for how to get this thing over the edge. Instead of using the jack to force the RV away from the wall, he could simply lift the back end up to the point where the center of gravity would shift forward enough to pull it over the edge. He would still have to weaken the spot on the other side where the guardrail was snagged. But that’s what the ax was for. This would eliminate the chance of the whole thing breaking free and sliding downhill.
“What are we going to do with these?” Joel walked up behind Ben while carrying the ax and jack.
“I have the rope.” Allie, carrying a neatly coiled and bound bundle of green climbing rope, caught up with Joel. “Is this the one?” She held the rope up.
“That’s the one. Thanks.” Ben got up from the ground near the back of the RV and took the rope from Allie. Crouching down, he flung the rope under the RV to the road on the other side.
“Joel, I’m going to need you working the jack on this side. I want to lift up the back end and force it to slide off the edge. I think it’ll go pretty easy, but it’s hung up on the other side. I can get it free with the ax, but I don’t want to crawl back under once I do.”
“Got it.” Joel set the jack down on the ground near the back of the camper. “So what’s the rope for?”
“I’m going to tie the camper off to a section of guardrail with a quick-release knot just in case it decides to head your way.”
“What do you need me to do?” Allie asked.
“I’d like you to be in the truck with the engine running and ready for Joel to hop in. If this decides not to cooperate and should come sliding down the road, I want you to be ready to move the truck out of the way. Back down the hill until you’re well around that last switchback.” Ben nodded toward the sharp curve in the road. “Can you handle that?” Ben finished with half a smile in her direction.
“No problem.” She smiled back.
“All right then, let’s get this show on the road.” Ben clapped his hands together and rubbed them briskly. It was getting to be late afternoon and the cloudy sky threatened rain again.
Joel handed him the ax once he was under the RV and slipped out of sight to the other side. Using the rope he had thrown over, he tied it onto the frame near the axles using a quick-release knot and left about a 10-foot length of rope running off the loose end of the knot as a release. This type of knot would be strong enough to hold the RV in one direction if it slipped while providing a way to get the rope back by simply tugging on the loose end he had left. He ran the other end of the rope up the road to a sturdy section of guardrail and tied it off with a quick bowline knot.
With the RV safely secured, he turned his attention to the snagged rail.
“Let me know if you see any movement over there. I’m going to start working on it,” Ben called out.
“Okay,” Joel answered.
Ben heard Allie start the truck a few moments later as he was sizing up the best place to strike a blow with the ax.
“I really hope this works,” he mumbled to himself as he took the first exploratory swing at the aluminum camper skin. The blow did more damage than he anticipated and almost cut all the way through to the yellow insulation. The only thing holding it in place now was a thicker metal band under the skin that looked like part of the internal framework. A couple more solid blows from the ax, however, were too much for the thin metal framework, and the coiled-up roll of material fell to the ground. Now free of the guardrail, the heavier band of metal that seemed to hold up the RV sprung back into place, setting a chain of events into motion.
Ben heard metal scraping as it started sliding up the rock wall behind him. He grabbed the release rope and scrambled away from the RV.
“Get back! It’s loose!” he yelled.
The tire in the back wheel well, which had gone flat, seemed to inflate as the RV tipped forward and shifted its weight off the back tire. The whole thing teetered on the front axle for a moment and looked like it was going to tip. It was short-lived, though, and the whole thing ground to a halt and stopped tipping toward the cliff. The top rear of the RV left a trail of white paint on the rocks jutting out from the shear wall. This small section of rock prevented the camper from tipping any further. If they could somehow move the RV forward a few more inches, it would be all they needed to get that section free of the rocks. Once they cleared it, there would be nothing to stop the RV’s back end from rising up, allowing the weight of the heavier front end to pull it over the edge.
“Okay, you’re up, Joel.” Ben looked under the back end of the camper, which was now sitting up noticeably higher. He could see Joel wrestling the jack into place on the other side.
Joel pulled the lever up until the lifting bar on the jack was snug underneath the frame.
“Ready.” Still half leaning on the jack handle, he looked over at Ben.
“Go for it.” Ben took a couple steps back, dragging the release rope with him.
The rock resisted the force of the jack, and so it was the camper shell that gave, crumpling in against the rock with each pump of the handle.
Ben’s parental instincts kicked in. “When it starts to go, you get away from it. You hear me, Joel?”
“I will,” he shouted back without looking away from the jack.
Inch by inch, the back end rose until Joel commented on how easy it was getting to pump the jack.
Then it happened. A piece of the boulder the camper was pushing against cracked and popped off, flying through the air. With the rock out of the way, the whole back end launched into the air, sending the Winnebago somersaulting over the edge of the cliff.
It seemed to happen in total silence as Ben watched it disappear over the edge. He gave a sharp tug on the rope to release the knot and then let it go.
“Wow!” Joel jogged over to the edge.
“Not too close. It may have weakened the edge.” Ben barely got the words out of his mouth when they heard it hit the bottom with a loud, messy crash mixed with the sounds of crumpling fiberglass and the screech of metal against rock.
Ben caught up to Joel and put his hand on his chest, pushing him back away from the cliff as he looked over. The crumpled shell lay on the canyon floor. Yellow bits of fiberglass were still floating in the air from the massive force of the impact. Allie and Gunner joined them at the edge for a peek.
“I can’t believe how quick it went over!” Allie noted.
“I didn’t think there was much holding it.” Ben bent down and grabbed the rope that still dangled over the edge. “Well, let’s get the tools stowed and get moving. With any luck, we can get down and out of the mountains before it rains again.” He was anxious to move on and didn’t see the point in dwelling there any longer.
Staying in one place for any length of time, no matter how safe it might seem, felt like a bad idea to Ben. They were already going to have to stop for the night somewhere, and that was all the risk he wanted to take.



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Ben untied the other end of the rope from the guardrail and began coiling it around his arm as he walked toward the truck. Allie carried the ax, and Joel lugged the big jack back to the truck and got them stowed away quickly. Before they knew it, they were on the road. Gunner, his head in Allie’s lap, was already contently snoring away in the back seat.
Ben could hardly believe they just pushed an RV over the edge of a cliff, but they had, and his aches and pains could attest to it. He wasn’t sure how far he would make it, but he wanted to drive until at least about 6:30 or 7:00. That would give them a few hours of twilight to pick a safe spot, set up camp, and eat before it got too dark to see without flashlights. Nothing could give away their position like a couple of flashlights bouncing around in the dark. He wanted to maintain a stealthy approach to things when they could. He knew it wouldn’t always be possible or practical, but based on what they had run into so far, it would be well worth the effort.
Ben glanced in the rearview mirror. Allie looked like she was sleeping or close to it.
“You doing okay?” Ben reached over and squeezed Joel’s shoulder and gave him a little shake.
“Yeah, just thinking.”
“About what?” Ben asked.
“Everything, nothing, I don’t know.” Joel exhaled a long breath.
“Yeah, I know what you mean. It’s a little overwhelming. I also know this isn’t the summer you thought you were going to have, to say the least, and the future looks uncertain right now. But don’t let this define you, Joel. Don’t let the things we see, and things we are forced to do in order to survive, become who you are. These are all special circumstances.”
Joel seemed to think on Ben’s words for a moment. “Do you think that Emma and Bradley are all right? I’m mean, mom’s a nurse, but she’s not good at this kind of survival stuff. She doesn’t even like camping.”
“I do think they’re all right, and I’m sure they could use our help, but I think they’re okay. Your mom is pretty smart and a lot tougher than you think. She should be able to keep them all in good shape for a little while. Remember, they’re not too far from Grandpa Jack’s place. He’s got that old chicken farm out in the country.”
Jack was his ex-wife’s father, and Ben had always gotten along well with him, even after the divorce. They ended up talking a few times a year when he would call to wish Joel a merry Christmas or happy birthday. He was a bit of an outdoor enthusiast and enjoyed hunting and fishing as much as Ben did. That always gave the two something to talk about. Ben was pretty sure his ex would try to get the kids to Jack’s and hold up there as long as they could. At least, he hoped that’s what they’d do.
“I bet they’re already there,” Ben followed up. “They could walk from where they live to his place if they had to.”
“I hope they did. Grandpa has guns. He can keep them safe,” Joel added, nodding as he looked out the window.
“Yeah, he’s a pretty handy guy. They’ll be just fine until we get there.” Ben hoped Joel believed that, because it would help him worry a little less about his brother and sister, but Ben had his doubts.
For one thing, he wasn’t sure about Jack’s condition and overall health. The man was getting on in years and wasn’t the same guy he’d been when Ben and Casey had first met.
Last time Ben had talked to Jack, he’d mentioned some upcoming testing he was having done for his heart. He claimed it was no big deal and that Casey had insisted on it after an episode at Thanksgiving, whatever that meant. Who was he to argue with his daughter the nurse, he had joked. If it was serious, surely she would have let Ben know about it, but then again, maybe not. They talked as seldom as possible and tried to keep it about the kids. Maybe she wouldn’t have said anything about her dad not being well. It would be hard for her, Ben knew. Jack was her only family to speak of.
“You know your brother has been learning to shoot over at your grandpa’s. Has he told you that, Joel?” Ben looked over to see Joel leaning on the doorframe. His eyes were shut tight.
Let him sleep, Ben thought to himself. It’s been one hell of a day. The kids were both not only physically tired, but emotionally as well. Ben knew all too well how heavy thoughts could suck every last bit of energy out of a person. Add that to the physical stress of the day, and they had every excuse to be asleep.
He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold out. As it was, he was fighting the urge to pull over and call it a day. He was already tired and they would have at least a half hour or so of setting up camp for the night after they stopped. Today was going to take everything he had—and then some.
The Rio Grande River ran through the town of Alamosa, Colorado, which was just up ahead. He figured about another hour of tedious driving should put them there around 6:30. The landscape would go dry for a while after the Rio Grande, making that a good place to stop so they would have access to water. He hoped to make Kansas tomorrow and was unsure of the conditions they would have for camping there. It made sense to take advantage of being somewhere familiar while they could.
He knew of a spot on the east side of town where there were a few dirt access roads that eventually led to the river and were off the beaten path. He went car camping there a couple years back when he’d made the drive over here to fish the Rio Grande. He remembered finding a secluded spot and not seeing anyone else the whole weekend he was there. He also remembered catching quite a few good-sized brown trout there.
Fresh trout would be a nice addition to their dinner or maybe even breakfast. He’d put Joel on that as soon as they got there. It would do him some good to get out the rod and catch them all some dinner. A little dose of normalcy would boost his morale. Any little bit of food they could find, hunt, or catch would be more important than he previously thought.
Based on the day they had so far, Ben was now a little concerned about their supplies. At their current rate of travel, they would conserve the food. He was hoping to have some of the dehydrated goods left when they got to Maryland, but now he’d be happy if they had enough to last them the whole trip there.
Water shouldn’t be a problem. With the filters they had, it wouldn’t be a big deal to make all the potable water they needed. They could pump from almost any source as long as it wasn’t tainted with petroleum products. Ben’s thoughts flashed back to the airplane crash in the mountains they had seen on their hike home the other day. More specifically, he thought about the hydraulic fluid he had seen running down from the wreck and into the water and the pinkish white foam it had made in the ripples of the river. It made him sick, at the time, to think about the fish it was going to kill and other wildlife that would be adversely affected, but now, realizing that it had other implications in their lives as well, the sick feeling in his stomach returned.
How many other planes had come down in or near rivers and streams across the country? Water sources everywhere could be potentially compromised. Could they even eat the fish from the Rio Grande or any other river for that matter? That complication was something else they would have to evaluate as they made their way across the country.



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
They passed through the smaller towns of South Fork, Del Norte, and Monte Vista and were greeted with the same scene over and over again: burned-out husks of what once were thriving little communities. What hadn’t been burned or wrecked was vandalized or destroyed by looters. It was hard to believe that people would turn on each other so quickly.
Then again, maybe it wasn’t.
When they had stopped to deal with the camper blocking their path, Ben had pulled the radios out from the back and put them in the center console. He’d planned to wait until they were out of the mountains but decided to give them another try now out of sheer boredom. Ben guessed they were only 10 miles from Alamosa at this point now that the taller peaks of the Rockies were in the rearview mirror.
He tried the radio, running through the channels in vain.
“Nothing,” Ben mumbled under his breath. He turned the radio off and tossed it back into the console with the other one. He wasn’t sure if there were no transmissions being sent or if there was something wrong with the radio. Someone out there had to be trying to communicate, didn’t they? At least he and the kids could use them to stay in touch next time they had to separate.
Even more disheartening was the lack of other cars on the road or people out and about in the towns. No doubt the looters had driven them all indoors, turning the places they passed through into ghost towns. Ben knew if it wasn’t for the kids in Maryland, they would probably be holed up, too, most likely in the relative safety of their home.
Almost all of the people they had come into contact with so far were trouble and had nefarious intentions. And if those were the only types of people that were out, he was glad they hadn’t seen anyone else. But not everyone was like that. Dale, the man who had graciously stopped to pick them up and given them a much-needed ride, was a decent person. Where were all the Dales?
Surely there were still a few good people out there?
* * *
“Huh, what?” Joel arched his back and stretched his arms out as far as the confines of the truck would allow. He was pretty sure a nudge from his dad had woken him up.
“You had a pretty good nap there, bud.” Ben grinned at him.
“Yeah, I guess I was pretty worn out.” Joel looked out the window to get his bearings. They were coming down out of the mountains. Just in that moment, it dawned on Joel that his dad must be getting tired, and suddenly he felt guilty that he and Allie had been sleeping while his dad was still at the wheel.
“Hey, do you want me to help drive?” Joel offered.
“Maybe tomorrow, but I think we’re going to call it quits pretty soon. I want to stop before it gets dark.”
Allie yawned as she woke up, too. “Where are we?”
Joel looked back to see Allie still half asleep, one hand lazily scratching Gunner’s head. She was still sprawled out across the rear seat with Gunner filling in the gaps.
“A few miles outside Alamosa,” Ben answered. “I was just getting ready to tell Joel that I know a good spot to spend the night on the other side of town. It’s off the main road a little and down by the river. It’s fairly secluded, so we should be able to get a peaceful night’s rest there.”
“Sounds good to me,” Joel said. It would feel good to stretch his legs a little.
“If you’re feeling up to it, maybe you can catch us some dinner after we get the gear set up.” Ben glanced at Joel, clearly waiting for an answer.
“Sure, I’ll try,” Joel said. He was always up for a little fishing.
“So you guys fly fish?” Allie adjusted herself in the seat, sitting upright and disturbing Gunner, who was sprawled across her legs. “That always looks so peaceful when I see them doing it in town along the river.”
“Yeah, it’s pretty addicting.” Joel grinned.
“I think it would be fun to learn how to do it.” Allie looked at Joel as she pulled her hair out of her face and secured it with a hair tie. Gunner now sat up in the seat, panting and looking miserably hot.
“I could teach you.” Joel shrugged as he rolled his window down a few inches. Ben did the same, letting some much-needed air into the cabin of the truck.
“That’s better. It was getting a little doggy in here,” Joel joked and reached back and scratched Gunner’s head.
“Awe, poor Gunner.” Allie smiled.
Joel got re-situated in his seat and enjoyed the breeze as it washed over his face. He closed his eyes for a second and inhaled deeply. Everyone seemed to be enjoying the fresh air. Even Gunner relaxed and stopped panting after a few minutes.
More and more houses flashed past Joel’s window. They must be getting close to town now. Would Alamosa look the same as all the other towns they had been through? Would they ever see a normal place again? Did normal even exist anymore? Everything they had seen so far looked like a scene out of a bad sci-fi movie, and he was beginning to think that was the new norm. He had lost count of the wrecks and mangled bodies they’d seen, and if by chance he momentarily drifted off to better thoughts, it only took a glance out the window to jolt him back to reality.
But Allie? She was like a ray of sunshine in this dark, depressing world they were now living in. From her easy smile to her helpful attitude, she was a bright spot he’d begun to count on. Joel was so thankful that things had worked out the way they did. Of course, he felt awful about her mom, but it was all the more reason he was glad he and his dad could be there for her. The thought of her being alone, stuck in that house, made his stomach ache. Outside of his family, she was all he had now, too.
He snuck a peek at her as he poured some water from his Nalgene bottle out into Gunner’s collapsible bowl. He thought she looked pretty with her face exposed and hair pulled back. Certainly, a welcome distraction from the scenery out the window.
Gunner gave the bowl a sniff and then a few half-hearted licks before sitting back up into the seat. He leaned into Allie, drooling excess water from the bowl onto her shirt sleeve.
“Really, dog?” Joel uttered. “Sorry about that, Allie.”
“It’s okay.” She brushed the water away with her hand and then wiped it right back onto Gunner. “Back at you, big boy.” She giggled and turned to Joel, shrugging her shoulders.
Joel nodded at Allie with a grin. “Put your hand up and say high five.”
She did what he suggested and held her hand up.
“High five,” she parroted. Gunner responded on cue. He clumsily threw out a big brown paw to meet her hand. His paw was almost the size of Allie’s hand as he pushed against her palm. Then he pulled his paw down and leaned into Allie, shoving his head down against her shoulder with a grunt.
“Oh boy, he’s really hamming it up.” Joel rolled his eyes and shook his head. They both laughed and for a minute, life was good.
Joel was trying to think of something clever to say to keep the mood going when his dad interrupted their fun.
“We might have a problem, guys.”



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Joel spun around in his seat and saw something they hadn’t seen since they’d started the trip. There were people ahead, and there were quite a few of them at that. It looked like they were gathered in the parking lot of a convenience store. There were at least 20–30 people assembled outside in a rough semicircle that seemed to focus on the front of the store.
“That’s quite a crowd.” Ben leaned in over the steering wheel to get a better look as he slowed the truck to a roll. No one had noticed them yet, at least as far as he could tell. But they were only a couple hundred yards away and it was just a matter of time before they were spotted.
“What are they doing?” Joel asked.
“Looks like they’re trying to loot the place.” Some of them were holding tools and pry bars and a few had baseball bats.
“They don’t look too friendly,” Allie said nervously.
“No, they don’t, but there’s something else going on here. Something or someone is stopping them from tearing that place apart.” Ben strained his eyes to make out what was going on.
Suddenly a gunshot rang out, the muzzle flash on the rooftop of the surrounded store giving away the shooter’s location. Now three figures were visible up on the flat roof of the store. They were crouched behind the false front that extended up above the actual roof. Ben got the sense this was their store, and they were making a stand against the mob. It might be a foolish move considering how outnumbered they were, but Ben respected that kind of courage.
“See them on the roof?” Ben pointed so the kids could see the three men.
One of the people on the roof shouted down at the crowd. “Get back or we’ll shoot!”
“Dad, look!” Joel gestured to a small group of people farther out on the fringe of the semicircle. The smaller group was looking at the Blazer.
“They’re coming this way!” Allie blurted out.
A small group of seven or eight guys started slowly making their way to a point in the road that would intersect with the Blazer’s path of travel. Ben hadn’t noticed any of them carrying firearms, but that didn’t mean anything. They did have a few baseball bats, a shovel, and an ax, though, and they certainly weren’t coming over to welcome them to the neighborhood.
Ben stepped on the gas pedal and launched the Blazer forward. The approaching people started running toward them, swinging their various instruments of destruction wildly about and screaming and cursing as they came.
“This is going to be close.” Ben gritted his teeth as he maneuvered the truck around a few wrecked cars and tried to get past the rioters before they could run into the road. He wasn’t sure what they would do, but they might be stupid enough to try to block them, thinking he wouldn’t run them over. They were wrong, though. To protect Joel and Allie, he absolutely would run them down if it came to that. His second-biggest concern next to the kids’ safety was doing damage to the truck.
Ben glanced at the store parking lot to see if they had attracted any more interest from the crowd, but no one else seemed to be paying attention to them. The crowd was content to terrorize the poor folks defending their property. But Ben had no time to think about that right now.
The rioters were going to get to the road before Ben could get clear of them. There were too many obstacles between them and the choke point the small group was creating. They were clustered together by a truck that blocked all but a small section of the road. The opening was 10 feet across at most. Plenty big enough to get the Blazer through without any trouble, but not with seven or eight people blocking it.
“You know,” Ben said sharply before pausing a second. “I’ve had just about had enough of this crap today.”
“Dad?” Joel’s brows lifted in concern.
Ben answered with action. He took his foot of the gas and started to slow down. “Hang on tight!”
He then reached back to hold Gunner in place with his right hand and hung onto the wheel with his left as he drove his foot down on the brake pedal. The Blazer slid to a stop, making the tires sing in protest on the dry pavement. The back end of the truck slightly kicked out to the driver’s side as a result of the slide. This put the driver’s seat of the Blazer closest to the roadblock at a 45-degree angle.
Just the vantage point Ben wanted.
He reached down to where he had wedged the holstered Desert Eagle between the seat and console and pulled it out with him as he exited the truck in one fluid motion.
He left the door open and stayed behind it. He might be fed up, but that was no reason to be stupid.
“Get the AR ready.” Ben gave the order without looking away from the group of people blocking their path.
“Dad, more people are coming over.” Joel’s voice held the thin edge of fear.
Ben looked over to see a few stragglers break off from the mob at the store and start to wander in their direction. The situation was deteriorating quickly, and with each second that went by, their odds of getting out of there unscathed dropped significantly.
“You keep an eye on those guys and be ready with the gun.” Ben motioned at the newcomers. There was no time to waste and Ben needed to act now.
He turned his attention to the group blocking the road.
“Clear the road now!” Ben commanded.
“We just want to talk is all,” one of the strangers offered.
“Clear the road now,” Ben repeated a little slower but unwavering in his demand.
But the stranger and his crew didn’t move.
“Looks like you have a lot of supplies in there, maybe enough to share with us less fortunate folks,” the man said with a creepy undertone to his voice. He was the one in the group that Ben had his eye on to begin with, the only one that wasn’t holding any type of weapon. Didn’t mean the man wasn’t carrying.
Ben’s suspicions proved to be correct when the man reached around to the small of his back and produced a pistol. He didn’t point it at Ben or the truck, but he waved it around in a threatening manner.
“Why don’t we just do this the easy way? No need to make things difficult.” The man with the gun sneered at them.
Ben glanced at the others getting closer by the second. They were coming straight toward the truck, unlike the first group that had formed the roadblock. He decided it was time to end this.
Bringing the Desert Eagle out into view from behind the door, he raised it up and aimed through the still open window on the doorframe. A couple of the roadblock crew stepped back a bit, but their leader with the gun stood firm.
Ben wasn’t sure if the guy was mental or just acting tough in front of the others, but whatever the reason, he attempted to draw on Ben and fired the small-caliber pistol as he brought it up. The bullet hit the ground to the left of Ben and by the time he got set to take another shot, Ben was already halfway through his trigger squeeze.
A split-second later, the nearly one-foot-long, five-pound behemoth of a handgun erupted with a deafening bark, launching the 300-grain lead hollow-point round out of the barrel at over 1,500 feet per second.
With the leader of the group blocking the road in front of them only 20 yards away, the result was immediate and gruesome. The bullet hit him square in the chest. Because of the high velocity, it blew straight through and hit one of the others that had the misfortune of standing directly behind him.
The second man went down fast in a lifeless pile on the ground, but the intended target remained standing with a blank look on his face. Still in shock, he looked down in disbelief at the half-dollar-sized hole that went clear through his chest. He managed a step back before dropping to his knees a few seconds later, followed by a face plant into the blacktop.
The others that had helped form the road block slowly backed away at first and then started running in different directions. Ben slipped around the door and swung the gun in the air over the hood of the truck to discourage the approaching group from advancing, but they were already backing up, too. A few had their hands in the air.
Ben capitalized on the moment. He jumped back in the truck and threw it into drive. He glanced over and saw that Joel had the AR pointed out the window at the retreating crowd.
“Keep it on them,” Ben stated as he gave the truck gas and quickly accelerated through the now-open gap in the road.
He did his best to miss the bodies as they navigated through the narrow opening, but it was unavoidable and with the windows down they could hear the sounds of crunching bones and squishing organs under the tires as they drove over the bodies. Ben could see Allie cringe in the rearview mirror as they traversed the human speed bumps.
“Do you see anyone trying to follow us, Allie?” Ben asked, trying to distract her.
She twisted around in her seat, straining to see behind them. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Good. We still have to go a few miles before we get to the road that leads to the river. If they don’t try to follow us, maybe we can still stay there.” He glanced at his son. “Good job backing me up back there, Joel.”
“Yep, no problem.” Joel slid the AR back into the soft case and settled himself in his seat before buckling the seatbelt again.
Ben reached over and grabbed Joel’s shoulder, giving him a slight squeeze. They’d made it through.
“Keep checking, Allie, and let me know if you see anyone following us, okay?” Ben asked.
“Okay, I will,” Allie answered.
Ben knew the mob would likely go back to terrorizing the store owners. He felt bad for them and wished there was something they could have done to help, but it was every man for himself now, and he couldn’t afford to be anything but selfish when it came to putting their needs and safety first.
“I’m sorry it had to go down that way,” Ben offered. “I had to do something. It was getting worse by the second. They weren’t going to let us leave, even if we had given them everything.”
“It’s okay. I understand,” Allie said. “And thank you.” She forced a smile.
Joel nodded but remained silent.
But Ben knew it wasn’t okay and didn’t want the kids to think he took it lightly. “It’s a terrible thing to take a life, and a hard thing to live with.” He looked back at Allie and then at Joel. He was all too familiar with the feelings of guilt and second-guessing yourself after something like this happened. It had been years since it was fresh on his conscience, but it all came rushing back to him now.
“This probably won’t be the last time that we have to resort to violence to stay safe. I want you to know that I will do what’s necessary to keep us all safe. This is a different world we live in now, and you have to look at things differently. I’m not asking you to like it or be okay with it. In fact, if you were, I would say that’s not normal. Just try not to let it consume you. We unfortunately can’t afford to give people the benefit of the doubt anymore.” Ben hoped he wasn’t coming off too harsh, but it was the truth and they needed to hear it. “We have to assume the worst with everyone we meet from now on if we’re going to make it to your brother and sister in one piece—and Allie’s dad.” Ben was sure to add in that last part, not wanting Allie to think that her destination was any less important.
Allie nodded as she made eye contact with Ben in the rearview mirror. “Thank you for taking care of us and doing this for me.” Both kids nodded in agreement as Joel reached over and put his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “We understand, Dad. It’ll be okay.”
They continued on in silence, weaving their way through the wrecks as they made their way out of Alamosa.
Ben watched for the turn on his right-hand side after they crossed the bridge that spanned the Rio Grande River. He remembered it being around here somewhere.
“Keep your eye out for a paved road that turns into dirt on your side, Joel.” Ben leaned over in his seat toward Joel’s side of the truck. “I think it’s called Fifth Street or something like that.”
“I see it.” Allie pointed from the back seat.
“Good eyes,” Ben said.
As they turned down the road and passed several houses, it went from pavement to dirt quickly and curved to the right. Before they knew it, they were out of the residential area and into a more rural setting.
They were losing light fast now. Ben hadn’t planned on getting jammed up in town, but he was glad they had any light left at all. Satisfied that no one had followed them, he began to relax a little. It would be good to get some sleep. He hoped the spot he was thinking of would be as he remembered it: secluded enough to provide an incident-free night. But he knew, regardless, they would have to be ready for anything.



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Ben maneuvered the Blazer slowly down the dirt road. It was almost dusk, and normally he would have used the headlights, but he didn’t want to risk drawing attention to their location, so decided instead to navigate by what little moonlight there was.
They finally made it to the river, where the road forked to the left and right as it followed along the water’s edge in both directions. They took the left and headed downstream even farther away from town. They continued on for a couple minutes, passing by a few small areas that looked like they had seen quite a few campers in the past.
The road came to an end at a cluster of cottonwood trees that ran out from the rocks and down to the river’s edge. The official road ended there, but Ben was able to guide the Blazer through a narrow section of the trees. Once on the other side of the trees, the vegetation opened up a little into a sandy area that looked like the perfect spot to set up camp.
Ben pulled the truck against the rocks on the far side of the clearing, away from the river, and shut it down. “Well, this is it, guys. Our home for the evening.”
“Looks like a pretty good spot,” Joel commented as they all eagerly exited the truck.
“Oh, that feels good.” Ben sighed as he arched his back with his hands on his hips. It felt refreshing to be out from behind the wheel. It was hard driving and having to keep a constant watch out for hazards in the road, and the effort had taken its toll on him.
“Hey, you!” Allie had climbed out of the Blazer’s front passenger door and was now squashed against the doorframe by an overenthusiastic Gunner also trying to get out. As soon as he hit the ground, he was off on a wild sniffing spree around the soon-to-be campsite, finding several places to leave his mark on a few unlucky trees and shrubs as he went.
“Gunner, easy boy.” Joel shook his head. “Sorry, he has no manners.”
“That’s okay.” Allie laughed.
Ben originally thought he would make a small fire and relax with Joel and Allie while they cooked their dinner. But after what had happened in town, he was reluctant to risk giving away their location with a regular camp fire. Not to mention he was exhausted from driving and really just wanted to eat something and lie down.
“Joel, why don’t you show Allie how to set up her tent? I brought your sister’s sleeping bag and mat for her to use.” Ben threw Joel the keys to the rooftop cargo box and headed down to the river.
“Got it,” Joel answered.
Ben thought about the fire again as he walked. It was too tempting and too easy to fire up the little gas-fed camp stove and have boiling water and then a nice hot meal in a few minutes.
Besides, if he did make a fire, he would have to use the Dakota two-hole method and make it smokeless. That required him to dig two holes a few inches apart and then connect them with a small tunnel at the bottom. He would build the fire in one of the holes and leave the other open.
The method served two purposes: first, it concealed the fire below ground level, and second, the design caused an influx of oxygen through the empty shaft that allowed it to burn virtually smoke-free. This method was a little more work in rocky soil, however, and he could cook the trout in a pan on the stove just the same, although it wouldn’t taste as good as if he cooked it over an open flame. Ben stared at the river. It was probably too late for Joel to catch anything tonight anyway. Maybe in the morning they could do all that depending on how he felt.
When Ben reached the river’s edge, he took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar smell of the water. Crouching down and then putting his right knee on a rock, he lowered his face to the water and looked closely at it in the fleeting light. He sniffed at the water again, this time only a few inches away. He dipped his hand into the cool running water and rubbed his fingers together. No smell, didn’t feel oily or unusual.
“Thank God,” he mumbled under his breath as he put his hands together, making a scoop and splashing water on his face. It felt so good to wash the day off and relax for a moment. The tranquility of the running river and refreshing water was short-lived, however, when he was joined by Gunner, who clumsily wadded in over the rocks and pebbles and began lapping at the water loudly a couple feet away from him.
The water quickly clouded with sediment as Gunner explored the water’s edge and followed it up stream a few yards above Ben. Leaving Gunner to his muddy water, Ben stood up slowly, feeling every mile they had driven today in his muscles and joints.
Tonight was going to be about getting some rest so they could get a good start tomorrow. He hoped they could make up for the time they’d lost today due to all the obstacles they had faced. But if Joel and Allie wanted to stay up a little, that was fine. They had both gotten some sleep, after all, while he’d driven. In fact, Ben would feel better knowing that someone was awake and watching over the camp, even if it was just for a little while.
Gunner raced up the beach once he realized that he had been left behind in the water, and he quickly caught up to and passed Ben on his way back to the truck. He charged right up to where Joel and Allie were setting up camp before shaking off. He released a shower of mud and water onto the kids.
“Oh really, dog?” Joel exclaimed.
Allie gasped. “Ah, yuck!”
Gunner, now seemingly content that he had adequately offended everyone, settled down near the bags and gear Joel had taken out of the truck.
“Thanks for grabbing my tent.” Ben saw that Joel had put his tent, bag, and mat in a separate pile for him and had even gotten the little stove out and partially set up.
“A little late to fish tonight, I guess?” Joel said.
“Yeah, I think so.” Ben sighed. “Maybe in the morning before we head out we can get a good breakfast in us.”
“How far do you think we’ll get tomorrow?” Allie unrolled her sleep mat on the floor of her tent.
“I hope to make Kansas if we can stay out of trouble and the roads aren’t too bad.” Ben began to get his tent squared away. “Once we get on the bigger interstates like I-70, the going should get a little easier.”
Joel had already finished setting up his tent and sleeping bag and was now working on getting a pot of water to boil for their dehydrated dinner.
“What’ll it be? Chilly Mac with Beef or Cheesy Lasagna?” Joel held up the pouches and grinned. “It says they’re two servings each, so I guess we’ll make both. That should be enough for everyone since we only had a few Cliff Bars for lunch.”
“Sounds good to me,” Allie chimed in with a smile.
“Go for it, chef.” Ben gave Joel a quick thumbs-up and a crooked smile as he finished prepping his tent for what he hoped would be a good night’s sleep.
Allie folded up a few of the blankets from the back of the truck and placed them neatly around the stove for them to sit on. They settled in and talked for a while as they waited for the food to cook in the bags. Ben mostly listened, feeling himself drifting off several times. When the food was finally ready, he ate his quickly and finished off most of the water in his Nalgene bottle, leaving just enough to brush his teeth with.
“Well, guys, I’m going to clean up and hit the sack. Tomorrow will be here before you know it,” Ben stood up and shuffled over to his tent. He grabbed a small bag of toiletries from his gear and headed back to the river. He cleaned up the best he could by the water, or at least as much as he had the energy for tonight, then headed back to camp. When he returned, Joel and Allie were sitting on the blankets by the stove. They were still talking, too.
Joel held out one of the bags. “Allie has a little left over, not much. Do you want it, Dad?”
“No thanks, I’m good. Let Gunner have it if you want.”
At the sound of his name, Gunner started wagging his tail as he eyed the bag of leftovers. Joel got up and poured the small amount of remaining food over some dry dog food in his collapsible bowl. Gunner buried his snout in the bowl and wolfed it down before Joel could even make it back to his seat next to Allie.
“Someone was hungry,” Allie noted.
Joel shook his head. “He’s always hungry, especially for leftovers.”
“If you guys don’t mind cleaning up, I’m going to call it a night.” Ben wandered over to his tent and tossed the small toiletry bag back inside.
“No problem, we got it,” Joel replied.
Ben sat down in his tent, his feet still outside the opening, and took his boots and socks off, then let out a deep breath.
“Ah, that feels good,” he mumbled under his breath. “Good night, guys.”
“Good night, Mr. Davis.” Allie smiled. “Thanks for keeping us safe today.”
“Good night, Dad,” Joel added.
Ben smiled back. Then he pulled his legs and feet inside the tent and zipped the flap closed behind him. He was too tired to think about anything as he took off his pants and flannel shirt and rolled them up to make a crude pillow. Zipping himself into his sleeping bag, he drifted off in no time to the faint sounds of the gurgling river.
There’d be plenty of time tomorrow to worry about what lay ahead.



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
“That was crazy today, wasn’t it?” Allie’s eyes widened.
“Um yeah, but which part? The whole day was nuts,” Joel huffed. “I mean, I can’t even get my head wrapped around everything that happened today.”
“I know what you mean. It’s all a bit blurry right now, and I think I prefer it that way.” Allie played with the zipper on her fleece. “You did a really good job today, Joel, and I just wanted to say thank you. I mean…” Allie wiped at her eyes, failing to hide a tear as it rolled down her cheek.
Joel didn’t know what to do or say. He wanted to grab her and squeeze her and tell her everything would be okay, but he was too shy and didn’t want to create an awkward situation. He knew she had been through a lot—they all had—and it was going to take time to adjust to their new lives. Finally, he forced himself to say something.
“I’m here for you, Allie.”
She sniffled and brushed her hair out of her face, managing a small crooked smile.
“We’re all here for you, okay?” Joel repeated.
“I know, and I’m so grateful that I’m not still stuck in that attic or worse. If it wasn’t for you guys coming along…” Unable or unwilling to finish the sentence, Allie shook her head and looked back down at the ground, letting her hair fall forward to cover her face once more.
Joel leaned over toward Allie and hesitated for a moment before he reached out nervously and put his hand on her shoulder, giving Allie a few small pats. To his surprise, Allie scooted over against him on the blanket and leaned in, resting her head on his shoulder.
Joel’s heart skipped a beat, then picked up tempo until it thumped wildly. He felt like he could hear it and wondered if Allie noticed. He began to calm down, though, and relax a little as the scent of her hair filled the air. It was a flowery, clean smell, and it put him at peace as he inhaled the fragrance and felt the girl of his dreams lean into him.
Joel could have stayed there for hours, maybe even all night. All he knew was that as long as she remained leaning on him, he wouldn’t dare move and end this moment. Eventually, though, it did end.
Allie slowly raised her head off his shoulder and took some of her weight off him. She rubbed her face with her hands and then reached down to give Gunner a few well-received scratches behind his ear.
“Wow, I’m getting really tired all of a sudden.” Allie took a deep breath and sat up straight. “We should probably get things cleaned up and get some sleep, too.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” Joel sighed. The moment was over.
They both went to their respective tents and got what they needed before meeting back up to walk down to the river. Joel, his toothbrush dangling out of his mouth, was carrying all the empty Nalgene bottles and the water filter in a jumbled mess in his arms.
“Here, let me help you.” Allie grabbed the empty water containers by the plastic piece that connected the tops to the containers, making it possible for her to get them all in one hand.
Joel removed his toothbrush from his mouth with his now free hand. “Oh, she’s got skills.” He laughed and playfully bumped into her a little bit with his hip.
Gunner flew by, barely missing them by a few inches, on his way to the river for a late-night swim, but he reluctantly slowed down and eventually stopped when Joel called out to him.
“Gunner, no! Not if you think you’re getting in my tent!” Joel shook his head.
“Aw, poor guy.” Allie rubbed Gunner’s head when they caught up to where he had stopped his assault on the river.
“Poor me.” Joel chuckled. “Have you ever had to sleep with a wet dog in a tent?”
They set the bottles and pump down while they brushed their teeth and kept an eye on the dog as he drank from the water’s edge. Every so often, Joel found it necessary to remind Gunner not to venture in and get wet. Finally, Gunner found a rock to his liking. It was close enough to the river to sneak in a few defiant laps of water, and he settled in with his paw hung over the edge.
Joel finished up with his toothbrush and tucked it into his back pocket. He got right to work with the pump and started filling the first bottle. As soon as it was full, he unscrewed it from the pump body and put the lid back on. He turned to put the bottle aside and got a new one, only to find Allie was ready and waiting behind him. She took the newly filled bottle from him and handed him the next empty one. With their little system in place, they filled nine bottles in no time at all.
“Let me show you a little trick,” Joel said. He bent down along the edge where the rocks made a natural bowl. He began to organize more rocks around the edge, making a small contained area of water about a foot deep.
“Hey, look at this.” Joel held up a small, smooth multicolored stone honed into an almost perfect sphere by the river. He handed it to Allie and got back to arranging the rocks until they were spaced out far enough to allow the current to flow through freely.
“Wow, that’s really pretty,” Allie said as she studied the small stone in her hand. “Can I have it?”
Joel looked back and smiled at her. “Sure.”
“Thanks.” Allie dried it off with her shirt sleeve and stuffed it into her pocket.
“We can each take one water bottle to bed if you want, but I’ll put the rest in here overnight. They’ll be nice and cold in the morning, and if we wrap them up in a blanket, they’ll stay that way for a while. It’ll be nice to have cold water for the ride tomorrow.”
“I like it,” Allie said. “That’s a good idea.”
Joel wiggled his eyebrows at her. “See, there’s more to me than just my good looks.”
Allie laughed and gave Joel a smile. He was glad to see her smile and joke around a little. He was worried about her, and it was good to see her let her guard down. Joel knew that was the real Allie—the girl he would have gotten to know this summer if the world hadn’t fallen apart. They would get to know each other now for sure, but what version of themselves were they now? Everything was turned upside down overnight by the bombs. Life as they knew it had changed forever. How could they not change with it?
* * *
They each carried a bottle of water back with them, and Joel brought an extra one to leave outside his dad’s tent. They looked around camp one more time to make sure they hadn’t forgotten anything. Then Joel double-checked that the truck was locked up.
“Looks good to me.” Joel glanced around.
Allie approached her tent and unzipped the flap before she sat down inside and began taking off her hiking boots outside the doorway. Gunner sauntered over to where she was sitting and stood motionless in front of her, only a few inches away, making it impossible for Allie to get to her shoes.
“Um, excuse me,” Allie protested. “Do you know what this is all about?” She peered around Gunner to look at Joel, who was now sitting halfway in his tent a couple feet away.
“Oh, he thinks he’s sleeping with you tonight. I’m surprised he’s being so polite about it.” Joel snorted.
“Is that what you want, boy?” Allie rubbed Gunner’s neck. “Come on then.”
“I guess I’m not good enough anymore.” Joel looked at Gunner, but he was gone, already through the opening Allie had made for him in the tent.
“Well then, good night, you two. Sleep tight.” Joel smiled and pulled his legs into his tent.
“Good night, Joel.” Allie smiled back and joined Gunner in her tent. He had made himself comfortable at the foot of her bag and was curled up in a tight ball. She got into her bag and worked her legs around the dog as best as she could without disturbing him. She found some warm spots from where he had been lying already and pushed her cold feet into those areas, enjoying the warmth.
As tired as she was, her mind was racing from one thing to the next. So much had happened within such a small amount of time that it was overwhelming. The feelings she had right now were bittersweet. Out of all the bad things that had happened, she still couldn’t get over how Joel and his dad had taken her in and treated her with such kindness.
On top of all of that, she knew she was beginning to have strong feelings for Joel. How was she going to balance these different emotions?
And what would she do if they did or didn’t find her father? She knew he was a hardcore city dweller and worked in IT. He was as far removed from the outdoor self-sustaining type as a person could probably be. Nothing like Ben or Joel. She tried to stop herself from dwelling on that as her thoughts began to drift to the possibility that her dad was not okay. What were the odds that he’d found a way to survive?
No. She couldn’t let herself think like that. She tried to focus on other things—about how the only sure things she had going in her life right now were the people in this little riverside camp, and she was thankful for them.
Eventually the need for sleep overcame her, and the soothing sounds of the river lulled her into a deep sleep with better hopes for tomorrow.



 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
Ben felt like he hadn’t been asleep for very long when he heard Gunner’s low growl from outside his tent. He sat up slowly and checked his watch: a little after five in the morning. He scrubbed a hand over his face. What was going on?
Then he heard a noise that sounded like paper rustling or like someone was trying to open a bag of potato chips. Was it the wind? No, there it was again. It was too deliberate. Ben heard Gunner grunt, followed by a whine; he must have been stuck in somebody’s tent.
Ben felt around in his makeshift pillow until he found the familiar shape of his gun. He pulled it out before he unzipped his tent fly as quietly as he could. As soon as he had it open enough, he peeked through and spotted their intruder. A big blue and white magpie was busy shoving his head into the empty food bags from last night’s dinner.
Ben finished unzipping his tent, sat up with his legs crossed, and stretched his upper body for a minute. The bird was oblivious to his presence and was fully engrossed in picking the bags clean of whatever food scraps he could find.
“Shoo, go on,” Ben whispered as loud as he dared, not wanting to wake anyone, just enough to scare the bird. It took off instantly with a jump and was gone.
He heard Gunner give off a pitiful whine from what sounded like Allie’s tent. Ben got dressed quickly and threw his shoes on without tying them. He shuffled over to Allie’s tent and unzipped her door from the side closest to the tent’s end, where he figured Gunner had slept. Sure enough, as soon as there was a small opening, a brown nose thrust out into the morning air, followed by the rest of the dog pushing the zipper open as he slid out.
“Okay, easy there, boy. I see you.”
Gunner was happy to be free from the tent and quickly went about his investigation of the noise he had heard. Ben picked up the empty food bags and stuffed them into the cooler on the back of the truck before Gunner could get into them.
Well, he was up now. Might as well make some coffee. He considered lying back down for a little while, but he knew how that would go and decided not to give in. He was happy to see the truck locked and things tidied up from last night—except the food bags of course, but he could let that slide.
Joel and Allie were both giving it their best effort, and he could tell. The fresh water they left him outside his tent more than made up for it, though, and he was using it to make his coffee.
When the coffee was done, he poured himself a fresh cup and savored the smell before taking a sip. Already, he felt more human.
Wandering down to the river, he found a suitable rock and took a seat. He smiled when he noticed the water bottles bobbing around in their little pool surrounded by rocks. That was pretty good thinking on Joel’s part, he had to admit. With his coffee in hand, he surveyed the rest of his surroundings in the predawn light.
He was glad that he’d remembered this place and that it had worked out so well for them last night. It was a peaceful setting, and from here all seemed well with the world. He would have never guessed that life, as he knew it, was falling apart just beyond this stand of cottonwoods.
He would never wish for something this extreme to happen, of course, but a part of him couldn’t help but wonder if this is what had been inevitable.
In his opinion, America as a whole had gone astray years ago and seemed to be getting worse with every passing day. Society, as of late, seemed to be lacking a moral compass and there was really nothing in the news or online that surprised him anymore.
He felt like Americans had gone overboard in their attempt to include, congratulate, and accept everyone for everything regardless of actual effort. Both political parties at this point were complete frauds and sellouts to the highest corporate bidders. It was pretty much common knowledge to the average American citizen that politics were bought and sold. And power was traded like a commodity. The vote Americans cast come election time was merely for show at this point. Not that it mattered, as the candidates to choose from seemed to be getting worse, too.
This disaster was a reckoning for this country. People would be forced to get back to basics. Some would survive and eventually learn to thrive in this new world, and some just wouldn’t make it. This would be the great equalizer, and money would no longer matter. One thing would still remain, though, and that would be the battle between good and evil in this world. They had seen this struggle firsthand and been up close and personal with it a few times yesterday. That wasn’t about to change anytime soon, either.
Ben was optimistic for the day, however, and really felt like once the roads opened up it would be smoother sailing. They would try to gas up at more remote service stations not so close to towns or more inhabited areas.
They were self-sufficient, and as far as he was concerned, there was no need to interact with anyone at this point, although he would love to get some information about what was going on. He was going to have to look at the map tonight, but he knew there were some large cities along the route, and based on their experiences so far, it would be best to avoid them. If there was a reasonable way around that wouldn’t add days to the trip, it would be worth the effort. The places they had been through had been small rural towns, and they had all been in rough shape.
He could only imagine the chaos that was taking place in the big cities right now. Getting Allie into Pittsburgh and finding her dad was going to be tougher than he thought. He tried to put it out of his mind for the time being; they had a lot more miles to cover before they had to deal with Pittsburgh.
Even so, it was hard not to think about it. Most of those people would only have a few days of food on hand, if even that, and without modern conveniences, they would be lost and desperate. Ben knew what desperate people were capable of, and it wasn’t pretty. The big cities would be extremely dangerous, especially in the ones that had enacted strict gun laws. Outside of law enforcement, the only people that would have weapons in those places would be criminals and the worst elements of society. He was sure it would be gang rule in the inner cities for a while, at least until the government intervened.
At some point, the U.S. government would bring home all of its assets from abroad. In fact, Ben didn’t doubt it was already in the works. He imagined somewhere along their journey they would encounter some National Guard troops—or at least he hoped they would.
He had read some articles about the new administration ramping up efforts to deal with a potential EMP threat. The military was supposed to start implementing some defense mechanisms against an attack of that nature, but that was a recent development and he had no idea what had been done so far. What percentage of the military, or the government for that matter, was even operational?
Someone was going to have to maintain law and order to keep society from a total meltdown, if it wasn’t too late in some parts already. Regardless of when or if that happened, he knew it would be every man for himself until things settled down.
He was glad the ex lived on the Eastern Shore of Maryland and in a fairly rural area. But still, they would have to get by D.C. and straight through Baltimore. Ben wasn’t fond of either city and hoped they could stick to the expressway, maybe make a late-night or early-morning run through both places. What he’d seen and read about Baltimore before the attack was enough to know it would be a lawless wasteland now.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Ben was deep in thought and didn’t notice Allie walking up behind him until she was only a few feet away.
“Good morning.” She smiled and sipped from her mug.
“Morning,” Ben replied.
“Thanks for making coffee. Hope you don’t mind,” she said.
Ben shook his head. “No, of course not. Help yourself.”
Allie found a small rock a few feet away and sat, staring out over the river as the rising sun sparkled off the water. “It’s so peaceful here.”
“Yes, it is,” Ben agreed.
Just then, Joel strolled down the bank with Gunner close behind. Joel had his fly rod in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. “Good morning!”
“You’re in a good mood and up early. I didn’t realize we were expecting snow today,” Ben joked.
“Very funny. I’m just glad I get to do a little fishing.” Joel smiled as he walked past Ben and sat his coffee on a rock next to Allie.
“Do you mind watching that while I catch our breakfast?” he asked Allie.
“Nope.”
“Thanks.” He waded into the river up to his knees before stopping to get his fly ready. He pulled a little line off the reel and started casting as he slowly worked his way upstream, picking his steps carefully from rock to rock.
Gunner waded along, parallel to Joel, a few feet off the shoreline in chest-high water and watched the boy intently.
A few minutes in and one of Joel’s casts resulted in a hooked trout that jumped with a splash some 20 yards from where Joel stood. He struggled against the fish for a few minutes before bringing it to his hand. Carefully making his way back in over the slippery rocks, he carried the trout to the bank.
“Nice Brown.” Ben gave him a thumbs-up.
“Good job. Yay.” Allie clapped softly.
Joel dispatched the fish quickly with a rock and laid it on the gravel.
“That’s got to be at least 20 inches. And look how fat! That should be enough for everybody!” Joel beamed.
“I guess I better do my part and get breakfast going.” Allie slid off the rock she was sitting on and strolled over to get a better look at the trout.
“We can help. I was thinking about making a little more coffee anyway.” Ben hopped down from his spot and headed for camp.
Once Gunner realized everyone was leaving, he leapt out of the water with a splash and darted up the small pebble beach, only slowing down briefly to shake off. He went to sit under his empty food bowl that was hung upside down from a small branch where Joel had left it after rinsing it out last night. He whined anxiously.
“I’m coming, boy. Hang on.” Ben, with Allie close behind, crested the river bank as it leveled out near their campsite. Joel was still down at the water’s edge, cleaning the fish and getting it ready to cook.
Ben tossed Gunner’s bowl on the ground and poured it half full of dry food before he started to work on boiling the water for more coffee.
Allie sorted through the food bags for a breakfast meal packet. She finally held up a bag from the back of the truck. “I’ve never had freeze-dried scrambled eggs before.”
“Oh, well you haven’t really lived until you’ve had freeze-dried scrambled eggs with fresh trout.” Ben smiled as he walked over to the truck and looked around in the back for a second before grabbing an onion they had brought from their pantry, a small bottle of olive oil, salt, and pepper.
“Better use it while it’s good.” Ben put the ingredients in a small pan, then headed for the stove.
A few seconds later, Joel strolled into camp with the freshly cleaned fish.
“You can put that right in here.” Ben held out the now empty and oiled pan.
“So what’s the plan for today?” Joel picked up the pot of boiling water by the rubber-coated handle and poured it into the freeze-dried egg pouch that Allie had ready for him.
That freed up the little stove for the pan.
Ben got the trout cooking before he answered. “I’d love to get at least halfway across Kansas. Don’t know if that’s realistic or not, but that’s my goal.” He cut the onion up into small chunks as he held it in his hand, throwing them in the pan as he went.
“It took my mom and me three days when we drove out from Pittsburgh.” Allie unzipped her fleece. “But we stopped a lot, and of course it wasn’t…you know.” She looked around.
“Yeah.” Joel nodded. They all understood what she meant.
The fierce Colorado sun was in full glory and already warming things up. By the time they were finishing breakfast, it was actually starting to get hot, and everyone had shed a layer or two of clothing.
“After we clean up and get the gear packed, we should top off the water before we leave.” Ben stood and drained the rest of the water out of his Nalgene with one gulp. “Like your little setup with the water, by the way.” Ben nodded at Joel.
“Thanks.” Joel smiled.
It didn’t take long to break down camp with everyone pitching in and packing up. It was all loaded back in the truck within 15 minutes, and they were just about ready to leave except for a few odds and ends.
Joel and Allie walked down to the river to retrieve the water bottles and top off the empty ones. Gunner ran after them as if he knew this was his last chance to sneak in a quick swim.
Ben shook his head and called after them. “Better keep him dry. I don’t think Allie wants to ride next to a wet dog, and I know I don’t want to be stuck in the truck with one.”
“Definitely not. We’ll watch him.” Joel nodded and turned back around to join Allie as they walked.
Ben leaned against the truck with his arms crossed. He tilted his head back and looked at the sky while he waited for them to return. The air seemed to be a little cleaner today and the sky actually looked a semi-normal shade of blue. The lack of jet trails and small planes flying overhead was noticeable, though, and it was almost too quiet. It would have been more enjoyable if the reason behind the empty skies and quietness wasn’t so calamitous.
Ben saw Gunner galloping toward the truck as he crested the sand and gravel berm between the river and the campsite. Joel and Allie followed close behind.
“Load up.” Ben opened the passenger door on the truck. Gunner launched himself into the truck without breaking stride, then sat on the front seat and waited for Joel and Allie to catch up.
“Come on, boy, all the way back.” Ben sternly pointed toward the back of the truck until Gunner gave in and hopped over the console, taking his place on the rear bench seat. Ben climbed in next and joined Gunner on the rear seat. He’d decided to let Joel drive for a while this morning.
He was somewhat familiar with the next few hours’ worth of road and didn’t expect much trouble this early in the morning. Most of the road was a lot of long straight stretches in farmland and open range down through the foothills. Other than the scattered wrecks on the road, with any luck it should be a pretty boring drive. Besides, this would give him a chance to fool with the radio a bit more and study the map a little.
After the next couple of hours, the road ahead would be unknown territory to him, and he had no real knowledge of the places they would be traveling through. He’d only made the drive once before, and in a hurry to get to Maryland, he hadn’t paid much attention to the places they passed through.
Being in unfamiliar territory would put them at a disadvantage, so he figured the least he could do was go over the map and get to know the route a little. Maybe he could even plan some alternatives in case they ran into trouble. He would mainly focus on finding a route around Kansas City. That would be the first major city they would have to deal with, and he was determined to find a way around that wouldn’t add a lot of time to the trip.
Some of the more populated areas and cities would be unavoidable the closer to Maryland they got, and as the density of people and towns increased, so did their risk for trouble. Ben knew this, and it weighed heavily on his mind.
He heard Joel and Allie talking a few seconds before he saw them come over the little hill. Joel was fixated on Allie or their conversation and didn’t notice Ben was in the back until he was at the passenger door.
“I guess I’m driving?” Joel pointed at himself.
“If you don’t mind,” Ben replied. “It’ll give me a chance to go over the map and try to figure out a good spot for tonight. I can take over at the next fuel stop if you get tired.”
“No problem. I can drive all day if you want me to.” Joel shrugged and handed Ben a few cold water bottles still dripping from the river.
“Here you go, Mr. Davis. I have some, too.” Allie handed him bottles she was carrying.
Joel walked around to the driver’s side and got in while Allie situated herself in the passenger’s seat. As Ben was wrapping the water bottles up in a blanket for insulation, a thought crossed his mind—something he hadn’t considered up until now.
If anything were to happen to him, would these two kids in the front seat be able to make it on their own?
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Chapter One
 
The dirt road that led back to the main highway seemed a lot shorter than it had last night, but it was still just as bumpy. Joel didn’t mind and was glad his dad had decided to let him drive. It felt good to have Allie riding up front with him in his truck, too.
Driving around the wrecks made him a little nervous, though. When his dad had been driving, Joel could look away from them if he wanted to. But now he had to pay attention to each and every one as he drove past, being careful not to run over anything sharp enough to puncture a tire.
He had worked a good part of last summer to save up for a new set of tires for his Blazer. The set that was on the truck when they had bought it wasn’t quite up to the challenge of the off-road trails Joel and his friends liked to explore on the weekends.
Having a blowout while four-wheeling was a constant concern, so although expensive, his choice of tire to replace them had been well worth it in his mind. He’d decided on the Goodyear MT/R because they had Kevlar in the tread and sidewall, adding much-needed puncture resistance for off-roading in the San Juan Mountains.
His friend Brian had thought Joel was nuts to spend that kind of money on tires at nearly 260 dollars each. Sure, it was a lot, but the tires were now a year old, and they still looked new.
There was a good chance those pricey tires had saved them from a flat already.
Joel glanced in the rearview mirror. All he could see of his dad was the top of his head, his face hidden behind the large road atlas he was studying. Joel looked to his right. Allie had her window down all the way and her arm hanging out in the air.
He brought his focus back to the road as they came to an intersection. He paused, then turned right onto the main road. There was no point in a complete stop. The highway was empty as usual, and that was good by him.
He checked the fuel gauge. “We have about three-quarters of a tank left.”
That brought his dad’s head up from the atlas. “We’ll start looking for a good place to fuel up when you’re down to about a quarter tank. Don’t forget we have the two spare cans for backup.”
Joel nodded. “I know, but don’t we want to save those?”
“We do, if we can.” His dad glanced at the atlas again. “The next town looks like it’s about 80 miles away. We’ll have enough gas to get through, but I think we should find a place to fuel up before we stop, just to be on the safe side. I want to be able to travel a little ways farther once we’re on the other side of town, just in case we need to put some distance between us and whatever we run into there.”
“Do you think all the towns are going to be so messed up?” Allie looked around the truck for either of them to answer.
“I don’t see why not.” Joel immediately regretted what he’d said, hoping he didn’t sound too pessimistic.
His dad sighed. “As much as I hate to say it, I think Joel is right. People are going to become more and more desperate unless we get into areas that still have services. But who knows? Maybe we’re completely wrong and the more populated places are more organized and orderly.”
Joel knew his dad didn’t believe that for a second and thought he was trying to boost Allie’s morale. There was no doubt people would become more desperate as time went on. He was sure Allie knew that, too.
It had only been five days since school had let out for the summer, but to Joel it seemed like another life he’d lived long ago. He couldn’t have felt any more removed from being a recently graduated eleventh grader than he did right now.
Did Allie feel the same way? He could only begin to imagine how she was coping, considering her mom was most likely dead. He quickly reminded himself to be thankful for what he had.
He hoped her dad was okay, but based on what she had told him about the man and his skill set—or lack thereof—Joel had his doubts. Pittsburgh was probably in chaos.
They might not even be able to find him. But if they did, what then? Were they just going to leave her there with him and continue on?
Joel didn’t want that to happen, either. He might never see Allie again if she stayed there, not to mention he would have serious concerns for her safety. He tried not to think about it and instead focused on the road. No point in worrying about something that hadn’t happened yet. Besides, they were a long way from Pittsburgh.
“Look!” Allie pointed through the windshield.
Joel had been so deep in thought and focused on giving the wrecks a wide berth that he failed to notice an old green Chevy Suburban on the road ahead. It was coming at them about a half a mile or so away. They all watched in silence for a minute as it slowly dodged the obstacles on the road.
The Suburban looked a bit like a top-heavy tortoise as it weaved around a pile of cars on one side of the road. The roof was loaded with everything they owned, or at least Joel presumed that by the size of the tarp-covered mound on the roof.
The tarp, which was also green, was tied down with rope that crisscrossed itself multiple times, giving it the odd appearance of a turtle shell from a distance. The unsecured parts of the tarp flapped wildly in the wind. Joel could make out at least two people inside the cabin and thought he saw more but wasn’t sure.
“What should I do?” Joel glanced at his Dad, who was now leaning forward between the two seats.
“Nothing yet. Just give him plenty of room to pass.” Ben closed the road atlas and tucked it behind him.
Now less than 500 yards away from the newcomers, Joel steered around the last pile of cars between them and the Suburban on the two-lane highway. With nothing else on the road, he could now see the reason for the Suburban’s slow approach. The left front wheel had a pretty bad wobble.
“That doesn’t look good,” Allie said.
“No, not at all. I’m going to say a bent or broken tie rod.” Joel had seen a fair number of bent tie rods on the off-road trails back home and knew the death wobble, as he and his friends called it, when they saw it. A tie rod was a pretty common part to damage when off-roading in rocky terrain. When they bought his Blazer, it had a bent tie rod on the passenger side, and it was one of the first things he and his dad fixed together.
“You’re probably right about that,” Ben agreed.
At a few hundred feet away, the Suburban flashed its lights several times, followed by a waving hand out of the passenger’s window.
“They want us to stop, I think.” Allie shifted in her seat to face Joel and Ben. “What if they’re trying to warn us about something up ahead?”
Joel snorted. “What if they just want our stuff?”
Ben shrugged. “Let’s just roll with it and see how it plays out. Allie might be right. It’d be nice to have a heads-up on any surprises down the road. They look like a family just trying to get somewhere like we are.”
Allie tucked a strand of hair behind one ear. “And we can warn them about what happened to us and what to expect if they stay on this road.”
Even Gunner was sitting up at this point. Roused from his nap by the commotion, he was now straining around Joel’s seat to get a better view out the window.
Joel refocused his attention on the Suburban as the distance between them shrunk. He could see a man driving, a woman in the passenger seat, and what looked like a small child in the back seat.
Ben put his hand on Joel’s shoulder. “Keep it in gear when you stop. One foot on the gas, one on the brake. Be ready to step on it if you need to. With their wheel wobbling like that, we could lose them fast.”



 
 
Chapter Two
 
The loaded-down Suburban stopped first, several yards ahead of them. A man got out with his hands open in front of him, indicating he wasn’t holding anything. The woman followed his lead and exited the passenger-side door, waving her hands in the air.
Ben nodded toward the couple as he spoke to Joel. “Leave a good amount of space between us when you stop.”
“Okay.” Joel turned the wheel to the right and pulled over on the shoulder. That left more than a lane and a half between the two trucks.
The man took a couple cautious steps forward and stopped. “Thanks for not driving past. My name is Jon, and this is my wife, Christine.” He repeated his name. “Jon Wilson.”
Joel looked over at his dad. “What do you think?”
“So far they seem friendly.” Ben was now fully leaned over the center console so he could see out of Joel’s window. There was an old faded Air Force sticker on one of the Suburban’s side windows.
Joel nodded. “You talk to them, Dad.”
“I’m Ben, and this is my son and his friend.” Ben tried to answer as vaguely as he could without coming off as rude or aggressive. “Where are you folks headed?”
Jon answered. “Going down to Glendale, Arizona, to Luke Air Force Base, to get up with our son. He’s stationed there.”
Knowing they were parents of an airman made Ben feel better. “Having some trouble, I see. What year is the truck?”
“Eighty-five, I think. My son left this pretty thing in our yard when he enlisted. He kept promising to come and get it, but now I’m glad he never did. Neither one of our vehicles would run, but this old machine started right up.” He jerked his thumb back at the last pile of cars they had passed. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t paying attention for a second and ran into one of those.”
Ben thought the guy seemed legitimate and his story believable enough, but the pragmatist in him wasn’t fully buying it yet.
Just then, a little pony-tailed head popped up from the back window and snuck a peek at them before the mother scolded her for not staying out of sight like her father had asked her to.
Ben nudged Joel. “Go ahead, turn it off and get out, but stay near the truck.”
Joel shut the truck off and hopped out.
Ben climbed out after Joel and walked toward Jon with his hand outstretched. “Maybe we can take a look at it and see if there’s anything we can do. I’ve got some basic tools.”
“That would be great. We just started having problems a few miles ago.” Jon shook Ben’s hand and nodded back at the truck. “That was our daughter, Jessie, by the way.”
Joel waved. “I’m Joel.”
Allie gave a little wave, too. “I’m Allie. Do you mind if I say hi to your daughter?”
“No,” Jon said. “She’d probably like that.”
Allie headed over to the Suburban’s passenger door and introduced herself to Jessie. “Hi, I’m Allie. What’s your name?”
“Jessie.”
“How old are you, Jessie?” Allie asked.
“I’m nine,” she replied.
“It’s been a tough couple of days,” Christine added in a shaky voice.
“How would you like to come and meet Gunner?” Allie pointed back to the big brown dog who was watching intently from the front driver’s seat of their truck.
“Okay.” Jessie cracked a smile and climbed out of the Suburban.
Ben looked around, behind the tire that had been wobbling. “Where are you guys coming from?”
“We’re from Topeka, Kansas,” Jon answered.
“So it took you two days to get here?” Ben asked.
“Unfortunately.” Jon shook his head. “And I hate to tell you this, but we drove all night last night, taking turns, which was a mistake in hindsight.”
“Why’s that?”
Jon looked back at the damaged Suburban. “The wrecks come up fast in the dark.” He shrugged.
“I think we can help you guys out. It’s at least worth a try,” Ben stated.
“Really?” Christine gasped. “That’s wonderful!”
“It’s a tie rod, like you said, Joel.” Ben turned to his son. “It’s bent pretty badly, and that’s causing the wobble, but I believe we can straighten it out enough to keep you going.”
Jon smiled. “I can’t thank you enough!”
“Don’t get too excited just yet. Let’s make sure we can do this. Joel and I have a little bit of experience with these, but not a lot.” Ben walked around to the back of the Blazer and started gathering tools for the job.
Jon nodded. “Anything you can do to help us would be great.”
“We can show you how to get this one off and then, if you can scavenge a replacement somewhere, you’ll know how to do it. You should definitely replace it at some point.” Ben handed Joel the Hi-Lift jack and the socket set, then grabbed a hammer and a small crowbar before heading over to the front end of Jon’s truck.
Jon joined him there. “I’ll get it replaced as soon as I can, but I have a feeling this repair will have to hold us for a while.”
“It won’t be perfect, but it will be a lot better than it was,” Ben said.
“Just let me know how I can help,” Jon replied.
“If you have another jack, we should use it as a secondary brace to support the truck since we’ll have to do some prying and hammering underneath there. It’ll also be a lot easier with that tire off, too.”
“I have a jack, and I’ll have the tire off in no time.” Jon headed around to the back of the Suburban. “It hasn’t been easy-going, I’ll tell you. Most of the heavily populated areas we’ve seen have been in total chaos. Early morning seems to be the best time to travel. Where are you guys headed anyway?”
“We’re headed all the way to the east coast of Maryland, and by the sounds of it, well, we will be for a while.” Ben frowned.
“Whatever you do, mark off Topeka on your map—and Kansas City, too, for that matter—as no-go zones.”
“Oh?” Ben listened. This was good information.
“We’ve seen Topeka firsthand and have heard Kansas City is under mob rule. Supposedly, the National Guard showed up in Kansas City with the intent of distributing supplies through FEMA. We heard they were outnumbered and unprepared for the swarm of people that showed up needing—or should I say demanding—food and water. When they exhausted their supplies, all hell broke loose and things got ugly fast. Rumor has it they were authorized to use deadly force and have done so. It’s total guerilla warfare in the city. The Guard pulled out to let the gangs kill each other off.”
Ben shook his head. “I had a feeling something like that would happen.”
“They’re dug in at the downtown airport on the Missouri side of the Kansas River.” Jon finished getting his jack in place and began to crank it up to where Joel had already raised the front end of the Suburban slightly. “Okay, my jack is under pressure.”
Together, they lifted the truck using both jacks until the wheel was off the ground.
Ben tested the stability of the jacked-up truck by pushing against it with the weight of his body. The truck didn’t budge with the two opposing jacks holding strong on either side of the wheel well. Satisfied that the truck was stable, he stepped back and let Jon get to work on the tire. “How did you hear about all this?”
“Our neighbor, good old Mr. Thompson. Really nice guy.” Jon looked at his wife and smiled. “He’s one of those ham radio guys, and a bit of a prepper, I guess you call it. God bless him, though. I’ll tell you, if it wasn’t for him, we’d be in a lot worse shape than we are now.”
“There are still some good people out there.”
“Thankfully.” Jon gave Ben a knowing look before continuing. “Thompson gave us most of his MREs, about six dozen of them, along with a few other supplies for the trip and told us he’d do his best to watch over the house while we were gone. We tried to talk him into coming with us but he wouldn’t have it any other way, even after the collecting started.” Jon finished up with the tire and yanked it off, letting it roll a couple feet to where it tipped over and came to rest.
“Collecting?” Ben got down on the ground with the socket set and got to work.
Jon was quick to join him under the truck and watched him loosen the nuts at each end of the tie rod. “A group got together and went door to door through the neighborhoods, demanding people give all they had to be divided up among everyone. For the greater good they claimed, but we left before they got around to our part of the neighborhood.”
Ben snorted in disgust. “I don’t blame you.” Jon shook his head. “I never would have thought people would turn against each other so fast.”
“This neighbor of yours, did he hear how all this started?” Ben asked. “We were in the woods on a camping trip when it happened.”
Jon lowered his voice as he looked at Ben in the dim light under the truck. “Well, I can tell you what I know, but it’s not much, and it’s definitely not good.”



 
 
Chapter Three
 
Jon cleared his throat softly. “Keep in mind, everything I’m about to tell you has been passed around by a few old-time ham radio guys, so I can’t vouch for the accuracy of any of it. There was nothing on the news and no emergency broadcasts prior to the bombs, so nothing official has been said and information has been scarce on the details.”
Ben nodded. “Understood.”
“From what Mr. Thompson told me, North Korea used nuclear subs positioned off both coasts to launch the ICBMs, enabling them to reach the interior of the country and key cities along the East Coast. They also launched rockets from their bases in North Korea that were able to reach the West Coast.”
“Do they know if they were all high-altitude detonations? EMPs? Were there any ground-level detonations?” Ben paused for a second and then got back to using the small pry bar to wedge between the tie rod end and the steering knuckle and hammered it apart before moving on to the inner tie rod end.
“I don’t know about that, but I do know that not all the rockets were successful. Some were taken out by our missile defense systems before they reached their targets. But National Missile Defense was down for most of the attack. The North Koreans had help from the Syrians, who set up terrorist cells in the United States and hacked into the NMD.”
Ben couldn’t think of anything to say and instead focused on getting the tie rod off while he processed all this new information.
Everything Jon said made sense, though, as Ben strung the pieces together in his mind. He’d suspected it was North Korea all along and now remembered reading something a few months ago about the UN accusing the North Koreans of selling supplies to Syria that could be used to manufacture chemical weapons.
They claimed to have evidence and even photographs of known North Korean missile technicians working at Syrian chemical weapon and missile facilities over the last couple years. But like everything else he read or heard about that seemed like important information, there seemed to be no follow-up or consequences by the UN or anyone else. There were trade sanctions, of course, but for a country with a dictator that didn’t care about the people, they were useless.
The important issues seemed to get lost, swallowed up or overshadowed by the superficial drivel that passed for news these days. If only the political parties would put as much energy into solving the big issues as they did into digging up dirt on each other and fighting. The only thing any of them seemed interested in doing was creating job security for themselves and maintaining their positions of power. In Ben’s opinion, politics had devolved into the equivalent of two kids arguing on the playground. Neither one would listen, and it was all about who could shout the loudest.
Sure, there were a few good politicians, maybe even a handful that hadn’t sold out yet, but they weren’t the ones getting the headlines and shaping policy. These days, it seemed, that decision was left up to the media and news outlets, which was a whole other issue altogether. They all backed candidates and were partisan without apology at this point.
Ben thought it would be a good idea if politicians had to include a list of campaign donors in their ads. That way you could see what corporations or media outlets were holding the strings. Why did the media seem so hell-bent on pushing society over the edge of decency?
Joel stuck his head under the wheel well. “How’s it going, Dad? Need anything?”
“I just about got it.” Ben struck the blunt end of the pry bar with the hammer once more, and the tie rod popped off its joint. “There it goes.”
He handed the pry bar and hammer up to Joel before he rolled out from under the Suburban. He held the damaged part out in front of him, showing Jon as he joined him from under the truck.
“And that right there is your problem.” Ben pointed. “We just need to straighten that out the best we can and then put this back on. Joel, will you get me the ax?”
Laying the tie rod on the pavement, Ben positioned the bent end upward.
“Jon, would you hold that end in place with your foot?”
“Sure.”
“I got this end.” Joel stepped on the other end of the tie rod.
When they had it secured in place, Ben gave it a few well-placed blows with the flat end of the ax head before picking it up off the ground and inspecting it for straightness.
“I think that’s it. Don’t want to overdo it and make it any weaker than it already is. Let’s get this back on and see how it does.”
Ben and Jon crawled back under the truck and went to work reinstalling the tie rod. It went on a lot quicker than it came off.
Jon seemed impressed. “I can’t believe how simple that was, or maybe you just made it look easy. I can’t thank you guys enough for stopping and giving us a hand.” Jon beamed.
Once they had it finished and got the tire remounted, Ben had Jon back the big green Suburban up a good ways and then drive past a few yards so he could watch the tire perform. Jon was already giving Ben a thumbs-up out the window as he rolled by. He quickly brought the Suburban to a stop and parked it.
Christine clapped from the side of the road, where she had been watching Jessie and Allie throw a stick for Gunner. “Yay!”
“That’s great! One hundred percent better. You are a life-saver, my friend,” Jon exclaimed as he got out of the truck and walked over to Ben. Jon shook his hand excitedly.
Ben accepted the praise without argument. “I still wouldn’t go over 40 or 50 miles per hour on that if you can help it. But at least it won’t shake you to death. You really should replace it when you can, though. It will give you problems down the road at some point, now that it’s been bent.”
“We will. I promise.” Jon went to stand by his wife.
“Thank you so much!” Christine smiled at Joel and then at Ben. “We can’t thank you enough!”
“I wish there was some way we could repay you. Do you want a few MREs?” Jon offered.
“No, thank you.” Ben held his hands up. “We have enough food for ourselves. Besides, you have helped us tremendously with the information you gave us. We’ve been in the dark for so long. At least I feel like I know what’s going on now. You’re the first people we’ve talked to since we left Durango yesterday morning. We’ve had our share of trouble in more than one town on the way, and I would fill you in on the details, but I assume you’re going to be taking 25 south, down to Arizona?”
“Yes, we are. We shouldn’t be on this road much longer,” Jon replied.
“Well, let’s just say that’s a good thing then and leave it at that. We ran into a lot of trouble in the towns along 160 between here and Durango.” Ben glanced at Allie and Jessie, who were sitting in the grass on the side of the road. The girls were busy giving Gunner all of their attention as he hammed it up for them and went through his routine of tricks in exchange for scratches and belly rubs.
“Come on, Jessie,” Christine called. “Jessie, come on, sweetie.”
“Coming.” Jessie reluctantly stood up and made her way over to the truck, but not before giving Gunner a big hug and a kiss on the nose. He reciprocated with a big wet lick on her cheek. She laughed and giggled in the way little girls did, making Ben think of his own little girl for a moment. Then Jessie gave Allie a quick hug before turning and running back to her mother. She climbed into the back seat of the Suburban and disappeared.
“You guys take care now, and be careful.” Ben nodded his goodbye.
Jon and Christine both made their way around to give everyone a handshake and a thank-you before they loaded up in the Suburban. They all waved, even Jessie, who popped back up through the window as they pulled away and headed out.



 
 
Chapter Four
 
“They were nice.” Allie was the first to break the silence as they all stood and watched the Suburban disappear down the road.
“Yes, they were. I’m glad we could help them out.” Ben walked over to the Blazer and opened the door, letting Gunner hop in first. He glanced at Joel. “You still up for driving? I want to look at the map some more, now that we know a little bit about the roads ahead.”
“Sure, no problem,” Joel answered.
Ben really was glad that the tie rod repair had gone so well. He felt bad for the Wilsons, especially little Jessie, who reminded him of Emma at that age. Jon seemed nice enough but wasn’t really the self-sufficient type. Ben wondered how long he could keep them all safe. Hopefully, they could reunite with their son in Arizona and would be better equipped to deal with things.
Ben was saddened to hear the true state of things, but he was also somewhat relieved to know what they were up against and somewhat encouraged that the military was at least attempting to maintain law and order. If the Guard were in Kansas City, they would be in other places as well and in larger numbers. Maybe by the time Ben and his crew got to Pittsburgh, things would be under control or at least stable enough for them to get in and get out.
He climbed into the Blazer and joined Gunner on the bench seat in the back. “I think the Wilsons might be on to something by going around the towns, even the small ones. We should do the same where we can.”
Joel got back behind the wheel and buckled up. “Won’t that add a lot of time to the trip, though?”
“It will, but we also need to get there in one piece,” Ben stated.
Allie got situated in the passenger seat as Joel started the engine and put the truck in gear. “Sounds good to me, if it means avoiding places that are anything like what we’ve seen already.”
“We’ll have to work together. Someone will have to navigate full-time for whoever is driving,” Ben said as he looked at the map. He knew picking their way through the back roads using an outdated map would be challenging, to say the least. But based on their recent experiences, it was the option with the least amount of risk involved.
Before long, the rhythmic hum of the engine had replaced the conversation, and even Gunner had fallen asleep with his head on Ben’s knee. The dog was half covered under the open map. Sleep tugged at Ben, too, but he rubbed his eyes and struggled to focus on the smaller roads around the upcoming towns.
They were going to have to wing it around some of these places, based on the detail the map provided. Thankfully, the lifted Blazer, with its oversized aggressive tires and four-wheel drive, would allow them to make their own roads where necessary.
Ben also wondered if they should consider changing the hours they were on the road. If they started early, say around four or five in the morning, and stopped by four or five that afternoon, they could use the remaining daylight to secure their campsite and camouflage the truck. Doing that would become more and more important as they made their way east and the population density increased. He was sure the farther they went, the more people they were likely to run into.
“What do you think?” Joel asked.
Ben looked up and saw Joel pointing at a gas station coming up on the right.
“We’re just about at a quarter tank,” Joel added.
“Okay, looks pretty dead around here. Let’s do it, but circle around the place once, okay?” Ben looked around and could see at least a couple miles in every direction.
They were well out of the foothills now, and the landscape was changing quickly. Nothing but dry scrub brush and mostly level ground except for the occasional washed-out arroyo or ravine. There was nobody around they could see, and no other buildings, for at least a mile. One small outbuilding sat on the back side of the property, but it looked abandoned.
Joel slowed down and pulled into the gas station. He drove through the parking lot until he completed a loop around the little convenience store. He looked around some more over the top of the steering wheel.
He pointed. “Over there.”
He pulled the Blazer over to the tank accesses lids that stuck out partially from the pavement in the corner of the lot. Gunner got up in his seat and began to wag his tail, shifting restlessly and whining a little.
“I think somebody needs to do something,” Ben commented.
Joel shut the truck down, and they all got out and stretched their legs for a minute. Now that he was out of the truck and could get a better feel for the place, Ben took a good look around.
The little store here had fared much better than other places they had seen. Some of the windows were cracked, but they were all still intact in their frames. The store itself appeared empty like the others, though, and had obviously been cleaned out by looters. But for the most part, it seemed like a safe place to get fuel and maybe grab something to eat out of the back of the truck while they were stopped.
Gunner quickly found a telephone pole at the corner of the parking lot and relieved himself before he came bounding back to the truck to rejoin the group.
“I wish it was that easy,” Allie joked. “Uh, do you think I could use the bathroom here?”
“Joel, how about you unpack the hose and pump and get things ready out here? I’ll walk her in and check the place out. When I get back, I can show you how to do it.” Ben pulled the tank access key from his pocket and tossed it to Joel. “See if you can figure it out by the time I get back.”



 
 
Chapter Five
 
Joel rolled his eyes as he caught the key, then started to unpack the hose. Ben and Allie headed for the store some 20 yards away on the other side of the paved lot.
Ben stopped all of sudden and snapped his fingers, pointing back at the truck. “We’re not going to make that mistake again.” He jogged over to the driver’s side door that was still open and fished around in the center console. A couple seconds later he reappeared with the handheld radios. Turning them both on, he placed one on the rear bumper, then caught back up to Allie.
“Let me know if you see anything.” He spoke into the radio and looked back at Joel, who gave him the thumbs-up. Ben clipped the radio to his belt, and they continued on. He wasn’t going to get caught off guard again.
It was a little place with only four pump stations out front. “Daisy’s Pit Stop” was written in bright yellow letters on the sign over the door. Big round bulbs around the outer edge had once illuminated the sign, but most had been smashed, leaving only the remains sticking out of each socket.
Ben and Allie made their way past the empty shelves and found the bathroom in the back. Ben kept his hand on his gun but left it in the holster as he opened the bathroom door and peeked inside.
He quickly pulled his head out and looked at Allie. “All clear, but I’m afraid it’s not much better than the last one.”
“I figured.” She sighed and pulled her shirt up over her nose.
“I’m going to take a quick look around and then head back out to help Joel. Will you be okay in here alone?”
Allie nodded. “It’s fine. Go ahead.”
“Here, you keep this then.” Ben unclipped the radio from his belt and gave it to her.
“Thanks.” Allie headed into the bathroom, still pinching her fingers over her nose through the shirt.
It didn’t take long for Ben to look around. The whole store was only about 1,000 square feet with a small storage area in the back—all of which was picked clean, making it easy for him to confirm there was no one else there. Satisfied that he could leave Allie alone in the store, he went out to help Joel.
On his way out, he noticed an overturned shelf with something red sticking out underneath. Pulling at what seemed to be a bag of something, he lifted the shelf a little with his other hand and slid the heavy sack out from under the display. A big bag of dog food.
“Outstanding!” He hoisted the bag onto his shoulder and headed out of the store without giving it another thought.
He was happy with the find. This meant they didn’t have to supplement Gunner’s meals with their food to make up for the small amount of dog food they had brought with them. He hadn’t been able to get to the store before the fishing trip with Joel. He’d been so busy at work he’d figured he would go grocery shopping when they got back. Dog food had been on his list of things they’d needed.
As he exited the store, he could see Joel waiting by the truck and holding the gas cap in one hand and the small silver key in the other. The kid had a crooked smile on his face. Apparently, he had figured out how to unlock the underground tank lid with no trouble.
Ben didn’t really like leaving Allie in the store alone, but he also didn’t like the idea of the Blazer sitting out front along the highway for any longer than necessary, either. They would only be 20 yards away if she needed them, and she had the radio. He told himself to relax as he walked toward the truck.
“Hey, where’s Allie?” Joel asked.
“Still inside. The place was empty except for this.” Ben patted the bag of dog food he had balanced on his shoulder.
“Nice find,” Joel said.
“Yeah, we needed it.”
Joel spun the key on his finger. “Not much of a puzzle.”
“Good job. How much fuel have you pumped?” Ben chuckled.
Joel shook his head. “I’m waiting for you. It’s all laid out.”
“Okay, let me show how this works. It’s pretty simple.” Ben proceeded to show Joel how to go about setting the pump up and getting the tank topped off without making too much of a mess. As simple as it was, he enjoyed spending some time with Joel doing something trivial for a few minutes.
Once he got Joel started with the hand pump, he let him go and got Gunner’s collapsible bowl out and filled it with water. Ben grabbed himself a Cliff Bar out of the back as Gunner began to lap at the water loudly.
“You want anything to eat?” Ben asked.
“Sure.” Joel didn’t look up from the pump as he cranked the handle around and around.
“Don’t wear yourself out there. Pace yourself. It’s a marathon, not a sprint.” Ben grabbed two more Cliff Bars out of the bag, figuring Allie would want one, too.
He began to wonder when she would finish up and join them back at the truck. He looked at the store, checking for any sign of her, but no Allie yet. He’d give her another minute or two before he started to worry. He didn’t want to risk invading her privacy, but his concern was beginning to outweigh that feeling as the minutes ticked by.
“I think it’s full. Whoops!” Joel stopped pumping and pulled the short section of hose out of the truck as fuel overflowed from the fill spout. “Crap.”
“Pump it in reverse for a bit and get the excess fuel out of the line before you roll it up. That way it won’t spill gas everywhere,” Ben instructed.
“Okay.” Joel did just that and cranked the handle in the opposite direction for a little while until all the fuel was out.
“It’s empty now.” Ben watched Joel but occasionally glanced back at the store. He fully expected to see Allie walking out any second now.
Joel pulled the long end of the hose out of the underground tank and replaced the locking cap before he rolled the hose up and stuffed it back into the cooler.
“Is Allie feeling okay, or did she say anything to you about being car sick?” Ben looked at Joel.
“No, she hasn’t said anything like that to me,” Joel replied.
“I wonder what’s taking so long. It’s been a while.” Ben checked his watch and decided he would risk coming off as nosey for the sake of making sure she was all right. He could live with her thinking he was a little overbearing, but he wouldn’t be able to live with the fact of something happening to her. “Let’s go check on her. How about pulling the truck over to the front of the store?”
“Will do.”
Ben turned and began walking toward the store but stopped to call back to Joel. “Don’t forget the radio.” He pointed to the rear bumper of the truck, where the small walkie-talkie still sat.
“Got it.” Joel gave him a thumbs-up.
The Blazer’s engine revved to life as Ben neared the store. Joel would be pulling up any second.
Upon entering the store, Ben immediately looked back to the bathroom door before quickly scanning the rest of the place for anything out of the ordinary. The bathroom door was still closed. He went over and rapped on it lightly with his knuckles a few times.
“Allie, you okay in there?” Ben half whispered through the door.
He waited for a second or two but heard nothing. He knocked louder this time.
Boom, boom, boom. The hollow door vibrated like a big drum. Ben’s blood pressure shot up. He called out again in a normal voice. “Allie… Allie, are you okay?”
He got nothing again. His brain instinctively kicked into high gear. Just then, the Blazer arrived outside the store.
Joel and Gunner piled out and jogged around the front of the truck before making their way inside.
“She okay?” Joel asked.
Ben shook his head. “She’s not answering.”
“What do you mean?” Joel said, his voice raised.
“Allie, I’m coming in!” Ben grabbed the door handle and turned it freely. “It’s not locked!”
He looked back at Joel for a split-second before focusing his attention on the door. He opened it slowly at first and then flung it wide once his brain accepted the terrible fact that the bathroom was empty.
And Allie was gone.



 
 
Chapter Six
 
“She’s gone!” The words came out of Ben’s mouth almost before he believed it himself.
“What do you mean?” Joel repeated the question like a broken record, obviously in denial about what he had just heard.
Allie’s walkie-talkie was on the floor in the corner of the bathroom. Ben picked it up and looked it over. Allie wouldn’t voluntarily leave this behind, which meant wherever she’d gone, it hadn’t been of her own free will.
Someone had taken her, although for the time being, Ben kept that thought to himself. No need to scare Joel.
“Here’s the radio. She wouldn’t have left that. She’s here somewhere. There’s nowhere else to go for miles in any direction.” Ben pulled his gun out and began to give the interior a second look. Had he missed something when he checked the place over earlier?
“I thought you said the place was empty?” Joel asked.
“It was. I looked it over. I didn’t see anything or anyone,” Ben insisted.
“Where could she be then? It doesn’t make any sense.” Joel looked around, too. “Dad, check out Gunner.”
Ben turned.
Gunner was acting odd and pacing back and forth near the oversized double doors that led to the back storage room. The dog looked at Joel and started to whine.
“What is it, boy?” Joel asked Gunner in a lowered tone.
Gunner sat by the doors the way he would at home if he needed to be let out into the yard.
Ben’s eyes narrowed. “I was in that room before when Allie and I came in. It’s just an empty room with some built-in shelves. There’s nothing in there.”
“Gunner disagrees with you.” Joel nodded at the doorway. “What do you think?”
“I think it’s time for you to get your gun out before we take a look.” Ben walked over to the double doors and peeked through one of the two small square glass windows set about head height. He didn’t see anything with what little light the lone window on the back wall let in.
That window had been covered with an old sheet turned makeshift curtain, and the filtered light cast the room in a dim yellowish glow.
Ben pushed the left-hand door open slightly and glanced in. He whispered to Joel. “I’ll clear left. You clear right.”
Joel nodded in agreement.
“Gunner, stay.” Ben made eye contact with the dog before he and Joel pushed the doors open simultaneously and went in.
Once inside the room, they could immediately see that they were the only ones there. The room was empty. Unable to resist anymore, Gunner seized the opportunity the wide-open doors offered. He bolted through the opening and into the room.
“Gunner, no,” Joel scolded.
“Wait. Let him go.” Ben let his door close slowly on the spring-loaded hinge and held onto it until the last couple inches. He followed Gunner over to a black rubber floor mat that was located off to the side.
Gunner sniffed at the mat and followed the edge around with his nose close to the ground.
Now that Gunner had brought the mat to Ben’s attention, he thought it looked a little out of place. It was close to the edge of some built-in shelves, and a good part of the mat extended under them.
Gunner seemed unwilling to leave the mat alone and began pawing at the edge, causing it to flip up and then flop right back down when he stopped.
“Help me move this, will you?” Ben motioned to the corner of the mat by Joel’s foot as he grabbed the corner closest to him. Together, they dragged the mat several feet backward across the concrete floor.
Joel pointed. “Look!”
Ben was already looking at the roughly three-foot by three-foot trapdoor that was recessed into the floor. The door had hinges at one end and an old rusty clasp that looked like it doubled as a pull handle at the other end.
“Is the truck locked, Joel?” Ben asked quietly.
“I don’t think. No, it’s not,” Joel whispered back.
“How about locking the truck up and grabbing a flashlight or two, then getting back in here before we open this up? If someone took Allie, they could be using her as a diversion to steal the truck. We need to cover our butts here.”
Joel swallowed hard and nodded. Ben opened the door he had just closed and held it for Joel. He could see the truck through the empty store. It looked clear. He didn’t see anyone around.
“Go ahead, and come right back.” He looked at Joel, who hadn’t moved yet. “Joel?”
Joel snapped his head up quickly as if he had been in deep thought. “Yeah, sorry. I got it.” He started for the door.
Ben thought for a second about having Joel take Gunner and stay at the truck to keep an eye out, but he decided against it, thinking he might need Joel with him for backup. Besides, right now Gunner was the only one that had Allie’s trail, and Ben wanted every advantage he could get.
Ben put his hand on Joel’s shoulder as he went by, causing him to pause. “Hey, it’ll be okay. We’ll get her back. We won’t stop looking until we do. I promise.”
“I know.” Joel nodded and put his head down before continuing on to the truck.
Ben knew he was worried; he had every right to be. This wasn’t looking good.
But how was Ben supposed to know there was a hidden access under that mat? At least that’s what he kept telling himself, but it didn’t seem to diminish the guilt he felt over the situation.
He knew better and should have trusted his instincts and stayed with her until she was done. Now she was gone, and it was on him to make it right. Whoever had taken Allie had been lying in wait here for someone to take advantage of, but it wasn’t going to be any of them.
Not today.



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Ben kept one eye on the hatch and the other on Joel as he swiftly moved around the truck and made sure it was locked before sprinting back to Ben and through the door he held open.
“How are we going to do this?” Joel huffed.
Ben held his finger up to his lips as he let the door close slowly once again. Getting down on his hands and knees, he put his head near the floor. He pressed his ear to the top of the door hatch and stayed that way for at least a minute.
Joel was getting restless and shuffled around nearby.
Ben held his hand up with his finger in the air, signaling for Joel to be patient just a bit longer. Finally, he sat back on his heels and whispered, “Nothing.”
“Do you think she’s down there?” Joel asked.
“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.”
He got his pocket knife out and shimmied it under the edge of the floor hatch, slowly twisting the knife so the hatch lifted. He stopped when there was a gap about a finger’s width wide on the leading edge of the hatch, opposite of the hinged side. Then he got down even farther and into a push-up position.
The old laminate floor was cool under his hands as he lowered himself to get a better angle on the small opening he had made in the hatch.
He strained to see, but there wasn’t really enough light to make out anything significant. It appeared to be a small empty room with what looked like a pile of rags in one corner. He couldn’t see the far side, but he did notice a small amount of light coming from somewhere past what his small opening allowed him to see.
Ben got up off the floor and stood silent for a minute while crouching over with his hands on his knees.
“There’s a room down there. I can’t see the whole thing, and what I can see, I can barely make out. Get on the other side and we’ll lift this hatch slowly.”
Ben wanted to avoid using the rusty clasp to pull the door up, thinking the potential for the old metal noisy parts to give them away was too great. With him on the right side and Joel on the left, they wedged their fingers into the small opening.
Each holding their guns in their free hands, they slowly lifted the heavy wooden hatch back on its hinges. The room below was empty in the immediate area under the hatch, and steep wooden steps led down into the space. They continued to lift until the hatch folded back onto the floor.
They laid it down softly, and Ben moved around to the front of the hole in the floor to get a better look at what they were dealing with.
Gunner paced uneasily back and forth at the top of the opening edge, looking down into the darkness.
Ben held out his hand. “Did you bring a flashlight?”
“I got two of them.” Joel pulled out two small palm-sized LED flashlights from his back pocket and handed one to his dad.
Ben integrated the light into his two-handed pistol grip before starting his descent into the room. He kept the flashlight off but his thumb on the button, ready to turn it on in a split-second if needed.
He did his best to navigate with the small amount of light the open hatch provided. There was no need to make himself a target with the flashlight any more than necessary. And when it was necessary, it would be quick.
Flash and dash, as he liked to call the technique. He’d use the light in short bursts, only when needed, and move around after he used it so as to not provide the enemy with a trajectory indicator.
Pretty simple stuff really and just plain common sense, he thought, but it was surprising how many people seemed to lose their common sense in a high-stress situation like this and forget the basics.
Ben glanced at Joel before continuing down the stairs. Joel was still up on the floor outside the hatch, waiting for Gunner to move farther down the steps. Ben put his hand out flat in front of Gunner and signaled for him to stay. Gunner sat his back end down on the top step with his front legs still standing on the second tread down, where he waited impatiently.
Ben traversed the last couple steps while his eyes adjusted to the dimly lit space. He could see now that it wasn’t a room at all.
It was tunnel entrance.
The tunnel itself was lit by a few weak LEDs strung along a wire that followed the ceiling until it ran out of sight down the passageway. The tunnel must’ve gone 50 yards before it turned to the left and continued beyond what he could see from the entrance.
Ben looked around the room he was in, his eyes adjusting to the low level of light. In the corner was an old metal folding chair. The chair was open and positioned behind the steps leading down into the dark, musty room. Trash and empty bottles surrounded the chair and littered the corner of the room.
Gunner made it down a few more steps and then jumped the rest of the way, clearing the last few stairs altogether. He immediately began to work his way around the room, letting his nose lead. He stopped at something on the loose dirt floor that caught his interest for a second. Taking in several heavy breaths through his nose, he moved on and wandered a few feet down the small passageway.
There, Gunner stopped and looked back at Joel, who had just stepped off the last stair tread and entered the room. Joel glanced at the tunnel with wide eyes as he headed over to where Gunner had shown interest.
“What’d you find, boy?” Joel bent down and picked something out of the dirt. He stood up and wiped it on his shirt before holding it up to the light trickling in from the room above.
“What is it?” Ben asked.
“Allie’s been here!” Joel looked at his dad. “This is the stone from the Rio Grande that I gave Allie last night.”
“Are you sure?” Ben raised his eyebrows.
“Positive. I remember the way it’s smoothed over and the colors. I’m telling you, this is the one I gave her last night. She had it in her pocket.”
“I believe you, Joel.”
That was enough to convince Ben that Allie had been taken captive and had been brought down here through this tunnel to God knows where. He hated to leave the truck unmanned, but it was as secure as it could be, and it was tucked in off the road, so it wouldn’t be very visible from the main drag.
But none of that really mattered. All that mattered right now was getting to Allie—as fast as they could. If anything happened to her, he wouldn’t be able to live with himself.
But first, Ben wanted to make sure they wouldn’t be trapped down there. If someone were to close the hatch and lock it while they were exploring the tunnel, they’d be screwed. He didn’t want to add “trapped in a hole” to their list of current problems.
“Hang on,” he told Joel. Then he ascended the stairs in a few long strides. Once topside he picked the hatch up off the floor. With the one end attached by two brass hinges, he raised the free end until it was at 90 degrees with the floor. He put all his weight behind several powerful yet quiet shoves until the hinges were badly bent. He lowered the hatch and saw that it was no longer lockable, let alone closeable. Then he felt satisfied they were relatively safe from being trapped.
Joel looked at him with a confused look on his face.
“I don’t want to get stuck down here. This could all be a setup. You never know. At least we know we can get out that way if we need to,” Ben explained.
“Good thinking,” Joel said.
“Smart thinking. Always think a few steps ahead and have an exit strategy.” Ben used Joel’s shoulder for support on his way back down the steep stairway, giving him a little squeeze on the way by and doing his best to project confidence.
Joel nodded as he passed.
“I need you to bring up the rear. You’re my eyes and ears. Stay about 10 feet back at all times unless I call you up to me. Got it?”
“Got it.”
“Flash and dash, only if you need to. Hopefully these lights run the length of this thing and we won’t need our flashlights at all.” Ben glanced at the low ceiling before crouching down and heading into the cramped, dark tunnel.



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
They followed Gunner down the poorly lit passage, guns at the ready. The tunnel couldn’t have been more than five feet high and about the same in width.
To make matters worse, the ceiling had been shored up with wooden planks that were held up with a six-inch timber every 10 feet or so. It was a tight fit and slow going.
Ben didn’t like it one bit. They had no idea what they would find up ahead, and he hated how vulnerable he felt stuffed in this tunnel with nowhere to take cover. Best to get through as quick as possible, he thought.
He checked back on Joel occasionally to make sure he was keeping up and staying at a good distance. If he had to back up quickly, he wouldn’t be able to go far with Joel right behind him. But Joel was doing as Ben had asked, and he was impressed with the fact that Joel was using the methods they had practiced at the range.
Ben snapped his fingers and got Gunner’s attention, who was several feet ahead of him. He held his hand out and pointed down with his index finger, which Gunner knew as the “sit” command. It was one of the few hand gesture commands he and Joel had taught Gunner when he was a puppy. Hand gestures were good for maintaining silence in a duck blind—or, in this case, stalking dirt balls through a secret underground tunnel.
The turn in the tunnel was just a few feet away now. He passed Gunner and slowly peered around the corner, only to see another 20 or 30 yards of tunnel ahead. He motioned for Joel to come up to his position.
“More tunnel ahead, but look.” Ben leaned to the side and made room for Joel to peer around the corner.
“See how it gets brighter at the end? And look, we were headed down for a while but now it’s angling up. I think we’re almost through.”
Joel pulled back. “Where do you think it goes?”
“I’m not a hundred percent on this, but I believe it leads to that old outbuilding on the edge of the pavement. We’re traveling in that direction.”
Joel nodded. “Yeah, I remember that when we drove around the building.”
“That’s the only other building that’s even close to us.” Ben wiped sweat off his lip. “That has to be where this goes.”
“If that’s the end of the tunnel that would be about the right distance between the store and the outbuilding.” Joel looked back from where they had come and then around the corner to the section of tunnel ahead again.
“Stay a little closer to me this time, and let’s get to the end quickly and quietly.” Ben patted his leg with his hand, and Gunner resumed leading the way down the tunnel. They made it to the end pretty quickly, landing at another crude set of steep wooden steps that led up to a large open area above the tunnel exit. Unlike the underground room where they had started, this was more of a hole they were standing in now.
Ben looked straight up. There was a metal roof above them. They were inside the outbuilding. He looked back at Joel and pointed up. Just as he’d suspected.
Suddenly, they heard a noise from the room above. It sounded like Allie’s voice, but it was unintelligible and muffled, like she was far away. Without warning, Gunner clawed his way up the nearly perpendicular stairway before Ben could react.
“Gunner, no!” Joel called after the dog, but it was too late. He was up the steps, out of sight, and in the room above them. Ben quickly scaled the rickety steps and stopped just shy of reaching the floor level. He peered over the edge and held his Glock in front of him.
Allie’s voice again. This time she sounded excited and more energetic but still muffled. He poked his head up, looked around the interior of the building, and just caught sight of Gunner’s tail as it disappeared through a doorway of what looked like a small interior office in the outbuilding.
“Come on, quick!” Ben huffed as he pulled himself out of the stairwell and into the building. Joel was right behind when he rushed into the room after Gunner. The dog was there, and he’d found Allie. The poor kid was tied to a chair, her mouth covered with packing tape.
Ben slowly pulled the tape off of her mouth, not wanting to cause her any more pain, but before he had it halfway off, she took a big breath.
“They’re going for the truck!” Allie gasped for air again.
“Get her untied and meet me at the truck,” Ben shouted and ran out of the little office, looking for an exit from the building. He found a door quickly but fought the urge to bust through and head for the truck immediately.
“Slow down,” he whispered to himself. He steadied his nerves, slowly opened the heavy metal door, and looked out.
Two people were running for the Blazer. It looked like a man and a woman, but he couldn’t be sure. The man carried a shotgun and a small bag. The woman was dragging a large bag behind her and struggling to keep up with him. They had already covered more than half the distance between the outbuilding and the backside of the store, where the Blazer was parked.
Once they got to the store and went around the building, he wouldn’t be able to see what they were doing, but he was sure they were going to try and steal the truck.
They probably wouldn’t be able to get it started, but he didn’t want them messing with their stuff or breaking any windows. He didn’t feel like driving all the way to Maryland with busted windows.
“Hey,” he bellowed. The sound reverberated between the buildings.
The woman glanced back at Ben standing in the doorway, but she quickly turned around and continued on. Now even more frantic, she wrestled with the bag. The man with the shotgun didn’t bother looking back, at least not until Ben fired a round from the Glock into the air.
“Stop,” Ben yelled again. Now he was standing all the way outside of the outbuilding’s doorway, in plain sight of the two runners. The man spun around awkwardly, dropping the bag he was carrying, and brought the shotgun up to his hip. Ben saw it coming and ducked behind the door, using it as a shield.
“BOOM… BOOM!” The shotgun roared to life and echoed off the building.
Ben heard the buckshot more than he felt it as it hit the door he was holding on to. It sounded like heavy rain on an old tin roof as the steel shot ricocheted off the metal-clad building and door.
The first barrage of mini projectiles was followed up immediately by a second round that sprayed the building a little to the right of the door he was behind. Ben was able to get a better look at the shotgun right before he took cover. When the guy spun around to shoot, Ben made out that it was an old double-barrel. At that range, even a 12-gauge shotgun would lack enough power to do any real damage. It would hurt, but it wouldn’t be lethal, not to mention the man had just burned through both rounds and would have to reload. Ben wasn’t sure if the guy was that stupid or just that desperate.
“Amateurs,” he said to himself and shook his head.
Ben had no intention of letting the man reload and capitalize on the moment. He stepped out from behind the door and turned his pistol on the man, who was fumbling around in his pockets for what Ben presumed was more shells.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Ben advised in a stern voice. He walked toward the couple cautiously.
The woman stopped running and stood motionless after dropping her bag on the ground. She slowly turned to face her partner a few feet away and appeared to be talking to him. She began to make hand gestures toward the man, but Ben couldn’t make out what she was saying.
He continued to advance at a steady pace toward their position.
“Drop the gun and get your hands out of your pockets, now!” Ben slowed down a little but kept moving toward the two. The man continued to fumble around in his pockets in spite of Ben’s warnings.
The distance between them now was less than 50 yards. The man glanced at Ben once or twice until he eventually pulled two shells out of his coat pocket and frantically tried to load the gun.
Ben was beyond frustrated at this point and losing patience with the situation quickly.
“What’s wrong with these people?” he muttered under his breath.
“Don’t do that! This is your last warning.” Ben repeated his request for compliance as sternly as he could. If the man didn’t respond this time, it would leave him no choice.
Suddenly, the woman, her arms outstretched, screamed at her partner. “Please, stop! Just do what he says,” she pleaded.
The man stopped moving for a second and looked at her. With a groan, he let the shotgun fall to the ground along with the two shells he had dug out of his pockets.
Ben resumed his approach. “Put your hands up, both of you!”
“We’re sorry,” the woman sobbed, tears running down her face.
The closer he got, the more he couldn’t help but feel sorry for them. They were a filthy mess and looked like they had been living underground or in the old building since the attacks, possibly. Both of their outfits were covered in stains and dirt. The more he looked, the more he began to think they had been living this way for much longer.
Still, though, he had to remind himself that was no reason to do what they had done; kidnapping Allie and attempting to steal their truck, not to mention the man had just fired a gun at him and put all of them in danger. And for what? So that they could steal their truck and supplies?
Not really sure what to do with them, Ben stopped when he was about 20 yards away. He wished Allie and Joel would hurry up and join him. He really just wanted to get out of there, but he felt a sense of responsibility. He couldn’t just leave these people here to inflict their brand of terrorism on other unsuspecting travelers. That wouldn’t be right, and it would weigh heavily on his conscience. What if someone like Jon and Christine and their little girl Jessie had stopped here? Would these people have had any mercy on them, or would they have killed them for their truck and possessions?
Ben knew the answer to that question. It didn’t help him in deciding what to do.



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Ben didn’t have long to think about anything, though, as he was interrupted by aggressive barking from inside the building, where he’d left Joel and Allie. He knew that bark. It was Gunner’s I’m-not-messing-around bark that Ben had witnessed only a few times.
“POP, POP!”
“BOOM!”
The sounds took a second to register in Ben’s head. “What the—!?”
He spun around to face the outbuilding, forgetting momentarily about the two would-be thieves in front of him. The sounds of gunfire took precedence, especially as it was coming from the building that the kids were in.
“Joel… Allie,” Ben called out. He began to move backward in the direction of the building, trying to keep the two lowlifes at gunpoint.
The man and woman started to back away slowly with their hands in the air at first. Then the man dropped his arms and turned. The woman followed suit and joined in the retreat. They both broke into a run, leaving everything they were carrying scattered on the ground, including the shotgun. Lucky for them, they ran away from the store and the Blazer and headed off in completely different direction.
Ben hesitated for a second.
“Crap,” he growled as he spun around. That wasn’t how he’d wanted that to go. He sprinted back to the door he’d come out of just minutes ago. Small craters and spots of flaked-off paint, caused by the buckshot, were visible on the steel door and surrounding wall as he approached the entrance.
He glanced back to check on the two runners and make sure they were still headed away and hadn’t had a change of heart. He wasn’t sure what was going on inside, but he didn’t need that clown waiting out here for him with a shotgun. They had made it farther than he’d expected, and he was pleasantly surprised to see them still moving at a good pace away from the building.
Ben opened the door cautiously and made his way into the building, fighting the urge to rush with every move. His heart pounded in his chest. He wasn’t sure if it was from the sprint to the door in the hot sun or because of what he was afraid he might find inside the building.
He didn’t remember it being this dark in here, but he figured it just felt that way compared to the bright sunlight outside. The only light that penetrated the interior of the old metal building was from a rusted-out spot in the roof. One of the roof panels had begun to give way at the seam where it joined another panel, probably from too many heavy snowfalls. This created a three-foot-long crack a couple inches wide that allowed a dust-filled sliver of sunlight down to the concrete floor.
As his eyes adjusted to the lack of light, he noticed Joel and Allie standing over the hole that led down into the tunnel. Gunner was sitting at the edge and looking down as well. The kid’s faces were pale as they stared blankly into the pit.
“Guys, what’s going on?” Ben called across the dimly lit warehouse. He stopped, propping open the door with his foot. If the kids were all right, he wanted to keep an eye on the two outside for as long as he could. Then he’d need to get that shotgun secured.
Allie slowly turned to look at Ben. “He had to do it,” was all she said before glancing back down in the hole.
Ben wasn’t satisfied with that answer at all, and he quickly glanced out the half-open door once more before letting it close behind him.
“What do you mean? Had to do what?” Ben asked as he walked toward them, noticing now that Joel was holding his pistol limply in his hand, both arms hanging motionless at his side.
“He was going to shoot Gunner.” Joel shrugged and shook his head slowly. “I didn’t have a choice, Dad. It just happened.”
“It’s okay, buddy. Are you guys all right? Is anyone hurt?” Ben put his hand on Joel’s shoulder and then looked at Allie. “Are you okay?”
“We’re all fine. Even Gunner.” Allie nodded. “He didn’t get a shot off until after Joel had…well.” Allie paused and shifted her gaze to Joel.
Ben looked over the edge. He saw a body at the bottom of the stairs. It was a younger guy, maybe in his mid-twenties. He was wearing dirty jeans and a blood-stained T-shirt with two bullet holes about a foot apart in his chest. The body was sprawled on the dirt floor. His right hand still clung to a roughly made sawed-off shotgun.
Joel cleared his throat softly. “He came out of the tunnel while I was untying Allie. Gunner started to go crazy, and that’s the only reason he wasn’t able sneak up on us. By the time I turned around, Gunner had him by the arm and was pulling at him. I saw him start to swing the shotgun from us to Gunner and knew I had to do something.” Joel shook as he spoke.
Allie took a ragged breath. “If it wasn’t for Gunner… I think that man would have shot us. I was facing the tunnel and saw him. He was pointing the gun at us, but Gunner caught him off guard.” She rubbed at her wrists.
“You sure you’re okay?” Ben looked at her hands.
“Yeah, just a little rope burn.” Allie tried to act casually, but the look in her eyes told a different story. She was freaked out. And understandably so.
With his hands on their shoulders, Ben guided the two back away from the edge of the tunnel entrance. “You did the right thing, Joel. Don’t ever question that. It’s going to take some time to process that, but right now we need to keep moving.” He made eye contact with each of them, trying to bring them back to the present. No doubt they were each reliving what had just happened.
Ben didn’t waste any time as he headed down into the hole to retrieve the gun. He wasn’t about to leave the shotgun here. It wasn’t that he wanted it, but rather that he didn’t want the two that had run away to reclaim it when they came back. They might have more guns, but they might not. And if taking this one away prevented them from attacking someone else, he had to do it.
“Keep an eye out at the door for the other two, will you?” Ben asked Joel, hoping that a task would get him firing on all cylinders again.
Joel seemed to come to with a little energy and rushed over to the door. Ben pried the shotgun out of the dead man’s grip and hustled back up the stairs.
Allie was waiting for him at the top and launched herself at him with a big hug. She caught him off guard and almost knocked him over with the impact. “Thank you for coming to get me!”
“Whoa!” Ben staggered around Gunner, who had wandered over to get in on the excitement.
“I knew you guys would find me,” Allie sobbed. “But I was still scared. I… I didn’t know what they were going to do with me.” She released Ben from the bear hug and stepped back, wiping her sleeve across her cheeks.
“We weren’t leaving here without you, sweetie.” Ben gave her a nod and grinned, but he was anxious to keep things moving along and get back to the truck. He headed over to the door that Joel was holding partway open.
“See anything?” Ben looked out over Joel’s shoulder.
“No, nothing,” Joel replied.
Ben put his hand on Joel’s arm. “I’m proud of you,” Ben whispered.
Joel didn’t say anything, but he nodded as he continued looking out the door.
Ben turned to Allie. “Did you leave the stone on purpose?”
“Yes, I did,” Allie replied. “I guess you guys found that?”
“We sure did. That was good thinking on your part.” Ben nodded in approval as he pushed the door open and went out ahead of Joel. Stepping out into the afternoon sun, he put his hand up to shade his eyes, squinting as he scanned the horizon for any sign of the other two.
Gunner squeezed out the door, not waiting on Joel and Allie, and immediately started panting when he hit the pavement.
Ben thought it felt hotter than it should have for this time of year. Then he noticed a yellowish haze in the air. Was it like this just a few minutes ago? He couldn’t tell if it was smoke or dust, but combined with the heat, it added to the overall feeling of oppression.
There was no breeze at all as they walked across the asphalt parking lot to the truck. Ben was looking forward to getting one of the cold water bottles out from the blanket and could picture in his mind the water droplets sweating on the outside of the container, none of which helped the stale dry feeling in his throat. He was sure they could all use some water, but he wanted to get on the road first.
They needed distance from this place more than they needed a drink.



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
They approached the bags and shotgun that were left on the ground. Gunner ran ahead a little and sniffed around the items, pausing every so often at certain spots.
Ben holstered his Glock and was about to hand Joel the dead man’s sawed-off shotgun but decided to just to tuck it under his arm instead. Then he bent down and picked up the other shotgun.
He didn’t care what they had in the bags, but he wasn’t leaving this gun here so they could run their game on some other unfortunate victim. Who knew how many people they had done this to already?
The shotgun looked to be in about the same condition as the other one. The wood looked partially dry rotted with a few missing chunks here and there. There were also some severely rusted areas. Both guns had obviously been neglected, to say the least, and were what he would classify as falling into the unsafe-to-shoot category. He was practically doing them a favor by taking these gems off their hands. He would ditch the guns down the road somewhere. The only thing he considered worth keeping were the 12-gauge shells. He had plenty, but a few more wouldn’t hurt.
“Want me to carry one?” Allie asked.
Ben was surprised by that after what she had been through.
“Um, sure, if you want.” Ben handed her the smaller of the two guns.
Allie held the small shotgun in her hands as she looked it over. “It’s heavier than I thought it would be.”
“That’s a bad example. I wouldn’t shoot either of these guns. We’re going to ditch them somewhere far away from here.” Ben pulled his pistol back out with his free hand as they approached the corner of the store. He couldn’t see the truck yet and he wanted to be ready in case there were any more surprises.
He glanced back at Joel to see how he was doing. He hadn’t said anything since they left the outbuilding, and Ben was worried about him. “How are you holding up there, bud?”
“Fine,” Joel replied, totally devoid of emotion.
Ben knew what that tone really meant, though. It meant Joel didn’t want to talk about it, and it was best to let the subject go until he was ready. Ben could respect that, and he understood the need to deal with things internally first.
He remembered his first time taking a life like it was yesterday. That place and time was etched into his mind, never to be forgotten. The difference was, he’d been in uniform and in a foreign country and had known what he was getting into.
Joel was growing up fast, but he was still just a kid in Ben’s eyes. It didn’t seem all that long ago that he had stood next to Joel, helping him learn how to cast his fly rod. Now he was having to fight for his life in this wasteland of a world.
Allie patted her leg. “Gunner, come on, boy. Let’s go!” Allie called to Gunner, who was now several feet behind them, still going over the abandoned bags. Reluctantly, Gunner pulled away and galloped toward them, catching up in no time.
Ben held his hand out as he got close to the building. “Wait here a second.” He eased his head around the corner. Ben looked into the store, from the large windows out front, to make sure there wasn’t anybody hiding inside. “All clear. Come on.”
With the kids behind him, he jogged to the truck, where he quickly unlocked it and threw the longer shotgun in the back.
He looked at Allie before he headed around the driver’s seat. “Just throw the other gun in the back with that one.”
She did as he asked.
“I’ll drive for a while. You guys take it easy for a little bit,” Ben said as he opened the door.
“Thanks.” Allie was already climbing into the back seat with Gunner, who seemed to be happy to be back in the truck and out of the sun.
Joel climbed in next and silently slid into the passenger seat, pulling the door closed behind him. He rolled down the window and leaned out, staring off into the distance.
“We all need to get some water in us. How about getting those cold bottles out when you get situated, Allie?” Ben suggested.
“Sure thing.”
He fired up the truck, and the familiar hum of the engine instantly made him feel better. As soon as Joel closed his door, they were moving forward. Ben was anxious to get out of there, but there was one more thing he wanted to do.
He drove out to the edge of the property adjacent to the main road, where a larger version of the sign over the front door stood.
“Hang on just a second. Something I gotta do.” He shifted the Blazer into park and left it running as he got out. He made his way to the back of the truck and rooted around in the cooler until he found a can of black paint left over from painting the truck windows. He walked to the large “Daisy’s Pit Stop” sign and began to spray-paint a warning to anyone who might come this way.
“Danger! Stay away!” He read it out loud to himself before repeating the message on the other side of the sign. He felt guilty that the two people responsible for kidnapping Allie had gotten away like they did. The least he could do was warn any passersby about what waited here for them.
Even though he had taken their guns, he was sure they would be back at it in no time. Now that one of them had been killed, they would probably be even more ruthless in their tactics. The sign wasn’t much, but it was something he felt compelled to do as a decent human being. The can of paint began to sputter as he finished the last letter.
“Good enough,” he muttered and headed back to the truck.
“Now we can leave.” Ben closed the door and buckled up. Allie looked away from the sign and caught his gaze in the rearview mirror.
“I like it,” she said, nodding in approval.
Once Ben got onto the road, he picked up speed and the wind began flowing through the windows. Allie handed out fresh, cold water bottles to everyone. They all drank and sat in silence for a while.
“Oh, by the way, I think I have something that belongs to you.” Joel situated himself in his seat so he was turned to face Allie. He dug into his pocket until he pulled out the smooth stone he had given her at the river.
“I’ll never let go of this again!” She took the stone from him and held it to her chest with a clenched fist.
The two made small talk for a while as Ben drove. He was glad to see a little life in the boy, and it was good that he was talking with Allie again. It would take a long time for Joel to learn to deal with what had happened, but this was a start.
Between the fresh air and the cool water, Ben was beginning to settle into a more familiar state of mind. And like always in this new world, his thoughts turned to what lay ahead.



 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
The miles rolled by slowly but surely.
Joel navigated for his dad at every little town they came to, finding alternate routes where they could. Sometimes they ended up several miles off their original route, and sometimes they just skirted the edge of town via the back streets and neighborhoods. Each one resembled the last, with burned-down buildings and houses.
Whatever hadn’t been burned to the ground had either been pillaged by looters or fortified and defended by its inhabitants. They passed the occasional pedestrian or small group of people who all had the same thing in common.
It was a look about them—their facial expressions and the way they carried themselves. They were like zombies, lumbering along in search of something. Pale-faced and solemn, they shuffled forward. Some watched the Blazer as it passed by them. Others didn’t even acknowledge its existence.
Joel imagined most of them were headed somewhere to reunite with loved ones, or maybe they were just looking for a better place to go.
They had seen a few other vehicles on the road, and while they passed without so much as a wave from the occupants, it was comforting nonetheless. Just to see other cars driving around and a little bit of normal activity made Joel feel better.
Maybe it was the thought that there were other people out there just like them—other good people who were struggling just like they were. Maybe it was the thought that they weren’t alone or unique in their quest. It was survival of the fittest and the best equipped. Like his dad said, “It was us or them.” That was the mentality Joel was resisting. Maybe it was just his way of trying to hang on to his old life.
If he was ever going to see his brother, sister, and mother again, he was going to have to learn to stomach making tough decisions. Clinging to the old life he knew was a waste of energy, and it was beginning to drain him. He found his resistance waning as the days went by and as their distance from home increased. He had to accept that this was their new life and it would never be the same again.
“Well, guys let me be the first one to welcome you to Kansas,” Ben joked.
Joel looked out through the windshield and saw the big blue highway sign that read “Welcome to Kansas” in gold letters with a big sun in the upper corner in the same gold coloring.
“Wow, that’s pretty good, right? What time is it?” Allie leaned forward from the back seat, causing Gunner to sit up as well.
Ben nodded. “It’s not bad considering all the detours off the main road. It’s a quarter to three now. We should probably get gas in about an hour and start thinking about where we’re going to spend the night.”
“I saw a couple spots on the map that looked like they had some water access. Maybe a good spot to camp. At the rate we’re going, I’d guess probably a couple hours away.” Joel shrugged.
“I’m good with that as long as it’s before I-70. That’s all flat open land from there until almost the other side of the state. I want to try to do that all in one day so we don’t have to spend the night out in the open.” Ben slowed down as they came up to a tight spot in the road.
Joel noticed his dad’s facial expression change but wasn’t sure what it meant.
Allie exhaled. “Look at that!”
Just ahead of them was an 18-wheeler—or what was left of it. The black skid marks stood out in sharp contrast to the sun-bleached asphalt. It looked like someone had drawn lines on the ground with a giant piece of charcoal. The truck had apparently gone sideways and slid for a while before pitching over and rolling into a pile of twisted metal that covered both sides of the two-lane stretch of highway.
Fortunately, the terrain on either side of the road was relatively flat and open except for a few scrub pine and sandhill sage bushes.
Joel gawked at the scene “What a mess.”
Ben steered them across the oncoming traffic lane and down off the road, giving the accident a wide berth. The Blazer easily clawed its way over the rocks and bushes as they made their own detour.
Joel wasn’t sure if he noticed the vultures or the horrifically pungent smell of rotting meat first, but it was enough to make him gag instantly.
“Oh man. That’s bad.” Joel yanked his shirt over his nose.
“That was a refrigerated truck.” Ben pulled his shirt over his nose as well.
Joel looked back at Allie, who had done the same by now. Gunner was the only one who didn’t seem bothered by the nauseating smell the warm breeze was blowing in their direction. Joel was pretty sure he could hear the flies buzzing from one water-stained crumpled box to the other. They were scattered all over the road and looked like they had thawed long ago and were well along into decay.
Vultures had torn most of the boxes open and scattered the contents. The large black scavengers ignored the truck as it drove by, too busy squabbling among themselves over the putrid meat. The vultures that did take notice of them were in the groups on the outskirts of the feeding frenzy. They refused to move out of the way forcing them to drive even further around the accident. Joel noticed a few of them actually lunged at the Blazers tires with their sharp beaks.
“Do you see that? They’re attacking the tires. That’s crazy!” Joel leaned out the window and looked down at the birds.
“Why would they do that? Do you think they could hurt the truck?” Allie asked.
“I don’t know but let’s not find out.” Ben honked the horn in an effort to scare off the large aggressive birds.
As they cleared the last group of vultures Ben steered the Blazer around the front of the wrecked semi and began to climb back up the shoulder of the road, the wind switched directions and the smell dissipated. Joel lowered his shirt and took a small breath through his nose, sampling the air.
“It’s gone,” he said, breathing in deeply. But the assault on his senses was far from over. Just as Joel was feeling grateful for the fresh air, he saw something he would never forget.
The driver’s body was sticking out of the shattered windshield, frozen in the agony of the moment. The arms remained outstretched as if he were still trying to fight off the ravenous vultures who were, no doubt, responsible for nearly picking his carcass down to the bone. Very little skin remained, and what did looked baked to leather by the relentless summer sun. The mouth was wide open, telling a tale of what must have been terrifying last moments.
Joel tried to look away but felt unable to react until he had already seen more than he wanted. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying hard to put the image out of his mind and trying to forget the smell. But they seemed intertwined and he couldn’t shake it. He couldn’t fight the urge in his gut any longer and had no other choice but to give in.
He hauled himself out the window and threw up. He felt a hand on his back as he involuntary dry heaved repeatedly. The convulsions finally subsided, and he was able to compose himself and sit back in his seat.
From the back, Allie handed him a paper towel to clean up. He was embarrassed about what had happened but quickly forgot all about it when he realized it was her hand on his shoulder. He still felt a little dizzy and took a sip of water before leaning back in the seat and closing his eyes.
“You gonna be okay? Need to stop?” his dad asked.
“No, I’m good. Keep going,” Joel answered but kept his eyes closed and his head back. He could feel the truck had returned to the smooth pavement again and tried to imagine they were far away from the wreck.
With a fresh breeze now moving over them once more and Allie gently rubbing his shoulder, he had no trouble drifting off to sleep.



 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
“Hey, Joel! Hey, buddy!” Ben tapped Joel’s shoulder lightly, trying to wake him up.
“Huh, what?” Joel squinted and rubbed his face.
“We need to stop for gas soon.” Ben scanned the horizon ahead. He hadn’t seen a viable station in miles, but there had to be one soon.
“Sorry, I fell asleep.” Joel straightened up in his seat.
“It’s okay. You needed it. Allie has been helping me navigate.”
Allie patted his arm. “We’re looking for a place to stop now. You were asleep for over an hour.” She moved over on the bench seat to just behind the center console. She practically had the whole seat to herself.
Gunner was all the way over to one side behind Ben’s seat. He had wedged himself in between the seat and the truck frame and positioned his head to take full advantage of the wind blowing in the driver’s side window. He practically had his head on Ben’s shoulder.
“Want me to get him back here with me?” Allie asked.
“No, he’s fine.” Ben gave Gunner a brisk rub behind his ears.
They rode on for another 15 minutes or so until Joel spotted a place up ahead.
“How about that place?” He pointed.
Ben slowed down as they approached so they could get a better look at it before they committed to getting off the road.
After what they had just been through, he wouldn’t stop if he saw anything out of place. They had the spare cans of fuel in the back if they needed them and could afford to wait for the right place to stop if it meant less risk.
The Shell station was more modern than the last place they’d stopped, and now that they were drawing closer to the plains, it was surrounded in all directions by agricultural land, mostly used for raising free-range cattle. Not that there were any visible.
He had noticed the lack of livestock in their travels but hadn’t said anything about it to the kids. He figured any rancher worth his salt would have rounded up the herd and brought it in close to the ranch. A Black Angus bull would probably be worth its weight in gold right now with the dwindling resources. Ben imagined the ranchers were going to have their hands full protecting their livestock when the food ran out.
“Look’s empty.” Joel sat back in his seat, allowing his dad to see out his window as well.
Ben raised his eyebrows at Joel. “Yeah, so did the last place.”
“Well, don’t worry about me. I won’t be going inside,” Allie promised.
“Sounds like a plan.” Ben finally brought the truck to a stop on the shoulder, just in front of the Shell station. He sat and scrutinized the place, trying to play devil’s advocate to find a reason not to stop here, but he couldn’t. They needed fuel, and this place would be no different than the next one.
He pulled into the parking lot and quickly found the underground fuel storage fill pipes sticking above the asphalt.
“How about we have the AR handy?” Ben looked at Joel.
“Got it!” Joel began to get the gun out of the bag as Ben parked the truck and shut the engine off.
Gunner jumped over the console and followed Ben out the driver’s door, while Joel helped Allie out on the other side. As soon as Gunner hit the ground, he was off like a shot, tearing around the parking lot like he was possessed.
“I think somebody has a little energy to burn!” Allie laughed at Gunner’s crazy display. “But I get it. It feels so good to stretch.” She pushed her arms out in front of her as she watched Gunner run around in circles.
Ben nodded. “We could all use a break soon. Another hour or so and we’ll start looking for a place near where you saw water on the map. We have enough to get by, but it would be nice to have access to a river or even a stream. I wouldn’t mind changing clothes and washing what I have on. It would be good for morale.” It was going on a week since any of them had bathed.
“Sounds good to me.” Joel slung the gun over his shoulder. He wandered to the front of the truck, where he could see down the road in both directions for quite a ways.
Allie followed him around front while Gunner moved on to a more casual search of the grounds. She gave Joel an excited smile. “Your dad said he would teach me how to use your 20-gauge shotgun.”
“Nice.” Joel nodded and looked back at his dad. “When are you going to do that?”
“Tomorrow morning after we break camp. I figured we would get her familiar with your Weatherby and that little .38 from the store. They’re both good guns for her to start with, and she needs to know how to protect herself, should the need arise.”
“It was my idea,” Allie said, putting her shoulders back.
That made Joel grin.
“Okay, who wants a little exercise?” Ben stepped back from the hand pump as he finished getting it all set up.
“I’ll do it.” Joel pushed off the truck fender where he was leaning, walked over to his dad, and handed him the AR.
“Thanks.” Ben patted him on the shoulder and walked to the front of the truck, where Allie was watching Gunner.
“I wish I had his energy.” Ben shook his head as Gunner checked every nook and cranny in the small parking lot with his nose.
“He really saved our butts back there.” Allie looked off into the distance.
Ben could tell she was trying to maintain her composure. She hadn’t offered any details about how they’d captured her or how it had gone down, and Ben didn’t want to pry. If she wanted to talk about it, she could when she was ready. It didn’t matter anyway. It was over and she was safe.
“I’m sorry Joel had to do that because of me. I feel like it’s my fault,” Allie blurted out, checking in Joel’s direction as she lowered her voice. “I feel so bad that I caused all that trouble.”
“Don’t ever feel that way, not for one second. Nothing that happened back there is anyone’s fault except the three people that caused it.” Ben looked at Allie. “We’re all in this together, and we’ll take care of each other.”
She nodded, the serious tone in her voice extending to the look in her eyes. “That’s why I want to learn how to use a gun.”



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Joel finished the fueling process and cleaned up while Ben and Allie talked and kept watch at the front of the truck.
“Just about finished,” Joel called out.
“Good,” Ben answered.
“Here, Gunner, get some water.” Allie poured the rest of her water bottle into Gunner’s collapsible orange dog bowl. He eagerly lapped up the water, taking a break to breathe only once before the bowl was empty. Then he stood over the empty bowl and panted as he looked up at Allie.
“He certainly has taken to you.” Ben smiled as he headed back around to the driver’s side door.
“He’s my buddy, aren’t you, boy?” Allie said in a silly voice and gave Gunner a hug before she coaxed him up into the truck.
Ben hesitated for a moment before he got in. He called back to Joel. “You got it?”
“Yep!” Joel finished up and stuffed the gloves under a bungee strap, then turned to look at his dad. “Did you bring my shotgun?”
“Yeah, it’s in the truck,” Ben answered, remembering he hadn’t told Joel about the modifications he had made to the gun.
“Huh. I didn’t see it when we were loading. Are you sure?” Joel asked.
“Oh yeah, it’s in there. I, uh, well, I made a few small modifications to it so you probably didn’t notice it.” Ben got in the truck and pulled the door shut.
“Modifications? Would you like to explain what that means?” Joel hopped up into the passenger seat.
“I just made it a little more compact.” Ben shrugged, purposefully teasing Joel with his vagueness.
“Where is it?” Joel asked.
“Allie, under your seat you’ll find something wrapped in an old gray towel. Would you hand that to Joel, please?” Ben asked as he started the truck and put it in gear.
Allie reached under the seat and felt around for a few seconds, then maneuvered the towel out from under the seat. Gunner’s curious nose gave the bundle a good sniff as Allie passed it up to Joel.
“This is my shotgun?” Joel laid it on his lap and unrolled the towel, revealing his 20-gauge Weatherby. “Or at least what was left of it.” Joel sat in silence for a minute as he examined the weapon.
Ben noticed Joel’s attempt to hide the grin forming on his face.
“That’s pretty cool actually,” Joel remarked.
“Is that the gun I’m going to learn how to shoot?” Allie asked.
Ben nodded. “That’s one of them.”
“I like the camo color. It’s pretty,” Allie joked.
“You did not just call my gun ‘pretty.’” Joel shook his head and began to go over the mechanics of the shotgun with Allie.
Ben was glad to see the kids joking around again and making small talk. This was the first time both of them seemed to totally forget what they had just been through. At least Ben hoped they could forget about it for a little while. They were doing remarkably well for two teenagers who just had their lives turned upside down.
He had noticed a lot of distant stares from them, like they were deep in thought, but he was sure they could say the same about him. So much change in just a week’s time and so much to come to terms with.
“How about taking a look at the map and finding us a spot to call home tonight?” Ben hated to interrupt their conversation, but he had just seen the sign for Oakley, Kansas.
The landscape around them was changing quickly and he knew that meant they were getting close to I-70. From what he remembered of that area, after Oakley, there wasn’t really anything to speak of for hundreds of miles—nothing but agricultural land as far as the eye could see.
The vast open spaces and fields of windswept grain weren’t bad scenery, but at this point in June, most of the wheat would have probably been harvested, leaving only barren dry fields and wheat stubble with little cover or resources to be had. They would stick out like a sore thumb among the landscape.
He was hoping the isolation and lower population of this area would also mean more open sections of road and fewer wrecks. They needed to find a place to stop before they got on I-70. Then they could get an early start again tomorrow and hopefully make it to Missouri by day’s end.
But that all depended how long it took to get around Topeka and Kansas City, two places Ben planned on giving a wide berth. After the information Jon had given him, he had decided to avoid those places, but what they had recently been through had solidified that decision even more. He resisted at first, thinking that it would add too much time, but now he realized if they didn’t, they most likely wouldn’t make it at all.
If they maintained this rate of travel, he figured they could be there in about a week’s time, but he hated to speculate that far ahead without knowing what challenges still lay ahead.
Besides, they had to get into Pittsburgh still, and that alone could take time. He had been giving that some thought and was leaning toward leaving the truck outside the city and hiking in. Going on foot would add a lot of time, but Pittsburgh was a big city. The situation there could be the same as what Jon described in Kansas City.
At least by the time they got close to Pittsburgh they would be into the Appalachian Mountains. Late June in the Appalachians would be a resource-rich environment. The weather for camping should be pleasant with plenty of cover to keep them out of sight. He was sure they could find somewhere around Pittsburgh to hide the truck.
When he’d packed the final few things in the Blazer, he’d thrown in an old piece of camouflage netting that he and Joel had used for making hunting blinds. He wasn’t sure what they would do with it until now. The netting was easily large enough to cover the truck.
Pittsburgh was probably at least a couple days away, but Ben knew it was never too early to start planning, especially when the stakes were this high.



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
“Based on that sign back there, we should see water of some kind in the next few miles. Look for a bridge.” Joel pitched forward in his seat, scanning the road ahead.
“It’s hard to tell.” Allie leaned over his shoulder and looked at the map.
“Yeah, it doesn’t really show much on here but a thin blue line.” Joel pointed.
“There’s something coming up.” Ben sat up in his seat a little higher. He saw a small bridge over two large culvert pipes. The closer they got, the more the waterway looked like an irrigation canal.
Ben spotted a dirt road off to the right and decided to take it. An irrigation ditch would have to do tonight. There would be no fresh-caught trout for dinner, but at least they would have a water source.
They stayed on the dirt road that followed the ditch for a couple miles before it turned off toward the east. There was a large pump house there for the irrigation system, and Ben pulled the truck in behind it as best he could. They were far enough off the main road that he doubted anyone could see them, but just the same, he didn’t want the silhouette of the Blazer visible.
Ben got out of the truck and felt the short dry wheat stubble crush under his feet. Of course, Gunner was out next and didn’t let the fact that Ben wasn’t completely out of the way stop him from squeezing by. He didn’t waste any time and got right to exploring their new campsite.
“It’s so empty out here.” Joel looked around as he held the door open for Allie until she was out of the truck.
“It is,” Ben answered.
Other than the distant irrigation systems that sprung up every so often on the horizon, there was nothing else around for as far as they could see. The water flowed in the ditch at a pretty good rate and seemed clean. It would be easy work for the filters, and they could clean up their dirty things and take plenty of fresh water with them in the morning.
It was a little earlier in the evening than when they had stopped last night, so there was plenty of light left to get things done.
“I’ll wash the clothes for us,” Allie offered.
“I’ll give you a hand,” Joel added.
After they had all cleaned up and changed, the kids sat by the side of the ditch and worked on the clothing with a bar of soap while Gunner watched and chased a few soap bubbles down current.
Ben wished there were more resources here. There wasn’t enough material around to start a fire, let alone keep one going long enough to cook dinner. Thankful to have the gas stoves and fuel, he began to sort through the dehydrated food pouches.
“What’s for dinner?” Joel called out.
“Southwest beans and rice.” Ben held up three pouches from the back of the truck.
“Well, I’m glad Gunner is sleeping with you tonight!” Joel looked at Allie and snickered.
“Oh, thanks.” She smiled.
“Fortunately for all of us, I found a bag of dog food a few stops back, so Gunner can get back on a semi-normal diet. And we can all breathe a little easier,” Ben added.
“Awe, poor Gunner. We still love you, stinky boy.” Allie patted Gunner on the head with a wet soapy hand as he licked at her fingers.
Ben set up one of the stoves and got a pot of water going. While he waited, he strung a section of cordage from the pump house to one of the load bars on the roof rack, making a place for Joel and Allie to hang the wet clothes.
He looked up at the sky. The light was noticeably fading, and he thought for the first time in a while the sky looked close to normal. No haze, no plumes of smoke. He couldn’t help but wonder if that was because of their location.
If North Korea had launched attacks from both coasts, maybe the middle of the country was out of reach and isolated enough to be spared the full impact from the EMPs. Still, though, he hadn’t had any luck picking up a signal with the radio today and was beginning to think he never would.
But he would try again tomorrow, and he would continue to try until he got a signal. If Jon’s neighbor in Topeka could communicate with his ham radio, then people were still broadcasting. They just weren’t close enough to pick up the signal with their weaker handheld units.
The water began to boil. Ben turned the stove off.
“Dinner in about 15 minutes.” He called over to Joel and Allie, who were starting to hang some of the clothing up to dry. A coyote howled off in the distance, and he was reminded about the run-in he and Gunner had the other night.
He grabbed the small folding shovel off the rack and locked the blade in place before he stuck it into the dirt near the stove. “We better clean up pretty good tonight after dinner. We don’t want any guests in camp tonight. We’ll bury the trash before we go to bed.”
Allie chewed her bottom lip. “Will they bother us?”
“No, they shouldn’t. We won’t give them a reason to stop here. We just need to put everything away that might interest them.”
“Okay.” She swallowed.
Joel put his hand on her shoulder. “It’ll be all right. You’ll have Gunner with you anyway.”
“Come and get it.” Ben called them over to eat and handed them each a pouch of food with the top still folded down to keep the heat in.
“Thanks,” Allie said.
Joel followed her over. “Yeah, thanks, Dad.”
“Yep, enjoy.” Ben walked to the truck and took a seat on the open tailgate, where he had the map laid out. He unfolded his meal pouch and set it down, letting it cool for a minute before he attempted to eat the steaming hot contents.
Gunner followed the kids to the edge of the irrigation ditch, where they took a seat in the grass. He found a spot between them and lay down, knowing it was too soon to beg for leftovers yet.
Ben watched them for a moment and thought about how he had wasted time stressing over bringing Allie with them in the beginning. He couldn’t imagine it any other way now and could see what a huge morale booster it was for Joel to have her along. He certainly had seen a change in Joel, for the better, over the course of the last week. It was hard to believe he was the same kid who had to be reminded to take the trash out.
A person could take a tragedy like this in one of two ways. They could either adapt and survive or let this new world beat them down. And it appeared that both Joel and Allie were adapting well. He was glad they had risen to the challenges that had been thrown at them. Otherwise, this would have been a much different trip.
Pride in his son overwhelmed him right now. He could see that all the things he had tried to teach Joel over the years hadn’t fallen on deaf ears. Ben was thankful to be blessed with such a remarkable son.
Allie seemed like a special girl as well. She was clearly a fighter and wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. He could see why his son was attracted to her. She had been through a lot these past few days, and today was no exception. Yet here she was, several hours later, laughing with Joel as they ate their dinner. Even Gunner had accepted her immediately, and that was something he didn’t do with too many people.
If they managed to find her dad in Pittsburgh, it would be tough to leave her there with him. Ben also worried about Joel and how he would take it. It would be hard on him to lose Allie. The bond developing between them was easy to see. Ben would have to be blind not to notice the way they looked at each other. It was only natural and probably a good thing, considering the current state. At least they had that one positive distraction from the horrors they had to endure.
He would definitely have to teach Allie how to use the shotgun and the .38 pistol. If they were going to leave her in Pittsburgh, they could at least give her a fighting chance to take care of herself and her dad.



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
After dinner everybody squeezed out the remains of their pouches on top of the dog food in Gunner’s bowl. Gunner hurried over to see what he had scored. He looked back at them when he saw the measly leavings in his bowl.
“That’s it, boy! We were all hungry tonight. You have plenty of dog food in there.” Joel shrugged and headed to the truck to grab the gear. As Gunner ate, they cleaned up from dinner and set the tents up. Joel dug a hole for the empty food bags, then buried them about a foot underground in the hard, dry dirt.
“That ought to do it.” Joel smiled at Allie.
They hadn’t heard the coyotes in a while, and Joel decided not to say anything more about it. He didn’t want Allie to worry unnecessarily. Joel and his dad had camped around coyotes plenty of times and never had any trouble. In fact, it was pretty common to hear them call back and forth to each other as the sun went down. But that must have been a fluke the other night at their house. He’d never heard about them being aggressive like that before.
A part of him wondered if the EMPs had changed some electromagnetic fields or in some way had an effect on the animals. He’d heard about animals having a sixth sense about things like that. Joel remembered his teacher in science class talking about how scientists had found that animals and insects were able to sense electromagnetic energy and electromagnetic fields.
They’d read in their textbooks that birds used the Earth’s electromagnetic field to follow migration routes, how bears timed their hibernation by it, foxes used it to hunt, and so on. If animals used electromagnetic fields, maybe a disturbance would throw them off or make them more unpredictable at the very least.
How could explosions of the size they’d seen not have an impact? If he thought about it long enough, Joel could still feel the impact of the detonations that fateful morning. He would never forget how small he felt standing in the woods in the middle of nowhere as the shockwave rolled over them.
Joel thought back to the overturned truck earlier in the day and remembered how aggressive the vultures had seemed. Was that normal? He had no idea. What did he know about vultures? Nothing, that’s what. Then he remembered the half-eaten remains of the truck driver hanging out of the smashed front window and forced himself to think of something else. Anything else. He was getting carried away with his ridiculous theory about crazy animals.
Joel threw his sleeping bag into his tent and headed over to the irrigation ditch with the water pump and empty bottles.
“Need some help?” Allie asked as she finished unrolling her sleeping bag and zipping her tent flap closed.
“Sure.” Joel paused to wait for her and was soon joined by her and Gunner. His dad was still studying the map with the red light of his headlamp. Gunner beat them to the ditch and washed his dinner down with large gulps of fresh water before rolling in some tall grass.
“What are you doing, dog?” Joel laughed.
Gunner paused briefly before resuming his antics in the grass. Allie and Joel sat down at the edge and filled the water bottles. Joel pumped the handle on the filter and Allie switched the bottles out and capped off the recently filled ones. She placed them in a row along the edge of the ditch, and before long, they had them all done.
“What are you going to do when we get to Pittsburgh and find your dad?” Joel asked.
“You mean if we find my dad. I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever see either of my parents again.” Allie looked down at a piece of grass she was twirling around her finger.
Joel put his hand on Allie’s knee. “If he’s there, my dad will find him.”
“I hope you’re right. If not, I guess you’re stuck with me.” She laughed nervously and forced a smile.
“That would be okay with me.” Joel tried his best to sound encouraging, but he knew the reality of it just the same as she did. She had mentioned that her dad was an IT guy and pretty much a stereotypical city dweller. He lived in an apartment building close to the center of the city. Based on what they had seen and heard, the more populated the areas, the worse they seemed to be.
It only stood to reason that Pittsburgh would be no different. Joel had his doubts that they would find Allie’s dad. And if they did, would he be okay? He might be hurt. Or worse.
What if they did find her dad, though, and he was fine? Did that mean that Allie would stay in Pittsburgh? Her dad couldn’t take care of her the way they could.
Joel didn’t want her to stay in Pittsburgh. The more he got to know her, the more he liked her. And he couldn’t bear the thought of continuing on without her. He knew that was selfish, though, and didn’t dare let Allie know how he felt. She had already lost her mom, and he couldn’t imagine the anxiety she was coping with, not knowing if her dad was okay.
It was easier to talk about something else and avoid the topic altogether. Every time he thought about her loss, he realized how lucky he was to have his dad and at least the hope he would see his mom and siblings again. Honestly, he wasn’t sure how Allie was keeping it together. Compared to his situation, her outlook seemed bleak.
At least Pittsburgh was still a couple days away, but it was something they would have to deal with soon enough. Joel was sorry he had brought it up.
“So you’re going to learn how to shoot, huh?” Joel asked in an attempt to change the mood.
Allie looked up from her thoughts. “Your dad thinks it’s a good idea, and so do I. From what I’ve seen, it couldn’t hurt to know how to handle a gun.”
“Well, I think it’s a good idea, too.” Joel smiled.
“You’re lucky your dad taught you all this stuff.” Allie glanced around at the tents.
“I never thought I would put it to use like this, though.” Joel unscrewed the last bottle from the filter and put the lid on before standing. “Have you ever shot a gun before?”
“No, never even held one before.” She gathered the last three bottles.
“There’s nothing to it.” Joel reached out his hand to Allie and helped her off the ground.
They made the short walk back to the truck, where Ben was just shutting the cover of the atlas.
Ben nodded at the bottles. “Thanks for taking care of the water, guys.”
“Yep,” Joel answered.
“You’re welcome.” Allie smiled.
Joel spotted the atlas on the tailgate. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”
“Let’s try to get an early start, like 4:00 a.m. early. Maybe after the sun comes up we can find a place to stop. We’ll look for a remote spot where Allie can practice shooting and we can have breakfast.” Ben checked his watch and then turned off his headlamp.
“Sounds good,” Joel said.
Ben hopped off the tailgate. “I’m really hoping once we hit I-70 things will open up and we can make up for lost time.”
“How far do you think we’ll get tomorrow?” Allie asked.
“With a little luck, I don’t see why we couldn’t make it halfway through the state of Illinois and maybe on to Pittsburgh by the next day.” Ben shrugged.
“Wow, really?” Allie’s eyes widened.
“Maybe Maryland the day after that. Maybe. A lot can happen between here and there.” Ben looked at Joel, then back at Allie.
“Yeah,” Joel said. “But still, in the next few days we could be there and get Brad and Emma and Mom!”
“Possibly, yes. But that means getting some rest tonight so we can have a productive day tomorrow. If the road does open up for us tomorrow and we can make better time, that means lots of fuel stops. And on that note, I’m going to hit the rack.” Ben tossed the road atlas onto the back seat and closed the tailgate. “I’ll have coffee ready at four. Good night, guys.” Ben turned and headed to his tent.
“Love you, Dad,” Joel said.
“Love you, too, bud.”
“Goodnight,” Allie answered.
They all turned in for the night and were asleep before long. Tomorrow would be another long day filled with unknowns. The more rest they had, the better prepared they would be—and the better chance they’d have for survival.



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Allie awoke with a start from a deep sleep to the sounds of the stove being set up somewhere outside her tent. Gunner, who had slept in the tent with her, whined at the zippered flap to be let outside.
“Hang on.” Allie opened her sleeping bag just enough to get her arm out and fumbled with the zipper on the tent. She barely had it open when Gunner forced his way through the small hole.
She peeked through the opening. Joel and his dad were at the back of the truck, setting up the stove and talking. She lay back down for a minute and stared at the tent ceiling, noticing the crisscross weave pattern of the orange material as her eyes adjusted.
She wanted to relish the warmth of the sleeping bag for just a few moments longer before she got up and faced the cool dampness of the morning. The temptation to linger there in her bag was strong. She could have easily drifted back to sleep. But as much as she wanted to continue lying there, she knew that it was time to get up, and she didn’t want to be the reason they were late getting started today.
She got dressed and pulled her fleece on before she unzipped the tent flap the rest of the way. She put her shoes on and slowly got up and stretched. It still felt like the middle of the night to her, and for all she knew, it could be.
“Good morning!” Joel headed in her direction, holding two steaming cups of coffee in his hands.
“Oh, thank you! Good morning.” Allie smiled as he handed her one of the cups. Ben was already packing the stove and the coffee pot away in the back of the truck. She was glad she had pushed herself to get moving and join them.
She wasn’t sure what felt better: drinking the coffee or holding the warm cup between her hands. She didn’t remember it feeling so chilly last night. Maybe it was the dampness or maybe she was just tired. She didn’t sleep well last night and woke up several times with bad dreams. Nothing she could remember specifically, but they kept her up off and on all night.
“What time is it?” she asked.
“A little after four,” Joel answered.
“Oh. So that’s why I feel like this,” she joked.
“Yeah, it’s pretty early,” Joel said. “This is about the time we get up when we’re going on a hunting or fishing trip, and this is our typical Saturday morning in the winter. Gunner’s already in the truck. He thinks we’re going hunting or something.” Joel looked back at the truck and shook his head.
Allie could see Gunner sitting up in the front seat and panting with way too much excitement for this early in the morning.
“You guys are nuts. I think Gunner and your dad are on the same vitamins.” Allie laughed as she watched Ben tidy up and break down his tent with energy that shouldn’t have been possible at this hour.
“Yeah, we should probably get our gear packed up, too.” Joel glanced at his still-standing tent.
“You’re right,” Allie agreed and reluctantly set her coffee down after taking one more quick sip.
They both got to work rolling up sleeping bags and collapsing tents, and before long, they were handing their gear up to Ben, who stashed it away neatly in the rooftop carrier.
Ben closed the lid on the cargo box and locked it before getting in. “Let’s hit the road. You guys ready?”
“Ready,” Joel replied.
“Ready, too,” Allie said as they headed around to the other side of the truck and started to get in.
Ben stopped them. “Hey, Joel, how about sitting in the back seat so you can get to the ammo cans in the back? I want you to get the .38 and the shotgun ready for Allie. I think the 20-gauge shells and the bullets for the .38 are in the can on the bottom, unfortunately.”
“Got it,” Joel replied and climbed over the passenger seat and into the back with Gunner. “Move over, dog.”
Gunner looked disappointed that Allie wasn’t joining him and stopped panting as if he realized all of the sudden that they weren’t going anywhere fun.
“Aww, I’ll come back there with you later.” Allie reached back and scratched Gunner around his ears, then twisted around to get settled.
Ben started the truck as soon as she was faced the right way. They were already turned around and headed down the dirt road by the time she put her seatbelt on and got situated.
It only took a few minutes to backtrack to the paved road, and before long, they were on Route 40 headed east. They only made it a couple minutes before they came across the first wreck and had to slow down to maneuver around it.
Allie still hadn’t gotten used to seeing them, and they really creeped her out. She tried not to pay attention to the details as they passed, which hadn’t been too hard from the back seat, but not so much now.
She preferred sitting in the back with Gunner to riding up front. From the passenger seat, there was no way to avoid seeing the wrecks and the bodies trapped inside. They were right there in front of her, and the Blazer’s headlights only seemed to highlight each gruesome tragedy they encountered.
At least in the back she could distract herself with Gunner or could focus on the things Ben or Joel were doing. From the back seat, she felt a little further removed from the dismal reality that existed outside the truck. Not like this, though. Now she had a front-row seat to the worst show on Earth.



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Only an hour into the drive and already Ben was tired of the constant swerving and braking he had to do in order to maintain forward progress. He really had high hopes for I-70 being in better shape. They hadn’t been able to get the truck over 40 miles per hour since they started, and it was frustrating.
It seemed just when they hit a section of road that was relatively free of obstacles, it was short-lived, and they had to slow down again. He was beginning to question the merit in leaving so early in the morning while it was still dark out. The old Chevy’s headlights weren’t the brightest, and even with the high beams on, the wrecks seemed to come up out of nowhere.
Ben thought about Jon and his family driving through the night. That must have been nerve-racking, dodging smashups all night long. It would be easy to make a mistake and clip one of these piles. Add being tired to the equation, and it was a recipe for disaster.
They were lucky to have only bent a tie rod. Ben slowed a little as he thought about it. He didn’t want to become one of the burnt and twisted piles of steel they were trying to avoid.
At least they were getting close to I-70, according to the road signs. It was beginning to feel like they would never get off this stretch of road. They still had over half a tank of gas left and probably another half hour or so until sunrise.
Today he would definitely let Joel share in some of the driving responsibilities. What he wouldn’t give for a little more coffee right now, though. If this had been a week ago, he could have pulled into any convenience store along the way and gotten a refill, but this wasn’t a week ago, and stopping somewhere now could get them killed.
It was moments like this, when the simple things they had once taken for granted only served as reminders of their old lives.
He needed to think about something else.
“How are you making out back there?” Ben glanced in the rearview mirror, but all he could see was the faint glow of Joel’s red headlamp as he rummaged through the gear in the back.
“Pretty good. I found everything but the box of .38 ammo.” Joel’s voice was muffled as he was halfway under the blankets that covered the back of the truck.
“It should be in the box with the 9-mm ammo.”
“I’ll find it.” Joel remained under the blanket for a few more minutes before he pulled himself out and sat back in his seat.
“Got it.” Joel switched his headlamp off.
Suddenly, Ben noticed it was beginning to get a little lighter out. He looked out his window as the landscape began to brighten and show signs of the distant rising sun. It was hard to tell sometimes with the back windows mostly blacked out.
Gunner had fallen asleep long ago, having given up on the possibilities of this turning into a hunting trip, and Ben could hear him snoring on the seat behind him.
Joel pulled the small silver revolver out of its black canvas holster.
“It’s unloaded.” He handed the gun to Allie with the rubber grip facing her.
She took the gun from him and looked it over.
“It’s smaller than I thought it would be, but it’s still pretty heavy.” She weighed the gun in her hand with an up-and-down motion.
“It holds six bullets and it’s really easy to load.” Joel reached up and showed her on the gun how to open the cylinder and where the bullets went in. Joel continued to go over the intricacies of the gun with Allie for several minutes.
Ben cracked the window a little to let some fresh air in and help wake him up a little. It was already getting stuffy in the truck, and Gunner’s heavy breathing wasn’t helping.
A sign up ahead reflected the light from the rising sun. The sign listed the mileage for a few upcoming towns and the exit for I-70.
“Four miles to I-70,” Ben exclaimed. “We can start looking for a place to stop soon, I guess.”
He counted the mile markers as they passed until he could see the exit up ahead. The sun was peeking up over the eastern horizon now and beginning to cause an uncomfortable glare through the windshield. He squinted as he steered the Blazer onto the exit ramp and gladly left Route 40 behind.
Under normal circumstances they would stay on I-70 for the majority of the trip. But they wanted to avoid some of the places on the way, so it wouldn’t be that simple, unfortunately.
They would have a lot of navigating to do at some keys spots along the way. Ben wanted to take advantage of the big four-lane interstate and its wide grassy median whenever they could, though. They would use the interstate as much as possible, as long as they avoided taking any unnecessary risks.
He’d noticed on the map that I-70 seemed to skirt the outer edges of most of the towns and cities on the map and only went directly through a few. They would have to evaluate things as they went, but it was nice to see the speedometer above 50 miles per hour for a change.
There was still the occasional car or truck to avoid, but they were spaced out more, and in the wide-open landscape, he could see them coming a mile away and alter course without slowing down. The only time they slowed down significantly was if they had to cross over the grassy center median to the other side of the highway.
They only had to do this twice so far around a couple spots where bad multiple-vehicle accidents blocked the entire eastbound lane. For the most part, it was easy going and they were making good time.
The only downside was the amount of fuel they were burning. Ben swore he could actually see the needle moving toward the big orange E on the fuel gauge. He wasn’t surprised. With the load they were carrying and the rooftop cargo box, they weren’t exactly streamlined.
They were giving the old Blazer a workout for sure, and there wasn’t a minute that went by that he didn’t think about the possibilities of a mechanical breakdown. He focused on all the work he and Joel had done to the truck and reassured himself they had replaced pretty much near everything that was questionable when they’d bought the vehicle.
He had made Joel a deal that when he turned 16, Ben would match whatever funds Joel had saved up to buy a car. Joel had saved over 7,000 dollars by the time he was ready to buy his truck, but what Ben hadn’t counted on was his contribution coming in the form of parts and labor.
They probably had around 100 hours of labor in this truck. Nights and weekends for a couple months were spent in the garage with the Blazer on jack stands most of the time. He wouldn’t have had it any other way, though, and it turned out to be a good excuse to spend lots of time with his son.
He was grateful for those memories but sad that those days were long behind them now.



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
As Ben reminisced about the times he and Joel spent fixing up the truck, he almost didn’t see the small, isolated gas station a few hundred yards off the road. It sat a little ways back off the highway, but it was a standalone building that looked empty and low risk. They would still be able to keep an eye on I-70 from there and watch for any traffic that might approach from either direction.
Ben slowed the truck and took the exit.
“Are we stopping here?” Allie asked.
“Yeah, we’re really going through fuel quick. I was hoping to go a little farther, but there’s no need to push it.” Ben surveyed the surrounding area as he made his way to the gas station entrance.
“Looks like a good spot.” Allie watched out her window as they pulled in near the gas pumps and slowly rolled past the front of the store.
Joel leaned up from the back seat to get a better look at the place.
“Looks empty, just like all the others. I can’t believe every single place we’ve seen has been completely cleaned out like this.” Joel sighed as he looked at the battered storefront.
Most of the windows were smashed, and the double glass doors at the entrance were no longer attached to the building and now lay in the parking lot several feet away, ripped off their hinges.
Joel pointed. “Somebody must have pulled those doors off with a truck or something.”
“Probably.” Ben continued to drive around the place until he was satisfied they were alone, finally bringing the truck to a stop by the fill caps near where they had first entered.
“Well, you know the drill.” Ben shut the truck off and got out. Allie and Gunner followed with Joel not far behind. He remembered to grab the AR-15 on the way out and headed for the front of the truck while Ben got things ready to pump gas.
“When we’re done filling up, we’ll practice with the guns, okay?” Ben called out from the back of the truck.
“Okay. I’m ready,” Allie replied.
Ben heard Joel and Allie talking as he started cranking the handle on the pump. He would let them talk while he topped off the gas tank. Joel had done it the last couple times. Besides, he was going to let Joel drive for a little while the conditions were good.
Just then, Ben heard a low rumble that sounded like it was coming toward them. He stopped turning the handle and listened, instantly on alert.
“Do you hear that?” Ben asked.
“Yeah. Sounds like it’s coming from that direction.” Joel pointed east down I-70.
Ben thought for a second about pulling the hose and packing up, but he thought it would be better to stand their ground against whoever was coming. If they tried to run, they wouldn’t get far with the amount of gas they had in the tank anyway.
Ben left the pump hanging by the short end of the hose that ran down into the truck’s fuel tank. Then he made his way over to the driver’s side door. Climbing halfway in, he reached under the back seat and pulled out the padded rifle case that held his M24. He laid the case across the hood and unzipped the end just far enough to slide the rifle out.
Joel was already looking down the sights of the AR and had the magnifier flipped up. The kid learned fast.
He played with the focus on the scope. “I can see something coming around the curve way down the road, but I can’t figure out what it is. I think the heat coming off the road is playing tricks on my eyes.”
Ben held the Remington up and looked through his more powerful scope to get a fix on what was headed their way. Whatever it was, there was more than one. Ben started to make out a line of vehicles as they emerged from the curve in the road.
“Put your gun down, Joel. It’s an Army National Guard convoy.” Ben lowered his rifle and slid it back in the case.
“Really? Well, that’s good, right?” Joel asked.
“Yeah, at least we know the government is still functioning on some level.” Suddenly, Ben had an idea and hurried over to the truck again to grab one of the handheld radios.
He walked back to where Joel and Allie were watching the approaching convoy and turned the radio on. Pressing the scan button, he held it out in front of him and watched as it ran through the channels.
The radio paused several times as it made its way through the numbers, but he could only hear static until it came back around to channel six and stopped. There was no sound at first, and Ben thought maybe there was something wrong with the radio—until he heard it.
“X-ray, X-ray come in. This is CC. Over.”
“CC, this is X-ray. Send it. Over.”
“X-ray, be advised, we are to continue on to Denver without delay. Do not offload M9s at previous destination. I repeat, do not offload M9s at previous destination. How copy? Over.”
“Roger Tango. Lima Charlie. X-ray is out. Over.”
The radios sat silent on the hood of the truck once more. The conversation was brief, but at least Ben knew where they were going, although it really didn’t help him and the kids much. He would rather have known where the Guard was coming from and what the conditions were like there.
“What was that all about?” Allie asked.
“Slight change of plans for them, I guess. Sounds like they’re headed to Denver with those M9s. Those are the big armored bulldozers on the flat trucks. They’re actually called Armored Combat Earthmovers.” Ben watched as the convoy passed.
He noticed the normal lineup of ASVs (Armored Security Vehicles) and JLTVs (Joint Light Tactical Vehicles) with the occasional Humvee now and then. But what really stood out were the white buses that seemed to be traveling in threes. They were completely white and had no markings whatsoever.
“What are the buses for? I’ve seen National Guard convoys before, near Durango, but that’s a lot of buses,” Joel exclaimed.
“FEMA is my guess. Must be headed to Denver to provide relief, maybe set up a FEMA camp.” Ben left the radio on the hood and put his rifle back in the truck. He returned to the hand pump and continued where he had left off with the refueling process as he kept one eye on the steady progression of vehicles passing by on the highway.
He was glad that the gas station was set back off the road now. Not that he was worried, but he was content to remain unnoticed. There wasn’t anything they needed from the convoy and he didn’t want to be forced into some FEMA camp for their own good.
FEMA had good intentions, but he and the kids would be better off on their own. FEMA was underfunded and notoriously incompetent in his experience. He wasn’t overly concerned, though, and doubted the convoy would even stop to bother with them if they were spotted.
They were clearly in a hurry to get to Denver, where Ben guessed they would run out of supplies quickly.



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
“Thirty-two trucks,” Allie stated as they watched the last Humvee roll past and follow the long line of green and white vehicles weaving down the road.
Nothing more had come across the radio since the first transmission, which meant that they were practicing radio discipline and trying to minimize their transmissions. Ben wasn’t sure why a rescue effort would do that, but he was certain there was more to that story.
“That was a good sign, right? The government is trying to help people?” Allie asked.
“Yeah, but if they’re headed for Denver, it’s going to take a whole lot more than the supplies they could have been carrying.” Joel shook his head and looked at his dad.
“It’s better than nothing, I guess, but it’s going to give a lot of people a false sense of hope. And when they run out of supplies, well, it will be like what Jon told us happened in Kansas City.” Ben cycled the pump backward for a minute and then started to gather up the hose and stow everything.
“Do you think they’re setting up emergency services in all the big cities?” Allie asked.
“I don’t know. I imagine they’re spread pretty thin right now.” Ben noticed that Allie looked disappointed at his answer, and he was sure she was thinking about her dad in Pittsburgh.
Ben glanced back at the ever-shrinking column of vehicles and decided now was as good a time as ever.
“Allie, if you’re up to it, now would be a good time to go over the shotgun and the .38. What do you think?” Ben asked.
“Sure. I’m ready.” Allie straightened her posture.
Ben gathered the shotgun and the .38 pistol from the truck, along with several rounds of ammo for each, and brought it all up to the front of the truck. He laid it all out on the hood and began to go over the shotgun with her first.
“I know Joel went over a lot of this with you already, so I’ll try to stick to the basics, and if you have any questions just ask, okay?” Ben held the modified shotgun in front of him.
“Okay.” Allie nodded.
“This is a semiautomatic, so that means the only time you have to set the gun up to fire is for the first shot. After that, it automatically loads another shell into the chamber and cocks the firing mechanism, making it ready to shoot again right away. It holds five shells, and you can shoot them as fast as you can pull the trigger, although it’s best to take your time and conserve your shots. Always treat the gun like it’s loaded, and always know where it’s pointed.” Ben slid three shells into the bottom of the gun.
“So far so good.” Allie eyed the gun.
“It used to be a little bigger than that,” Joel huffed.
Ben addressed his son’s comment. “Yes, it did. And since I reduced the barrel length and turned the stock into a pistol grip, this is meant to be shot from the hip now.” Ben held the gun down low and showed Allie what he meant before handing it over to her.
Allie took the gun and mimicked Ben’s actions.
“Most important thing is to be comfortable and grip it firmly, but don’t squeeze it too hard.” Ben pointed to the bolt on the side. “Pull this lever back.”
Allie pulled it back and the shell slid up into the chamber.
“Go ahead. Let it go. That’s it.” Ben nodded.
She released the slide lever and the action slammed the chamber shut.
CLICK.
“Okay,” Ben said. “Last thing. This is the safety.” He tapped it to show her. “Red means danger, and you’re ready to fire.”
She nodded very seriously. That attitude pleased him.
He flicked off the safety with his finger, revealing a small red dot. “Go ahead and take a few shots at that sign over there.”
Allie turned to her left and squared off with a small metal sign that read ENTRANCE ONLY. She glanced back at Ben and then Joel.
“Go ahead,” Joel encouraged her.
She turned around, and without any more hesitation, she pulled the trigger.
BOOM. The steel bird shot tore into the ground and lower portion of the sign post.
Allie grinned. “That wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be.”
“Aim a little higher this time.” Ben nodded.
She got back into her stance and raised the gun a little.
BOOM. This time the steel shot found its mark in the center of the sign and shredded the thin metal like it was paper.
“Wow! Again?” Allie looked at Ben.
He nodded.
BOOM. Once again, the steel shot tore through the sign with ease, leaving small holes scattered across the surface.
Ben smiled. “Good job! Well done!” She was doing surprisingly well.
Joel held the AR under his arm and clapped. “Nice.”
“Okay, let’s see how you do with this one.” Ben took the .38 off the hood and flipped the cylinder open. While Allie watched, he placed six bullets in the gun, spinning the cylinder as he loaded it.
“So this is pretty much the exact opposite as the shotgun. It’s a single action revolver, which means it won’t fire unless this hammer gets cocked. You can either do it manually with your thumb, or you can do it by pulling the trigger.” Ben pulled the hammer down with his thumb and then let it back down slowly.
“All right,” Allie said.
“You’re also going to need to aim this one, so we need to find out which eye is dominant. Hold your arm out like this.” Ben held his arm out full length and stuck his thumb up.
“Now pick an object and cover it with your thumb. Let’s use the sign we’re shooting at.”
“Okay.” Allie set the shotgun down on the hood and copied Ben, holding her arm out in front of her with her thumb extended upward like she was trying to hitch a ride.
“Are you right-handed?” Ben asked.
“Yes.” Allie nodded.
“Cover the sign with your thumb and close one eye. Try looking with your right eye first. Open and close your left eye, and if the sign remains behind your thumb, then that’s your dominant eye.”
Allie opened and closed her left eye a few times as she lined the sign up behind her thumb with her right eye. Then she switched and tried the same thing with the left eye open and closing the right one this time.
“Oh, I see what you mean. When I use my left eye to aim, the sign seems to move when I close my right eye, but the sign stays behind my thumb when I use my right eye and close the left one.”
“Okay, so we know that your right eye is dominant, and that’s how you should aim down the pistol sights.”
“Got it.” Allie took the .38 from Ben as he handed it to her.
“There is no safety on that, pretty much just the hammer. It won’t shoot with that hammer down.” Ben thought maybe he was over explaining things, but he wanted to be sure she knew how both of these guns worked. Her life, as well as theirs, might depend on it.
Joel set the AR down on the hood of the truck for a minute and walked over to Allie, then showed her how to hold the pistol and aim down the sights properly. Then he stepped away, giving her room to shoot. “Don’t worry. This one hardly kicks at all.”
 “Go ahead. Give it a try.” Ben had considered getting ear protection out for her but decided against it.
He wanted her to be familiar with the guns, and that included the noise they made. If she needed to use either of these weapons, there wouldn’t be time to put in earplugs and he didn’t want her to be startled by the noise.
Ben picked up an old flattened paper cup off the ground and opened it up again as best he could. He walked over and placed it on top of the sign post.
“Try and shoot the cup. Take as many shots as you want.” Ben jogged back to a safe spot behind her and waited, arms crossed.
Allie lined up the sights and aimed at the crumpled paper cup.
Bang… Bang. On the second shot, the cup fell to the ground.
“Nice!” Joel nodded.
“I think you’re a natural.” Ben smiled. “Go ahead and shoot the rest at the sign if you want.”
Allie turned her attention back to the sign without hesitation and fired the gun. Bang… Bang… Bang… Bang.
Ben could see where at least three of the four shots hit the sign and made larger holes than the smaller buckshot.
“That’s really good.” He was genuinely impressed with Allie’s shooting skills and thought maybe she was more prepared to take on this harsh new world than he realized.
“For your first time, that’s awesome! Believe me, we’ve seen a lot worse at the range, right, Dad?” Joel looked at Ben.
“That’s for sure.” Ben shook his head as he began to gather things up off the hood. He handed Allie the box of bullets and small holster that went with the .38.
“It’s your gun now. I would like you to keep it with you any time you’re outside the truck.” Ben looked at Allie. “And keep it loaded because it’s just a paperweight without those.” He motioned at the box of bullets.
She cradled the weapon in her hands. “Thank you. I’ll take good care of it.”
“I’ll show you how to unload and load it if you want,” Joel offered.
“I can do it. It’s my gun after all.” Allie smiled.
“Come on, Gunner. Let’s go.” Ben called out to the dog, who was sniffing around a dumpster in the other corner of the parking lot when he heard his name.
He looked up to see them loading the truck and paused for a moment before he realized they were leaving. Racing across the parking lot, he leapt into the Blazer without breaking his stride, nearly knocking Joel over.
“Whoa there, dog! Take it easy,” Joel scolded.
“How do you feel about driving for a while?” Ben asked.
“Sure.” Joel headed around to the driver’s side.
Gunner was already getting situated in the back with Allie. She was working out how to attach the holster to her belt as Ben climbed into the passenger seat and slid the shotgun back under the rear seat.
He watched her for a second. “There’s no right or wrong way really, just whatever feels comfortable and makes the gun easy for you to grab quickly with your strong hand. Joel and I each wear ours differently. Plus, he’s left-hand dominant. So just do whatever feels right for you.”
“Thanks, I will.” Allie played with the position of the holster on her belt for a little bit while Joel started the truck up and pulled out onto the access road that led to I-70.



 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
Allie glanced out the window from time to time. Ben hadn’t been kidding when he said there wasn’t much to look at in Kansas.
The scenery was the same, regardless of how much time had passed since she last looked. She could see how the landscape might be enjoyable on a normal road trip, with the vast openness of it all, but now it only served as a reminder of the distance they had yet to travel to get to her dad.
Would they see more National Guard troops along the way? Maybe her dad would be all right in Pittsburgh if help was showing up. Surely there would be a FEMA camp or other type of support effort in the larger cities.
Still, she knew Pittsburgh had some bad sections not too far from her dad’s place. She had passed them on the school bus every day when she lived there.
Between the convoy sighting and being newly entrusted with the responsibility of the .38 pistol, she felt surprisingly optimistic for a change.
Her initial doubts about Ben wanting to have her come along had all but evaporated now. He trusted her enough to give her a gun, and she was determined not to let him or Joel down. Her feeling of guilt about being an extra burden on Joel and Ben was slowly being replaced with a sense of responsibility and belonging.
She still felt bad about Ben and Joel having to rescue her, even though they both assured her it was nothing to worry about. Just the thought of the whole ordeal gave her the chills, and she tried to push the dirty faces of her captors out of her mind.
She vowed then and there to do her best not to let her guard down again. She was determined to be a help to Joel and his dad and not a hindrance. She wondered how much farther along on their journey to Joel’s brother and sister they would be if it wasn’t for her and her insistence on using the restrooms at their fuel stops. She couldn’t do that to them anymore. She’d have to forgo the luxury of a proper bathroom and make due otherwise from here on out. Besides, the conditions were getting less and less tolerable.
The last couple bathrooms she had used were beyond disgusting.
She glanced at Ben. Being responsible for her and Joel while trying to get to his other children must have weighed heavily on him. Not knowing if his other two kids were okay or not had to be a constant thought.
At that moment, Allie realized how much of a sacrifice it was for Ben and Joel to get her to Pittsburgh, knowing that they must feel the same way she did about the odds of actually finding her dad.
Ben and Joel were doing their best to put a positive spin on it, but she knew the chances weren’t good, and there was a feeling of futility to the effort that she was certain they felt as well.
What would she do if they found her dad? Would she stay in Pittsburgh with him? How could he take care of her? She might have to take care of him by the time they got there.
She stared out at the blank landscape. For the first time she was beginning to have thoughts about the possibility of her and her dad continuing on with Ben and Joel. Allie didn’t want to think about the fact that she might never see Joel or Ben or Gunner again if she stayed in Pittsburgh.
Allie looked down at Gunner, who was breathing heavily as he drifted off to sleep. His large head weighed heavily on her leg as she rubbed the soft fur on his ear. She’d come to love this silly dog. Her eyes began to water as she thought about life without them.
How could she ask them to take on the added responsibility, though? They had already done so much for her. The last thing she wanted to do was burden them even more with her father.
He was good with computers, but he would be lost without modern conveniences. Who was she kidding? He would probably starve if it weren’t for the Chinese takeout place around the block from his apartment.
He would be more of a liability than an asset.
Allie loved her father dearly, and they had a decent relationship, albeit a long-distance one. They FaceTimed and emailed each other often and never went more than a few days without at least texting.
Moving with her mother was one of the hardest choices she ever had to make, and it had broken her heart a little to leave her father behind. But he worked long hours and often weekends as well. At least her mother had a few days off in a row between shifts and was around more.
There were many times when her dad had missed her field hockey games because of work responsibilities. He had bought into the software company where he had worked a couple years ago, and since then, she felt like he was more concerned about the company’s welfare than hers and her mom’s.
The two other partners at the company were younger and single. Allie had heard her mother argue with her dad on more than one occasion about how they were asking too much of her father at work and didn’t understand what it meant to have family priorities.
With the opening of a second location in Raleigh, North Carolina, Allie’s dad had begun to travel on top of his already busy schedule. That was the last straw for Allie’s mom, who’d realized things weren’t getting any better for their marriage.
She’d decided to call it quits. Her mom had never been fond of Pittsburgh anyway. She’d taken the opportunity to accept a job in Durango in an effort to improve their quality of life. At least that was what she told Allie. And for the most part, it had improved their lives.
Adjusting to the change had been hard at first, but the people she met in Durango seemed nice, and she made friends quickly because of field hockey. She had never really been fond of Pittsburgh, either, so it wasn’t hard to embrace the clean air and the beautiful landscape Durango had to offer.
Getting to spend a few days a week with her mom had been good, too. They had just gotten into hiking a few months ago and hadn’t even scratched the surface on the trails around Durango. Allie and her mom were looking forward to exploring some new areas on her days off this summer. Allie had picked out a few trails that promised wonderful views and breathtaking waterfalls.
But none of that would ever happen now.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
They gave Topeka and Kansas City a generous berth as they skirted the edge of both cities. Ben thought he probably went a little farther around each one than he needed to, but he wasn’t taking any chances. Based on the information he had, he knew both places were trouble, so there was no need to feel bad about the extra time it took to navigate around the cities. Being cautious was well worth the extra effort and navigation.
Besides, a more direct route could have cost them a lot more than time.
They were able to make good time otherwise on I-70, when they did use it, and Ben found himself able to actually exceed the speed limit for long distances. Slowing down to avoid hazards had become the exception, rather than the rule, on the big multi-lane road.
This is what he’d hoped to find, figuring that traffic would have been light on this road at the time of the EMP attacks and mostly limited to trucks and the occasional car.
His assumption proved to be true for the most part, and the large remains of the 18-wheelers were easy to spot from a distance and avoid without slowing down at all.
Of course, they paid for the speed with frequent stops for fuel, but they could time it with their deviations from the interstate and take advantage of the safety of the secondary roads.
They also benefited from the opportunities the lesser roads provided in the way of smaller gas stations to top off the tanks on the thirsty Blazer.
Ben felt better at these smaller, out-of-the-way locations. Less population usually meant less chance of trouble. But he knew the landscape would change soon and they would be forced to refuel in some less desirable areas in the not too distant future.
The mood in the truck improved briefly when they passed the sign that welcomed them to Missouri. Small talk filled the cab for a while as they speculated on things to come.
But the feeling of progress diminished as the unrelenting road, seemingly unchanged despite all their hard hours of driving, stretched out in front of them.
When they passed the sign saying they still had 87 miles to go before the first exit to St. Louis, Ben began to realize that his hope of getting through a good portion of Illinois was probably a little too ambitious for the day.
It was already well into the afternoon, and if he stuck to the travel plan they would most likely end up at the Illinois border around six, maybe a little earlier depending on the roads after he got off the interstate.
He planned on going around St. Louis to the north and stopping at the Mississippi River to take a break before they continued on, but by the looks of things, they would make camp along the river instead tonight. That would be a good place to stop. They would have plenty of fresh water and with any luck could catch some dinner.
He was grateful for the dehydrated food, but a change of menu would be welcome. There were only so many times he could look forward to eating beans and rice or some kind of pasta with a protein substitute other than meat. The fact that he and Joel had been eating like that on the camping trip the day before it all happened didn’t help any, either.
“I think the best we can hope for today is to make it to the Mississippi River,” Ben announced.
“How much farther is that?” Allie asked.
“I think we could be close in another couple hours, with a fuel stop in there as well,” Ben answered. They had a little better than three-quarters of a tank and had about another hour or so of driving before he would get off the main road and start to wind around St. Louis. They had enough gas to get to a campsite, but he wanted to make sure they had as close to a full tank of gas as possible for the next morning.
“I wonder what kind of fish are in the Mississippi,” Joel said.
“Bass, catfish, bluegills, and crappie,” Ben said. “And probably lots more I don’t know about. It’s really big water.”
“I hope I can catch something we can eat.” Joel grinned as he looked back at Allie.
But Ben had more pressing concerns on his mind. There were limited ways across the Mississippi, and they would all be through highly populated areas. The bridges would be choke points that could easily be jammed by an accident or, even worse, a roadblock.
If the bridge was impassable, they would have no choice but to drive to another crossing point and hope for the best. Unfortunately, the river crossings were few and far apart. This could put them behind schedule by a day or more if they chose poorly.
Ben had been looking at one spot in particular on the map. Alton was the name of the town, and it was on the Illinois side of the river. He’d never been to the place or even heard of it, but it looked like a smallish town.
His map showed a waterfowl sanctuary on the otherwise uninhabited western bank of the river. That could be the perfect place to camp tonight. The sanctuary was highlighted in green on his map and was located between the Missouri River and the Mississippi River on a small peninsula that ended where the two merged together.
They would have to cross two bridges, which he wasn’t thrilled about, but it looked like the least populated route. Alton was on the other side of the Mississippi River, and they could pass through quickly in the early morning hours without any trouble if they were lucky.
The next nearest crossing was to their south, but it came close to passing through the center of St. Louis. He thought that was too risky. Going that way would certainly lead to trouble. To the north was another bridge, but it would take a few hours to get there and a few hours back to I-70. He knew that would realistically take them a day out of their way, and that was farther from I-70 than he wanted to go.
Joel had the atlas open on his lap. “So where were you thinking tonight then?”
“See that green area there?” Ben glanced over and pointed to the spot.
“Hey, it’s a waterfowl sanctuary. Maybe we could bag a few ducks? It’s not like there’s anyone enforcing the season.” Joel raised his brows.
“Yeah, I thought about that, but fishing is quieter. We’ll have to see what it looks like when we get to the campsite. It would be a nice change to have a little duck for dinner.” Ben grinned.
Joel seemed excited at the prospect, and Ben knew Gunner would be more than happy to help. Just this little bit of talk about hunting had been enough to rouse the dog from his nap.
His big brown head came up.
“You’re too smart for your own good, boy. He must have heard the magic word.” Joel reached back to give Gunner a few scratches on his head.
“And what word is that?” Allie asked.
“Duck.” Joel looked at Gunner when he said it, causing the dog to tilt his head to the side.
“Don’t go getting him worked up. We still have another hour or so of being cooped up in here,” Ben warned.
The sign ahead had the exit mileage for Route 67. About 15 more miles and they would get off the interstate and head north for another half hour or so, by his estimation.
With each passing mile, their surroundings transformed. For the last hour or so, the density of houses and buildings had steadily increased. More houses and more buildings meant more people—and more possibility for trouble.
Was he being reckless bringing them this way? He had debated this section of the route in his mind before reluctantly settling on coming this way. It was closer than he wanted to be to an area with this size of a population, but the other options would cost them days in time.
And those days might mean the difference in seeing his kids again or not.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Ben was happy to keep up the pace they were setting by using the interstate, but it came at a cost. He felt like a moving target as they sped through the increasingly congested areas. They had passed a few random people along the sides of the road and seen more down the side streets.
The people they saw seemed to be lost in their own little world, and only a few looked up to watch them go by. At least maintaining a decent rate of speed through here meant there was no chance for any interaction.
There was no doubt in Ben’s mind that most people’s supplies had run out by now, if not earlier. By now, all the stores had been cleaned out and looted and there would be no point in scavenging for supplies at those types of places anymore.
He thought that might actually be good for them and translate to empty gas stations when they stopped along the way. Most people would stay indoors if they still had a house or a place to hide.
But some people might not have either of those.
Some areas they had been through had entire blocks burned to the ground. Row after row of streets lined with charred remains of what were once neighborhoods. Some of the larger debris piles still gave off small trails of smoke that wafted into the already thick air, leaving an acrid tang that stuck in the back of his throat.
They had definitely seen a decline in the air quality as they’d gotten closer to St. Louis. Looking to the southeast toward the city, they could now see what was causing it. A thick, dark cloud of smoke seemed to cover the entire sky over the city. A smaller column of blackish gray smoke rose up several miles into the atmosphere and pushed up into the larger cloud at the center.
Joel leaned toward the window. “St. Louis must be completely destroyed.”
“Wow,” Allie whispered.
“Yeah, that looks pretty bad. Maybe…” Ben paused.
“What?” Joel turned to look at him.
Ben quickly rethought his plan. “Maybe we stay on the interstate and get through here as fast as possible. We can always camp on the other side near the river. If we stay on 70 for another 15 minutes past the exit, we’ll be at the bridge just outside of the city. It’s far enough away from that.”
He nodded in the direction of the looming smoke cloud. “I didn’t expect the road to be this open this close to the city. Maybe there aren’t that many people left around here. Staying on 70 would save us a lot of time compared to going north to Alton.”
He rubbed his ever-thickening beard. This was the longest he’d gone without shaving in a while. And he noticed more gray than he remembered when he looked in the rearview mirror.
“Sounds good to me.” Allie nodded her approval from the back seat.
“I guess it wouldn’t hurt to check it out.” Joel slumped down in his seat a little.
“What’s wrong?” Ben asked.
Joel shrugged. “I was hoping to get a few ducks for us.”
“You will have plenty of opportunities for that in the days ahead. We’re getting ready to drive through some of the best waterfowl areas in the country.” Ben shook his head. The kid loved his hunting.
“Okay.” Joel sighed as he sat up a little.
Ben reached over and shook Joel’s shoulder. “We’ll take a look as long as the road stays like this.”
They could use a break. It had been a long day of driving and they were all tired—at least Ben knew he was. It wasn’t like him to change plans spur of the moment, but when an opportunity presented itself, he couldn’t pass it up.
The road was in good shape and the obstacles were still spaced far enough apart to make travel easy. They were able to maintain speeds above 40 miles per hour pretty consistently. Plus, they had plenty of gas to make it over the bridge and into Illinois if the bridge was clear. If it wasn’t, they would only have to backtrack a few miles to pick up an alternate route that would take them toward Alton. It would be foolish not to at least check the shortest route across the river.
By the enormity of the cloud that hung over the city, Ben imagined there was nothing left of St. Louis. The place was probably a wasteland by now, which meant there shouldn’t be too many people around.
If the city was destroyed, people would try to get away from there. With any luck, they could get across the bridge and do the same.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Joel knew his dad had been right. The interstate remained open enough for them to continue toward the bridge. Eventually, the mixed residential and business buildings gave way to a more light industrial area with more open space.
The air was heavy now with a strong burnt smell that reminded Joel of a plastic bag he had once accidentally dropped into a campfire. The smoke from the city, aided by a warm breeze, drifted in their direction. It settled over the road like a thick fog.
Joel noticed his dad had slowed down quite a bit now from how fast they had been going just a few minutes ago.
“It’s getting pretty thick.” Joel squinted as the smoke stung his nostrils and eyes a little. Even the sun couldn’t get through.
“I’d turn around if it was any farther, but the bridge is just up ahead. We should see it any minute now.”
Joel glanced back at Allie and Gunner to see how they were coping with the smoke. Allie had her shirt pulled up over her mouth and nose. Gunner was sitting up straight on the seat next to her and let out a big sneeze.
“Can you guys hang in there for a few minutes more?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, just keep going,” Joel answered.
Allie motioned with her hand to keep driving. “I’m okay. It just smells bad more than anything.”
Ben continued on at an even slower speed than before. Joel glanced over at the speedometer and noticed they were only going about 15 miles per hour.
“There’s the sign,” Allie mumbled through her shirt collar.
Joel read the road sign out loud as they drove past. “Chain of Rocks Bridge.”
Less than a minute later they were on the divided, four-lane bridge. There was no shoulder on the bridge, only a guardrail separating them from the drop-off to the water below. The smoke was so thick that only a few car lengths ahead were visible. They were really creeping along now.
Joel strained to see the river below but only caught fleeting glimpses through the almost opaque smoke that was getting worse somehow now that they were out on the open bridge.
Suddenly Ben slammed on the brakes, causing the Blazer to screech to a stop. Less than 10 feet in front of the truck, the bridge abruptly ended. They sat in silence for a minute, staring at the mangled and jagged concrete that was all that remained of the structure.
Ben put the Blazer in park and got out. Joel followed, with Allie right behind him.
“Don’t let Gunner out,” Ben called back to them.
“Sorry, boy, stay.” Allie slowly closed the door behind her, trapping Gunner in the truck on the front seat, where he had moved to in anticipation of following them.
They slowly inched to within a couple feet of where the concrete ended. From that perilous point, they looked down.
Joel couldn’t see more than a few feet into the abyss, and it seemed like it could have gone on forever. It was one of the weirdest things he had ever seen as he watched the thick smoke drift under them.
“I wonder what happened. I mean, bridges don’t just collapse,” Joel said.
Ben put his hands on his hips and shook his head as he stood at the guardrail that separated the four lanes. “I don’t know, but both sides are out. I guess I was hoping for too much. We’ll have to head up to Alton after all.”
Joel looked at his dad but could only make out the dull shape of his figure, even though he was less than 20 feet away from where Joel was standing. The smoke was just that thick.
Just then, a breeze kicked up out of nowhere and stirred the smoke into a frenzy, briefly exposing the cause of the bridge’s collapse. Joel turned to Allie and then back to the drop-off, making sure she was seeing what he was seeing. His eyes followed the bent and twisted rebar that cascaded over the edge toward the water.
Hunks of soot-covered metal were tangled up in the structure that led down to what was unmistakably the tail section of an airplane. He began to read the numbers on the tail but lost sight of everything as the wind calmed and the heavy smoke settled back over the wreckage like a blanket.
“Did you see that?” Joel asked.
“What? No.” Allie strained to see over the jagged edge without daring to venture any closer. “What was it?”
“A plane, or at least part of it. That’s what took the bridge out.” The moment he finished speaking, he thought about how this might affect Allie. He was glad she was standing a few feet behind him and hadn’t seen the wreckage. He was sure this would bring to mind her mother and the fate she had most likely suffered.
Ben headed back to the truck. “Let’s get out of here.”
Joel was more than happy to get away from the edge and return to the truck. He wasn’t sure why, but the smoke was bothering him more all of a sudden and he felt like he could almost taste it now. He pulled his shirt over his nose and joined Allie, who was already getting settled into the back seat.
She hadn’t responded to what he said about the plane, and he wondered if she was all right.
Ben sighed as he backed up and got the truck turned around. “I should have known. That would have been too easy. Should have just stuck to the plan.”
Joel thought his dad must have been worried about Allie, too, as he seemed to be expediting their departure. Or maybe he just wanted to get them out the smoke.
Either way, Joel was glad to get away. The whole place had an eerie feel to it, and he couldn’t wait to see the sun again.
“At least it wasn’t too far out of the way.” Joel glanced back at Allie, who had occupied herself with Gunner. She was leaning into him, and her hair covered her face. Joel decided to give her some time and resituated himself forward so he could help his dad navigate.
“Look at the map and see if there’s a quicker way back to 67, will you?” Ben asked.
“Okay.” Joel pulled out the atlas that was already open to their location and found an alternate road quickly.
“The next exit we come to will take us there.” Joel followed the road with his finger on the map as he traced a line all the way to the waterfowl sanctuary between the two bridges outside Alton. “It shouldn’t be too far.”
The exit came up fast and Ben steered the truck north onto it.
A hospital sat on the other side of the highway, where the ramp made a long winding curve down off the interstate. The building was still intact and standing, but the first-floor windows were all shattered and it had that same empty look that all the buildings had now.
It made Joel think about how truly alone they were. There was nowhere to go if they got hurt or had an emergency. Then he thought about the bridge and the plane crash and how that would stay that way for who knew how long. Maybe forever.
No one had come to check for survivors. No one would come to clean up, and no one would come to rebuild the bridge.
It really was just them against the world now.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
They continued on the secondary road for a few miles in silence. That was fine with Ben; he needed to concentrate. He was already tired from driving all day, and the smoke was still making it tricky to navigate. The air was improving as they drove away from St. Louis, but it was still far from good.
Allie broke the silence. “It will be nice to get away from this smoke. It’s already a little better.”
Ben was glad to hear from her. He was concerned about how that scene back there had affected her. He wasn’t sure how much she had seen of it. But he saw the airplane and knew it would strike a nerve with her.
He should have had both kids wait in the truck while he checked the other lanes, but it was too late now. Besides, that wouldn’t be the last plane crash they’d see—he was sure of it. He was honestly surprised they hadn’t seen more, especially after he and Joel had witnessed that crash on their hike back that first morning.
Joel breathed in deeply without the shirt over his nose. “It’s definitely getting better.”
“We ought to be at the campsite in half an hour or so. I’m not going to stop for gas. We still have well over half a tank, and I can top it off with the two spare cans on the back when we get there. We can gas up tomorrow,” Ben stated. He didn’t have it in him right now to go through the process of refueling, and they had plenty of gas to keep them going for a while. He was just glad to be driving away from the city.
“Sounds good to me.” Joel nodded.
The mood in the truck seemed to improve along with the quality of the air. Before long, the heaviness of the smoke lifted, and they emerged into the late afternoon sun once again. It was like a whole other world existed beyond that cloud of smoke, which still hung heavily on the horizon behind them.
The small businesses and fast food places gradually turned into residential neighborhoods, and then eventually the houses thinned out into mostly open fields and trees. Ben saw the sign for the first of the two bridges they would need to cross.
Please let the bridges be clear, he thought. The next time he stopped the truck, he wanted it to be where they were going to spend the night.
Along both sides of the road they passed a huge limestone quarry operation that sat on the edge of the river. Ben imagined the place in its glory, with train cars and barges being loaded and shipped out all over the country. It would be a busy place normally.
But now it only served as a reminder of how things had come grinding to a halt, like the heavy equipment scattered around the quarry property and sitting idle and wasting away. Some of them reminded him of tombstones as they sat parked on top of the light gray hills of gravel.
As they approached the bridge, they all leaned forward in their seats, scanning the road ahead through the dusty windshield.
“Looks good from here. Couple cars here and there, but it looks like we can get around them,” Joel said.
“Yeah, it doesn’t look too bad,” Ben added.
The Missouri River was much smaller than the Mississippi where they had tried the other bridge and was only about a quarter of a mile wide here. Ben could see all the way to the other side easily, and it looked clear to cross. He noticed several cars near the middle of the bridge that looked a little out of place considering the rest of the bridge was clear. They were too organized—almost like someone lined them up along the sides of the road. Fortunately, there was enough room down the center to squeeze by.
“Boy, the water is really brown. Is it always like that?” Joel sounded disappointed.
“I think so. It’s a little different from back home, huh?” Ben replied.
The water here was nothing like the rivers in Colorado. He could tell this river was deeper and ran with purpose. The water moved swiftly as mini whirlpools swirled in and out of existence randomly across the surface. The water was a dark brown, somewhere between chocolate milk and coffee, the opposite of the clear water they were used to in the Rockies.
Ben wondered if the river was even fishable like this or if it would be a waste of time. Maybe they could find calmer waters once they were in the waterfowl sanctuary.
“I don’t know about fishing here, Dad. I wouldn’t even know where to start.” Joel stared blankly out his window.
“You’re reading my mind, but don’t try to hide the fact that you’re happy about not being able to fish so you can talk me into letting you try for some ducks.” Ben chuckled.
“You boys,” Allie joked.
Ben didn’t want to say anything to diminish the mood in the truck. They could all use a little morale boost.
So he didn’t say anything to the kids, but the group of cars at the center of the bridge still had his attention. They were close enough now that he could count six cars. None of them were wrecked or even looked damaged, but they were all newer-model sedans and minivans that wouldn’t have been in running condition because of their computer systems.
He thought it strange, nonetheless, to have six of them like that in the middle of the bridge. He would have crossed over to the southbound lanes of the bridge and given the odd cars a wide berth, but the concrete barrier in the median prevented it. Instead, he was forced to drive between them. He put his hand a little closer to his gun.
Ben half expected someone to jump out from behind them at any moment, but nothing happened and they passed by the cars without incident.
Glad he hadn’t said anything to the kids, he eased his hand away from the center console and the Desert Eagle.
The rest of the bridge, as well as the road beyond, was clear ahead, and Ben picked up speed. The same, however, could not be said for the southbound lanes on the other side.
As they neared the end of the bridge, a truck was jackknifed firmly between the guardrail and the concrete divider, completely blocking both southbound lanes. That was exactly the type of thing he had been worried about.
He was thankful now for the tall concrete divider that stopped the truck and kept their lanes open. They were across this bridge, but they still had one more to cross a few miles ahead at the Mississippi River.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Ben didn’t want to get too close to the second bridge tonight. He preferred to camp on the smaller river if possible.
Alton didn’t look like a large town on the map, but it was located directly on the other side of the Mississippi and they would be too close to a populated area for Ben’s liking if they went all the way to the next bridge before stopping.
As badly as he wanted to know if the road was clear ahead, it was time to stop. He took the next right into a heavily wooded area and followed the gravel road back toward the river. The road came to a tee, with one part of it heading back under the bridge and upstream to their right.
They went left and followed the dirt road in the opposite direction downstream. Within a few minutes, the road turned into a trail barely wide enough for the Blazer to slip through. The occasional branch and bush scraped the sides of the truck as they made their way deeper into the woods and away from the road.
They followed the trail until it ended on a small section of wide riverbank that led up to a fairly level grassy area that looked like a great spot to set up camp.
“Looks good to me.” Joel opened the door as soon as Ben put the truck in park and turned it off.
The river went around a bend a couple hundred yards farther down from where they were, and the elevation dropped off into a low-lying marshy area.
“That must be part of the waterfowl area,” Ben noted.
Gunner forced his way out of the truck ahead of Allie and launched himself off the passenger’s seat. He hit the ground running and made a wide circle around the Blazer, sniffing as he went before making a beeline for the water.
Without slowing down, he flew over the sandy bank and crashed into the river, only stopping when he was chest-deep in the muddy water. He stood there panting for a minute before he lapped at the brown water, then waded back to the small sandy beach.
“I don’t think he cares what color the water is,” Allie commented as she climbed down from the truck and joined Ben and Joel at the tailgate, where they were already unloading the gear.
“Well, since Gunner’s already wet, you might as well try to get a few ducks before we lose too much more daylight.” Ben glanced south in the direction of the marsh, then at his son. Joel’s face lit up with excitement. “After you get your tent set up, okay?”
“Yep.” Joel grinned and hastily gathered the remainder of his things from the rooftop cargo box.
Ben had mixed feelings about Joel shooting ducks, but they could use some protein that didn’t come out of a bag for a change. There was nothing like a good meal over a campfire to lift the spirits, and they could use it. They had done well today, even though they hadn’t gotten as far as he would have liked. Despite that, he still considered the day a success.
They had made good time and avoided any real trouble, and that was a win these days.
This was a pretty remote spot, too. Far enough off the road where a few rounds from the shotgun wouldn’t attract any attention.
Plus, they hadn’t seen a soul since they got off the interstate, so this was as good a place as any to take advantage of nature’s cupboard. He had planned from the beginning to supplement their food reserves with wild game, so why not?
He also had to admit that part of the reason he wanted Joel to go was so the boy could have a little fun. God knew he deserved it. They all did. He was hoping Allie would join him. It would be a good distraction for them both while he got a fire going and relaxed for a little while.
He moved some blankets around the back of the truck and noticed the two old shotguns they had taken from Allie’s abductors the other day. He had all but forgotten about the old rusty guns.
Ben pulled them out and heaved the smaller shotgun that had been shortened into the river. He took a few steps toward the water before he tossed the other larger gun in as well.
“Why’d you do that?” Joel asked.
“They were in bad shape, and neither one was safe to shoot. More likely to hurt yourself than what you’re shooting at with those.” Ben walked back to the truck and grabbed three 20-gauge shotgun shells out of the back and handed them to Joel. “Three is all you get. Make ’em count.”
Ben was willing to let him hunt, but he didn’t want him going through a box of shells while chasing ducks around the marsh. There wasn’t much shooting light left anyways.
Joel grabbed his modified Weatherby out of the truck and looked at the now shortened barrel. “This should be interesting.”
Ben glanced at Joel. “Better get close.”
“Yeah,” Joel said before glancing at Allie. “Do you want to come?” Joel bit his lip.
“Sure, as long as I won’t be in the way,” she answered.
“No. Come on, it’ll be fun,” Joel insisted as he started backpedaling toward the marsh.
Allie threw her sleeping bag into her tent and zipped it up before she hurried to catch up with Joel. Gunner was already ahead of them by 20 feet and panting with excitement.
Ben quickly lost sight of the kids as they threaded into the cattails and reeds. He heard Joel tell Gunner to heel up to keep the dog from scaring the ducks before they even got there.
He shook his head, smiling. He wasn’t too confident in the prospects of having duck for dinner, but it almost didn’t matter. Sure, it would be nice, but it was rewarding enough to see them have a little break from reality.
Joel would have his work cut out for him. A sawed-off shotgun without a buttstock would increase the difficulty of shooting a duck out of the sky mid-flight by quite a bit. Still, though, it was out of season and maybe they could get in close.
There were definitely ducks in there. He could hear them occasionally in the distance among the marsh grass.
After his tent was squared away for the night, Ben began digging two holes for the fire. He dug them a few inches apart, one bigger than the other. Once he had them at the size and depth he wanted, he reached down into the larger one and dug a small tunnel connecting the two holes together at the bottom.
Then he filled the bottom of the larger one with dried grass and a few twigs. Fortunately, the riverbank was littered with dead wood and branches that had washed up long ago when the water had been high. Having been beached some time ago and left to bake in the sun, most of the wood he found was dry and brittle. Perfect for burning, he thought, as he gathered it up in his arms.
Before long he had a respectable pile of various-sized sticks assembled next to the fire pit.
The dry grass at the bottom lit easily with a flick of the lighter, and he was adding larger material into the hole in no time. He topped it off with a couple pieces from a thick branch he chopped up with the hatchet.
He stepped back for a minute to catch his breath and admire his work. The two-hole system was working well and there was very little smoke escaping from the fire.
He could already feel the warmth, and even though it was pleasant out, there was just something about a fire that always seemed to put his mind at ease. He stared at the flames as they began to lick the edges of the larger pieces on top.
Just then, in the distance, he heard the shotgun twice in quick succession and then again a few seconds later. Ben was bolstered with a sudden sense of confidence and headed over to the truck to grab a pot and something to go with the duck if Joel had been successful.
He started heating up the water for the rice and beans over the fire pit before finding himself a reasonably comfortable spot to sit against an old dead tree while waiting for them to return.
It wasn’t long before Gunner, still dripping wet, came running out of the tall grass. His tail was wagging as fast as he could manage, flinging water off the end in both directions. Gunner headed straight to the fire and stopped to shake himself free of the excess water.
Joel and Allie weren’t far behind, and Ben could see Joel holding two mallards by their necks as they emerged from the brush. Once they were a little closer, Joel held up the birds for Ben to see.
“I got two!” Joel smiled proudly.
“Good job, bud!” Ben nodded.
“I never realized ducks flew that fast.” Allie came over and stood by the fire.
Joel put the gun down on the tailgate and laid the ducks out for his dad’s inspection.
“Nice work. They’re a good size, too!” Ben looked the birds over. “Let’s take them down to the water and get them breasted out.” Ben didn’t have the energy to pluck the birds clean. Most of the meat was in the breast anyway, which he could dice up easily and mix in with the rice and beans.
“Allie, while we get the ducks ready, would you keep an eye on the water and get the food started when it boils?” Ben asked.
“Sure, no problem.” Allie smiled up at them from her seat by the fire. She looked more than content to stay put and enjoy the warmth.
“I got them.” Joel grabbed the ducks and led the way to the river. Ben was glad they ended up here, and for the moment, he was the happiest he’d been in a long time. He felt incredibly lucky to have his son and Allie with him. And he had hope he would get to see Bradley and Emma soon. That was more than a lot of people had right now.
The duck was a good addition to the beans and rice, and everyone devoured their portion in near silence. Even Gunner got a few spoonfuls over his dry food as a reward for his retrieval of the ducks.
After dinner, the kids filled Ben in on the details of the hunt, and they sat around the fire for a little while and talked.
Ben was considering sleeping outside the tent near the fire but changed his mind when he swatted a mosquito on his arm.
“Well, guys, I’m gonna call it a night. I won’t be happy with anything less than Ohio tomorrow, so unfortunately it’s going to be another early morning. Don’t stay up too late, Joel. I’d like you to help with the driving a little tomorrow.”
“Okay, Dad. No problem.”
“Oh, and would you top off the—” Ben stopped mid-sentence as Joel held up the water filter in his hand.
“Way ahead of you.” Joel grinned.
“Well done. Good night.” Ben went to brush his teeth over by the truck and left his empty water bottle on the tailgate for Joel. He stood there for a minute, looking up at the stars before finally crawling into his tent. Exhausted from the day, he didn’t make it far and fell asleep on top of his sleeping bag.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Ben immediately knew it was later than he’d wanted to wake up. He could see a faint light through the thin tent material coming from the east, and birds were chirping in the nearby trees.
He rubbed his eyes and glanced at his watch. Almost six in the morning. He was hoping to be on the road by then.
He forced himself to sit up and unzip the tent flap. The fire was still going, although it was reduced to just embers at the bottom. Ben could see the heat rising as it distorted the air over the hole. That would make coffee a little easier to get started.
He looked over at Joel’s and Allie’s tents and saw no movement from either of them.
“Hey guys? It’s time to get up,” Ben called out as he pulled himself from his tent and set about making coffee.
The kids had left the water bottles neatly lined up across the rear bumper. Ben grabbed one of the bottles and washed down a few pills for his shoulder. The joints had a tendency to bother him a little on long road trips. Sleeping on the ground like this didn’t help, either.
Looking half asleep, Joel and Allie slowly emerged from their tents. Not much was said other than a couple halfhearted good mornings as everyone went about the routine of breaking down tents and rolling bags.
Not until after they all had a cup of coffee in their hands did they come to life and discuss the plan for the day.
Allie took advantage of the fire Ben had rekindled for the coffee and made them all apple cinnamon oatmeal with a little honey drizzled on top that she had brought from the house. They took a quick break from packing up camp and sat down to eat as they talked.
The hot food and coffee gave Ben the jolt he needed, and he decided to drive first. He was considering having Joel take the first shift but maybe after they got into Illinois and back onto I-70.
If the interstate was anything like what they had seen yesterday, maybe he could even get a couple hours of sleep in the back and Allie could sit up front with Joel and navigate.
But Ben was getting ahead of himself. They had to get across that bridge first. He thought about the 18-wheeler they’d seen wedged across the bridge yesterday, and then he remembered those oddly placed cars they’d passed in the middle. He had forgotten about how much they’d bothered him yesterday, and the more he thought about it, the more it began to worry him again.
“You guys ready to hit the road?” Ben suddenly felt a renewed sense of urgency to get out of there and get moving. He got to work cleaning up and used his foot to push the dirt he’d dug out last night back into the fire pit, snuffing it out quickly.
“Yep. I’m ready,” Allie chirped.
“Yeah, I’m good. Want me to drive?” Joel offered.
“Later. For sure. You can drive next time we stop for gas.” Ben patted Joel on the back before he headed for the driver’s side of the truck. They all got in and assumed their usual spots for the ride.
They slowly made their way back out through the small trail they’d driven in on. Their heads bobbed back and forth as the Blazer rolled along the washed-out ruts, scraping a few branches as they went. Finally, the trail opened up to dirt road that felt smooth compared to what they had just driven over.
“That’s better,” Allie said from the back seat, where Gunner was using her to maintain his balance.
They followed the dirt road back toward the bridge and made the turn to get back on the paved road when Ben slammed on the brakes hard enough to cause Gunner to slide off the bench and land on the floor at Allie’s feet.
“What the—!” Joel braced himself on the dashboard.
Ben quickly put the truck in reverse and maneuvered it down alongside the bridge, all the way to the tee in the road. He swung the end of the truck around at the intersection and threw it into drive, getting them back down the road they had just come out of.
“What’s going on?” Joel stared at Ben.
“Those cars from the bridge. The ones in the middle.” Ben glanced at Joel, then Allie. “They’ve all been moved to block the northbound lane.”
“But we don’t have to go that way, so we’re okay, right?” Joel swallowed hard.
“Not if they blocked the other bridge, too. They watched us drive in here last night and cut off our escape route. For all we know, the next bridge could have already been blocked off. They just didn’t expect us to get off the road and disappear into the woods.”
“So…so what does this mean?” Allie put her hand over her mouth.
Ben glared out the window toward the bridge. “We’re trapped!”
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Would this be your final stand?
 
The journey continues for Ben, his son Joel, Joel’s classmate Allie and their dog Gunner as they struggle with the harsh realities of this dangerous new world.
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For my kids, for whom I’d endure anything.



 
 
Chapter One
 
Ben slowly drove the truck back down the dirt road and away from the bridge.
It had been such a good night with the kids. They were all so tired last night the campsite by the river seemed to be the perfect place to rest and recover from a rough day on the road. Joel had even done a little hunting and managed to bag three ducks for dinner. Just when things seemed to be going so well for a change. This just proved to Ben that they couldn’t afford to be careless and let their guard down. Now they had a serious situation to deal with, and he couldn’t help but feel like it was his fault.
Ben couldn’t believe he had fallen for this trap. Now they were stuck here between these two bridges by who knew what kind of people. He should have listened to his gut on the way in here. He’d known something wasn’t right about those cars parked on the bridge last night.
“Do you think they heard me shooting last night?” Joel asked.
“No, they already knew we were here. They probably watched us drive in last night and shut the bridge down once we were out of sight.”
Allie sighed. “I guess we should have kept going last night.”
“They probably already had the bridge ahead blocked off. I’m sure they meant to catch us last night, but we probably threw them for a loop by getting off the road and spending the night a few miles downriver.”
“Do you think they’re looking for us?” Joel swallowed.
“I’m sure of it. We need to get this truck hidden before we do anything else.” Ben sped up a little and continued down the road until they were back on the narrow, washed-out trail they had used to get to last night’s campsite. He maneuvered the Blazer slowly as he leaned over the wheel and looked along the side of the trail for any kind of opening or break in the vegetation.
After a few minutes they reached an area where the trees thinned out a little into dense brush. Ben spotted a small break in the undergrowth, turned off the trail, and went into the woods.
Still in four-wheel drive from yesterday, the Chevy clawed its way up over the dense vegetation. The branches fought back and scratched at the sides and bottom of the truck but were no match for the machine.
Once over the initial brush along the edge of the trail, the woods opened up, leaving plenty of room between the mature trees to navigate. They went about a mile or so before the semisolid ground under the truck turned to swampy lowlands. Ben was forced to stop for fear of getting stuck.
He found a thick area of tall marsh grass and phragmites that would make a good place to conceal the truck. As he eased the Blazer into the thicket, he felt the wet ground give way. He was careful to only go as far as they needed to get the truck covered past the tailgate a couple feet.
“We can use the camo netting to finish the job.” Ben shut the truck off and eased out, pushing the marsh grass aside with the door as he opened it.
“Watch your step. It’s a little muddy out here.” Joel looked back at Allie as he got out. Gunner appeared totally confused by the unexpected stop and hesitantly followed Allie out of the truck.
Ben opened the back of the truck and started organizing gear on the tailgate. He found the large piece of camo netting folded up and dragged it out.
He handed it to Joel. “How about you guys start covering the truck?”
“Got it.” Joel took the netting and pushed his way through the grass to the hood of the truck.
Allie followed behind, being careful not to get whipped with the tall grass as she tried to stay in the freshly made path behind Joel.
They each took a side at the front of the Blazer and spread the netting out lengthwise before they unfolded it over the truck. They worked their way back, climbing up on the tires so they could get it over the rooftop cargo box. Stopping at the rear of the cab, they left the remainder piled up on the roof.
By the time Joel and Allie had the truck mostly covered, Ben had an assortment of weapons and gear laid out across the tailgate.
“Here you go. Take these and get out of this mud.” Ben handed Joel the already-loaded AR-15 and a few extra magazines.
Joel stuffed the extra mags in his rear pockets and took the rifle from his dad, slinging it over his shoulder.
Then Ben handed Allie the modified Weatherby shotgun along with a handful of shells. “It’s already loaded and ready to go. Safety’s on.”
“Thanks.” She divided the shells up and filled her front jean pockets, pushing four shotgun shells into each one.
“We need to find a good vantage point where you guys can be a safe distance away from the truck but close enough to keep an eye on it.” Ben stopped what he was doing long enough to quickly scan their surroundings. “Maybe somewhere over there?” He nodded toward an area of higher ground before turning his attention back to what he was doing.
Joel wrinkled his brow. “We’re not going with you?”
“No. It’s better if I go alone. I just need to do a little recon and see if I can find out what and who we’re dealing with here. Besides, I need you guys to watch the truck.” Ben continued to load his M24 without looking up.
“What if you need help?” Joel asked. It was clear the kid wanted to come.
“I need you to stay here to keep an eye on things. I’ll be fine.” Ben looked at Joel this time and made eye contact in an effort to end the debate.
Joel accepted his father’s decision and joined Allie several feet back from the truck on higher ground, out of the mud and marsh grass.
Gunner, already unnecessarily coated in the thick brown muck they had parked in, followed Joel. He seemed pleased with the mess he had become and lazily sat down near where Allie was standing.
“Ugh…you’re such a piglet!” Joel looked at Gunner, who seemed to ignore the comment.
Allie scratched Gunner’s head. “Awe, he’s a good boy.”
Ben tossed the hatchet up onto the dry ground a few feet away from the kids. “Why don’t you guys start looking for a spot to hide?” He hated to leave them here on their own, but he wanted to move fast and move quiet—something he could do better alone. Plus, they could keep in touch using the two-way radios if necessary.
By his estimate, only a couple miles separated them from the bridge out of Missouri, and he could get back to the kids in a hurry if he had to. What other choice did he have but to leave the kids there? He had already put them in enough danger by letting his guard down again and getting them into a bad situation. He resolved to stop beating himself up over it. There would be plenty of time for that later. Right now, he had to focus on what needed to be done.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
Joel picked up the small hatchet. He knew immediately that his dad wanted him to make a blind for him and Allie to hide in. He had made plenty before on their hunting trips, but this time would be different.
This time they were the ones being hunted.
Joel wished he could go with his dad and wanted to help him, but it slowly dawned on him that maybe the real reason his dad wanted him to stay behind was to keep an eye on Allie. After what had happened to her at the gas station back in Kansas, he was happy not to let her out of his sight for a while.
Joel was suddenly reminded by the harsh reality that he had killed a man just a couple days ago. Not that he needed to be reminded of that. It was something he would never forget. He could still see the man’s dirty face as he pulled the trigger. The scene played out in his mind over and over in slow motion.
He knew he’d had no choice. It had been an “us or them” situation, like his dad would say, but that didn’t make what he had done any easier to swallow. No matter how many times he told himself he was justified in pulling that trigger, he still felt a sense of guilt about taking a life. He was glad most of the confrontation had gone a little blurry in his mind. He remembered more details than he wanted to already.
Allie followed Joel to an old, dead fallen tree.
“This looks like a good spot,” Joel said.
Allie studied the tree, which had been uprooted and toppled over. The mature oak was a significant size and stretched along the ground, all the way down into the marshy area near where they had concealed the Blazer in the tall grass. The trunk was only about 40 yards away from the truck, but the way the tree had fallen, with its large root ball still intact, would provide them exceptional cover if anyone approached from the trail.
Joel looked down the gradual slope to where his dad was closing up the truck and pulling the camo netting the rest of the way over the back of the Blazer. Between the flat tan paint job, blackened windows, and camouflage netting, the Blazer had become invisible.
His dad straightened the marsh grass where it had been pushed aside from their activity, then walked away from the truck, his bag and rifle slung over his shoulder. He joined Joel and Allie up on the high ground out of the marsh.
“What do you think about behind that tree? I can fill in underneath with some brush.” Joel pointed along the ground to where the tree fell short of connecting with the dirt by several inches.
“Yeah, that’ll work.” Ben handed one of the two-way radios to Joel. “Keep the volume low and don’t use it unless you have to. If you can’t talk, give me two short clicks. If I hear that, I’ll know you’ve got trouble and I’ll double-time it back here.”
Joel nodded. “Okay.”
Ben looked at both of them. “You both have your pistols, right?”
“Yes,” Joel answered quickly.
“Yep.” Allie reached down to her hip and touched her hand to the holstered .38. “Is Gunner staying with us?”
“Yeah. I think it’s a good idea. He knows how to be quiet in a blind and he’ll be able to hear anybody coming long before you guys will,” Ben said.
“Be careful, Dad,” Joel said.
“I will. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” And with that, Ben headed off into the woods.
Joel turned to look at Allie as she stood there in her mud-encrusted hiking boots, holding the shotgun in one hand with the other resting on the .38.
She was a different person than the girl he had found hiding in the attic less than a week ago. She was somehow stronger in spite of the circumstances. For all they had been through, she gave off a confidence that was contagious. She somehow made him feel like there was hope and a reason to believe everything would be okay again someday.
Or maybe it was the fact he was falling hopelessly in love with her.



 
 
Chapter Three
 
Ben hated leaving them there but he’d make better time on his own. As soon as he could figure out what was going on, he’d get back to the kids, and they could come up with a plan.
He headed east toward the bridge, jogging when the vegetation allowed. The peninsula they were on was only a few miles wide according to the map. He wished the atlas was more detailed, but he was fortunate to at least have what he did.
He tried to cut an angle through the woods that would take him close to the main road. The ground would be higher and easy to navigate. On the map, this area looked pretty wet, and he didn’t want to get stuck wading through any marshy areas.
Also, if he kept to the woods, just off the road, he could watch for any patrolling vehicles, although if their trappers had been looking for them since last night, they may have resorted to searching the woods as well by now.
He was glad he had listened to his instincts last night and gotten them well off the road. He wondered if the kids thought he was being too cautious by going so far past the end of the trail. He hadn’t wanted to mention his suspicions at the time and cause them to worry for no reason.
Of course, none of that mattered now.
He was going to have to remind himself to be honest with Joel and Allie and not hold back with any information or observations he made. They needed to be part of the decision-making process from now on, and they deserved it. They were both holding up well, all things considered. He knew the journey would be hard but he hadn’t realized it would get this bad this quickly. He was not only impressed, but also proud of them.
Joel had really stepped up his game, and Ben had noticed a big change in him. And even though he hadn’t known Allie for very long, he found himself thinking of her like one of his own kids. He was equally impressed with how she had handled herself up to this point.
Considering the loss of her mother and the uncertainty of her father’s well-being, Ben thought she was a real trooper. After all the stuff they’d seen and been through in the last few days, he doubted there were many kids their age that could keep their composure as well as they had.
They’d had such a good travel day yesterday it was hard to accept the fact that things had deteriorated into the situation they were in now. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if anything happened to Joel or Allie.
When Ben thought about how much time this was costing them and the potential danger they might be in, anger wormed up his spine. He resented whoever was behind it. In his opinion, there was nothing worse than a person who was willing to harm others for personal gain.
He’d seen the strong take advantage of the weak too many times in some of the places he’d been stationed over the years. He’d seen the suffering and the hardship firsthand. In part, that was what convinced him to terminate his Army career. Nothing ever changed in these places they were sent to. Wiping out one faction only created a void for a new and sometimes far more nefarious version to step in. Oftentimes the locals were left no better off than they had been at the start.
Ben focused on the way in front of him. He could make out an area ahead where the tree canopy thinned out considerably. He altered his course to run alongside the clearing. Glimpses of the road were visible through the thinning vegetation.
He maintained a somewhat steady pace now in the sparse woods and was only limited by his own aches and pains. This was the farthest he had run in a few years and the first time he had felt his age in a while.
A few more minutes in, he stopped and rested the rifle against a tree while he wriggled out of the backpack and took off his long-sleeve overshirt. He balled it up and stuffed it in the backpack as he glanced at his surroundings from time to time.
With a sigh, he repositioned the pack and caught his breath. Picking the M24 back up, he stood motionless for a minute or two and listened. He didn’t hear any cars, and he hadn’t seen anything yet.
Maybe whoever was doing this to them had given up looking and was now waiting at a roadblock ahead. If that was the case, it would make things simple. He wouldn’t have to worry about the kids or the truck.
Of course, he’d have no way of knowing how many they were up against, but all that really mattered was getting across that bridge. It wasn’t his responsibility to make it safe for any other travelers that might come after them.
If he was ever going to see Bradley and Emma again, he had to be selfish. At least that’s what he told himself. Too bad his conscience wasn’t buying it.



 
 
Chapter Four
 
Ben could see open sky past the trees a few hundred yards ahead. He slowed to a brisk walk while he got his bearings.
On the map, Route 67 cut across the peninsula in a broad arc that curved right. He had been following the curve of the road for a while now, and he must have been close to where the bridge started. The map also showed a thin strip of land that ran under the bridge for a bit before stopping at the river. But he would see for himself soon enough.
He slowly picked his way through the last several feet of underbrush until the bridge came into view. He crouched alongside a large tree at the edge of the clearing. Once positioned, he slid off the strap of the rifle sling and brought it around to his shoulder. He flipped the lens cover up and surveyed the bridge through the 10 × 42 scope.
It was much larger than the first bridge they crossed last night but still had only two lanes on each side. The concrete median that separated the east- and westbound traffic was much wider. In the middle of the bridge were two concrete pillars that must have been 100 feet tall. Long, round steel supports ran from the top of the columns and down the bridge, forming two giant inverted steel cones. It was impressive to say the least, but all Ben was interested in was looking for blockages.
He turned the ring on the scope up to 10, taking full advantage of the magnification it offered. He scanned the bridge, starting from the far side and looking for any roadblocks, accidental or otherwise. Unable to believe his eyes, he had to scan the bridge again from one end to the other.
It was clear, at least what he could see of it from here. This should have given him some measure of relief but it didn’t. It was too good to be true, and he knew it. Outside of a busy town the size of Alton, there should have been at least a car or two on the bridge.
A few hundred yards of dense woods remained between Ben and the start of the bridge. The four-lane bridge ran into the tree line he was using for cover. The woods prevented him from seeing exactly where the highway funneled onto the bridge. He was going to have to get closer to inspect the rest of it.
He closed up the scope and slung the rifle over his shoulder. He was careful to hike through the woods much more slowly now as he approached the edge of the road. Taking his time to go around vegetation and dry leaves when he would rather go through them, he was trying to make as little noise as possible.
As he got closer he started to make out the shapes of vehicles on the road at the beginning of the bridge. He crept to a nearby tree and took a knee. With a hand on the tree, he used his arm for a gun rest and looked through the scope at the massive mountain of mangled cars and trucks that walled off the entrance to the bridge.
They were piled two or three vehicles high and as many as two or three deep in some parts of the makeshift roadblock. No one was coming or going over this bridge. Clearly, this was meant to isolate this side from Alton on a permanent basis for whatever reason.
Whoever had done this must have had access to some large equipment, like what Ben had seen back at the quarry they passed yesterday.
Ben’s mind began to work as he started to piece together what little information he had. Immediately, he wondered if there was some connection there. But more importantly, how were they going to get around this?
They would have to go north to get to the next bridge across the Mississippi, and he knew that was realistically a day’s travel away. There was no guarantee the next bridge would be open, either. All these river crossings would be choke points where people could be funneled through and exploited by those who chose to do so.
Just like this one.
At the sound of a vehicle coming down the road, Ben instinctively dropped to the prone position. He pulled the rifle in close to his body as he scooted alongside an old log and watched.
A blue Ford Bronco drove by. Its big mud tires whirred as they rolled over the pavement at high speed. It looked like there was only a driver in the truck.
He got within 20 yards of the roadblock and stopped in the center of the road. The driver shut the engine off and got out. The man wore a red ball cap and carried some type of hunting rifle as he walked to the edge of the highway and stood there like he was waiting on someone.
A brown Chevy pickup emerged from the opposite side of the woods and drove onto the shoulder, where the man was waiting. The Chevy parked and two men got out and walked to the man in the ball cap. They both carried guns as well. The passenger had a shotgun and the driver had a large-caliber pistol that he stuffed into his belt behind his back as he approached the other guy.
“Any luck?” the man with the shotgun asked.
“Nothing,” the man in the ball cap replied. “But I’ll tell you this: they said not to come back to the quarry until we found them.”
Ben strained to hear what the men were talking about.
“Man, that’s bull! We’ve been out here all night. It’s not like they’re going anywhere!” The driver of the pickup threw his hands in the air as he turned to look at the pile of cars blocking the bridge.
“I’m just tellin’ ya what they said to me on the radio. Talk to ’em yourself if you want.” The man in the ball cap offered him what looked like a handheld radio.
“Forget it. They don’t care about us.” The pickup driver waved him off and pulled out a pack of cigarettes instead. He lit one up as he leaned against the hood of the truck.
“They oughta turn up soon. It’s still early,” the man with the shotgun said.
“Well, I guess I’m gonna check downriver a little ways from the other bridge again. That’s the last place we saw them last night. They gotta be around there somewhere. Maybe I’ll go all the way down to that old trail this time. Why don’t one of you come with me?” the man in the red ball cap asked.
The man with the shotgun stepped forward immediately. “I’ll go.”
“Oh, come on, man!” The guy smoking stood up straight. “I always get stuck here while you guys have all the fun,” he hollered.
“Somebody’s gotta stay here in case they come this way. Besides, you’re a lousy shot.” The man in the ball cap pulled out a can of dip. “I had to finish the last guy off for you.”
A chill ran through Ben’s veins when he heard that, and he immediately understood what type of lowlifes he was dealing with.
“You try shooting at a moving car and do better.” The man took a long draw off the cigarette, then threw it on the ground before heading around to the back of the pickup. He reached into the truck bed, pulled out a beer, and cracked it open. “Just go find them so we can go back. I’m starvin’ out here,” he whined before taking a long drink from the can.
“All right then.” The Bronco driver loaded his lip. “Stay alert and quit screwin’ around.” He spat on the ground before heading for his truck.
The man with the shotgun scurried around to the other side and jumped in. They turned around while the other guy stayed by his truck and leaned over the bed as he drank his beer.
The driver leaned out his window and said something before they drove off, but Ben couldn’t hear him over the truck’s exhaust.
At least he knew how many people they were dealing with. He felt it was safe to assume it was just the three of them at this point, although by the sounds of it, there were more members of the group back at the quarry.
He could worry about the others later. Right now, he had to deal with these three—and quickly.
Two of them were headed straight for Joel and Allie.



 
 
Chapter Five
 
It all made sense to Ben now. From the quarry, they could see any travelers headed east as they passed by. Then they could swoop in behind them, closing off the first bridge and any chance of escape.
By the time the unsuspecting victims realized the second bridge was blocked, it would be too late. If they tried to make a run for it, they would soon realize they were trapped in the middle.
All three of those guys had probably been waiting at the second bridge for them last night. It was a good thing they had gotten off the road and not gone any farther.
Ben and the kids would have had to face all three at once, and he didn’t like those odds. While he had confidence in Joel’s ability to handle himself with a gun, he knew neither Joel nor especially Allie was prepared for a shootout.
Ben had no choice but to take these guys out. At this point, he couldn’t assume anything but the worst about their captors and their intentions for him and the kids. These men were armed and dangerous killers—and it was time to deal with them.
He waited until the blue Bronco was out of sight. He hoped the other two men wouldn’t hear the shot from his .338 Lapua, but just in case, he’d stay put for a minute or two and be ready for them if they came back his way.
He had a good vantage point over the road from his position, and he could easily take out the driver before the two even made it back to check on their friend. While he waited, he could reach out to Joel on the radio and warn him.
Through his scope, Ben watched the man drink his beer. As the crosshairs drifted across the man’s head, Ben squeezed the trigger smoothly… BANG! The gun jerked back and up for a split-second, and when the scope came down again, the man was no longer in the crosshairs. Only a large bloody splatter—and a bullet hole—remained on the side of the truck bed.
Ben glanced at the body to confirm the man was dead. The only movement came from the half-empty beer can rolling around on the ground and leaving a trail as it spilled its contents.
Ben was satisfied the job was done but unhappy he had to do it. It was an emotion he hadn’t felt in a long time and one he’d hoped to leave behind when he parted ways with the Army. Ben quickly shifted his position to face down the road while he dug through the backpack and grabbed the radio.
“Joel, come in. It’s Dad. Over.”
“I’m here. Go ahead. Over.”
“There are two guys with guns headed down the trail we were on. One scoped rifle and one shotgun. Stay put. On my way to you. Over.”
“Copy that.”
“I repeat: stay put. Watch your 12 o’clock. Start radio silence. Over”
“Roger that. Over”
Ben listened to see if he could hear the Bronco coming back. Maybe they hadn’t heard the shot after all. The exhaust had been kind of loud, but he really wished they had picked up on it now.
He was going to have to beat them to the kids.
Rather than run back through the woods, he decided to make use of the beer drinker’s pickup. He threw his bag over his shoulder and grabbed his gun, securing both things. He pushed up off the ground and sprinted for the old Chevy.
All he could think about was how he hoped the dead guy had left the keys in the ignition. When he got to the truck, he did his best to ignore the chunks of gray matter splattered across the bed rail. Some of the blood was already beginning to dry on the truck’s side in the hot morning sun.
“Yes.” Ben sighed with relief as he reached over the steering column and felt the keys hanging in the ignition.
He threw his bag in and laid his rifle across the far side of the bench seat. Then he hesitated, but after a second of thought, he decided to drag the body off the road and into the bushes. Always a good idea to cover his tracks when possible. Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do about the large pool of blood in the road and the trail he had made by dragging the body.
Satisfied the body was sufficiently hidden, he scrambled back, got in the truck, and fired it up. It was a manual transmission with a stick on the floor.
“Been a while since I’ve driven one of these,” he said to himself. His Jeep back in Durango was an automatic. The last time he drove something with a manual transmission was in high school, when he had his old Toyota pickup truck. Overcompensating with the gas pedal, he spun the rear tires on the blacktop as the truck lurched forward. He grabbed the shifter, and after grinding his way up through the gears, he was speeding down the road in no time. The old Chevy needed a new clutch badly, but it sure beat running.
If he couldn’t catch them on the road, he would have to get as close as he could and cut through the woods the rest of the way on foot and try to head them off. Either way, the truck would save him time and energy. And he didn’t have to be careful with it, because it wasn’t his.
At least Joel and Allie were hidden well and the Blazer was camouflaged. If these two guys got lucky and managed to follow the kids’ trail, at least they had that big tree to hide behind and use for cover. If they had to fight, they would have an easily defendable position.
The men would be approaching the kids head-on, so Joel and Allie would have the upper hand. Fortunately, Ben doubted these two idiots would be able to find Joel and Allie, at least not right away. After all, they stayed hidden all night by taking only a few common-sense precautions.
As Ben rounded the long curve in the road, the first bridge and the turnoff to the dirt road came into view. He mashed down on the gas pedal, trying to cover the last mile as quickly as possible. The Bronco was nowhere to be seen. They must have already been on the dirt road, along the river.
They would have to slow down or risk tearing their truck apart on the crater-filled trail. That was where he would make up time. Not caring about this old pickup meant he could push it to the limit on the trail. This truck was a onetime use for him and he’d rather not leave these lowlifes a working vehicle anyways.
Ben hardly slowed as he hit the turnoff before the bridge. The rear end of the pickup fishtailed on the loose gravel, spitting rocks into the air. He quickly downshifted and hit the gas, forcing the truck to straighten out.
The dirt road that ran along the river was just up ahead. The bright mid-morning sun reflected off a lingering dust cloud that hung over the intersection.
It was the first sign he was gaining on the men in the Ford Bronco.



 
 
Chapter Six
 
Now Ben wondered if he should confront the men on the road or follow them from a distance. He’d have the element of surprise either way. The guys in the Bronco would think it was their friend chasing them down for something. They obviously hadn’t left him with a radio.
Ben had hoped to find one in the truck when he’d commandeered it, but he hadn’t seen a radio in here anywhere or on the driver.
He slowed as he approached and slid the last couple of feet into the gravel intersection before stopping. He could see a good distance down the dirt road to his left, but still no Bronco. How were they so far ahead?
The road followed the contours of the river so he could see only a few hundred yards before it veered off to the right and out of sight. He spun the tires as he turned the wheel to the left and continued his pursuit.
After a few minutes of hard driving, he expected to see the Ford around the next bend any minute now, but he didn’t. They must have been going pretty fast.
He pushed the old Chevy even harder as it rattled down the pothole-laden road. He was definitely getting closer. The dusty trail the Bronco had left in its wake was starting to come in the windows and fill the cabin in the pickup. Ben paid it no mind and sped up even more, grimacing as the truck shook violently and skated over a washboard section of road.
Then, as he was coming around a sharp corner, he caught a glimpse of a red tail light as it disappeared around some thick bushes ahead. They were nearing the end of the dirt road and would soon be on the narrow trail that led to last night’s campsite.
But more importantly, it would take them past the kids. He couldn’t risk them finding the trail they’d made with the Blazer and didn’t plan on letting them get that far. It would only take a matter of minutes to find the trail the kids forged through the woods.
Time to make a move.
Ben let the Bronco turn onto the trail before he gunned the pickup and pulled in behind them.
When he’d first got in the pickup back at the roadblock, he noticed a camo ball cap on the seat. He grabbed it now and put it on. The hat might buy him a few extra seconds of disguise if they thought he was the other guy.
Ben blew the horn and slammed on the brakes simultaneously. He stopped the pickup and pushed the long stick shifter forward until it slipped out of gear while he waited for their reaction. A few seconds went by without a response, and he was just about to blow the horn again when he saw the red glow from the Bronco’s brake lights.
“Here we go,” he muttered. He opened his door and got ready as he pulled the Glock out of his concealed holster from the small of his back. With one foot out of the truck and the other still on the brake, Ben positioned himself in the opening between the door and the truck.
With his gun at the ready, he waited. The driver’s door swung open as the man put it in park and got out.
“What do you want now? Hey—”
But it was too late; Ben had already lined up the shot. BANG! BANG!
The driver, two shots to his chest, went down where he stood. Ben turned his attention to the passenger, who was only halfway out of the Bronco by now.
“Hey…hey, who are you?” The passenger raised his shotgun as he came around the back of the Bronco, but he was too slow.
BANG! Ben shot him once in the chest.
He staggered a couple steps back and dropped the shotgun. He clutched his chest and fell on the ground. “You…you sh-shot me.”
Ben walked over to where the man had fallen, keeping one eye on the driver as best he could to make sure there was no movement. Two shots center mass should have killed him, but he wasn’t taking any chances without any backup.
“How many more at the quarry?” Ben trained the Glock on the man’s head.
The man was bleeding badly. Ben didn’t have much time to get information out of him. He lay there with his right hand covering the wound but failed to stop the blood gushing out and through his fingers. His left hand trembled as he wiped sweat off his forehead, leaving a bloody trail.
“T-t-two more,” he sputtered. “Hel-help m…” His eyes rolled back into his head and his body went limp before he could get the words out.
Ben took a few steps back and headed over to the driver. He was face-down in the dirt and gave no response when Ben used his foot to push one of his arms away from his torso.
He jogged back to the pickup and got the radio out of his bag.
“Joel, come in. Over”
“Go ahead, Dad. Over.”
“The gunshots were me. I took care of the guys headed your way. Stay put. I’m coming to you. Over.”
“Roger that. Staying put. Over.”
But first, Ben needed to clear the narrow trail of the vehicles so they could get back out this way. He ran to the pickup and grabbed his gun and pack out of the cab. Setting them on the ground a few feet away, he returned to the pickup.
He leaned into the cab and turned the wheel to the right, then put it in gear and popped the clutch.
The old Chevy shot forward as Ben jumped clear, leaving the driver’s side door open. The truck drove itself over the edge of the trail, where it forced its way through the undergrowth before hitting a tree. The rear tires continued to spin in vain as the engine sputtered and finally stalled.
Ben decided to get the bodies off the road. He wasn’t worried about covering his trail here, but there was no reason to leave them on display for the kids to see. And they were going to have to come through here on their way back to the main road.
Then do what? He hadn’t planned that far ahead yet, although he had a few ideas.
Without a large piece of equipment, there was no way of clearing that bridge. Even as it stood, it was going to take considerable effort to clear the smaller bridge just to get back across to where they had come from. If they drove up to the next closest crossing, it would be a day’s drive at least. And an alternate route could add even more time to the overall trip by taking them too far north.
Ben glanced at his watch. By the time they got the bridge cleared, it would be pushing noon. They wouldn’t even make the next bridge today and would have to camp yet again on the west side of the Mississippi. The thought of that sounded too much like defeat to Ben.
They had to do better. Solving the situation here was starting to make a lot of sense. They would have to deal with the remaining bad guys, but if there were only two of them left, it shouldn’t be a problem.
If they could get their hands on one of those front-end loaders from the quarry, they could make quick work of the big roadblock in no time. He was pretty sure that’s what the men had used to pile the cars up in the first place.
He’d have to work out the details in his head and run it all past Joel and Allie. He’d need their help on this one. Hopefully the guy was telling the truth about there only being two others. Ben wasn’t sure how much he was willing to gamble on a dead man’s words.



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Ben took a look inside the Bronco before getting in. It was still running and both doors were open. The two-way radio was on the floor between the seats but was turned off. On the back seat sat a box of shotgun shells and a soft rifle case that Ben presumed had the driver’s gun inside and maybe some ammo in the pocket.
Otherwise, the truck was empty, except for a few empty dip cans on the floor along with some other trash. He put his gun and bag on the passenger’s seat before leaning all the way over and pulling the opposite door closed. He got settled into the driver’s seat and closed the door.
“Come in, Joel. Over.”
“Go ahead. Over”
“I’ll be in a blue Ford Bronco coming in on the trail we made. Over.”
“Okay. I mean copy that. Over.”
Ben put the Bronco in gear and continued down the trail. The truck seemed like it was in good shape. Someone had taken care of it, unlike the pickup he’d borrowed. He figured the Ford would get back into the woods to where the Blazer was stashed without any trouble.
The more he thought about it, the more he realized the Bronco might actually be the key to getting out of this mess. He could disguise himself in the Bronco and catch the others over at the quarry off guard. They wouldn’t suspect anything if they saw a familiar vehicle coming. At least he hoped it would fool them.
The people at the quarry would probably be expecting one of the guys to return sooner or later. From what he’d heard of their conversation back at the roadblock, it sounded like the men had been searching for him and the kids between the bridges for a while.
There was one problem with the plan that stood out. From the quarry, the remaining men had a good view of the smaller bridge and would be able to see anyone coming. Ben and his crew were going to have to stop at mid-span and push the cars out of the way.
If the people over at the quarry were paying attention, they’d spot him and the kids. The last thing Ben wanted was for them to get in a gunfight on the middle of the bridge while trying to move the cars. But pushing the cars out of the way would take all three of them, and they would be exposed the whole time.
Right now, he couldn’t think of any other options. As much as he didn’t like the plan, he knew they needed one of those big loaders from the quarry to move the tangled mess of cars from the other bridge. He wasn’t sure how else to go about getting one without being seen.
When they’d driven by the quarry yesterday, he’d noticed a small remote building set back from the front office entrance. There were several pieces of heavy equipment parked around it, and Ben suspected they would find keys to one of the loaders in there.
He had driven an articulated loader in the army once, when they had gotten roped into helping set up a forward operating base. The FOB was supposed to be operational when they got there, but that was far from the case due to heavy hostile activity. He spent a few hours on the hulking piece of equipment, and by the end, he was actually having a good time running it.
For its size, the six-ton loader was easy to operate and the controls were pretty intuitive. There were only a couple pedals on the floor, and it was a simple forward or reverse selector on the column. If Joel and Allie could get one running, he could deal with the remaining bad guys.
The quarry’s front office looked like it had originally been a house and maybe still was. The house sat up on a hill at the front of the property, just off the highway and about 50 yards or so inside the fence. The whole place was surrounded by chain link fence with barbed wire at the top.
The only entrance he’d seen was up front by the house, and as he recalled, the gate was shut when they’d driven by yesterday. The house had a commanding view of the quarry yard, the highway, and the bridge. Most likely, that’s where these guys were operating.
Ben glanced at the keys dangling from the ignition. There was a smaller brass key on the ring that looked like it could belong to a padlock. Maybe that opened the gate. Of course, getting out to open the gate or plowing through it with the Bronco would give them away just the same. The longer he thought the plan through, the more flaws he found with it.
Ben leaned his head back and spotted the trail leading into the woods from the Blazer on the left-hand side. He’d make sure he covered their tracks a little better next time they had to hide the truck.
Ben squeezed the call button on his radio as he used his other hand to guide the truck into the bushes. “Coming down the trail now. Over.”
“Copy that. Over.”
Ben maneuvered the Bronco along the same route they had forged with the Blazer earlier this morning. It didn’t take long before the tall marsh grass and the fallen tree where Joel and Allie were hiding came into view. He pulled over close to where the Blazer was hidden and shut off the engine.
Gunner ran around from behind the tree with his hackles up as he eyed the strange vehicle warily. When Ben opened the door and got out, Gunner let his guard down. His mood change was visible as his tail whipped back and forth and he ran to Ben, playfully howling at him.
“Hey, boy, it’s me. It’s okay.” Ben gave Gunner a few rough scratches around his neck before the dog moved on to sniff the Ford and explore it for himself.
Joel and Allie emerged from their makeshift blind behind the dead tree and walked toward Ben.
“Well, what happened?” Joel asked.
“The bridge is blocked, and I don’t mean a few cars pushed across the lanes. I mean blocked as in 10–15 cars piled up. Three guys showed up, and I overheard a lot of what they said. Apparently, they’re based out of the quarry across the river, and we’re not the first ones they’ve trapped here. I took care of the guys and they were the only ones here as far as I know. There are two more of them at the quarry.”
“Are you okay?” Allie looked at his hands. They were a little blood-stained from moving the bodies.
Ben looked down. “Um…yeah. I’m good. It’s not mine.” He hadn’t realized he’d gotten blood on them. He dashed to the edge of the marsh and crouched to wash them in the muddy water. He used some of the mud to scrub the stains off.
“We’re going to need a big piece of equipment to move those cars.” Ben tried to shift the focus onto something else.
“Like something from the quarry?” Joel’s eyes widened.
Ben nodded as he washed. “One of those big loaders would do it.”
“What about going another way? Like going to another bridge somewhere?” Allie asked.
“That was the first thing I thought of, but we’re talking about a day, at the minimum. The way things have been going, probably two. I don’t know if your dad or the kids have that kind of time.” The words came out of Ben’s mouth before he could stop himself. There was an awkward silence for a few moments.
It was the truth, and he had to be honest with them. Ben stood and dried his hands on his pants as he faced the kids. “I’m sorry. But that’s the way it is. I’m not going to lie to you guys or try to sell it any other way. You deserve better than that.”
“Thanks Dad. It’s okay. We know.” Joel nodded.
“Yeah, thanks for being honest, Mr. Davis, and not treating us like kids. We can handle it. I promise.” Allie managed a smile, but Ben was still worried he had said too much.
He knew they had to hear it, but it didn’t make it any easier to swallow. He had better get used to it, though, because he had a feeling the worst was yet to come.



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Joel and Allie stood alongside the Bronco, and Allie strained on her tiptoes to see through the back window.
“There’s something back here. It looks like a box or something,” she said. The windows were so dirty it was a wonder she could see anything at all.
“Here you go.” Ben tossed the Ford keys to Joel. “Take a look in the back. I need to get some water and a Clif bar or something before I do anything else.” Ben headed for the Blazer. He pushed into the grass a few feet and rolled the camo netting over the rear of the truck so he could access the gear in the back. He quickly found a water bottle and a Clif bar.
Food in hand, he sat down on the tailgate and began going over things in his head.
“Hey, Dad, you might want to come look at this,” Joel suggested.
“Coming.” Ben sighed and took a gulp of the tepid water as he got off the tailgate and headed toward them. Now what? He walked around the back of the Bronco, where both kids were staring wide-eyed at something.
“What is it?” Ben asked as he came around the side of the truck and saw for himself.
“Is that what I think it is?” Joel asked.
“Unless there’s something else in that box,” Ben answered. “That looks like dynamite.”
There, in the back of the Bronco, was a wooden crate that read “DANGER/EXPLOSIVES” in red letters and several languages. The words Dyno Nobel / Unimax were stenciled on the lid. There was also a small diamond-shaped chemical sign with 1.1D/1 stamped on it, indicating explosives.
Ben knew very little about dynamite, other than why the army didn’t use it. Dynamite was an NG (nitroglycerine)-based explosive and was therefore not used in combat operations. NG explosives were shock-sensitive, meaning they could go off if they took a hit from a bullet or grenade fragment.
Ben eased the box onto the tailgate and slowly removed the top of the wooden crate.
Inside, the crate was almost full to the top with neatly stacked yellow tubes. Each one was about eight inches long and an inch or bigger around. A short roll of fuse cord was also coiled up inside the box. Small black writing on each stick indicated they were eight ounces in size and an 80-percent mix.
These were the real deal. Ben realized each tube was a full stick of dynamite. He did the math in his head twice to make sure he was coming up with the right number.
“You’re looking at roughly 40 pounds of dynamite.” Ben stood back for a minute and put his hand on his chin. A whole new world of possibilities had just opened up to them. This was definitely a game-changer.
“Is it dangerous?” Allie asked.
“It should be all right. Depends on how old it is. It can destabilize over time. The old stuff used to, at least. I’m not sure about this stuff.” Ben picked up one of the yellow sticks and inspected it. The manufactured date was stamped on the bottom. The dynamite was less than a year old.
“It’s not very old. It should be pretty safe. I still wouldn’t go riding around with it in the back of my truck like these guys were,” Ben added.
“What are they doing with dynamite anyway?” Joel asked.
“They must use it at the quarry for blasting rock.” Ben shrugged and sat on the tailgate next to the wooden crate. It felt good to sit down. His recon mission turned assault had drained his energy and he needed a break, at least a few minutes to finish the Clif bar and rehydrate.
Ben glanced at Joel. “How about pulling the netting off the Blazer and getting it ready to go? I don’t want to stay here any longer than we have to.”
“Okay. No problem.” Joel nodded and looked at Allie. “Want to give me a hand with the net?”
“Sure.” Allie smiled. “Want me to get you anything, Mr. Davis.”
“No, thanks.” Ben shook his head, then took a bite of the bar.
The kids headed for the Blazer.
He sat for a few minutes while they got the truck squared away. He was starting to have some other ideas about how to deal with their situation. His first thought, when they found the dynamite, was to blast the cars out of the way at the big roadblock and not worry about the quarry or the loader.
But his real concern with that plan was the potential to damage the bridge. What good would it do to blow the cars out of the way if they destroyed the bridge in the process? He was still tempted to give it a try, though, mostly because he wasn’t excited in the least over the prospects of breaking into the quarry and taking a loader. There could be a dozen bad guys over there for all he knew. And even if there were only two others, they would still have the advantage over him and the kids. The Bronco would only disguise them for so long.
The quarry might be attempting to contact their guys over here at this very moment. With that in mind, Ben got up and went to get the two-way radio off the floor in the Bronco. Joel and Allie were packing the camo netting in the back of the Blazer already. They would be able to move soon.
He turned the radio on as he walked back to his seat on the tailgate. Without an answer, the people at the quarry would grow suspicious and eventually end up coming over here to see what was going on for themselves.
Then it dawned on Ben. Maybe he wanted them to come to over.
In fact, he could take it one step further and lure them to this side of the river rather than wait around for them to act.
Ben tried to think of a way he could create a sense of urgency, or something that would force their hand into action. But he also didn’t want to tip them off that he and the kids were wise to them.
The bad guys would have to use one of the loaders to clear the first roadblock and get over here. There was a good chance they would also bring another vehicle and leave the loader on the bridge when they were done moving the cars. That was fine with him if it worked out that way. No need to risk a fight on their turf when they could get these idiots to practically deliver a loader for them.
Ben heard the Blazer’s doors shut. Then the tires spun for a moment before they dug into the mud and propelled the truck backward. A few clumps of marsh muck flew off the tires and landed in the dry leaves several feet away.
Joel backed the truck around and then pulled forward until he was even with the Bronco. He put it in park and rolled the window down. Allie was in the passenger’s seat, trying to push Gunner off the center console so she could see through to Joel and Ben.
“Well, what’s the plan?” Joel asked.
Ben hopped off the tailgate and walked to the Joel’s window. “You guys follow me out to the road and I’ll go over the plan with you there.” He smiled. “We’re going to set a little trap of our own.”



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Joel nodded. “Sounds good. We’ll be right behind you.”
Ben closed up the box of dynamite and slid it back inside the cargo area of the Bronco. He hated the thought of riding with the stuff, but it was going to give them the upper hand. Besides, he’d already driven with it on the way here.
He’d be checking the contents of any other vehicles he borrowed from now on, he thought as he shook his head.
Ben fired up the Bronco and drove a semicircle around Joel, making a 180-degree turn and heading back toward the trail. He went as fast as he dared but didn’t want to push it now that he was aware of his cargo. Each bump and rattle was a tense reminder that there were 40 pounds of impact-sensitive explosives a few feet behind him.
Slowly but surely, they made their way out of the woods, then back along the narrow four-wheel-drive trail. Ben wondered what the kids were thinking as they passed the old Chevy pickup he had scuttled. He hoped they didn’t notice the two blood-soaked patches of dirt on the road as they drove over them.
After a few minutes of driving they hit the smoother dirt road and Ben felt a little better about hauling the dynamite. He picked up the pace a bit and headed for the section of road that ran under the first bridge. That would be a good place to stop, out of sight from the quarry and anybody coming over the bridge. There, in the shade, he could go over the plan with Joel and Allie.
Ben glanced down at the radio on the floor to make sure the small red light was still on. It had been silent since he turned it on back in the woods. Looking at his watch, he figured it had only been an hour since he first saw the men at the roadblock.
The two guys in the Bronco had probably radioed over to the quarry with an update after they’d left their friend. Ben figured he still had a little time before the quarry would try to communicate with them.
Ben drove through the intersection and passed by the right-hand turn that led to the highway. Instead, he continued on straight and followed the dirt road, where it veered off toward the river and under the bridge.
As soon as he was in the shade, he pulled off to the side of the road and made a U-turn before parking. Now facing Joel and Allie, he watched them drive in and park on the other side of the road.
“In there, between the columns.” Ben pointed to the area between two large concrete support structures.
Joel waved and put the Blazer in gear before backing the truck into the tight, dark spot by the concrete columns and shutting it off.
Ben was already across the dirt road, where he was squatting down near the shoulder and drawing on the ground with a stick. It was dark and cool in the shadows under the bridge and it felt good to be out of the hot sun for a change.
Joel and Allie hurried over to join him. Gunner led the way, ran over to where Ben was kneeling, and lay down, panting on the damp sand. He seemed to appreciate the shade and coolness of the bridge as much as Ben did.
He was glad to see that both Joel and Allie were still carrying their weapons.
“Okay, so what’s the plan?” Joel asked.
Ben looked up from his crudely drawn map that showed a rough layout of the two bridges and the highway between them.
“We’re here.” Ben placed a rock on his drawing. “I want to leave the Blazer here and have you guys take a position up off the highway. Somewhere you have a good view of the bridge. There’s a ridge a little up the road from here that looks like a good spot. I’ll drop you guys off there so you can be my eyes. I’ll set up dynamite on the road in key locations that will provide you with a good defendable position. You can detonate the dynamite bundles by shooting them in case things go wrong and they don’t come to me.” Ben placed another piece of gravel at that location.
Joel and Allie crouched down and joined him.
“Where will you be?” Joel asked.
“I’m going up the road a bit to set up a spot to ambush them using the rest of the dynamite and the Bronco. I’ll signal you with a couple clicks on the radio before I blow the truck.” Ben dropped another piece of gravel. “I’ll use the radio I found in the Bronco to try to contact them. I’m not sure what I’ll say, but something along the lines of needing help. I think I can disguise my voice enough with a little static to pass for one of them. I’ll tell them the radio isn’t working right or something if they get suspicious. I’m hoping to get them over here.”
“But how will we get through the other roadblock?” Allie’s eyebrows squished together as she studied the roughly drawn map.
“I’m thinking they’ll bring the loader they’ve been using to move these cars around so they can get across the first bridge. After I deal with them, we can use it to clear a path on the next bridge.”
A concerned look crossed Allie’s face. “Are you going to kill them?” She swallowed.
Ben was surprised by the question and was tempted to give her a vague answer, but he’d already decided the kids needed to know the truth about things. “These people are killers. I overheard them talking about killing people just like us they had trapped. I can’t just leave them here to continue doing this. We have to do the right thing.”
“I understand.” Allie nodded.
“It’s not like they’re just going to let us walk out of here anyway,” Joel added.
Allie shrugged. “I know, it’s just… I don’t know. Hard to think about, I guess.”
Joel put his hand on Allie’s shoulder and looked at her. “Your dad, my mom, my brother, and my sister are all waiting for us. Counting on us. These people? They don’t care about us. They only care about themselves.”
“He’s right.” Ben stood. “And I don’t like it, either, Allie, but it’s literally us or them.”
“Okay, what do you need us to do?” Allie asked as she got to her feet.
When Joel got up, Gunner followed, apparently sensing they were moving soon. He headed for the Blazer.
“Gunner, come on, boy. This way,” Ben called out.
Gunner paused and gave a confused head tilt in his direction.
“Lock the truck up, will you, Joel? I’ll give you guys a ride to your spot.”
“Okay.” Joel jogged to the Blazer and made his way around the vehicle, locking it as he went. Meanwhile, Allie and Gunner loaded into the Bronco’s back seat.
“Just put the other stuff in the back.” Ben grabbed his M24 off the back seat and laid it barrel-down into the floor with the butt of the gun resting on the center console.
Allie moved the box of ammo and the other rifle into the back with the crate of dynamite. Gunner was busy sniffing the interior of the truck when Joel yanked open the passenger door and hopped in.
Ben headed back to the intersection but this time made the turn that led up to the highway and the end of the bridge.
Once they were on the main road, he only went a few hundred yards before pulling onto the shoulder. The side of the road went down into a ditch and then rose up in elevation on the other side to the top of a hill that must have been left over from the bridge’s construction. The ridge had apparently been there a while because it was thick with vegetation where it ran into the woods.
“Top of that hill.” Ben pointed. “Find a spot where you can see across the bridge.”
“Got it,” Joel answered.
“Radio?” Ben asked as he got out of the truck.
“Got it,” Joel repeated and held up the walkie-talkie as he and Allie headed toward the hill. They crossed the half-full ditch, carefully jumping over the dirty water.
Gunner, on the other hand, seemed more than happy to wade right through and run up the other side ahead of them.
Ben opened the back of the Bronco and grabbed 10 yellow sticks out of the wooden crate and gently placed them in his backpack. He paced off what he figured was about 100 yards down the road toward the bridge.
He stopped and looked back at the kids, who were now almost at the wood line on top of the hill. They would have a good vantage point from up there, as well as a good hiding spot. Whoever came over from the quarry should drive right past here. But just in case they stopped, Ben was going to take some precautions.
“Joel, come in. Over.” From where he was, Ben watched as Joel brought the radio up to his face.
“Go ahead. Over”
“Let me know when you’re ready. I want you to watch me place these. Over.” Ben held up one of the dynamite sticks and waved it over his head.
Joel glanced back at him and gave him a thumbs-up as he and Allie joined Gunner in the woods and got out of sight.
Ben looked around for a good place to hide the dynamite. It needed to be hidden from the road but visible to Joel.
“We’re ready. Over,” Joel said over the radio.
“Let me know if you can see these through your scope as I go. Over.” Ben began by putting two sticks together with duct tape and then taping them to the back of a road sign not too far from where the bridge ended. The two sticks together should give Joel an easy target at that distance.
“Can you see it? Over.”
“Yes. Over,” Joel responded.
Ben repeated this every 10 yards or so, working his way down the shoulder and back toward the kids. He used an old tire, an empty fast food bag, a mile marker sign, and a speed limit sign to hide the other sticks of dynamite.
Joel had five targets in all, and each one had two sticks taped together. That would give Joel some options if things didn’t go as planned.
“Looks good. I can see them all. Over.”
“Good. Let them pass by and come to me. I want them away from the bridge. These are only in case they stop here or things go south. If that’s the case, don’t hesitate. Let them have it. Over.”
“Roger that. Over.”



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Ben kept the radio by his mouth a moment longer. “I’m moving down the road. I’ll be just around the corner, not far. I’ll let you know when I’m in position and before I do anything. Keep an eye on the bridge and be careful, guys. Over.”
“Roger that. Over.”
Ben jumped back in the Bronco and headed down the road as he began to go over what he was going to say on the radio. He wanted to keep it brief, that was for sure. He could muffle the radio and fake some interference, so he didn’t think the voice mattered as much as what he said.
When he had gone a quarter mile or so up the road, he pulled the truck off to the side and made a small U-turn. He parked the Bronco diagonally across both westbound lanes so the truck was facing in the direction he had just come from. He went around back, opened the tailgate, and threw the extra shotgun ammo in his bag, then grabbed the dead man’s rifle case.
Ben pulled the box of dynamite to the center of the cargo area and then out a little toward the tailgate. He thought about keeping a few sticks of dynamite but quickly dismissed the idea and decided it was too dangerous to travel with them. But he did grab the fuse cord out of the box. There was no sense in leaving that behind. They might be able to use it for something. He threw it in the bag with the ammo before continuing around to the passenger’s side of the truck to retrieve his M24 from the front seat.
He also wanted to check the glove box for anything of value. He was actually thinking there might be ammo in there for the rifle or maybe another box of shotgun shells.
Ben popped open the glove compartment door and immediately saw he’d been right. A box of ammo. He looked it over. It was a box of .243 WSSM (Winchester Super Short Magnum)-caliber ammunition, and it felt full.
Well, he knew what type of rifle it was now. It was a decent caliber and was worth keeping around as a backup or maybe even to trade for something they needed down the road.
He threw the box of ammo in his bag along with both radios and was about to walk away from the Bronco when something caught his eye in the glove box.
It looked like a shiny deck of cards but was thicker and held together with a rubber band. But it wasn’t a deck of cards. They were drivers’ licenses, six of them all together.
Ben shuffled through the blood-stained stack. His heart raced and his blood pressure rose with each flip of the deck as he saw the faces of the victims.
These murderous lowlifes were actually keeping the IDs of the people they killed. And how many others had there been without an ID to steal?
He threw the licenses back into the glove compartment and slammed the door. That was the most disgusting, vile thing he’d seen all day, and he’d seen a lot already.
Ben didn’t need another reason to justify what he was about to do. But now, fueled by his grisly find, he walked away from the Bronco recommitted to seeing justice carried out.
He headed toward the woods with a renewed sense of purpose. He couldn’t wait to put this place and these people behind him.
Once he was off the road, he looked for a spot that would give him a good vantage point. The woods along the highway sat a couple feet higher than the road itself, so it was just a matter of finding a spot far enough back, but without any vegetation between him and the Bronco, to be out of sight.
He needed a clear shot at the box of dynamite.
He was hoping they would see the Bronco and stop to investigate. But it really didn’t matter if they stopped or not—just that they were somewhere close by when he shot the box.
With any luck, they would leave the loader at the roadblock and use a car or truck to get over here. If they drove the loader all the way out here, Ben would have to change the plan. He couldn’t risk damaging the big machine with the explosion. He’d have to take them out one by one, no matter how many of them there were.
Ben found a good location between two trees. He set the rifles and the bag down and gathered a few low branches from some nearby saplings. He organized the branches between the trees and settled in behind them. Lying on the ground, he got the M24 in position and looked through the scope at the Bronco. He was only 300 yards away. An easy shot with the .338 Lapua.
Ben sat up and got both radios and his Nalgene bottle out of the bag. He laid the radios side by side in the leaves next to him while he took a much-needed drink. The water wasn’t cold but it was wet and felt good on his parched throat. He’d better let the kids know what was going on before he got this underway.
“Joel, come in. Over”
Joel’s response was immediate. “Go ahead. Over.”
“I’m in position. Any activity on the bridge? Over.”
“Negative, don’t see anything. Over.”
“Roger that. I’m getting ready to kick this thing off. Stay alert and let me know what you see. Over.”
“Got it. Over.”
Ben put one radio down and picked up the other. He also grabbed some dry leaves with the other hand and held them over the receiver. He paused as he held it in his hand, trying to decide what to say.
Then he took a deep breath and squeezed the call button.
“Having radio trouble. We got ’em at the second bridge. Come quick. Lots of supplies. Need help. Over and out.”
The whole time he spoke, he rubbed and crinkled the leaves over the receiver in an effort to simulate heavy static. Ben almost added something about bringing the loader with them but decided it would sound too suspicious and left it out. He hoped they bought it. The plan was set in motion now, and there was no changing it. All he could do was wait for a response.
Ben set the radio down and stared at it for a few seconds before it crackled to life with a female voice. “Levi says you boys aren’t to touch nothin’ until we get there. You hear me?”
There was silence followed briefly by another attempt by the same woman to contact Ben’s radio. “Hey. You hear me?”
Ben had originally planned on not answering back, regardless of what they said, but he decided to play along a little bit by simply holding the call button down and crunching the leaves into the receiver randomly a couple times.
Then he put the radio down, this time for good. They would figure the radio was out and it would get them over faster—at least, that’s what he hoped. He was sure they would be anxious to get here and get in on the score, not wanting the “boys,” as the woman on the radio had referred to them, to hoard it for themselves.
People like this didn’t care about each other, and he was sure there was no trust within their group.
“Joel, come in. Over.”
“Go ahead. Over.”
“They’re on the way. They took the bait. Get ready. Over.”



 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Now it was just a matter of time, and all they could do was wait.
“Roger that. I’ll let you know what we see. Over,” Joel responded.
Ben was proud of Joel for using proper radio etiquette and could tell he was trying his hardest. He’d seen quite a transformation in his son recently.
That didn’t keep Ben from second-guessing his decision to leave Joel and Allie up by the bridge alone. He thought that would be the safest place for them, but now his imagination was running wild with possibilities and scenarios where things might not go as planned.
What if there were more than two people coming? He tried to settle down and accept the fact that it was too late to change anything now. They would have to see this plan through, for good or bad. But he reminded himself that he, Joel, and Allie were prepared for this.
Those coming their way were not.
“Dad, come in. There’s a loader driving around on the other side of the river. Over.”
“Wait! Now there’s a car. Over.” Joel sounded anxious.
“Okay, keep me posted. Over.”
A few minutes passed before he heard from Joel again. “They’re both out on the bridge now. The loader is moving the cars out of the way. Over.”
“Just two of them? Over.”
“Yeah. The car is just sitting there, waiting.”
“Let me know when they get through. Over.”
“Roger that. Over.”
Ben looked through his scope one more time and stared at the wooden crate filled with dynamite. He couldn’t help but wonder if he should have taken a chance and attempted to blow the roadblock open.
Was it worth the risk to deal with these people? Or was he letting his pride get in the way of their safety and his making practical decisions?
He shook his head as he thought about it. No, he was doing the right thing. He had thought this through, and it was time to put any doubts aside and get ready to end this.
“Two more vehicles pulled out of the quarry. They’re heading this way! Over.”
“That’s okay. Stick to the plan. Over.”
“Looks like a pickup and a small dump truck. Over.”
“Roger that. Over.”
Ben had a feeling the dying man’s last words were as worthless as he was. This was precisely why Ben had laid the trap the way he had. As long as they all came to him and were close together, it wouldn’t matter if there were 100 of them. He just hoped he had been convincing enough on the radio for them to buy into the plan.
The last thing he wanted was for the people to get off the bridge and split up.
“The loader moved the last car. They’re through the roadblock. Loader is parking across both lanes blocking the bridge. Now the driver is out and getting into the first car. Here they come. Over.”
“Good. Let me know when they pass your position. Over.” Ben was glad that this part, at least, was going according to plan.
The loader was crucial to them getting out of here, and he’d been afraid they might drive it all the way over to him. He didn’t want the loader anywhere near the explosion for fear the blast would destroy it. A ruined loader wouldn’t be the end of the world, but it would mean going all the way back over to the quarry and having to find another working loader to use.
That was time Ben would rather spend putting miles between them and this place. He was already disappointed at the amount of time this whole ordeal had cost them.
Please, God, let this go as planned. Ben took a few deep breaths and got ready for what was about to go down.
“They’re all coming, but the car is way out in front of the others. Going fast. It’s a guy and a woman. Over,” Joel said on the radio.
“Roger that. Over.” It must have been the woman on the radio, and Levi, who Ben presumed was the leader of this sick bunch of criminals.
“The car is passing us now. Pickup and dump truck not far behind. Over.”
Ben turned the volume down on both handheld radios. Hopefully the man and woman wouldn’t get here too far ahead of the others. He needed them all in the same spot for this to work.
“Pickup and dump truck passing now. Over.”
“Roger that. Now sit tight until you hear from me. Over.” Ben’s eyes were fixed on the road as he waited for the first vehicle to come around the bend.
He didn’t have to wait long before he could hear the rumble of a vehicle approaching. It was a black Trans Am with a big gold eagle on the hood. An older woman smoked a cigarette in the driver’s seat. Next to her in the passenger’s seat sat a man who looked about the same age.
They began to slow down, and Ben was sure they had spotted the Bronco sitting in the middle of the road. Then the Trans Am stopped moving altogether and parked. The pair was talking back and forth until the man motioned with his hand for the woman to keep going.
They slowly approached the Bronco and parked about 10 feet away. Neither one got out of the car immediately. The man held the radio up to his face, and Ben heard him instantly come through on the radio next to him.
“Where are you guys? We’re here at the truck. Come in.” There was a long pause before he continued. “I thought you were at the bridge. What’s goin’ on?”
Ben watched through his scope as the man grew visibly frustrated and eventually threw the radio down. He swung the door open on the Trans Am and pulled himself up and out by the door. Standing there for a minute, he looked around suspiciously at the woods on both sides of the road.
The woman joined him, getting out of the car on her side.
They both turned as the pickup came into view, followed by the small dump truck. The pickup drove up next to the Trans Am and parked. A middle-aged man got out right away and walked to the front of his truck and stood. He looked at the Bronco before turning to the older couple.
“Well, where are they?” Ben heard him ask.
“No idea, and they ain’t answering the radio.” The older man threw his hands up and turned to watch as the dump truck came to a stop.
The guy driving the truck didn’t bother getting out and instead leaned out the window. “Where are they?”
The pickup driver shook his head and walked toward them. He looked in the front seat first and then made his way around the back. “Nothing in here but the box of dynamite.”
“I told them not to take the whole box! Idiots. Grab that and bring it here, will you?”
Ben tensed up as the guy grabbed the wooden crate out of the back of the Bronco. It had to feel a little lighter, but the guy didn’t act like anything was amiss as he walked toward the Trans Am and the dump truck.
“Give me the keys so I can open the trunk. I left mine in the loader,” the driver of the Trans am yelled.
The woman tossed the keys in his direction but missed him by a mile. Ben heard him curse as he walked to where the keys had landed.
Meanwhile, the guy carrying the dynamite shook his head and set the wooden crate down by the rear tire of the Trans Am.
“You put it in the trunk. I’m going up to the next bridge to see if they’re up there,” the pickup driver said.
“I’ll follow you,” the dump truck driver called out.
Ben couldn’t believe what just happened. Here, he had been worried about getting them close to the dynamite. Now it was sitting on the ground in the middle of them all.
Ben thumbed the radio call button twice and took aim. He thought about the faces on the stack of bloody licenses as he pulled the trigger.



 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
BOOM!
The shock wave from the explosion passed over Ben as the ground shook. He instinctively curled up and covered his head and ears with his arms.
Seconds after the explosion, dirt and gravel showered him. The sound of the explosion still echoed in the distance like rolling thunder. He brushed himself off and looked up to survey the damage. The devastation was awe-inspiring.
The remains of the Trans Am and the pickup truck lay intertwined and burning in the median some 50 yards from where they had been parked. Both vehicles were unrecognizable and completely destroyed.
The dump truck fared better but not by much. It was pushed back 20 or 30 yards and had much of its cab blown off. Metal parts littered the highway like crumpled-up pieces of paper, some of them still burning. The only recognizable piece remaining of the truck was the solid steel dump body.
The Bronco was badly damaged and lay on its side. Although not totally destroyed, it had some serious body damage from rolling over several times and was beyond salvaging.
Ben got off the ground and brushed more dirt and bits of asphalt from his hair. He quickly gathered his gear and headed back to the road.
As he got closer, he could see he’d made the right choice in not using the dynamite to deal with the roadblock. Ben eyed the crater left by the explosion. The dynamite had blasted a hole through several layers of blacktop to the dirt below. The hole in the road almost spanned the entire width of the westbound lanes. The explosion would have destroyed the bridge or at the very least made it too unstable and risky to cross.
He dug the radio out of the bag and reached out to Joel. “How about coming to get me in the truck so we can get out of here? Over.”
“We heard it! On our way. Over.”
A wave of conscience hit Ben. He had just blown four people up. He looked around for bodies. He doubted there was much left of the older couple or the pickup driver but thought the guy in the dump truck might be around somewhere.
He walked around the wrecked vehicles for a few minutes as he surveyed the damage a little closer. If there were any remains or bodies, he’d like to find them before the kids got there. But there were none to be found, and before long he heard the familiar exhaust note of the approaching Blazer.
Joel stopped the Blazer well outside the blast zone and got out of the truck. He had a look of astonishment on his face. “Wow! That was a big explosion!”
He eyed the damaged vehicles. Allie hopped out of the truck on her side but stopped before she closed the door and held her hand up to a whining Gunner. “Stay here, boy. There’s too much stuff on the ground.”
Gunner reluctantly sat down in the passenger’s seat and hung his head out the open window.
“That really did a lot of damage. We could feel it from where we were,” Joel said, his eyes wide.
“Yeah, well, that was a lot of dynamite,” Ben said.
“So… I guess they’re all dead?” Allie tentatively eyed the remains of the dump truck as she walked past.
“Don’t feel sorry for them, Allie. They were terrible people. Murderers.” Ben thought about the licenses again. “I found more evidence in the Bronco to confirm that. Trust me when I say the world is a better place without them.”
“At least other people will be able to travel through here safely,” she said.
“That’s right. Who knows? It could be us. We may end up coming back this way at some point. You never know.” Carrying his gear, Ben headed for the Blazer but handed off the newly acquired hunting rifle to Joel.
“What is it?” Joel asked.
“A .243 short mag,” Ben answered.
Joel partially unzipped the soft case and peeked in at the rifle. “Looks nice.”
“Yeah, it’s in good shape. I found a box of ammo for it also. It’s there in my bag. I figured it was too nice to leave, and it may come in handy down the road.”
“Cool.” Joel zipped the case up and headed to the truck as he took one more look around at the aftermath of the dynamite.
Allie had already started walking back to the Blazer but Ben and Joel quickly caught up to her. She was standing on the shoulder of the road and staring up in silence.
“What is it?” Joel asked.
Allie remained silent and frozen in her tracks for a moment before she pointed up into a nearby tree.
There, some 20 feet off the ground, hung the body of the dump truck driver. The corpse was draped over a large limb, its appendages dangling like those of a rag doll. One of the legs was missing from the knee down. All that remained in its place were dangling ribbons of flesh.
Ben was glad the body had at least landed so that the face wasn’t visible. He hadn’t even noticed it when he was searching earlier—not that he could have done anything to hide the body, even if he had seen it.
Joel put his arm across Allie’s shoulders and forced her away from the gruesome scene with a gentle whisper. “Come on. Let’s go.”



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Ben was worried by the blank expression on her face. Was this death and destruction going to be too much for her to cope with? Other than following Joel’s lead and heading for the truck, Allie didn’t respond. She didn’t say anything until they got back to the Blazer and greeted Gunner with strained enthusiasm. “Hey there! Did you miss me?”
Gunner wagged his tail and hopped into the back seat, where he anxiously waited for her to climb in and join him, which she did.
Ben and Joel loaded the gear into the truck as they talked out their next steps.
“So how about you run me back to the loader and then follow me to the next bridge? It shouldn’t take too long to clear a path and we’ll be on our way.” Ben took a big drink from his water bottle.
“Sounds good to me. Do you know how to drive one of those things?” Joel asked.
“Yeah, it’s been a while, but I’ll manage.” Ben got situated in the passenger seat while Joel got back behind the wheel and started the truck.
“I still can’t believe how loud that explosion was,” Allie chimed in from the back seat.
“You could probably hear that for miles,” Joel added.
“Yeah, that was pretty impressive,” Allie said.
Ben was glad Allie was back with them and at least engaging in conversation again. He didn’t dare confess his fears that the explosion could have possibly drawn too much attention to their location. There was no need to bring it up anyway. They already had enough of a reason to keep things moving and get out of there.
Ben ached all over. He was close to pushing his physical limit for the day and exhausted from the morning’s activities. The only thing keeping him going was his determination to save the day from being a total loss.
But for as hard as he was pushing himself and the kids, the day still seemed to be slipping away impossibly fast. It was already past noon, and they still had a lot of work ahead of them before they could get back on the road.
Providing everything went well with the loader, he hoped they could be underway in an hour. Maybe less. That might give them a few hours of actual driving time. They’d throw in a pit stop for gas and he’d consider it a success to get into Illinois tonight and find a good, safe place to sleep.
“How far do you think we’ll get today?” Allie asked.
She must have noticed him looking at his watch. “A hundred miles or so into Illinois, with any luck.” Ben turned in his seat to face her for a second. “We’ll be really close to Pittsburgh by the end of the day tomorrow.”
Allie forced a crooked little smile, but uncertainty danced in her eyes.
He smiled back, hoping to reassure her, and turned to face the road again. He didn’t blame her for having doubts and knew she had to process this in her own way. So would Joel, for that matter. Ben knew he couldn’t hide all the bodies.
The loader was parked sideways across the bridge with its massive front bucket resting on top of the concrete lane divider. The old faded yellow four-wheel drive model had long ago lost its emblems. The paint was peeling off in several areas, revealing a rust-pitted finish underneath.
It was the worst-looking piece of equipment Ben had ever seen.
He grabbed the radio and started to get out of the truck before Joel had a chance to come to a complete stop. “Wait until I get it started before you take off.”
“I thought you wanted us to follow you?” Joel asked.
“No, that’s fine.” Ben hopped out of the truck. “I’m thinking you and Allie can go on up ahead and maybe make us some lunch, if you don’t mind. It’s going to take me a while to get there in that thing. And it’ll probably take at least half an hour to clear the roadblock. If we eat now, maybe we can push on a little longer this evening. Just keep your radio on.”
“Will do.”
Ben closed the truck door as Allie was climbing into the passenger’s seat. He walked toward the loader. The front bucket was equipped with larger-than-standard metal forks. They had welded additional metal to the fork ends to make each one about three feet longer than the original length. He figured they must have done this to make moving the cars around easier.
Ben climbed up the rusty, bent metal treads to the cab and opened the door. He was relieved to see the keys hanging in the ignition.
If the driver had kept the keys on him, they might have never found them after the blast. With the way this thing was parked, they would have been trapped all over again without a way to move it.
He sat down in the torn, duct-taped seat and felt it sink down on its struts as he turned the key to the halfway position. As soon as the glow plug indicator lit up, he turned the key the rest of the way. The big diesel engine roared to life and spewed a big puff of black smoke from the stack.
Ben looked at the Blazer and gave Joel a thumbs-up before he pulled the cab door shut. Joel finished the U-turn he’d started making when they first got there and headed toward the second bridge.
Ben cut the wheel hard to the left and put the loader in reverse. The front bucket scraped along the top of the concrete divider before he had a chance to lift it with the joystick.
“Oops,” he muttered. While he was lifting the bucket out of the way, the loader came to an abrupt stop as one of the rear tires made contact with a minivan that had been part of the roadblock. Ben grimaced and shook his head. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down.
He was rushing and he needed to slow down before he went any further. The weariness of the day was setting in.
Nice and easy, he thought. Bucket up, wheel turned.
The loader crept forward slowly as he feathered the gas pedal. The articulated steering was something he needed to get used to, but the controls were similar to the loader he had driven in the army, and before long, he had it straightened out and was heading down the road.
He pushed the gear selection lever by the steering column into the highway position and felt the lurch of the transmission as it shifted into a higher gear set.
No surprise that only a few of the gauges worked in the old loader, so Ben had no idea how fast he was going, but it felt painfully slow. He mashed the pedal down as far as it would go, trying to coax as much speed out of the old equipment as possible.
As the engine raced, he looked back and saw thick black smoke pouring out of the exhaust stack. He quickly backed off on the throttle, not wanting to push too hard.
Better to get there slow than not at all. The last thing he wanted to do was go to the quarry and get another loader. That might not even be an option, though. This was most likely the only working piece of heavy equipment they had. He’d seen newer equipment in the yard, but it was probably non-operable due to the EMP, just like most everything else.
The only working gauge seemed to be the temperature indicator, which was steadily rising. Ben backed off a little more on the gas pedal and anxiously glanced between the gauge and the road for a few minutes.
Eventually the little needle dropped out of the red zone on the gauge and stabilized at an acceptable engine temperature. Ben breathed a tepid sigh of relief.
He just needed this old rust bucket to hold together a little while longer.



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
By the time Ben reached the second bridge, Joel and Allie had the stove out and were boiling water. Joel had the Blazer parked off the road in the shade of some trees at the wood line.
Ben was glad to see they were on the opposite side of the road from where he’d hid the first body. Then he wondered if that was why they were parked on that side.
Joel had the AR set up on the hood of the truck and was throwing a stick for Gunner while Allie watched. They all paused and looked as Ben came around the bend in the loader. It had taken him more than 15 minutes to get there and he didn’t want to waste any more time. He headed right to the massive pile of cars and got to work.
He started at the top of the pile and worked his way down, only moving the cars far enough to make a narrow path the loader could fit through. The extended forks made it easy to get under the cars and move them around, and the process was taking less time than he thought. In spite of his concerns, the loader seemed to be holding up okay. He began to think he would drive it across the bridge ahead of the kids, just in case they encountered any more blockages.
“Hey, Dad. Lunch is ready. Over.”
Ben barely heard the radio over the growl of the engine as he revved it up, trying to maximize the RPMs and provide ample power to the hydraulics that worked the front bucket. The loader didn’t have the power to lift more than one car at a time, which made clearing the roadblock a tedious job. There were only a few cars left, though, and he wanted to finish before he dared shut the loader down.
“Go ahead and eat. I want to finish up here. Hey, listen, when you’re done, eating will you empty the spare fuel tanks into the truck? Over.”
“Okay, no problem. Over.”
That should buy them another hour of drive time in case they couldn’t find a suitable place to fill up right away.
Ben put the radio down and got back to work. He was hungry, but the last few cars on the bottom of the pile were crushed badly. It was taking all of his concentration to get the cars untangled from one another and move them from the road.
He finally got the last crumpled car balanced in the forks, and he drove through to the other side of the roadblock for the first time. Depositing the car to the side, he made a tight U-turn and drove back through the narrow clearing.
If the loader could get through, they should have no problem in the Blazer.
While he’d been moving the last few cars, he’d noticed the bridge was clear all the way to the other side. They wouldn’t need the loader after all, which was good news. He pulled off the road and onto the grass near the Blazer before he shut the loader down. Almost as an afterthought, he decided to take the keys to the loader with him.
You never know, he thought as he plucked them out of the ignition.
If there were any more quarry people left, he didn’t want to leave them with the ability to set this trap up again. And then there was the very real possibility they’d be coming back this way and it might come in handy.
He couldn’t see them staying in Maryland. Regardless of how much his ex fought him on it, he was going to insist they return to Colorado. He knew how to live off the land there, and he had a good setup at the house.
But no point in worrying about that yet. He’d have to cross that bridge when he got there, and for right now, he just wanted to get across this one.
He climbed down the steps from the cab and then jumped the last couple feet to the ground, causing his whole body to ache and making him realize how sore he was.
Gunner trotted over and met him on his way to the Blazer. He gave the dog a pat on the head. Allie had a warm pouch of food and a fresh water bottle waiting for him on the tailgate of the truck.
“We refilled some of the bottles from the river,” she said.
“Good idea and thank you.” Ben sat down on the tailgate and took a moment before he started to eat.
“No problem. Just trying to save us some time.” Allie shrugged as she headed back to the front of the truck, where Joel was.
Ben took a breath. It felt good to sit still for a change. The shock absorbers under the loader seat were worn out, much like the loader itself. He’d felt every bump and jolt while he was moving the cars and he was glad to be finished. The vibrations from the diesel engine still lingered like a fading itch as he ate.
Ben quickly finished the rehydrated macaroni and cheese and cleaned up using some of the filtered water. He hadn’t realized how filthy he was until he used a little soap to wash his hands and face. It would be nice if they could stay somewhere near a fairly clean water source tonight. After the day he had, he’d like to clean himself up the rest of the way.
But water or no water, one thing was certain: wherever they stayed, they had to keep it simple and low key. He wasn’t taking any chances tonight, and the only thing he planned on doing, other than getting washed up a little more, was setting up his tent. He’d leave dinner up to the kids, if they made anything at all.
But to set up camp anywhere else, they had to get some driving time in first, and getting away from here was something he was very keen to do.
“Well, you guys ready?” Ben asked.
“Yep,” Allie chirped.
“Way ahead of you.” Joel was already packing up the AR. Allie and Gunner loaded into the truck while Joel stashed the gun in the back.
“How about you drive for a while?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, sure, no problem. We almost have a full tank since I added the fuel from the cans,” Joel answered.
“Excellent! We can get a few solid hours of driving in before we have to stop, then,” Ben said.
“Sounds good to me.” Allie nodded. “Let’s get out of here!”



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Ben settled into his seat as Joel pulled out of their shady parking spot and onto the road. The pile of cars seemed so much taller now that he wasn’t sitting up high in the loader.
The cars he hadn’t moved were still stacked three high on both sides of the narrow passage and blocked out the sun as they passed by. Puddles of fluids lay everywhere on the ground, and they looked like a mixture of gas, antifreeze, and motor oil.
His doing, he knew. In his haste, he’d missed his aim with the long sharp forks on the loader and skewered more than a few of the cars as he moved them.
“Slow down a little. I don’t want this stuff splashing all over the truck,” Ben said.
“What is it?” Joel asked.
“Mostly fuel. A lot of the cars were leaking.” Ben watched as they passed the last of the roadblock.
Once out on the open bridge, Joel picked up speed and headed over the Mississippi River. The churning brown water moved swiftly below them. Ben watched the currents of the river as they swirled into miniature whirlpools and then faded away. He felt like he was in a trance and had to force himself to look up at the road.
They had to stay alert through here. The bridge ended in what looked like a pretty congested area on the map. They would have to go through a section of the downtown area before they could pick up a route south and get back to I-70. This was exactly the kind of place they were trying to avoid.
“When you get to the end of the bridge, take the first right onto 143. That follows the river south where it runs into 3. We want to take that back to I-70. It looks like the best way back to the interstate.”
“No problem. I can handle it, if you want to sleep or rest in the back,” Joel offered.
“I’m fine. I think we should still stop at the usual time today, even though we got a late start. There’s no reason to wear ourselves out and end up making a mistake.” Ben glanced out the window and enjoyed the breeze as it cooled him down.
At the end of the bridge, there was a small marina and a few industrial buildings. All seemed calm and there was nobody in sight.
A few minutes later, Joel made the right onto Route 143 and headed south along the river.
At this point, burned-down buildings and houses were a common sight. The vandalized and busted-up storefronts all began to seem like a normal part of the landscape. And this town was no different from anything else they’d seen so far.
Still, though, Ben was hoping that, closer to the middle of the country, they would find a few areas that hadn’t suffered the same fate as these other places—maybe a few small pockets of semi-normal society.
So far, there was no evidence that anything close to normal remained. Everything they had seen had all been about the same. Of course, areas of little or no population looked okay at first glance, but the houses were dark and the streets all had that ghost-town feel to them. You knew there were people watching, but nobody showed themselves. The occasional curtain would move or door crack open to watch them pass.
But for the most part, people seemed to be keeping to themselves. Based on their experience so far on this trip, that was probably for the best.
Eight days had passed since the EMPs detonated, and without supplies, people everywhere would really start to suffer.
The human body could go weeks without food if necessary, but water was another story. Within three to four days, the effects of dehydration would begin to set in. Not many people could last over a week without clean, drinkable water.
And the majority of the population—like Allie’s dad—lived in urban areas, where they needed electricity to access water. Ben tried to push that thought from his mind.
There had been no warning before the attacks, so there had been no time for anyone to stock up or prepare in any way. People would be left with what food and water they had on hand, and for the average household, it wouldn’t be enough to last very long. Ultimately, people would become desperate and attempt to drink water from any source they could find.
That would only compound their dilemma in the long run. They might be okay for a day or two at the most, but eventually, gastrointestinal illness of some sort would set in. Their bodies would be depleted of even more fluids, leaving them in worse shape than before they’d drunk the tainted water.
A myriad of diseases could be introduced to the human body through water-borne bacteria, and without medical care, they would be fatal.
Ben couldn’t help but wonder if that would be the largest killer in all this. How many people were weak and helpless already? How many lives would E. coli or some other bacterial illness claim? Those quiet, dark houses they passed quite possibly held people with failing organs and dehydrated bodies hanging on by a thread.
He could imagine them waiting for the mercy of death as the only means of release from their torment. There was no one coming to save them.
What a wretched world they lived in now, where survival was a daily challenge.
Joel steered the Blazer onto Route 3 and continued following the river south toward the interstate. The road hugged the contours of the winding river more closely now, and Ben soon found himself staring out the window as he caught glimpses of the muddy water through the trees.
Once again, the churning water lulled him into a trance, and his thoughts drifted to Emma and Bradley. His lids felt heavy as he wondered how they were making out and how his ex was taking care of them. He hoped they were at their grandfather’s and safe from the horrors of all this.
He tried to hang onto that thought as he drifted off to sleep.



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Joel was glad to see his dad asleep. It had been a big day and he had gotten them out of yet another jam. Joel knew it had taken its toll on him, and he’d noticed the look of exhaustion on his father’s face back at the bridge.
As usual, Joel wished he could have helped more, but at least he was able to drive, allowing his dad time to rest.
Hopefully, they wouldn’t run into any trouble and could get back onto the interstate soon. The road they were on was in decent shape, but lots of turns and blind corners made it tricky. Not knowing what was up ahead forced him to drive at a slower speed than what he wanted to.
He glanced in the rearview mirror, wishing Allie was up front with him, but he wasn’t about to wake his dad up so they could switch places. With any luck, his dad would sleep until they had to stop for gas.
Joel couldn’t help but feel a little guilty about pushing to go duck hunting last night. He wasn’t convinced it had caused their situation this morning, but he wasn’t sure it hadn’t, either.
His dad said he thought they’d closed the bridge off behind them as soon as they’d crossed over it yesterday, so Joel wasn’t sure why he felt somewhat responsible, but he did.
They were lucky they hadn’t been found last night while they were sleeping. Joel didn’t want to think about what those guys would have done to them.
A road sign up ahead listed a few destinations and their distances in mileage. Ten more miles to go until they reached the interstate.
Joel checked on Allie in the rearview mirror again. She was still quietly looking out the window. Occasionally she would divert her attention away from the passing landscape just long enough to appease Gunner with a few seconds of attention. She was clearly in deep thought, and Joel wasn’t sure if he should say anything or not.
After a few more minutes, his desire to talk to her won out and he couldn’t remain silent any longer. “Are you okay?”
A few seconds passed before Allie answered. “Yeah, I’m…um… I just can’t really believe this is all real sometimes. I mean, I know it’s real, but I guess I just don’t want to accept it. Do you know what I mean?” Allie brushed her hair out of her face as she looked up at the rearview mirror.
Joel looked back at her. “I know exactly what you mean. I think I feel the same way.” He quickly turned around to focus on the road, contenting himself with watching her in the mirror.
She let out a little sigh. “It’s like, just when I start to get to the point where I can accept what’s going on, something else happens. I had no idea there would be so many people out to get us. I mean, just a week ago I was at the movies with my friends, and we walked around downtown afterward and got some coffee at the Steaming Bean. That all seems so far away now, like a whole other lifetime. I’m afraid those are the memories that won’t seem real anymore. I don’t want to replace those times with this.” She looked out the window as they made their way around another multicar pileup on the road.
It was as if Gunner could sense Allie’s frustration. He sat up in the seat next to her and began to lean in, pressing his head into her chest. She put her arm around him and scratched his head.
“It’s okay, boy. It’s okay. Sorry about that,” she sighed.
Joel understood her completely. “It’s okay. I know what you mean. I can’t stop thinking about all the things I’ll probably never get to do. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’d give anything to go back to school in a couple months. Do you think we’ll ever go to school or anything like that again, or are we just supposed to be adults now?” He sped up as he came into a straight section of road.
“I don’t know, but whatever happens, I know it’ll never be the same again,” Allie answered.
They rode in silence for a few miles until Joel saw the exit sign for the interstate.
“We made it back to the interstate. Thank God! I’m ready to get off this road.” Joel readjusted himself in his seat, sitting up a little straighter as he steered the Blazer around the long curve of the exit ramp onto I-70 east.
The smoke cloud from St. Louis still hung heavy in the air. Taking this route back to the interstate was shorter but brought them close to where they had been the other day.
Joel thought about the first bridge they’d tried to cross and the plane that had taken it out. The pungent burnt odor was just as bad as he remembered it being yesterday. The strong smell and thick air spoiled what little pleasure Joel had squeezed from getting back to the main road.
At least they were heading away from the smoke this time.
“We’ll be in Pittsburgh in no time.” Joel glanced back at Allie. He expected a smile, but Allie had a concerned look on her face instead. “Hey, you okay?”
“Joel, I’m worried. Well, not so much worried, I guess, but scared.”
“Of what?” he asked.
“About what we’ll find in Pittsburgh. If we do find my dad, I don’t want to stay there. I want to stay with you guys. My dad can’t take care of us, and I don’t want to risk never seeing you again.”
Joel felt flush as the blood rushed to his face. He felt the same way she did but had been afraid to say anything before now. He was worried he would come off as being selfish. After all, she had already lost her mom. Who was he to keep her from being with her dad? But apparently, she felt the same way he did.
“I don’t want you to stay in Pittsburgh, either,” Joel confessed.
Allie smiled at him in the rearview mirror. Then the smile vanished and she shook her head. “I don’t want me or my dad to be a burden on you guys. It’s not fair to you or your dad. You need to get to your mom and brother and sister.”
“We’ll figure something out.” The words came out of Joel’s mouth, but in reality, he had no idea how that was going to work. He repeated it again to convince himself more than anything. “We’ll figure something out.”



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
The first thing Ben noticed when he woke up was how fast they were going.
How long had he been asleep? They must have made it back to the interstate. He rubbed his head where it had been leaning against the metal of the doorframe. It hadn’t made a great pillow, and he thought he probably would have slept a little longer if it wasn’t for the hard steel vibrating against his skull.
“Hey, you’re up,” Joel said.
“Yeah. Where are we? How long have I been asleep?” he asked.
Allie leaned forward. “You were out for a couple hours. We’re right about here.” She handed the map to Ben and showed him where they were.
“We’re below half a tank also,” Joel added. “We better find a place to stop soon.”
Ben nodded, still studying the map.
Joel leaned over and pointed at the map. “Looks like a nice river there. Might be a good place to stop for the night.”
“Kaskaskia River,” Ben read out loud. “Never heard of it, but it looks like it might have some possibilities. Could be another hour away with a fuel stop thrown in there.” He held his finger on one location of the map and his thumb on the other, trying to scale the distance based on what they had already traveled.
Still a little groggy from his nap, he rubbed his eyes and checked his watch. “That should be doable now that we’re back on the interstate. You good to keep going?”
“Yep.”
“All right.” After a few more minutes, Ben was fully awake, and although his neck was a little sore from sleeping against the doorframe, he felt rested.
He briefly considered the possibility of switching out with Joel after they got gas and then driving past their usual stopping time. But the more he thought it over, the less it seemed like a good idea.
It just wasn’t wise to push it, especially in the dark. It would only take one mistake and a split-second of bad decision-making to end the whole trip.
No, they would fill up the tanks and stop at the Kaskaskia River for the night. The two-hour nap had given him a boost of energy, but it wouldn’t last and they all needed a solid night’s sleep. They could get a proper start to the day tomorrow and, with any luck, end up just outside Pittsburgh by the end of the day if it went well.
Ben was eager to reach his kids, but he had promised Allie to get her to her dad, so he tried to remain focused on that as the main goal for now. If they were fortunate enough to find her father, Ben imagined she would want to stay with him.
It would be hard on Joel, but they had to press on to Maryland if they ever wanted to see Bradley and Emma again, not to mention Joel’s mom and grandfather.
Even though Joel’s relationship with his mom had been strained lately, Ben was sure they would both be happy to see each other. It would be all right with Ben, on the other hand, if he never saw her again.
But he tried to remind himself that, regardless of what he thought about Casey and her choices, she was still the children’s mother. There would be plenty of time to worry about that later, though. They were just about at the halfway point of their journey, and if the second half was anything like the first, they would have their work cut out for them.
Pittsburgh alone would present enough of a challenge. Ben had already decided they would leave the Blazer outside the city and hike in.
The vehicle would attract too much attention, and they wouldn’t have to risk damaging the truck in what he expected would resemble a war zone. The trek would take longer on foot, but he was convinced it was the way to go.
If Pittsburgh was like most of the places they’d been through, they would have to make their way into the city building by building until they got to her dad’s. At this point, he was leaning toward a nighttime insertion.
Although at night the city would be just as dangerous, if not more so, they stood a better chance at getting in and out unnoticed. Cover was important, because they all had to go. He needed Allie to direct him to her dad’s, and he was going to need Joel and Gunner to watch his back.
He didn’t like the thought of leaving the Blazer alone, but they’d cover it up with the netting and some brush like before, and it should be fine. The well-being of the Blazer would be the least of his concerns once they were in the city.
Then Ben had a troubling thought. What if they did find Allie’s dad and he was in bad shape? If he was as inept and helpless as Allie claimed, Ben couldn’t very well leave her or her dad there and have a clear conscience about it.
Ben had grown fond of Allie and he could tell Joel was falling head over heels for her, to say the least. What kind of father would he be if he left her behind with grim prospects for survival? At this point, he might need Allie to stay with them for Joel’s sake, if not for all the other reasons why it was the right thing to do.
He needed Joel as healthy and mentally fit as possible, and Ben was certain that having Allie along with them was a key part of his son’s well-being. They were good for each other, for that matter.
Ben even had a hard time imagining the truck without her in it. He felt like they had bonded, and the more he got to know her, the more he saw in her that he liked.
Like the way she’d interacted with Jon’s little girl, Jessie, back in Kansas. Allie had just been kidnapped at gunpoint hours earlier, and there she was, selflessly trying to comfort a little girl she had just met.
If Allie had decided to sit sullen in the back seat and not say a word the whole trip, he couldn’t have faulted her for what she’d been through so far. But she hadn’t and she wasn’t. She remained positive in spite of all the good reasons not to.
Allie might also be a good persuader to get Emma to come back to Colorado with them if it came to that. He could imagine the two girls getting along really well. Allie could be a good role model and friend for Emma in a world that didn’t afford those luxuries anymore.
Ben couldn’t imagine being in any of the kids’ shoes right now—having their whole lives in front of them, all their hopes and dreams for the future snuffed out by something beyond their control. Devastating.
And Allie losing her mom at the start of it all and having to go through the first couple days completely alone? The girl had character in spades—that was for sure.
Ben suddenly felt ashamed of himself for even considering parting ways with her in Pittsburgh. His mind was made up. Allie and her dad were coming with them.
Four people and a dog would be tight in the Blazer. They would have to move some things around, but they could make it work.
When they got to Maryland, they would have to figure out something else. They would need a bigger truck or maybe a small tow-behind camper. Pulling extra weight would be slow going, but the Blazer could tow a small camper with no trouble.
Ben would have to think it through a while, but they’d come up with something by then. After all, there was strength in numbers, and even if Allie’s dad was clueless about survival, he sounded like a smart guy otherwise. They could teach him a few things as they went. And having an extra set of hands around couldn’t hurt.
Of course, that also meant another mouth to feed. That was one part of this equation he couldn’t ignore. He and Joel were going to have to step up the hunting and fishing in order to sustain them. They were doing well so far with the supplies they’d brought, but he’d never expected them to last forever.
The bag of dog food he’d found was a godsend and would keep Gunner fed for a couple weeks, at least.
Joel tapped the dash. “I hope we find a place soon. We’re getting low.”
Ben leaned over and looked at the gas gauge. “We’ll be all right. There’s gotta be a place soon.”
Unfortunately, they couldn’t be picky about where they stopped this time. The spare cans were empty, and they would have to settle for the next gas station they came to, regardless of what it looked like.



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
Ben felt guilty for sleeping now and realized they probably would have stopped before they got this low on gas if he had been awake. It wasn’t Joel’s fault; he most likely hadn’t wanted to wake Ben and was only trying to be considerate by letting him rest. But now they were in a bad position—one Ben had avoided until now.
Allie rubbed Gunner’s side as he lay stretched out across the rear bench seat with his head in her lap. “Are we going to be okay?”
“Yeah, we’ll be fine. We can squeeze in another 30 miles with what we have left in the tank.” Ben tried to sound confident, but in truth he was a little concerned. He wasn’t so much worried about being able to find a place to gas-up; he was sure they’d see a gas station soon. His real concern was where they stopped.
They drove on in silence for a few minutes as everyone seemed to focus on the search for a place to fuel up. Even Gunner seemed to join in as he sat upright next to Allie.
“There!” Joel pointed to a road with a gas station symbol on it. “Two and a half miles to gas, next exit.”       
“Good. See, we’re fine.” Ben looked at Gunner, who had transformed from passed out and snoring on Allie’s lap to sitting upright and panting loudly. “That dog always knows when something’s going on, I swear.” Ben shook his head and turned around.
Allie nodded in agreement. “He does seem to have a sixth sense, doesn’t he?”
Joel snorted. “He’s too smart for his own good.”
The mood seemed lighter in the truck as they drove. Maybe it was the fact they had found a place to fill up, or maybe it was the promise of a chance to stretch their legs.
Either way, the lightness was a welcome change from the dreary funk that seemed to follow them from Missouri.
Joel took the next exit and steered around a burned-out bread truck blocking the exit lane. They had to go off the shoulder and around through the grass. Joel made the maneuver a little too fast and Gunner slid across the seat, pinning Allie to the side of the truck.
“Slow it down there, Speed Racer.” She laughed.
“Sorry. I didn’t think the shoulder went down that far.” Joel shrugged apologetically and wrangled the truck back onto the asphalt.
Ben shook his head and gave Joel a look.
“What? I’m sorry.” Joel smiled.
They regained their composure and got off the exit as the road opened up into a small retail area with several gas stations and chain restaurants lining both sides of the road.
“Well, it looks like we have lots of choices,” Joel said.
“Let’s go to the one farthest down on the left.” Ben pointed at a small convenience store at the far end of the developed area.
It was a good quarter mile off the interstate and looked like the best choice. They could keep an eye on most of the other buildings at the exit as well as on the interstate. Ben normally would have insisted in pushing on to a less developed area to get gas, but they didn’t have that option right now.
They all stared as Joel drove them past the burned-out shells of buildings and trashed stores. The signs out front were the only indications of what the stores once sold.
It was an odd sight to see the well-manicured landscaping around the entrances that led to large piles of charred rubble.
The remaining buildings showed the usual scars left by looters and thieves. Bits of trash and rubble were randomly scattered around the empty parking lots. Some lighter pieces of trash fluttered across the street in front of them on a warm gust of wind.
The place looked like it belonged in a late-night horror flick.
Joel pulled into the last gas station at the end of the street and did the required loop around the building. Without too much trouble, they found the underground tank access lids near the front of the lot and quickly got set up to pump fuel.
Allie insisted on doing her part and taking a turn at the pump. Joel helped her get the hose and pump set up, and they started filling the truck first.
Meanwhile, Gunner made his usual investigation of the surrounding area, marking a few spots as he went.
The kids had things under control, so Ben headed around to the front of the truck. He laid the AR across the hood and leaned against the bumper. As he drank from his water bottle, he sized up an old motel across the street.
He wondered about the possibilities of spending the night in a motel at some point. There wouldn’t be any supplies left in a place like that now and no reason for people to hang around. If they found the right place, maybe, but not this one. They needed someplace more remote. If they could park the truck out back or under some type of cover, it might work. It sure would be nice to sleep in a bed again.
He wasn’t the young man he once was, and the sleeping bag and bedroll combo wasn’t as comfortable as he remembered, at least not this many nights in a row. Sleeping on the ground every night and driving all day was beginning to take its toll on his back.
He never seemed to get enough rest, and no matter how tired he felt, he couldn’t seem to sleep through the night. He wondered how the kids were doing but figured they probably wouldn’t mind a real bed for a change, either.
Originally, Ben was going to let Joel finish the day out driving, but after that last little stunt he pulled back at the exit, Ben was having second thoughts. He was sure Joel hadn’t done it on purpose, and that’s what scared Ben the most.
They couldn’t afford to get sidetracked with an accident out here in the middle of nowhere. They might not recover from a mistake like that. Then again, he couldn’t be too hard on the boy. It had been a long day for all of them.
Ben reconsidered and decided to let Joel finish the driving for the day. He didn’t want to risk embarrassing him in front of Allie by taking that responsibility away. And if he knew his son, Joel would be mindful of his driving from here forward out of the sheer desire to prove himself.
Ben could hear the kids talking as they switched from filling the truck’s gas tank to filling the spare fuel cans. He walked around to the side of the Blazer where he could see them. Joel muscled the full jerry cans up onto the rear cargo rack and strapped them down. Meanwhile, Allie continued to turn the pump handle.
“Are you up to driving the rest of the way tonight?” Ben asked.
“Yeah, sure. What is it? Like another half an hour or so?” Joel rejoined Allie to help finish filling the truck.
“Probably not even that long. We’re really close. I could use the time to study the map for tomorrow,” Ben added.
“You both know I can drive, right?” Allie joked.
Ben looked at her and started nodding his head. “All right then. Maybe tomorrow. Let’s see how the day goes.”



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
Once the truck was filled with fuel, Joel and Allie stowed the hose and pump and they all loaded up in the Blazer.
Ben stowed the AR in what had become its normal spot, between the passenger seat and the center console. The soft case that held the AR-15 remained in place and was loose enough to allow the short black rifle to easily slide in and out, more like a sheath or a holster. It was actually working out pretty well in that spot and made the gun available in a hurry, if need be.
Everything was starting to find a home in the truck through trial and error. They had been on the road for eight days now and it was beginning to feel like home.
Ben had always been a stickler for organization, and the four of them living out of the Blazer was no excuse to deviate from that practice.
He was particularly impressed that Allie had organized a small area in the back. She had brought a book to read and what looked like a small, well-used leather-bound journal.
She’d wedged them, along with her box of ammo and a few other personal items, between the seat and part of the wheel well. She had also constructed a spot for the sawed-off shotgun out of a rolled-up towel. The barrel pointed down and the pistol grip stuck up for easy retrieval from her side of the seat behind Joel.
The floor in front of Gunner was piled up level with the top of the rear bench seat on his side. It was mostly dehydrated food they hadn’t even touched yet. Gunner had settled into his new seating assignment and had given up his attempts to occupy the front passenger seat.
Ben thought that had more to do with getting to sit with Allie than Gunner’s good behavior. With the amount of attention Allie gave that dog, it was no wonder. Ben didn’t mind, though. As far as he was concerned, Gunner could do anything he wanted. After all, he had most likely saved the kids’ lives back in Kansas. And Ben had no doubt that Gunner would fight to his dying breath for that girl at this point.
They would definitely have to move some things around if they added another person. Of course, that was going to be the case sooner or later, regardless of Allie’s dad joining them. They’d have to put some stuff on the roof. At least they had the other side of the roof rack open.
Ben now wished he hadn’t talked Joel out of getting an old Suburban when he first started looking at trucks. That was originally what Joel had his heart set on, but Ben had convinced him otherwise.
He’d told Joel he thought it would be too big and long on the four-wheel-drive trails around Durango and that a shorter wheelbase Blazer was the way to go. Also, more importantly, he would need a second job to keep gas in a suburban.
That was one big advantage of the Blazer. Compared to a larger truck, the Blazer got decent mileage out of a tank, better than what Ben’s conservative estimate had been. The whole routine of pumping fuel had become familiar at this point, and they had it down to a fairly efficient process.
The interstate remained littered with the occasional accident or abandoned vehicle to avoid, but they made good time and soon saw a sign for Vandalia, Illinois. According to the map, the Kaskaskia River was just beyond the town. The sign also listed Effingham, Terra Haute, and Indianapolis. Indianapolis was the farthest distance at 173 miles.
“If we get a good start tomorrow, we should be in Ohio by lunchtime or sooner,” Ben said.
Of course, that depended on how long it took them to get around Indianapolis. Ben planned on giving the city a wide berth tomorrow. As tempting as it was to remain on the interstate, he knew better. They would stay on I-70 until just before Indianapolis, where they would head north, eventually picking up Route 30.
If they followed 30, it would more or less take them straight into Pittsburgh and allow them to miss a couple big cities in the process. Indianapolis and Columbus, Ohio, were the two big ones he wanted to steer clear of. After what they’d seen and heard, there was no second-guessing the decision to go around those areas. They had to make their way north eventually to get to Pittsburgh, so they might as well make it work to their advantage.
No point in bouncing back and forth between roads. They could get back on the interstate after Pittsburgh.       
Ben knew if things went well they could get to the kids in Maryland within two or three days’ time if they pushed it. For the first time since they started, he truly felt like they were making progress, and he was encouraged for a change.
“Here we are.” Joel leaned forward in his seat and looked over the steering wheel at the empty shops that lined the streets. He slowed down a little as they passed through what was left of the town.
Ben was glad nobody was around. He didn’t have the energy or the patience to deal with any more trouble today.
“No need to slow down,” he reminded Joel, who seemed to be preoccupied with something out the side window. “Let’s get to the river.”
“Oh, sorry.” He accelerated quickly, and they sped through without seeing so much as a single person.
The bridge was only a few miles outside of town and was two lanes wide on each side. The river itself was unremarkable and looked more like a giant ditch. It sat a good 50 feet below the interstate, so the bridge stayed at the same height as the road where it crossed. It was about 100 yards across the greenish-brown water.
Ben watched the slow current carry a stick downstream as they crossed.
“It’s a little cleaner than the Mississippi. Maybe even fishable,” Joel noted.
“It’s worth a try,” Ben agreed.
Once across the small bridge, they entered an area that was divided up with orange construction barrels that reduced the eastbound lanes into one single lane that funneled onto the westbound side of the road. They were in the middle of repairing a section of road, by the looks of it, and there was a break in the guardrail.
“How about down there?” Ben pointed to an opening in the barrels that led off the side of the road and back toward the river.
“Okay.” Joel slowed down and made his way through the maze of construction barrels.
The grassy shoulder dropped off steeply toward the river, and they followed it down alongside the bridge until it reached the water’s edge.
There was a clearing under the bridge in the shade and out of sight from the road above. Ben decided this would be a good spot, as the surrounding forest was too thick to navigate with the Blazer.
From here, they’d have a better chance of hearing someone coming on the bridge overhead, and after their last experience, he wanted to keep an eye on things tonight.
“Here?” Joel asked.
“How about under the bridge, over there?” Ben nodded at a place between two concrete support columns. The truck fit between the bridge supports with room to spare on either side.
Joel moved the Blazer to the spot, put it in park, and shut it down. They all unloaded quickly and gravitated to the water’s edge to stretch their legs. Even though they had just been out of the truck not long ago, it somehow felt better this time.
Maybe it was the fact they all knew the driving was done for the day. Maybe it was the way the sunset was lighting up the evening sky. Whatever the reason, Ben felt the mood mimicked the relaxed rhythm of the lazy current. This would be a better spot than he had hoped to find tonight.
Gunner’s loud lapping of water interrupted the still of the evening. Never one to let an opportunity go to waste, he then waded into the water and swam in a short little circle a few yards off the riverbank before returning to shake off and roll in the grass.
“Look at that. Do you see it?” Joel pointed to a ripple on the surface of the water. “There’s another one.” He pointed farther upstream.
Fish were rising to a fresh hatch of mayflies. Ben hadn’t noticed the insects at first but now he could see them skating across the water by the hundreds in their death throes. Some type of fish was taking the opportunity to gorge itself on the spent mayflies as they gathered in groups on the surface.
Ben grinned at Joel. “Well, what are you waiting for?”



 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
Joel ran back to the truck without saying a word and returned a few minutes later with his fly rod and a small box of flies. He carefully selected a fly out of the box and held it up. “What do you think?”
“Looks like a good match.” Ben noticed Joel had selected a dark-colored elk hair caddis. That’s what he would have gone for, too. It was a close match to the mayflies.
Joel stuffed the fly box into his pocket and tied on the caddis fly before he waded out into the water a few feet.
Ben and Allie stood on the bank, watching as Joel began to cast to the rising fish.
“Gunner, stay,” Allie said firmly, trying to keep Gunner from joining Joel.
The dog stood next to her, wagging his tail and whining as Joel waded farther out into the river.
“You’ll scare all the fish.” She held on to Gunner’s collar as he leaned toward the river.
It wasn’t long before Joel had a bite and brought the fish into his hand. He scooped it up by its mouth and unhooked the fly before turning to face Ben and Allie.
“It’s pretty big, but I have no idea what it is.” Joel grinned, holding the fish out for them to see.
“Maybe some type of carp. I really don’t know, either, but it is a nice size,” Ben said.
Allie laughed. “Well, don’t look at me.”
“Oh, wait,” Joel said. “I know what kind it is. The kind that will go nicely with beans and rice.” He laughed as he tucked his fly rod under his arm and pulled out his pocket knife. He quickly dispatched the fish using the knife and then threw it up onto the bank. “I’ll see if I can catch a couple more.”
When Gunner saw the fish land on the muddy bank, Allie could no longer control him and he broke free from her grasp.
“Hey, you!” Allie blurted out, but it was no use. Gunner was determined to investigate the new weird, slimy thing on the bank.
Ben snorted. “I guess that leaves me with fire duty. I’ll get it started.” He turned to walk back toward the truck.
“I’ll help you unpack,” Allie offered.
“Good,” Ben said. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about something.”
“Oh, okay.” She joined him on his way to the truck.
“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I would like you and your dad to continue on with us to Maryland.”
“Really?” She smiled.
“I mean, you don’t have to, and I’m not trying to tell you what to do, but the city isn’t the place to be right now. I’m sure I can speak for Joel as well on this, and we just wouldn’t feel right leaving you there. We want you to stay with us, Allie.” Ben looked her in the eye.
Allie was all smiles and began to tear up as she ran to Ben and hugged him. “Thank you.”
They stood there for a few seconds before she let go and stepped back. “I don’t want to be a burden on you guys. I’m afraid my dad and I will just slow you down. I mean, my dad… Well, let’s just say he’s not like you and Joel and—”
Ben cut her off. “It’s okay. It’ll be fine. You can’t stay in Pittsburgh if it’s anything like what we’ve been seeing in the more populated areas.” He climbed up to the roof rack on the truck and handed Allie the sleeping bags and tents from the top cargo box.
“Do you think we’ll find my dad?” Allie bit her lip.
Ben handed her the last sleeping bag and closed the lid on the cargo box. He was stalling while he tried to think of something to say that didn’t sound like he was pandering to her, but he also didn’t want to sound too bleak. As he climbed down from the truck, he decided to tell her the truth. “I don’t know, Allie.”
She broke eye contact with him and glanced down at the ground for a moment before looking back up and nodding. “I know.”
“I can promise you this. We’ll do our best to find your father. I give you my word on that. Now, let’s get this fire going.” Ben put his hand on Allie’s upper back as he moved past her and grabbed the shovel out of the back of the Blazer.
“I know you will. You have no idea how much this means to me.”
“Sure I do. I have a daughter, too, you know.” Ben smiled at Allie before he crouched down and started digging.
By the time Ben had the fire pit ready, Joel was walking up to the truck with a makeshift stringer of fish. The four large fish were still dripping wet as they hung from the small branch he had run through their gills.
“Here you go. All cleaned and ready to cook,” he said proudly.
“Great job, buddy. How about putting them on the tailgate for now while I get this fire started?”
“Sure thing.”
“Wow, that was fast. Four fish already?” Allie asked.
“Well, you know, when you’re as good as me…” Joel joked as he sauntered over and began setting up his tent.
“By the way, it looks like you’re stuck with me after all,” Allie teased.
“What do you mean?” Joel asked.
Allie didn’t say anything, smiling as she unrolled her sleeping bag.
Joel turned to his dad. “What’s going on?”
“I asked Allie to join us the rest of the way to Maryland. And her dad, of course,” Ben added.
Joel smiled and looked back at Allie, then quickly put his head down and got busy setting up his tent.
Ben could tell he was trying not to let on how happy he was to hear the news.
When the kids were done getting their tents and gear squared away, Ben sent them to pick up firewood. He got his tent up in a couple of minutes and turned his attention to starting a pot of water on the little gas stove.
The kids returned shortly, each with a good-sized pile of wood in their arms. Gunner was out in front, carrying a stick of his own as they walked back into the campsite.
Ben shook his head. “I see Gunner is helping out tonight.”
“I don’t think he’s going to give that one up,” Joel said.
Joel and Allie unloaded their piles of wood and twigs by the fire pit while Gunner found a spot nearby and lay down. He immediately began to chew the bark off the stick while holding it between his paws.
Ben got a small fire going in no time and spread the fish out on a small round metal grill across the top of the pit. If they were carp or some other type of bony fish, their best bet would be to pick the meat off after they were cooked and mix it in with the beans and rice.
The fish cooked rapidly over the open flame and were done in no time. The white flakey meat separated from the bone easily and nearly filled the pot of beans and rice the rest of the way to the top. He added in some dry seasoning from the bag of things Allie gathered from his kitchen and stirred it all together. That would help the flavor a bit.
Tired of eating out of the pouches that the dehydrated food came in, he grabbed a few plastic plates from the truck. He’d used these for times when he had all the kids and they went car camping back home. Using the plates now felt like an extravagant luxury and it was a nice change from eating out of a plastic bag.
“Oh, fancy tonight, huh?” Joel said as he and Allie returned from the river, where they were refilling water bottles.
“Yeah, I thought it would be a nice change. We’ll have to wash them, but I couldn’t deal with another dinner out of a bag. Besides, this looks pretty good. It would be shame not to enjoy it.” Ben held up a spoon full of the bean, rice, and fish mixture.
“It smells really good,” Allie said. She unrolled Gunner’s collapsible bowl and scooped a few handfuls of dry food into it. Gunner was already waiting at her feet as she worked.
He had abandoned the stick-chewing as soon as he’d seen the orange canvas bowl come out.
“Let’s eat.” Ben dished out three equal portions and passed out the plates. They dug in with fervor and there was silence around the little fire pit for several minutes.
Gunner finished what was in his bowl and patiently waited for leftovers. He sat near the fire, licking his lips and watching them intently. Ben and Joel finished theirs completely, but Allie had a few spoonfuls left over, which she gave to Gunner.
After dinner, they all chipped in and got things cleaned up down by the water. Ben and Joel headed back to the truck to give Allie some privacy. She wanted to freshen up and change her clothes.
“Come on, Gunner. Allie can’t get washed up with you stirring up the water,” Joel stated.
Gunner reluctantly exited the water, where he had been wading along the bank and stirring up the muddy bottom.
Allie nodded at Joel and mouthed the words “thank you” as he and Ben walked away. Gunner slowly followed a few feet behind them.
“Thanks,” Joel said softly.
“For what?” Ben asked.
“For letting Allie and her dad travel with us. I know it’s a lot to take on.”
“We’ll make it work. It might get a little tight, but we’ll move some things around.”
“What are we going to do when we get to Maryland? There’s going to be too many of us to fit in the Blazer.”
“I know. I thought about that. We’re going to have to figure something out. Maybe we’ll find another vehicle, or I was even thinking a small camper. The Blazer could tow one without too much trouble.”
Joel nodded. “Yeah, that could work. It’s not like we’re going super fast on the roads anyway. That’s a good idea.” He paused for a moment and had a look on his face like he was about to ask something, but he changed his mind.
“What?” Ben asked.
“What’s the plan when we get to Maryland? Do you think Mom will come back to Colorado with us? What if she doesn’t want to leave and won’t let Bradley or Emma come with us?”
“I’m thinking your mom will see things a little differently now, in light of what’s going on in the world.” Ben hoped she would, anyway. “We need to put our differences aside and focus on survival, and I’m hoping she agrees.”
Suddenly, a sharp scream shattered the quiet.
“HELP!”
Allie was in trouble.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
“Allie, we’re coming,” Joel yelled.
He and Ben took off running toward the river with Gunner way ahead of them. Ben could hear Gunner barking and growling before they got there. Then he heard a snarl he didn’t recognize as he pulled his Glock out and came down the riverbank.
He couldn’t believe what he saw in the light of Allie’s headlamp.
Gunner had his hackles up and locked in a standoff with what looked like a large gray wolf.
The wolf was several feet away and flashing its teeth with an intensity that sent chills up Ben’s spine. Allie was backed up against a large dead tree that stuck out into the water and cut off her escape route. The .38 pistol in her hand shook as she held it out in front of her.
Gunner had put himself directly between her and the wolf.
“It came up behind me!” Her voice trembled. Ben was glad she hadn’t taken a shot with Gunner in the way.
“Everybody stay calm! Gunner, heal up. Gunner, heal up now!” Ben’s commands went without so much as a look from the dog, and if anything, he doubled down on his intensity.
“Is…is that a wolf?” Joel muttered. “It’s way too big to be a coyote.”
“Yes, it is,” Ben answered.
The wolf was taller than Gunner by a few inches but much leaner. Its slender legs, designed for traveling great distances, led down to massive mud-encrusted paws. Ben couldn’t help but appreciate what a magnificent animal it was. The last thing he wanted to do was kill it, but this wouldn’t end well if he didn’t step in soon.
As he raised his pistol, the standoff escalated and the two animals began to circle one another. The distance between Gunner and the wolf quickly shrunk to just a couple feet. Ben didn’t have a clear shot without risking a ricocheted bullet at this range. He didn’t want to risk hitting Gunner or, worse, one of the kids.
Gunner refused to back off in spite of Ben and Joel’s repeated attempts to call him off. The tension continued to build until Gunner finally snapped and tore into the wolf with a fury that Ben had never seen the likes of before now.
“Gunner, no!” Joel yelled.
Allie screamed again as the two canines locked up in a whirlwind of hair and teeth. Ben could hear the snapping jaws as they struggled to latch on to each other. They rolled around, flinging dirt and pebbles in all directions and snarling in between attempted bites.
Ben felt helpless, and for the first time in a while, he wasn’t sure what to do. There was no way he could take a shot while they were going at each other like this.
Then, out of nowhere, Joel came running down the bank with an unwieldy tree branch.
Ben hadn’t even noticed he was gone.
The branch was at least 10 feet long and looked heavy from the way he was running with it. The end of the branch had a few smaller limbs sticking off and some of them dragged on the ground as he ran.
Joel plunged the end of the branch into the mass of fur and chaos. The two beasts separated for the first time since the fight had started. But by the looks of it, they weren’t planning on staying that way.
The wolf backed off several feet and was beginning to circle around Gunner for another go. This gave Ben a small window of opportunity. He thought about firing a shot into the air in an attempt to scare the wolf away, but he felt that it would take more than that now that the wolf had drawn blood. Besides, he didn’t want to have to worry about it coming back later. Ben took the shot. At less than 10 yards away, the 9-mm round to the wolf’s vitals dropped it on the spot with little more than a yelp.
Joel and Allie ran to Gunner, who was still standing—but barely. The poor dog was teetering as he tried to maintain his balance on three legs. He held his right front leg slightly bent, just enough to take the weight off it.
“He’s bleeding,” Allie cried out.
Gunner slid to the ground slowly as Allie dropped down beside him. “Joel, get me that washcloth over there, but get it wet first,” she commanded.
Joel grabbed the washcloth from a rock where Allie had earlier set her things to wash up. He dunked it in the river and wrung it out before handing it to her.
Ben started for the truck. “Don’t let him move. I’ll get the first-aid kit.” He only made it a couple feet before stopping and spinning around to look at Joel. “Stay alert. There could be more.”
Joel nodded and pulled out his gun. “Got it.”
Allie had the washcloth wrapped around Gunner’s leg when Ben returned and was applying pressure to the wound. She had his big brown head in her lap and was rubbing his ear with her free hand. Joel was still standing over them with his gun drawn.
“He lost a little bit of blood, but it’s not bleeding anymore. Looks like a couple puncture wounds. He keeps trying to move his leg out of the washcloth, so I don’t think it’s broken.” Allie tried to soothe Gunner as he lifted his head on Ben’s approach.
“Let me take a look.” Ben knelt and focused his headlamp on Gunners leg. Allie removed the washcloth, revealing three small holes in the outside of the leg, just above the paw. They weren’t as bad as Ben was expecting based on the amount of blood. Gunner tried to pull his leg away as Ben inspected the wounds.
“Easy, Gunner. Easy there. Looks like he got you pretty good, boy.” Ben rubbed Gunner’s head as he checked him over for any more injuries. “Looks like that’s it, thankfully. He’ll be okay. We just need to get this cleaned up and wrap it so it stays that way.”
Ben glanced up at Joel. “Did you see or hear anything else while I was gone?”
“No. Nothing. I think it was alone.” Joel shook his head. “I didn’t know there were wolves in Illinois.”
Ben started pulling supplies out of the first-aid kit. “It’s rare, but I’ve read about them migrating down from Wisconsin. They’ve made a bit of a comeback in the last few years.”
“Apparently, they’re not that rare.” Joel stared at the dead wolf several yards away.
“Allie, I’m going to need you to keep Gunner still while I do this. I have to clean out the bite, and he’s not going to like it.”
“Okay, I’ve got him.” Allie leaned down, putting her head to Gunner’s as she stroked his neck and whispered sweet things to him.
Ben started by pouring some of the filtered water over the wound. Gunner tried to lift his head, but Allie coaxed him into lying back down and holding still.
“Okay, now get ready. He’s going to feel this.” Ben gently drizzled a small amount of hydrogen peroxide into the punctures.
Gunner squirmed, forcing Allie to throw her leg over him to keep him in place. “Easy. It’s okay. Good boy. It’s okay.”
Gunner grunted and flashed his teeth in protest but eventually resigned himself to his treatment and settled down. His resistance eventually simmered down to only the occasional sad whine.
Allie took a deep breath. “I was just getting ready to wash up when I felt something behind me. I can’t explain it, but I felt like someone was watching me. When I turned around there was a wolf staring at me, and he was getting closer. The wolf started to growl, and I screamed. Before I knew it, Gunner came flying down the riverbank and put himself between us.”
Allie hugged Gunner tightly around the neck as she lay next to him on the ground. “You saved me again!”
“He’s a good dog.” Ben ripped open a small white packet of antiseptic gel and applied it liberally to the bite area. Next, he wrapped the leg in gauze from above the paw and all the way to Gunner’s elbow. He ripped off a few strips of duct tape and secured both ends of the wrap to itself, then ran a strip around the middle. He smoothed it out with his hands as he looked it over.
“There we go. That should keep it clean. No more swimming for you, at least not for a little while.” Ben rubbed Gunner on the head as Allie released her grip on the poor dog.
“We need to keep an eye on it and change the bandage out daily,” he said. “The main thing is keeping it clean.”
“I’m happy to help,” Allie said.
Gunner got up on his elbows and let out a sneeze as he shook his head. Clearly glad not to be pinned down any longer, he gingerly sat up on his haunches, careful to use the injured leg sparingly. He sat there, panting, as he glanced around at the three of them and acted as if nothing had happened.
“Yeah, he’s going to be fine,” Joel said.
Ben didn’t want to leave the dead wolf lying on the bank for fear it might attract more of them if there were any around.
“Give me a hand, will you?” he asked Joel. “Grab the legs.”
Joel and his dad carried the wolf to the edge of the water and counted to three before they heaved the body as far as they could. Ben grabbed the long tree limb that Joel used to break up the fight and pushed the wolf farther out from shore and into a stronger current. They all watched as the lifeless raft of fur drifted beyond the capacity of their headlamps. Even Gunner made the effort and limped over to watch the body disappear downstream.
“I think I’ll wait until morning to get cleaned up,” Allie said as she gathered her things from the rock.
“I don’t blame you. Probably not a bad idea.” Ben put the first-aid kit back together and they headed back toward camp. Gunner kept pace with them as he hobbled along, his right paw held limp and only lightly touching down between strides.
“At least he’s using it.” Joel nodded at the dog.
“Yeah. That’s a good sign,” Ben agreed as he watched Gunner struggle up the modest incline of the riverbank.
Gunner was lucky he hadn’t fared much worse. They all were. Ben was almost certain there were more wolves out there. Wolves were pack animals and it only made sense there would be more lurking in the woods. They were probably watching them now.
He’d only seen one other wolf in the wild, and that was on a backpacking trip to Glacier National Park in Montana.
The wolf in Montana had crossed the trail they were hiking and only paused long enough for Ben to get a glimpse of it. It was a dark-colored animal, unlike the one that snuck up on Allie. But the Montana wolf was scared of them. It tucked its tail and ran away after they surprised it on the trail.
The wolf tonight was aggressive and showed no signs of backing down. Why was that?
Ben was worried enough that by the time they got back to camp he decided to make an exception and build a bigger, more traditional fire. As they added wood to the fire, Ben dug out the main hole a little more to accommodate larger sticks and logs.
Just when Ben was starting to feel like maybe he was overreacting, a high-pitched howl that made his skin crawl interrupted the silence. The sound was unsettling, even to Gunner, who got up from his spot by Allie’s tent and slowly moved closer to the fire.
They all looked at each other as the eerie melody trailed off into the tall pines just beyond camp.
“That was close,” Joel said.
Ben nodded. “Too close.”



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
That settled it for Ben, confirming his fears, and he knew what they had to do. They would have to stay vigilant all night.
“Somebody’s going to have to stay awake and keep the fire going. I’ll take the first watch,” Ben stated.
“No way! You’ve done too much today already, Dad. I got this.” Joel had a serious look on his face, and Ben didn’t have the energy to argue.
“All right then, you’ve got the first watch. But first, let’s gather up as much wood as we can.” Ben sighed as he realized his hopes for a good night’s sleep were quickly fading. So much for recharging the battery and hitting it fresh in the morning.
“I’ll stay up with you, Joel. There’s no way I can fall asleep right now,” Allie said as they began to scavenge for wood.
They scoured the perimeter of camp, careful not to stray too far outside the flickering light of the campfire as they gathered anything they could burn. They came up with a good-sized pile of wood, and Ben felt confident it would be enough to keep the fire going until morning.
“I think that’s good.” Ben stood back and eyed the pile of sticks and branches. Some of it was still green and was going to put off a fair amount of smoke—something he wasn’t crazy about. But what choice did they have?
For an added measure of security, they all pulled their tents a little closer to the flames, forming a small circle around the now blazing fire.
“Not too close. We don’t want any sparks to leap out and burn holes in the tents,” Ben warned the kids. “As long as the fire is going, they won’t come in very close.”
But Ben wondered how true that was after the aggressive actions he’d just witnessed. He hoped that was an isolated case and the other pack members would be more restrained. One thing was for sure, though: the animals they had encountered so far were just as unraveled as the people they had run into.
It was almost like the animals could sense this was a time of weakness for them and were reclaiming the land from people while it was ripe for the taking.
Why had the coyotes and the wolf been so overly aggressive? He wasn’t 100 percent sure about the wolf, but he knew coyotes didn’t behave like that normally. Then there were those vultures attacking their tires the other day. What was all that about?
Ben shook his head when he realized how crazy he was sounding to himself. He needed to get some sleep. He wasn’t even thinking straight anymore. “All right, guys. I’m going to try and get some rest. Wake me up in a few hours or when you get tired and I’ll take over.”
“Good night. I got it for a while. Don’t worry,” Joel said.
“Good job today! Thank you, again.” Allie glanced at Ben and then back at the fire. “Night.”
Ben smiled. “I couldn’t do this without you guys.”
He left Joel and Allie to the fire and Gunner to his stick. Ben thought Gunner looked remarkably well for just having tussled with a wolf and was glad to see the dog preoccupied with something other than his wounds. They also hadn’t heard any more howling, which might be why Gunner had finally settled down, enough at least to resume turning his stick into splinters while he basked in the heat of the fire.
Ben tucked under the flap into his tent and slipped off his boots before pulling his feet inside. He rubbed his feet for a minute. It felt so good to be out of his hiking boots. They were great for hiking and had a lot of extra support, but they weren’t so good for driving. And after spending all day in the rigid boots, they felt like two bricks on his feet.
He pulled the gun and holster from his belt next and tucked it neatly by the door near his head. He let the tent flap fall closed but decided not to zip it in case he had to make a quick exit. Allie and Joel were talking quietly, and every once in a while, he heard Gunner crunching on his stick. But none of that kept him from falling asleep in a matter a seconds.
* * *
Allie poked at the fire with a long stick. “Do you think the wolves will come back tonight?”
“I don’t think so. At least I hope not. I mean, you would think they wouldn’t try anything after what happened to the last one, but what do I know.” Joel focused on sharpening a long straight branch he had found when they were gathering firewood. He had been working on it for a while now.
“What are you making there? Looks like a spear,” Allie said.
“I don’t know. Just fooling around.” Joel was satisfied with the tip now and put away his knife. He thrust the tip of his spear into the red-hot embers at the base of the fire for a few seconds before pulling it out.
“And now you’re burning it up?” Allie made a face.
“No. This makes it stronger. The heat takes the moisture out of the wood and tightens the fibers. See the carbon from the embers on the tip? And if you rub it on a rock you can get a smooth, sharp tip that’s a lot more durable.”
Allie laughed.
“What?” Joel said.
“How do you know this stuff? Your dad, I guess, right? Stupid question.” She shook her head.
Joel shrugged. “I’ve been doing that since I was a little kid. Just something I picked up. We were always outside doing stuff when I was little. Both of my parents were big on sending us outside to play.”
“Well, you’re lucky.” She smiled. “I’ve always lived in an apartment in the city. At least until my mom and I moved to Durango.”
Joel noticed Allie’s mood change as she let her hair fall over her face. She looked pretty in the firelight, but he wished she didn’t feel sad. He slid across the last few inches between them and put his arm around her shoulder. She leaned into him, and they sat there without saying a word for a long time.
He stared into the fire as he pondered what type of future he and Allie could possibly have together in this new world. What was in store for any of them after Maryland? It wasn’t like they could all go back to Durango and live happily ever after. No. The world had changed forever.
And they were changing with it.
For the first time, Joel didn’t feel like a high school student anymore. He didn’t feel like a kid anymore, for that matter. Something had awakened inside of him.
Maybe it was because he was thinking about the future for a change, or maybe it was the realization he would play a large part in determining if they survived or not.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
When Ben heard the song of a distant bird, he realized he had slept straight through the night. He rubbed his eyes as he tried to read the small numbers on his watch: 5:45. He could hear the forest coming alive with sounds outside the tent.
His first thought was that Joel had fallen asleep and failed to wake him for his fire watch. But when he smelled coffee and heard the kids talking, he knew that wasn’t the case.
Throwing back the flap on his tent, he saw a smaller fire still going and a pot of coffee percolating on top of the metal grate. Joel had propped it up with a few rocks and positioned it over the now-larger fire pit.
Ben pulled his shoes on and slowly got up and out of the tent. “I thought you were going to wake me up?”
“Good morning,” Allie said.
“Morning,” Ben replied.
“I thought you could use the sleep. Besides, I wasn’t that tired.” Joel finished stuffing a few things into his backpack. “I didn’t hear or see any more wolves after you went to bed, by the way.”
“Good. I see you guys have been busy. Did you get any sleep, Allie?” Ben glanced around camp. Both their tents and sleeping bags were piled up by the truck and ready to stow in the cargo box. The only thing they hadn’t packed yet was their personal bags.
“I did, but I woke up early for some reason.” She shrugged.
Ben grabbed his coffee mug and poured himself a cup of the hot, steaming liquid as he inhaled the aroma. That smell never got old. After he took a sip and savored it for a moment, he set the cup down and immediately got to work cleaning out his tent and breaking it down.
Gunner hobbled over to greet him and Ben inspected the wrapped leg.
“It was wet and dirty so I changed the bandage when I got up this morning,” Allie said.
“Good job. How did it look?” Ben asked.
“Thanks. It looked okay. I used the rest of the packet of antiseptic gel.”
“Good.” Ben gave Gunner a few scratches behind his ear and got back to work organizing his gear.
Allie began to boil some water in a pot and pulled out a packet of oatmeal from the truck. Joel remained seated on a nearby log with the AR-15 leaned against the side of it. He sipped his coffee as he stared off into the distance.
“I guess you can get some sleep in the truck today, buddy. Maybe Allie can sit up front and help me navigate for a while this morning.”
“Sure,” Allie chirped.
Joel nodded in agreement but remained silent.
He wished Joel had gotten a little rest last night. The poor kid looked exhausted. But Ben couldn’t complain about the extra sleep he’d gotten. He was still stiff and a little sore, but he felt rested and he knew the extra sleep was needed.
If he got tired of driving later he could let Allie have a turn for a bit. Why not? She was perfectly capable, and if the roads were decent, he didn’t see why not.
“I’ll drive until the first fuel stop. Then you can take over for a while if you feel up to it.” Ben looked at Allie.
“Yeah, sure. I can do that,” she answered.
Ben was impressed with both of them this morning, and it gave him a good feeling to know they were putting so much effort into keeping things moving. These were good kids. Really good. They gave him hope for the future.
As the sun began to rise, the forest kicked into high gear. Birds and squirrels sprang into action with their calls and a flurry of activity and acrobatics from one tree to another.
Gunner did his best to keep track of the squirrels as they launched themselves through the air and scurried loudly through the branches. He ran from tree to tree as fast as he could with his bandaged leg while the squirrels raced up and down the tall pines, always just out of reach.
“Easy there, boy. You’re going to hurt yourself,” Joel warned.
It was just another morning for the woodland critters. But not for Ben and his crew. It would be a long day of driving if they were going to make it to Ohio by evening.
If they could get a solid eight or nine hours in, they might even make it to West Virginia or the Pennsylvania line. From there, it would be a short drive the next day to the outskirts of Pittsburgh and would leave them well rested for their rescue attempt. They’d need it if they were going to hide the truck and hike in.
“Do you think it would be okay if I went down to the river to clean up now?” Allie asked. “I have my gun, and I’ll take Gunner with me.”
“Go ahead. I’ll finish breakfast. Just make sure he doesn’t go in the water,” Ben said.
Allie nodded. “Come on, boy. Let’s go.”
Gunner forgot all about the squirrels when he saw Allie walking toward the river. He chased after her.
“I guess the leg’s feeling better?” Joel shook his head as he watched Gunner sprint after her.
“Yeah, I think he’ll be just fine. Hey, Joel?”
“Yeah, Dad?”
“Thanks for letting me get some sleep last night. I really needed it.” Ben climbed onto the Blazer and opened the lid on the rooftop carrier.
“I know. You did a lot yesterday.” Joel handed the gear up to Ben as he stowed it away in the rooftop cargo box.
After they were done, Ben took the boiling water off the fire and added it to the oatmeal pouch. He folded the bag closed and set it on the tailgate to cook. By the time Allie returned from cleaning up, breakfast was ready.
“I feel so much better!” Allie pulled her hair back into a ponytail.
“I bet. I’ll clean up when I take the dishes down after breakfast.” Joel scooped a couple handfuls of dry dog food into Gunner’s bowl.
He ran over and gave it a sniff but waited a while before eating. Once he realized that was all he was getting, he began to eat slowly.
Ben shook his head at the dog. “I’ll help you with the dishes. I want to get cleaned up, too. Plus, we need a bucket of water to put this fire out.” He divided up the oatmeal, and they all sat quietly as they ate their breakfasts and finished the last of the coffee.
Then he and Joel gathered up the dishes in the bucket and headed down to the river. Allie and Gunner stayed back at camp while she packed her things into the Blazer.
Ben and Joel returned in a few short minutes and put out the fire before loading the rest of the stuff up.
Ben looked around at the campsite. “Well, I guess that’s it.”
“Come on, Gunner. Load up.” Joel coaxed Gunner into the truck and then climbed into the back with him. Allie got in the passenger’s seat and took the map out as soon as she was buckled in and had her window rolled down.
      “Good idea.” Ben rolled his window down, too, as soon as he got into the driver’s seat. It was a pleasant morning and the air hadn’t lost its coolness yet. It would be hot later and they should enjoy the cooler temperature while it lasted.
He started up the truck. The rumble of the Blazer’s exhaust echoed under the bridge and cut through the quiet of the morning like a knife. Gunner was already lying down on his side of the bench seat in a tight ball as they emerged from the shadow of the bridge. The familiar tone of the Blazer returned as the echo faded behind them and they made their way back onto the interstate.
Ben stopped to look before pulling out, although he wasn’t sure why. Old habit. There were no other cars in sight. It wasn’t long before Gunner and Joel were both passed out in the back. Joel had actually fallen over on Gunner for a change and was using him for a pillow.
Allie looked back at them and smiled. “That didn’t take long.”
“I didn’t think it would. You know, we’re going to be on the interstate for a few hours before I need any help with the map. It’s okay with me if you want to get a little rest, too. I know you didn’t sleep well last night.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, go for it. I’m in good shape. You guys can take over later and give me a break.”
“I won’t argue with you. I am a little tired.” Allie balled up her fleece and put it between her head and the doorframe. She was out within a few minutes, and Ben was alone with his thoughts.
He pondered a lot of things, but mostly his kids in Maryland and how he hoped they could hang in there for just a few more days.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Both Joel and Allie slept long enough for the Blazer to burn through almost an entire tank of gas. Only Gunner got up at one point and pushed his head up alongside Ben’s seat and out the window. He remained there for a few minutes with his face in the wind before he returned to his spot on the back seat with Joel.
Ben didn’t need any help with directions right now, and there was no reason to wake Joel or Allie. He figured it was better that they get some rest so they could help later.
They were still using I-70 to make their way east, and there were the usual things to look out for on the road. But with the wide-open two-lane highway and generous grass median, it wasn’t hard to spot an obstacle from a distance and easily avoid it.
Ben leaned over the wheel as he drove, scanning the horizon for any signs of a gas station. He glanced at the sky. Even though it was a clear day with very few clouds, it felt like the sunlight was being filtered through a yellow lens.
There was an overall haziness to the air, and Ben wondered if it was contributing to the heat index. The Blazer had air-conditioning but he was reluctant to use it and burn the additional fuel in the process. Maybe this was a normal temperature for this time of year in Illinois. It was the middle of June, after all.
Still, though, it felt unnaturally hot to him, and he wondered if the thick air was trapping heat in the lower atmosphere. The odd yellowish hue over everything was definitely a result of the EMPs. A mixture of dust and smoke, most likely, kicked up by the massive explosions.
He thought about the towering plume of smoke over St. Louis that had nearly choked them all. He could almost taste the debris particles in the air when they were at the first bridge.
How many times had that scenario played out all over the country? How many cities had been annihilated in the attacks? Pittsburgh would soon tell them a little more.
The changing landscape hadn’t gone unnoticed by Ben, either. Had the kids noticed the change? They must have. They were too observant not to.
With each new day the agricultural fields they passed looked worse and worse. Ben had chalked some of this up to the fact that all the irrigation systems were down.
But now almost every field held dead or dying crops. Row after row of young corn plants withered away and dried out. Even the soil was beginning to crack and shrink as it formed a crust over the fields. If it was like this everywhere, the dead crops would only exaggerate the dire shortage of food.
The only things that seemed to be growing well were the weeds on the side of the road. The shoulders and medians were starting to show signs of neglect. There were no road crews to cut grass or do maintenance.
All of it added to the overall apocalyptic feeling.
It dawned on Ben that they hadn’t seen rain since they left Colorado. He hadn’t seen any rainclouds or storm systems moving through the plains, either. That was odd for this time of year.
The air was unusually dry, like all the moisture had been sucked out of it. The humidity level had to be extremely low. Ben found himself applying lip balm more often over the last few days to keep his lips from drying out and chapping. Had the nukes somehow affected the weather? Was that even possible?
He wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and leaned slightly out of the open window. The air rushed over his face but provided little in the way of relief. Even at 60 miles per hour, the wind was hot and stale.
Gunner was sitting upright now and panting heavily, his big pink tongue hanging from his mouth. He leaned against the back of Ben’s seat with his head propped on top of the headrest as he tried to take advantage of the airflow.
Ben felt bad for Gunner and reached his arm around the seat behind him. He searched the floor for Gunner’s collapsible dog bowl. When he found it, he pulled it up and set it onto the center console.
Gunner sniffed at it right away.
“Hang on, boy.” Ben kept one hand on the wheel and put a water bottle between his legs while he unscrewed the lid with his free hand. He emptied the remainder of the water into Gunner’s bowl and barely got out of the way before the dog eagerly lapped it up.
“There you go. Feel better now?”
Gunner sat back on the seat when he finished. Ben shook his head as he glanced in the rearview mirror. Gunner was sitting over top of Joel now, with two long streams of water and saliva hanging from both sides of his mouth.
This was not going to end well.
“What… Hey! Gunner, move,” Joel huffed as he sat up and wiped the drool from his arm. “Gross!”
“Sorry about that. He was thirsty,” Ben said.
“Where are we?” Joel asked as he leaned forward between the seats, still squinting while his eyes adjusted to the glare. “It looks weird out.”
“We just crossed the Indiana state line about 20 minutes ago. You guys have been out for a few hours.”
“It didn’t look like this when we left this morning.”
“No, it didn’t. I thought it would clear up when we got farther from St. Louis, but it’s getting worse the more we drive east. It looks like mostly dust with a layer of smoke in the upper atmosphere. We could use a good rain to clear the air.”
“It looks so dry.” Joel took a drink from his water bottle.
Allie began to stir from her nap and she slowly sat up in her seat. “Where are we?”
“Indiana,” Joel answered.
“What happened?” Allie rubber her eyes as she took in the landscape. “Why is it so hazy?”
“Yeah, we were just talking about that. Not sure what’s causing it, though,” Joel said.
Allie adjusted herself in the seat a little more and took a drink of her water.
“We’re going to need gas soon, so keep a look out for a decent place, guys,” Ben said. “After that, maybe one of you can drive for a while so I can figure out the best way to cut around Indianapolis and head north toward Pittsburgh.”
“We’re really getting that close?” Allie asked.
“Well, it’s still a ways to go yet, but yeah, we’re closing in fast,” Ben added.
Allie managed a slight smile but didn’t say anything more about it.
“There’s a place.” Joel pointed to the other side of the highway.
It was an average, run-of-the-mill interstate convenience store and gas station, and they would have to cross the weedy, overgrown median to get to it.
Ben slowed as they got close and turned into the median. Weeds brushed the underside of the truck as they crossed down and then back up onto the westbound lanes.
From there, they took the exit ramp and followed it into the gas station.
Ben drove the perimeter of the parking lot until he found the underground tanks. They were located close to the actual gas pumps, which meant he could park the Blazer in the shade of the roof that covered the pumping area.
They poured out of the truck without saying much.
“Stay!” Ben stopped Gunner from jumping out of the truck behind him. Scooping him up in his arms, he gently lowered him to the ground. Gunner hobbled off in search a suitable place to do his business. Ben knew Gunner should rest the leg, but it would be a while before they stopped again.
Heat radiated off the blacktop from the moment Ben got out of the truck. Even in the shade, the heat was brutal. Gunner made his way back over to the shade near the truck when he was finished and whined at Ben as he started to set up the pumping equipment. “It’s too hot out here for you, boy.”
Joel came to stand by his dad. “You want help?”
“No, I’ll get the gas this time,” Ben said. “But you could help Gunner back into the truck for me.”
Joel nodded and opened the driver’s side door. Gunner hopped up, put his front paws on the seat, and waited there until Joel boosted him the rest of the way up. Gunner made his way to the back seat and found his spot right away. Joel grabbed the AR-15 before he closed the door, and he and Allie walked around to the front of the Blazer while Ben got started pumping fuel. It didn’t take long to work up a sweat, and Ben took a break after a few minutes to remove his sunglasses and wipe his face with his shirt.
Joel leaned around from the front. “Want me to finish up?”
“No. Almost done anyway. Just get ready to drive,” Ben answered. By the time he had the tank topped off, he had worked up quite a thirst. He could put the hose and pump away in a minute, but right now he needed some water. He grabbed a fresh bottle from the back of the truck and gulped some down. It was far from cold, but it was wet.
He leaned against the truck and closed his eyes while he regained his composure from the heat.
“Hey, Dad?” Joel said.
“Yeah?” Ben responded without looking up.
“We’ve got company.”



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Ben lifted his head quickly and screwed the lid back onto his water bottle. “Where?”
Joel and Allie were staring west down the interstate. Joel was using the scope on his rifle and had the magnifier in place.
Ben slid around the back of the truck and came up behind Joel.
“Here. Take a look.” Joel handed the AR-15 to his dad. “There’s a white truck back that way. It looks like it’s just sitting there, watching us.”
Ben saw it now, too. Maybe a tow truck, but it was hard to tell. The heat rising off the road distorted the image, making it hard to see details. He couldn’t tell how many people there were—or if they had any weapons.
But they were clearly being watched by the white truck. Even more importantly, why?
“Allie, keep an eye on them. Joel, give me a hand getting the pump and hose put away.” Ben left the rifle on the hood of the truck for Allie to use. “Use the scope and let me know if you see anything.”
“Okay,” Allie said.
Ben and Joel got to work stowing the hose and pump and were finished and ready to go in no time.
Joel ran back to the front of the truck, where Allie was balancing the rifle across the hood and still looking through the scope. “Anything new?”
“I think I saw a guy with binoculars looking at us. But the truck they’re in… I can’t really make it out very well. It looks odd.”
Ben joined them on the hood, using his M24 and its more powerful 10 × 42 scope. “There are two people, and they are definitely watching us. I see the guy with the binoculars. The truck looks likes like an old tow truck maybe, but it looks like they’ve welded steel plating all around it.”
The closer Ben studied their watchers, he could see that nearly the whole truck was modified with steel plate armor. A piece even covered the windshield and left only a long narrow slit in the middle so they could see to drive. The front bumper had been beefed up as well with two long pieces of steel that came out to a blunt point a few feet in front of the truck.
Even the wheel wells were covered with steel plating that hung over the tires and came to within an inch or two of the ground. The surface of the steel plating all looked to have jagged pieces of rebar welded in place at strategic locations. The truck was straight out of a Mad Max movie.
A gunfight with these guys wouldn’t go well for Ben and the kids. From what he could tell, neither of the men standing by the truck was holding a weapon, but that didn’t really mean anything. He was sure they had something with them in the truck. But he was also sure a gunfight wasn’t their intention.
He wished now that he had saved a few pieces of that dynamite.
“That truck was built for running people off the road.” Ben stood up from his hunched over position on the hood behind the M24.
Joel and Allie looked at each other and then back at Ben.
“What are we going to do?” Allie asked.
“We’re going to have to outrun them,” Ben said.
“Do you think we can?” Joel glanced at the strange truck.
“I think we have a good chance. All that steel plating is going to weigh them down.”
“You don’t think we should stand our ground and fight?” Joel asked.
Ben shook his head. “We won’t be able to make a dent in that thing. It would be a waste of time and ammo. Outrunning them is our best bet. Come on, let’s get in the truck. I’ll drive.” He grabbed the M24 and slid it back in into its case before he tossed it in behind the driver’s seat.
Joel and Allie ran around to the other side and loaded into the truck. Joel kept the AR-15 with him in the front seat while Allie got organized in the back with Gunner.
Ben started the Blazer and watched the needle on the fuel gauge rise to full. A good thing to see. As soon as he put the truck in gear and started inching forward, the white truck began to move.
“They’re coming,” Joel yelled.
“Hang on, guys!” Ben stomped on the gas pedal and the Blazer lurched forward, spitting sand and gravel from the rear wheels.
He took the same exit ramp they had used to come in from the interstate. It was the quickest way back to the open highway, where they would have the best chance of outrunning the modified machine. Unfortunately, using the ramp forced them to travel toward the other truck for a couple hundred yards.
As soon as it was possible, Ben cut sharply to the left, across the grass, and took a shortcut to the interstate. The tow truck had closed the gap significantly, however, and was gaining ground on them.
“They really moving fast.” Allie’s voice was filled with concern as she watched out the back window, which Ben had left open, thinking it would help cool down the truck.
He pushed the Blazer harder and the speedometer climbed to 70 and beyond. Looking in the rearview mirror, he could see the tow truck somehow still gaining on them. They probably modified the engine, too. It was the only way they could hit these speeds with all that steel.
“They’re gaining on us,” Allie shouted.
“What I wouldn’t give for a stick of that dynamite now.” Ben shook his head.
“Dad?” Joel said timidly as he produced an old towel from under his seat. As Joel carefully unrolled the towel in his lap, Ben caught a glimpse of yellow.
“Is that what I think it is, Joel Davis?” Ben looked back at the road and swerved to miss an abandoned car. The tires squealed as he forced the Blazer through the maneuver and wrestled with the steering wheel to straighten the truck out. Once he regained control, he glared at Joel.
“We gathered up the sticks you hid along the road at the bridge.” He shrugged. “I thought you’d want them.”
“You mean to tell me you’ve been sitting on 10 sticks of dynamite for the last day or so and didn’t think to tell me about that?” Ben stared at his son.
“I know it sounds crazy, but I forgot. Please don’t be mad.”
Ben didn’t know whether to yell at the boy or hug him. It was a stupid thing to do, but Joel might have just saved their hides. “You shouldn’t have done that.” Then Ben smiled. “But I’m glad you did.”



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Joel grinned. “Cool.”
Ben cut his eyes at his son. “We’re still going to talk about it later. Right now, let’s put that dynamite to good use. Allie, grab my small pack and look in there for the role of fuse.”
“Okay,” she answered as she started digging around.
Ben kept his eyes on the road. At over 80 miles per hour, one small miscalculation could end them. Thankfully, the road was clear for a good distance ahead. The only thing coming up was an overpass a few miles ahead, but the lanes were open underneath it.
“I found it!” Allie held the roll up between the seats.
“Good,” Ben said “Now, cut off a piece about a foot long and give it to me when you get it cut. Joel, there’s duct tape in the glove compartment. Start taping those sticks together in twos.”
“Got it. Here, Allie.” Joel handed Allie his pocket knife, then started taping sticks of dynamite together.
Allie went to work unraveling the stiff coil of fuse and cutting off a piece with Joel’s knife.
“Here.” She handed the foot-long length of fuse to Ben.
He took it. “There’s a windproof lighter in the console. Get it out and light the end for me. We need to figure out the timing.”
Joel nodded and flipped open the console. He found the lighter quickly, and as soon as he touched the jetted blue flame to the fuse, it erupted in a tiny shower of sparks. Instantly, the truck filled with a strong smell that reminded Ben of burnt gunpowder.
Ben switched the fuse to his other hand and held it a few inches out the window while he counted. When it had almost reached his thumb and forefinger, he let it go. That would do.
“Okay, cut five more just like that one,” Ben said.
Allie grunted as she pulled the fuse against the knife blade. “This stuff is hard to cut.”
“Here, let me help you.” Joel worked with her until they had them all cut. Then he finished taping the sticks together in pairs. “Done.”
“Gunner, easy boy. Down.” Allie tried to calm down Gunner, who was now sitting up and leaning on her in an effort to keep the weight off his leg. All the activity and noise had gotten him worked up and he was trying to see what was going on.
Ben checked on their pursuers. Still gaining but not by as much. “Allie, take the fuses and attach them to the blasting caps sticking out of the end of the sticks. One fuse per pair.”
Allie secured a section of fuse to each set of the bright yellow sticks like Ben asked. Then she laid them on the towel that Joel had put across the center console. “There you go.”
“All right. Now, when I get the timing right, Joel and I will toss them out our windows. Allie, you man the lighter. I want to drop them all within a few seconds of each other. Okay?”
Both kids nodded in agreement.
Ben looked at Joel. “When you toss it out, throw it up in the air so it lands well behind us, just in case they go off on impact.”
“Okay, got it.”
Ben grabbed a bundle of dynamite and held it ready as he tried to estimate the distance he needed the tow truck behind him for this to work. There wasn’t much time with the armored truck closing in fast. Any longer and it would be too close to use the dynamite.
Joel picked up a bundle and got ready.
Allie had the lighter in her hand and pressed the button a couple times, testing the flame. “I’m ready. Just say when.”
They passed a road sign and Ben counted the seconds until the pursuers passed the same sign.
If he could time it right and create a string of explosions, one of them was bound to hit the tow truck or at least drive it off the road. Ben wanted to wait until they were under the overpass and use the shade to conceal the moment they threw the dynamite out of the truck.
His plan wouldn’t work if the guys chasing them saw what they were up to and drove around the explosives. “Get ready to start lighting fuses when we hit the overpass.”
Allie leaned up in between the seats and gripped the lighter firmly. “I’m ready.”
Ben and Joel each sat poised with a bundle of dynamite in their hands as they waited for the right moment. Ben let off the gas pedal a little and the Blazer slowed as they drove into the shade of the underpass.
“Now!” Ben yelled.
Allie hit the button on the lighter and touched the flame to each fuse as they held them out for her.
Ben and Joel threw them out the windows and grabbed the next two bundles from the towel. She lit them right away and the truck filled with a flickering light as the shadows of the overpass blotted out the sun.
Joel grabbed the last two duct-taped sticks and held them up for Allie to light. As soon as the fuse started hissing, he stuck it out the window and heaved it up and over the truck like he had done with the others.
Before Joel could get his arm back in the window, Ben stomped on the gas pedal. His heart raced as they jolted out from under the overpass and back into the bright midday sun.
Ben glanced at the rearview mirror continually. The little yellow bundles of dynamite danced around on the asphalt before they came to a stop.
Ben counted down in his head as the tow truck sped toward the bridge. With any luck they wouldn’t even see the explosives through the narrow slit of a window they had left themselves.
Joel and Allie watched through the back window when the first two bundles exploded.
BOOM… BOOM!
Both explosions were too early and missed the tow truck entirely. But they did cause the heavy ironclad vehicle to swerve erratically as the driver tried to avoid the shower of dirt and road fragments.
He must have seen the sparkling fuses in the shade of the overpass, but it was too late. With the extra weight welded on, the tow truck was unbalanced and struggled to maneuver at those speeds. The sudden turns caused it to lose control and slide as it leaned heavily from side to side.
When the next three bundles exploded in short progression, the blasts forced the truck off the road entirely. The dynamite might have missed it, but the concrete support column of the overpass didn’t.
The tow truck plowed head-on into the massive round column at what must have been nearly 70 miles per hour. It hit so hard that the back end of the truck lifted up and kept moving forward while the cab folded like an accordion.
Two of the steel plates broke free from the body of the truck and were thrown past the concrete column. The whole truck shuddered from the impact before the back end settled on the ground once again.
“Did you see that,” Joel exclaimed.
Ben nodded as he let the Blazer coast to a stop in the middle of the interstate. He got out and left the door open as he took a couple steps toward the tow truck to survey the wreckage. Joel and Allie stayed put in the Blazer. Ben didn’t look for long. He got back in the truck and closed the door.
He thought about going back and putting them out of their misery if the crash hadn’t done them in, but he’d changed his mind when he saw the severity of the wreckage.
Besides, if they had survived, they deserved the misery they were in. He was growing numb and had no compassion left for people that chose to live like this. Preying on others to survive was the lowest of the low in his opinion, and they deserved what they got.
Even so, he hated the callousness building up in him. He took a breath and tried to remind himself there were good people out there still.
There had to be. Or else surviving in this new world was going to be far worse than any of them could imagine.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
“So guess this is our life now, huh? Every day something crazy?” Joel shook his head.
“Yeah, but at least we’re still safe and making progress. What other choice do we have?” Allie raised her voice.
“I’m just saying it’s crazy. That’s all. It’s hard to believe what’s happening sometimes.” Joel shrugged.
Ben looked at the kids for a second. “It’s probably going to get worse. I hate to say that but it’s true. People are beyond desperate now and willing to do anything to survive, as you can see.”
He turned to face out the windshield as he put the truck in gear and starting driving. “That’s just the way it is, unfortunately, which is why we need to continue to stay alert and give no one the benefit of the doubt until they’ve proven otherwise.”
Ben got up to speed quickly on the interstate, and before long, the overpass disappeared from the rearview mirror and their conversation.
“Do you want me to drive?” Allie asked.
“You know, I forgot all about that. I do, actually,” Ben said. “I wanted to spend some time going over the map. I’ll look for a place to pull off up ahead.”
“I think Gunner has to go again. He’s a little restless,” Allie said.
Ben glanced in the rearview. “Maybe I can find somewhere to stop with a little shade.”
They continued on for several miles until the next exit, where there was another overpass. Ben slowed the Blazer down but stayed on the interstate. He pulled under the overpass well inside the shaded area before parking off to the side of the road. He shut the truck off and they all got out. Gunner found a place to do his business before attempting to follow his nose after some distant smell.
“Come on, boy. This was just a quick one for you,” Joel called.
Gunner hesitated and sniffed the air one more time before trotting back to the Blazer and jumping in on his own this time. Allie climbed behind the wheel and started to adjust the seat.
Ben looked at Joel. “How about taking the back again? If you pulled an all-nighter, you still need some rest. I need you 100 percent. I’ll help Allie navigate. I’m going to have the map out anyway.” Ben stepped aside while Joel hopped in the back with Gunner.
“Move over, dog,” Joel said.
As soon as Ben got situated, Allie started the Blazer and pulled out onto the highway.
Allie kept both hands firmly on the wheel. “This is a lot different than my Jeep.”
“Just be careful,” Joel teased.
“Oh, don’t worry. It’s not like I’m going to sit on 10 sticks of dynamite for a couple hundred miles or anything like that,” Allie shot back with a grin.
“Yeah, about that. How about letting me know important details like that from now on?” Ben laughed. What else could he do? There was no point in giving Joel too much grief over the dynamite now. There was a lot going on and he could forgive the forgetfulness. After all, it had saved them in the end.
“Sorry. But it all worked out, didn’t it?” Joel sat back smugly in his seat as Allie sped up and got comfortable behind the wheel.
“It could have also gone very wrong,” Ben warned. He was just glad they had escaped unharmed from their run-in with the tow truck.
He opened the atlas in his lap and began to study the route. “You’re going to stay on this for a couple more hours, so just follow 70 for a while. I’ll let you know when we get close to the turn.”
“Sounds good. I got it.” Allie brushed her hair out of her face, then quickly put her hand back on the wheel.
Ben thought she looked a little nervous, but she was doing fine and he was confident she could handle the Blazer. Eventually, the rhythm of the highway and the hum of the tires replaced their conversation as the miles rolled by.
Ben glanced back at Joel and saw he was close to falling asleep again. Ben was about to reach for his water bottle when he felt the truck shudder.
The Blazer hesitated and the smooth rumble of the engine was interrupted with short periods of sputtering that coincided with a loss of power.
“What’s happening?” Allie looked at the gauges and then at Ben.
“I’m not sure. Give it gas again.” Allie had been coasting since it happened, and he wondered if it was fuel-related.
She gave the Blazer gas, and within a few seconds, the truck shuddered again, repeating what it had done before.
Joel, fully awake now, sat up in the back. “What’s going on?”
“It sounds like it’s not getting fuel. Maybe the carburetor. Maybe the fuel pump. Look for a good place to stop, Allie.” This was the last thing they needed but something that had been on Ben’s mind since they left Durango, although he figured they’d most likely have problems with the truck overheating.
Pushing the Blazer while trying to escape the tow truck probably hadn’t helped. Not that he’d had a choice in the matter. It was either that or God knows what at the hands of a couple highway bandits.
Ben sighed. They might have evaded the tow truck, but it had cost them. He just hoped it wasn’t serious.
Allie headed for a shady spot under a half-wilted tree on the side of the road. She coasted under the tree and put the truck in park. Gunner sat up, panting and wagging his tail, blissfully unaware of the reason for the stop.
Ben hopped out. “Leave it running and stay in the driver’s seat. I’m gonna want you to give it gas when I tell you. Can you pop the hood?”
Allie looked around as Joel leaned up and showed her where the hood release was before following his dad out and onto the road.
Ben unlatched the hood and propped it up. “Okay, go ahead. Just a little.”
Joel stuck his head around the side of the open hood and motioned for Allie to give it gas.
Ben held his head close to the fuel pump and listened. It whined as she revved the engine. “Okay.”
Joel relayed the message to Allie and she took her foot off the throttle.
Ben took the support out from under the hood and let it slam shut. He stood there for a minute as a bead of sweat rolled down his nose. He fought the urge to slam his fist down on the hood. They just couldn’t catch a break. He had to keep it together for the kids’ sake, though, and he let out a deep breath as he got his head together. “We have to find a place to hide the truck.”
“We’re going to leave it?” Joel stepped back.
Ben nodded. “After we get it hidden. We need to find a fuel pump.”
“Can you fix it?” Allie asked.
“Yes. It can be fixed, but we need parts. We’re going to have to walk.”
Allie climbed in the back with Gunner and let Ben get back behind the wheel. Once Joel was in, Ben nursed the truck along the shoulder until he saw an opening in the woods. He steered the truck into the opening and headed away from the road.
Fortunately, the ground was bone dry, so it was easy going and they didn’t need to engage the Blazer’s four-wheel drive.
Ben stopped the truck after they had gone about 20 yards into the vegetation and turned the engine off.
He twisted to face the kids. “Well, let’s get our supplies together and get the netting on the truck. Joel, bring the AR. Allie, I want you to bring your shotgun. It’s five miles to the next exit. Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll have an auto parts store that hasn’t been totally ransacked. Otherwise, keep your eyes open for any older Chevys on the road. We might be able to scavenge a pump.”
The kids got to work loading up water bottles and anything else they thought they might need. Ben looked at the map once more for reference.
It wasn’t the breakdown that really bothered him. They would deal with that. What weighed most heavily on his mind was the time this was adding to their trip.
He was worried about his kids in Maryland. How long could Emma and Bradley survive in this cruel, desperate world?
He hoped long enough. Because time was running out.



 
 
EXTRACTION
Dark Road, Book Five
 
Bruno Miller
 
What would you do to survive?
 
Ben, Joel, Allie and their dog, Gunner, have faced down foes of all descriptions in their odyssey across the EMP ravaged country in search of their families.
 
Now as they approach the final leg of their journey the stakes are raised. With no way of knowing what danger lurks ahead, they encounter a new and never ending gauntlet of challenges and threats. Their ability to work as a team is tested anew, and they realize survival in this new world will require them all to make sacrifices.
 
Joel and Allie are forced to grow up fast in a world that offers little forgiveness for mistakes. Will the physical and mental demands be too much for them to handle? Will Ben’s Army training and survival skills get them through and allow them to reunite with family?
 
Or will this be the last road they travel together?
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Chapter One
 
Cloverdale, Indiana, was the next closest town on the map and their best chance to find the part they needed to fix the Blazer. Ben recalled seeing the sign a few miles back for the upcoming exit. The town itself was a few miles off the interstate.
That meant they had at least an eight-mile hike ahead of them unless they could find something before that. Ben was hoping for an auto parts store. The part they needed was a pretty common one and almost any automotive place should have it. He doubted old Chevy fuel pumps were high on the list of things people would loot.
The kids loaded water, food, and extra ammo into their backpacks along with the water filter and a few other items.
“Make sure everybody has a headlamp. We may be gone a while. It looks to be about eight miles or so to Cloverdale. That’s probably our best bet to find the part we need.” Ben checked his watch. It was already two in the afternoon, and he hated to admit it, but this was going to kill the rest of the day and some of the night. He added a few tools to his bag in case they came across a donor vehicle with a fuel pump.
Ben watched Gunner for a minute as the dog wandered around the woods near the kids. He was walking better now and putting more pressure on the leg that he’d injured during the confrontation with the wolf.
There was still a slight limp to his stride, but he was using it more than he had been this morning. Ben hoped the long hike ahead wouldn’t be too hard on the dog.
“He’s looking pretty good,” Allie said.
Joel sighed. “I hope he’s up for this.”
Ben smiled. “He’ll be fine. We’ll keep an eye on him. If not, Joel can carry him.”
Joel laughed. “Yeah, right.”
Joel and Allie began unrolling the camo netting at the front of the truck and worked it back over the Blazer as they went.
“Make sure the doors are locked,” Ben said.
“Everything is locked up except the back,” Joel replied.
Ben still had the tailgate down and was adding a few things to his bag. Joel watched as he put one of the small gas stoves and a bottle of fuel in his bag, along with a small pot for boiling water.
“You think we’ll be gone that long?” Joel asked.
“I hope not, but I don’t want to get stuck out there without the means to cook a meal. After all that walking, we’re going to need to eat.” Ben pushed Gunner’s collapsible bowl and a small Ziploc bag full of dog food across the tailgate toward Joel. “Do you have room for this?”
“I can fit it in mine,” Allie offered. Gunner sniffed at the food as she stuffed it into her bag.
Ben slung the M24 over his shoulder and rooted around in the back of the Blazer for a minute before he closed it and locked the truck.
“Here you go, Allie.” Ben handed her one of the knives he and Joel had salvaged from his store in Durango. “I should have given you one a long time ago. Try to keep it on you at all times.”
“Thanks.” Allie eyed the sleek, green-handled Spyderco G10 knife in her open palm. Gunner gave it a sniff but lost interest quickly when he realized it wasn’t anything he could eat. “It’s so light. I didn’t expect that.”
Ben pulled the camo netting down over the back end of the truck. “That’s a good knife. It should last you a long time if you take care of it.”
“I will.” Allie stuffed the knife into her pocket.
They all got their backpacks on and Joel and Allie grabbed their weapons from where they had leaned them against a tree.
“Okay, let’s do it,” Ben said.
They walked single-file through the woods with Ben leading the way. Joel first, then Allie followed close behind. Gunner was doing his usual thing and running ahead, then back again to check in with everybody before racing ahead again.
“Easy, Gunner. Pace yourself, dog,” Joel warned. But Gunner did a few more laps before he finally settled into a steady stride ahead of Ben.
“I think Gunner’s leg is doing much better,” Allie said.
When they got out of the woods, Ben walked to the edge of the interstate and looked back at where they’d driven the Blazer into the woods. The hard, dry ground showed no signs of tire tracks or anything else that would give up their hiding spot. No one would ever know the Blazer was tucked away back there. He hated to leave the truck and all their supplies, but they had no choice and it was hidden as well as it could be.
Satisfied that they hadn’t left any sign of a trail, they headed back toward the wood line several yards off the road.
“Where are we going? Aren’t we going to follow the road?” Joel asked.
“Yes, but I want to be close to the woods in case we hear somebody coming. That way we can be out of sight in a couple steps. I’m not really anxious to meet anybody else today,” Ben answered.
“Good point,” Joel said.
“It might be a little more trouble than walking on the shoulder of the road, but it will be a lot cooler and mostly in the shade,” Ben added.
It was well after the hottest part of the day now, but that didn’t seem to make a difference in the temperature. The shade along the edge of the woods provided little relief, and after the first couple of miles they decided to stop and rest. Everybody found a place to sit and there was silence as they all guzzled down some much-needed water.
“Do you hear that?” Joel asked. It sounded like running water. He got up and wandered into the woods a few yards. Gunner got up right away and followed him.
Ben and Allie joined him a few seconds later. They walked for several yards before they caught up to Joel, who was standing over a small running creek that wound its way through the woods. It was small enough to step across, but the water was clear and inviting.
They all stood there for a minute as if they didn’t believe it was real. But Gunner proved otherwise as he splashed his way across to the other side before anybody could think to stop him.
“Oh, Gunner!” Allie shook her head. “So much for keeping the bandage dry!”
Gunner stopped lapping at the water for a second and looked up at Allie.
“It’ll dry out in no time with this heat,” Ben said.
“The water looks clean. Cleaner than anything we’ve seen since Colorado.” Joel kneeled down and stuck his hand in the creek. “Oh, it’s cold, too.”
He set his gun down and used both hands to scoop water onto his face. Ben and Allie joined him a few seconds later.
“That feels really good.” Allie rubbed the water over her arms and face.
“It must be spring-fed.” Ben dipped his face down to the stream and washed off the road grime. The coolness of the water washed over him and he perked up a little. He sat back on his heels, water still dripping off his face. “We should fill the bottles while we’re here.”
“Do we need to filter it if it’s spring-fed?” Joel asked.
Ben nodded. “Yeah, it looks good and would probably taste fine, but you always need to filter or boil water. No exceptions.”
Joel got started filling bottles, and they all enjoyed the cool water and the shade for a few more minutes. At least until they heard the distant sound of a vehicle approaching.



 
 
Chapter Two
 
“Listen. I hear a car coming,” Ben said.
Joel and Allie stopped filling bottles to pay attention. Even Gunner quit lapping at the water and stood still as the noise grew louder.
Ben stayed hunched down and made his way up the small incline to the edge of the woods so he could see the road. Careful to keep out of sight, he lay down in the pine needles and leaves as he waited.
It didn’t take long for the noise to manifest itself into a light green Ford station wagon complete with fake wood panels. The wagon was meandering back and forth across the highway with what appeared to be no real purpose as it made its way closer to them. It was coming from the direction of Cloverdale, where Ben was hoping to find a part for the Blazer.
Joel belly-crawled up behind his dad. “See it yet?”
“Yeah. It’s an old station wagon,” Ben whispered back. Allie stayed down by the creek with Gunner and hung on to his collar to keep him from following Joel up the embankment. Joel got up to where his dad was and lay next to him as they watched the car slowly approach.
“What are they doing?” Joel asked.
“I have no idea. I just hope they keep moving,” Ben answered.
He noticed how slow the guy was going the closer he got. The driver was an older man wearing a ball cap, and no one else was in the car with him. Ben could see that the back of the wagon was piled high with mostly unidentifiable junk and a few boxes. Some of the things looked like car parts to Ben, but he couldn’t be sure.
The old man was looking around as he drove and appeared to be searching for something or someone. When the station wagon passed their position, the older man driving leaned out the window and slowed down even more to look at something on the road.
Ben thought he was going to stop for a second and began to tense up. He was about to tell Joel to slide back a little when the wagon accelerated and moved on. Apparently, whatever he was looking at wasn’t worth stopping for. To Ben, it seemed like the guy was scavenging.
Once the wagon had passed and was out of sight, Ben got up and brushed himself off.
“Well?” Allie asked.
“Just an old station wagon with a guy driving. He’s gone now.” Joel got off the ground and knocked a few pine needles off his shirt.
“He must be out scavenging the wrecks,” Ben added.
The old guy must live around here somewhere. They’d have to keep an eye out in case he came back this way. Ben thought over the merits of trying to stop him if he did. If he was still alone, it might be worth trying to get a ride to Cloverdale from the man. Maybe he even knew where they could get a fuel pump for the Blazer.
Ben and the kids made quick work of topping off the water bottles and were back hiking alongside the road in just a few minutes. The sun was finally starting to relent as it sunk lower on the horizon behind them and began to fall below the tops of the trees.
The shade was a welcome relief, but it was a bittersweet consolation. Ben knew that it also meant the likelihood of getting back on the road today was slipping away fast. They still had a couple miles to go before they reached Cloverdale. And even if they got lucky and found the part they needed, they still had to get back to the truck and get it installed.
The Blazer was well hidden in the woods, but installing the part in the dark would mean the need for headlamps and flashlights. And that would give away their location to anyone passing by on the interstate. They had seen fewer and fewer people and cars on the roads the farther east they traveled over the last few days, but Ben didn’t want to risk it.
Now that he thought about it, he couldn’t help but wonder why there were fewer people and cars on the road the last day or so. They hadn’t seen a lot of cars prior to that, but there was still the occasional car or truck on the road.
And in the towns they’d passed through, the number of people out and about had also diminished. Ben attributed most of this to the simple fact that supplies were scarce and a lot of people probably had given up at this point. Some people he was sure had no choice and were too weak to venture out any longer in search of food or water.
But still, he’d expected to run into a lot more people as they crossed the country and entered more densely populated areas. It was eerie, and at times he felt like they were the last people on earth.
Gunner was bringing up the rear and lagged several paces behind Allie. He was beginning to walk with more of a limp now and was putting less and less pressure on his injured leg. Ben was concerned, and Allie noticed him looking back at Gunner.
“I don’t think he’s got much more in him today,” Allie said.
Ben stopped walking and let the kids catch up to him. Joel and Allie stopped when they got to where Ben was standing and they all waited for Gunner to join them. He hobbled the last couple paces and sat down at Allie’s feet immediately after he reached them.
“Yeah, I’m not sure how much longer he can walk.” Joel bent down and joined Allie as she rubbed Gunner. “Poor guy.”
Ben sighed as he looked around. He thought about throwing the eighty-five pound dog over his shoulders for a while and letting Joel carry his pack, but he knew that would only be a temporary solution. He couldn’t carry Gunner that far. He just didn’t have it in him.
Allie pulled out the collapsible bowl from her bag and poured some water into it. Gunner sniffed at it and licked at the water half-heartedly. But he was more interested in lying on the ground and soon resumed that position. Ben weighed their options as he realized they weren’t going to make it to town at this rate.
The most realistic thing he could think of was to make an improvised stretcher out of some branches and a roll of cordage in his bag. It was obvious Gunner wasn’t going to make it any farther without help. And if they wanted to get to Cloverdale before nightfall, they would have to do something now.
Ben was about to send the kids into the woods to get the necessary wood to build the stretcher, but just as he opened his mouth, Allie interrupted him.
“It’s coming back,” she said.



 
 
Chapter Three
 
Sure enough, Ben heard what sounded like the station wagon coming back down the highway in their direction.
“Joel, you and Allie get to the woods with Gunner.”
“What are you gonna do?” Joel asked.
“I’m going to see if I can get us a ride. Just be ready if it goes bad and I need backup.”
“Got it.” Joel nodded and he and Allie headed for the wood line.
“Gunner, come!” Joel commanded.
Gunner reluctantly got up with a grunt and did his best to keep up with the kids as they jogged off the road and into the trees.
Ben hoped and prayed he wasn’t making a huge mistake. But what choice did they have? They were running out of options. Even with the makeshift stretcher, it would be a slow-going and arduous last couple miles into town.
With any luck, the guy would still be alone. If things did go badly, Ben could most likely handle him one on one. Still, he wasn’t one to underestimate anyone’s capabilities, and he wasn’t about to start now.
He dropped his pack to the ground and laid the M24 across the top. He repositioned his concealed carry holster from his hip to the small of his back and pulled his T-shirt over it. As he stood there waiting, he thought back to Durango and the day this had all happened.
He thought about how he and Joel had gotten a ride to their house from Dale. In that moment, he wondered about old Dale and his rusty pickup. Ben hoped the man was able to find his family and get out of Durango. But even more so, Ben hoped they could get a ride from this guy in the station wagon. Would he even stop?
As the ancient Ford got closer, Ben saw that it was just the one guy they had spotted before. There was no going back now. He’d surely been seen by the driver now as there was nothing between them but an open stretch of asphalt. Ben waved his arms over his head in an attempt to signal the guy without seeming too aggressive.
The wagon slowed and stopped about 40 yards away on the other side of the road. The man stayed in the car and kept it running while he eyeballed Ben and the surrounding area. Finally, the door opened and the man stepped out. He remained on his side of the car as his gaze shifted from Ben to the woods and then back again.
“Hello,” Ben called out.
The man didn’t answer at first. Instead, he opened the rear passenger’s side door on his side of the car and pulled something out. Ben resisted the urge to draw his gun but his muscles tensed in anticipation of a conflict.
The man proceeded to walk around the front of the station wagon and Ben saw what he was carrying. Cradled in his hands was what looked like a 12-gauge pump shotgun. He held the gun loosely at his side and didn’t aim it at Ben.
Ben kept his arms at his sides, making sure to keep his right hand a little closer to the side and center of his back. It was as close to the Glock as he dared move his hand without risking escalating the situation any further.
“What are you doing out here?” the man asked.
“I’m not looking for any trouble. We had some car issues a few miles back and we’re trying to get to Cloverdale to look for parts,” Ben explained.
The man walked closer, and all Ben could think was that he had made a terrible mistake trying to reason with the guy. They should have taken their chances with the stretcher and walked the rest of the way. The man now stood fewer than 10 feet away from him and was still holding the shotgun at his waist.
Suddenly, the man’s demeanor changed as he raised the shotgun and rested it over his shoulder, barrel toward the sky.
“Army, huh?” the man asked as he looked at Ben’s arm.
Ben looked down at his left arm and saw the man looking at his tattoo. The bottom half of the shield and lightning bolt with the word “ranger” protruded from under his sleeve.
“Yes, sir,” he replied.
The man smiled and pulled up the arm of his T-shirt to reveal a tattoo on his shoulder. It was old and faded but Ben could make out a screaming eagle with the words “101st airborne” written on a banner below it.
“Nam.” The old guy cleared his throat and extended his hand toward Ben. “Vincent, but my friends call me Vince, although I don’t seem to have many left these days,” he huffed.
Ben took his hand. “Ben Davis. Glad to meet you.”
“Sorry about all that. You can’t be too careful these days, you know.” Vince shuffled his shotgun to his left hand and let it hang by his side.
Ben nodded. “I know what you mean. No offense taken.”
Ben turned back to the woods and motioned for the kids to join him. Joel, Allie, and Gunner emerged from the vegetation one by one. “This is my son Joel and his friend Allie.”
Before Joel or Allie could make their way over to shake Vince’s hand, Gunner hobbled over to him faster than Ben had seen him move in a while. Gunner let out a few sharp barks and growls as he approached Vince, but his tail gave away his true intentions as it wagged with approval.
“And this is Gunner, who had a little run-in with a wolf the other night. Don’t let the attitude fool you—he’s friendly,” Ben said.
“A wolf?” Vince seemed surprised. “Don’t see too many of those around here, but I guess they’re out there.”
Gunner continued his approach to Vince and, after circling him a few times, finally settled down enough to receive a few scratches behind his ears from the old man.
Joel and Allie walked up and offered their hands to Vince, who took both in turn.
“Hi, I’m Joel.”
“And I’m Allie. Nice to meet you.”
“Pleasure to meet you all. So you had some car trouble, did you?” Vince looked back at Ben.
“Yeah. Fuel pump went up, I think. At least I hope it’s only the fuel pump. We hid the truck a few miles back in the woods.”
“I was going to ask because I didn’t see anything new on the road. I travel this route almost daily, looking for parts and things. You wouldn’t believe some of the things you come across out here.”
“Oh, I believe you. We’ve seen it all since we left Colorado,” Ben remarked.
“Wow. Colorado. That’s a long haul. Where you headed?” Vince asked.
Joel spoke up. “Maryland to get my mom and brother and sister.”
“But first, Pittsburgh, to get my dad,” Allie added.
The smile left Vince’s face for a moment when Allie spoke, and he looked like he was going to say something to her but stopped and looked at Ben. “Well, that’s quite the trip. I think I can help you guys get back on your way. I run a garage in Cloverdale. Well, I used to. Nowadays I pretty much just scavenge what I can find and run a bit of a trading post. What kind of vehicle you drivin’?”
“My son’s ’72 Chevy Blazer,” Ben answered.
Vince looked at Joel. “Oh, nice. A classic. Of course, I guess they’re all classics now.” He chuckled to himself. “I have an old Chevy van with a blown transmission in the yard behind my shop. I believe the fuel pump off that ought to work in the Blazer.”
“We’re more than happy to pay you for your trouble,” Ben offered.
“No trouble. Let’s get you guys back to town so you can rest up and we’ll take a look at that van. I have a spot for you guys to use to get cleaned up and spend the night if you like. We can come get your Blazer in the morning if that’s all right with you. The highway is no place to be at night. We’ve been having problems with bandits out here and found it’s best to stay in town.” Vince began walking back to his station wagon.
Ben and the kids followed him, Gunner dragging behind once more.
“Come on, boy, just a little farther,” Joel promised.
“Yeah, I think it will be all right until morning.” Ben really didn’t want to leave the Blazer overnight, but it was hidden well, and if Vince was willing to help out, he wasn’t going to say no.
Ben was a decent mechanic and there wasn’t much he and Joel couldn’t fix, but if Vince was a trained mechanic, even better. What if it turned out to be more than a fuel pump? It would be nice to have an expert set of eyes take a look at it. Besides, if they were still traveling, it was already getting late in the day and was about the time they’d be stopping to make camp anyway. Vince hadn’t mentioned what type of accommodations he had for them, but it couldn’t be any worse than sleeping on the ground.
Joel and Allie helped Gunner onto the back seat while Vince moved a few things out of their way.
“Sorry about that. It’s a little junky back there. I wasn’t planning on any passengers today.” He moved a few car batteries off the seat and put them in the back with the rest. He must have had a dozen batteries in the back along with a few other random parts that he had collected.
Joel and Allie loaded in their bags and weapons, then climbed in after Gunner and sat on the now-empty bench seat.
“I really can’t tell you how much we appreciate this,” Ben said.
“It’s no trouble really. I’m glad to help you guys out,” Vince reassured him. Once everyone was in the station wagon, he put the car in gear and pulled out. He picked up speed and surprised Ben with the old wagon’s quickness.
“She ain’t pretty, but she’s got it where it counts.” Vince laughed and sped up even more as the engine roared to life. “So Colorado, huh? You’ve seen a good bit of the country then, I guess. What’s it like out there? I haven’t ventured out farther than 10 or 15 miles from town in any direction since it all went down.”
“It’s pretty rough. People are desperate and willing to do anything. We’ve run into our share of bad guys out there,” Ben answered.
“Boy, that’s a shame. It’s really brought out the worst in some people. I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised when we get to Cloverdale. We’ve managed to keep things pretty civil.”
“We?” Ben asked.
“Oh yeah, there’s quite a few of us gettin’ by in town. Those of us that survived the fires have combined our resources and are trying to keep things as normal as possible.”
“What do you mean by that? Survived the fires?” Ben asked.
“Well, when the EMPs hit, a lot of places burned down. It must have caused electrical surges and things went haywire,” Vince answered.
“Yeah. We’ve seen a lot of that,” Ben agreed.
“Well, most of the population died from that. At least in our town they did. At that hour of the morning, most folks were in bed. With no smoke alarms or smoke detectors in operation, a lot of people never woke up. And they were the lucky ones. We lost a lot of people from severe burns and smoke inhalation in the days that followed. There’s about 30 of us left.” Vince’s face was serious now, and Ben knew what he’d meant before about not having many friends left.
Ben saw the exit up ahead, and Vince began to slow down as he approached the curve of the ramp.
He grinned. “Almost home.”



 
 
Chapter Four
 
As they rounded the curve of the exit ramp, Ben saw what looked like a row of brand-new Cadillacs and Chevys lined up across the road. The cars extended off in both directions and formed a wall that curved back to connect to buildings on both sides of the road. The wall of cars created an impenetrable barrier and ran between the buildings that remained standing.
“You like it? Courtesy of the local car dealership. We’ve got about 10 acres inside the wall and a gate on both sides. Only way in or out, at least by car,” Vince said.
Ben nodded. “Impressive.”
It was a strange sight, for sure, to see the mostly pristine vehicles crudely lined up. There were even a few Corvettes in the mix, bumper to bumper with the Escalades and Suburbans. That was all they were really good for anymore. The EMPs had reduced the high-dollar cars and trucks to nothing more than a movable barricade.
A man with a rifle stood in the bed of a Dodge pickup truck. The truck was parked on the inside of the wall of cars at an entrance point on the road in. When the man saw the wagon coming, he jumped down and got in the Dodge and positioned himself behind a brand-new Suburban that still displayed its paperwork in the driver’s side window. He proceeded to push the shiny black SUV out of the way, making an opening for Vince to drive through.
Vince waved at the guy as they drove through. “That’s Bill. He and his wife and their little boy were a few of the lucky ones. They lost their house but made it out alive. They’ve moved into town here like the rest of us. Most folks have been sleeping in the local motel. I got the place hooked up with a power supply that we use sparingly for a few hours at night and when needed.”
“Welcome back, Major.” Bill gave a casual salute as he hung out of the window of the old Dodge pickup. As soon as they were inside the wall of cars, Bill drove around to the front of the Suburban and pushed it back into place with his truck, closing off the entrance.
“I guess you could say I’m the unofficial mayor in town.” Vince grinned. “And on that note, welcome to Cloverdale.”
Ben noticed on the way through the wall of cars that, on the outside, the cars were dented and scratched in a few places and some of them sported more than a couple bullet holes.
He looked at Vince. “You’ve been having a lot of trouble here from outsiders?”
“Yeah, but nothing we haven’t been able to handle so far. We all take turns standing watch, and so far, we’ve been able to stay one step ahead of them. In addition to people at the gates, we always have at least two others patrolling the wall perimeter 24-7. It makes for a busy watch schedule, but we manage. Not that we have a choice.”
As they drove farther into the town, Ben immediately noticed that most of the stores still had the windows intact and hadn’t been looted or robbed. He glanced back at the kids and saw they were looking out windows, probably as shocked as he was to see a semi-normal-looking streetscape. The only indicator that things weren’t as they should be was the missing people and the occasional burned-down structure.
“You guys have done a good job here. It almost looks normal,” Ben said.
“Thanks. It hasn’t been easy. I guess you’ve seen worse, huh?”
“A lot worse! Some places are completely destroyed. St. Louis is gone. We didn’t get that close, but there was no need to. The smoke was still rising when we passed.”
Vince’s expression changed to the same one he’d had before, when Allie had mentioned Pittsburgh.
He swung the old wagon into a motel parking lot and parked at the front office. “One of the guys here in town is a ham radio nut and he was able to save his equipment. He’s been able to get a little info here and there. The signals have been few and far between and mostly static. I can tell you what we know later, but right now, let’s get you guys settled for the night. I’m sure you’re exhausted.”
Ben picked up on the notion that Vince didn’t want to get into the details of what he knew in front of the kids. He took the hint and didn’t push him for any more information. There would be time to talk later. Right now, he was looking forward to the prospect of getting cleaned up and lying down on an actual bed tonight.
They all followed Vince’s lead and got out of the car with their gear.
“Are we going to stay here?” Allie’s eyes grew wide with excitement.
“That’s right. We’ve got a room with your name on it,” Vince answered.
Allie looked around at Ben and Joel with a smile on her face.
“I’ll be right back.” Vince disappeared through the door to the motel’s office and was back out in under a minute. He tossed a set of keys to Ben. “Room 117 is all yours. Everything in the room will work from seven to nine tonight, so take advantage while you can. Except the TV, of course. After that, we shut it down.”
“Even the water?” Allie bit her lip.
“Even the water. We have a natural spring in town not far from here and we managed to get the hotel’s plumbing tied in.” Vince gave her a smile, then turned to Ben. “Maybe after you get settled, come on over to the shop and see me. I’ll check and see if we can use the fuel pump off that van. I’m right across the street.” Vince pointed to a service station on the other side of the road from the motel.
“Thanks again,” Ben said.
“Yes, thank you so much!” Allie said.
“Thank you!” Joel repeated.
Vince started to get back in his car when he stopped. “Oh, I almost forgot. The Morgans’ daughter was going to college to be a veterinarian. She was home for the summer, visiting her folks, when it all went down. I’ll see if I can catch up with them and have her swing by and look at your dog. Maybe there’s something she can do for him.”
Ben shook his head in disbelief. “Wow! And at the risk of sounding like a broken record, thank you again!”
Ben and Vince shook hands. Then Vince hopped in the wagon and was gone. The three of them and Gunner stood there in the parking lot for a minute as they watched him drive across the street.
“Well, let’s check out the room!” Joel headed for the row of doors under the covered walkway. Ben and Allie were right behind him as he counted off the room numbers.
“115, 116, 117. This is us.” Joel stopped in front of the door. Ben handed him the keys and let him open it. He let Allie and Gunner in first, then followed them in.
Ben took another quick look up and down the street before he joined them inside the room.
Allie opened the curtains before anyone put their things down. The remaining light left in the evening flooded the room as it reflected off the dust particles in the air. The dim light cut through the otherwise dark room to reveal two double beds and a dresser with a TV on it. The room was dated and looked straight out of the ’70s, complete with red shag carpet and wood paneling. The air was stale and had a musty smell to it, but compared to their normal accommodations, it felt like a five-star resort.
Even Gunner seemed to come to life a little as he sniffed his way around the room.
“What time is it?” Allie asked.
Ben checked his watch. “It’s about a quarter to seven. You guys go ahead and use the bathroom first. I’m going to lie down for a minute.” It was the most comfortable mattress he had ever felt in his life—or at least it seemed that way right now.
And as the fluffy down pillow enveloped his head, he closed his eyes and fell asleep.



 
 
Chapter Five
 
“Dad. Wake up, Dad.” Ben opened his eyes to find Joel standing over him and shaking his arm. “Sorry to wake you but the bathroom is free now. I wanted to get you up before they turn the utilities off.”
“Yeah…thanks.” Ben sat up and stretched his arms out in front of him. He didn’t remember falling asleep. Looking down at his watch, he saw that it was nearly 8:00. The curtains were still drawn back but there was no longer any light coming in from outside.
Allie was reading her book by a small lamp on the table between the beds. Gunner had found himself a spot next to her on the large bed and was sprawled out and snoring loudly.
Ben swung his legs over the side of the bed and rubbed his face for a second before he got up. He needed to get moving if he was going to take advantage of the amenities here before he went over to see Vince at his garage.
Just then there was a soft knock at the door. Gunner’s head jolted upright, and he let out a sharp bark. Startled at Gunner’s sudden outburst, Allie put her book down and sat up. Ben squinted as he focused through the peephole in the door. It was a young woman.
“It must be the vet student.” Ben took the safety chain off the door and opened it slowly.
“Hi, I’m Reese.” She stuck out her hand. “Vince sent me over to look at your dog if you want.”
Ben shook her hand and stepped back to allow her easy access to the room. “Yes, please come on in. I’m Ben. That’s Allie and my son, Joel.”
The kids waved from where they were. Before Ben could introduce her to Gunner, the dog let out a whine, followed by a noise somewhere between a bark and a howl, as he sniffed in Reese’s direction.
“Oh, settle down, boy.” Allie rubbed his head in an effort to calm him.
“And that would be Gunner,” Joel said.
Reese made her way to the bed and put her bag on the floor. She sat on the edge and let Gunner get familiar with her. He quickly warmed up to her and was wagging his tail in no time as she reached into her pocket and pulled out a treat. Gunner crunched loudly on the dry biscuit and then sniffed the bed for any pieces that might have fallen.
“So you’re a veterinarian?” Ben asked.
“Well, I would have been next year. I’m a student at Cornell.” She paused. “Was a student. Anyway, I’m the closest thing to a vet around here.”
Ben smiled. “That’s more than good enough for me!”
Reese began to unwrap the bandage on Gunner’s leg as Allie tried to keep him calm and still. “What happened?”
“He was trying to protect me last night and got into a fight with a wolf,” Allie answered.
“Oh my. A wolf, huh? What a brave boy you are!” Reese fawned over Gunner and rubbed him while she inspected the wound on his leg.
“We cleaned it and put some antiseptic gel on it before we wrapped it up. He was doing pretty well until we had to walk a few miles.” Allie continually rubbed Gunner’s head now.
“Well, it’s a little swollen, but otherwise I’d say just keep doing what you’re doing and it should heal up just fine. I don’t see any infection and there are no broken bones. I can give him something for the pain. Just try to keep him off of it for a couple days if you can.” She began going through her bag and pulled out fresh bandages and a few other things.
Ben glanced at his watch. “Well, if you guys have this handled and you don’t mind, I’m going to get cleaned up before I run out of time.”
“Oh, no problem. Go ahead. I can take care of this. Nice to meet you, Ben.”
“Nice to meet you, too, Reese. And thanks for coming out tonight and having a look at Gunner.”
“Glad to help out,” she said.
Ben grabbed his bag and headed into the bathroom.
He was about to pull out his headlamp for light but stopped himself and tried the light switch. The bathroom filled with a pale yellow light and Ben got a good look at himself for the first time in a while.
He stared at his reflection in the mirror for a moment as he rubbed at the gray hairs taking over his beard. He reached over and turned the water on in the shower and was surprised to see it pour out of the showerhead. He half-expected it not to work, but sure enough, there was soon a stream of warm water splashing off the tiles.
Ben enjoyed the shower thoroughly and was careful not to spend too much time in there. He could have easily stood under the warm, clean running water for much longer, but part of him felt a little guilty about using more than his share of resources.
What they had going on here was impressive, and it was refreshing in and of itself that they were doing so well in this little pocket. It also gave him hope for the future. There were bound to be more places like this where the better qualities of human nature had prevailed. Not everyone had regressed into a state of chaos and malevolence.
Reese had gone and Gunner’s leg had a fresh white bandage on it by the time Ben came out of the bathroom. The TV was on the floor, and in its place was one of the small gas-fired camp stoves. There was already a pot of water boiling, and Allie had a packet of dehydrated food in her hand.
“Don’t worry. I opened the window,” Joel said.
Ben was about to ask that very question after he saw the stove going. He really needed to start giving the kids more credit when it came to being responsible.
“I wasn’t worried. You’re a smart kid.” He smiled. “Thanks for getting dinner started, but I don’t want to keep Vince waiting. I’ll have to eat when I get back.” Ben hated to run out. It was late and he was starving, but he didn’t want to come off as ungrateful for Vince’s hospitality by making him wait around any more than he already had. He was also anxious to hear the information Vince had been so reluctant to share in front of the kids.
He grabbed a Clif Bar from his bag to stave off the hunger pains in his stomach and put his headlamp on. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Make sure you keep the door locked.”
“Got it,” Joel replied.



 
 
Chapter Six
 
Ben headed out across the parking lot and looked up and down the street. There weren’t any people out and about, but he did notice a few windows with the faint glow of lights inside. Everyone was probably enjoying the last few minutes of electricity.
As he ate the Clif Bar, he wondered if all the remaining houses had water as well. From what he’d seen so far, he wouldn’t be surprised. Even the streets were clean here compared to what they had seen in their travels. They were completely absent of any abandoned or wrecked vehicles. And any structures that had burned down inside the wall had been cleaned up and the debris pushed into neat piles out of the way.
Ben took his headlamp off and stuffed it into his back pocket. The moon was bright enough to light the way across the street to the service station. It was a small white building with a sign out front that read Major’s Auto Repair. There were a couple of gas pumps out front and a four-bay garage on the side of a small storefront. One of the large overhead garage doors was open, and he could see a faint light coming from inside the building.
“Hello. Vince, you in here?” Ben called while he knocked on the frame of the open door.
“Back here,” a voice answered.
Ben followed the light back to an office, where he found Vince sitting at a desk.
“Have a seat. Relax.” Vince motioned to the chair that sat opposite his desk in the cramped room. The old lounge chair showed its age with stuffing poking out through a few cracks in the dried and worn leather upholstery. But it was comfortable and it felt good to sit. The walls in the office were lined with shelves that were filled with books and automotive manuals adding to the overall crowded feeling of the space.
“Nice little business you got here,” Ben commented.
“It was.” Vince snorted and slid something across the desk at Ben. It was a replacement fuel pump for the Blazer.
“You found one!” Ben said.
“Yep. The van out back had a good one in it. That should work without any trouble in a ’72 Blazer. We can slip out to your truck in the morning and get it swapped in no time. I’m sure you’re anxious to get back on the road.”
“As much as we appreciate your hospitality here, we really do need to keep moving. We’re not nearly as far along as I’d hoped we’d be by now. Of course, we’ve had our share of setbacks since we started out over a week ago. Otherwise, Vince, I’d be very tempted to spend a day here and recharge. You guys have a good thing going here. You’ve really done a nice job of keeping things together.” Ben played with the fuel pump in his hand.
He was eager to get as much information from Vince as he could, but he didn’t want to seem pushy.
“Well, it hasn’t been easy. That’s for sure. I can’t take all the credit, though. We’ve always been a tight-knit community. But to be honest, the first few days after the bombs, it was total chaos around here. Of course, I imagine it was in most places.”
“From what we’ve seen, it still is.” Ben shook his head.
“That bad, huh?” Vince paused and seemed to look past Ben for a moment. Then he opened a drawer in the desk and pulled out two small glasses and a bottle of whiskey.
Before Ben could object, he noticed the expression on Vince’s face had changed. His brow was wrinkled with a look of concern and sincerity. He poured a healthy amount into each glass and slid one across the rough wooden surface of the desk toward Ben.
Vince held up his glass. “To Maryland,” he said.
The last thing Ben wanted was a shot of whiskey on an empty stomach, but he felt obliged. After all, the guy had really come through for them in a big way. The least Ben could do was join him in a drink. One soldier to another.
Ben raised his glass. “Don’t forget Pittsburgh.” He followed Vince’s lead and downed the drink. The warm liquid washed over his tongue and burned his throat as he swallowed the generous portion in a single gulp.
Vince looked at Ben. “About Pittsburgh.” He stopped and shook his head, looking away and then back at Ben. “I don’t know if it’s true or not, but I’ve heard Pittsburgh is gone. I didn’t want to say anything in front of the kids.”
“What do you mean ‘gone’?” Ben asked.
“I’m not sure what you’ve heard, so stop me if this is nothing new. But North Korea and Syria were behind the attacks. It was a combined effort, with Syria running interference from the inside. They installed a virus into the National Missile Defense System while the North Koreans launched ICBMs from offshore locations on both coasts. Their intentions were high-altitude detonations all over the U.S. We did manage to launch a counterstrike, but our systems went down before we confirmed any detonations. I can only imagine the North Koreans and unfortunately many of their neighboring countries are probably in worse shape than we are. I don’t know if any other countries got in on the action, but I find it hard to believe they didn’t. There were rumors of a possible Russian attack while our defenses were down. But I think that’s more speculation than fact, although it would make sense now that we’ve bombed each other back to the Stone Age.”
“So far that goes along with what we’ve heard, all except the counterattack and the Russian involvement,” Ben said.
“That’s pretty much what I know, except…” Vince paused and filled the glasses again. “Except not all of the nukes detonated like they were supposed to.”
He didn’t wait for Ben to join him this time and downed the glass of amber liquid quickly before continuing. “Some of them went off at lower altitudes. I hear some places are completely wiped off the map. Places like Pittsburgh.”
Ben swirled the liquor around in the glass as he held it in his hand. He was trying to come to terms with the information Vince had just dumped in his lap and process how this was going to affect them. His first thought was of Allie and how this most likely meant that she had also lost her dad. This would devastate her. Now he felt like he needed the drink and willingly swallowed the contents of his glass.
Vince shrugged. “It might not be as bad as they say. Keep in mind, this information is coming from a bunch of old farts like me who play with ham radios for fun. You know as well as I do what happens to information after it’s been passed down the line for a while. It tends to become exaggerated and distorted. There hasn’t been any official broadcast that I know of. On top of all that, the incoming signals on the radio have been sporadic at best, with heavy interference.”
“Were any other cities hit like that? Like Pittsburgh?” Ben winced as the alcohol burned his throat.
“I heard San Francisco, Houston, Atlanta, and D.C. were all hit pretty hard. The National Guard and FEMA set up camps in some of the bigger cities, but they’re overwhelmed and can’t handle the number of people demanding supplies. Also heard a few of the units have pulled out and it’s every man for himself in some places. The government is in full-blown damage control at this point. I wouldn’t expect a return to order anytime soon.”
“Yeah, we saw a convoy headed to Denver. I picked up on a little radio chatter, but they were keeping it to a minimum. Wait. Did you say D.C.?” Ben leaned forward and put his glass on the desk.
“Yeah, is that near where you’re headed in Maryland?” Vince went to pour them another round of drinks, but Ben quickly covered his glass with his hand and stopped him.
His head was already spinning, although he wasn’t sure if it was from the whiskey on an empty stomach or from the new information he was getting and the horrible truth he knew about Allie’s dad and the realization he was going to have to share that with her sooner rather than later.



 
 
Chapter Seven
 
Ben forced himself to reply.
“No. My kids are a few hours from there. But we have to go pretty close to D.C. to get to where they are in Maryland.” Ben hadn’t been looking forward to getting through the Baltimore-D.C. area as it was. Now he wondered if they should even try. If they couldn’t get through, they’d have to go around the Chesapeake Bay to the north or south. And that would add at least another day to their trip.
“Hey, what time is it?” Vince asked.
Ben was caught off guard by the odd question and took a second to answer. “Ah… About a quarter after nine.”
“Oh, well, I guess everybody got a few extra minutes tonight. Come on. Walk with me. I’ll show you my power system.” Vince got up from his desk and headed out into the workshop.
Ben followed as he led them through the garage bay to a steel door in the back. He watched as Vince unlocked the heavy door with a key from his pocket.
Once inside the room, he flipped a switch. An old fluorescent ceiling fixture flickered to life, revealing what must have been no less than a couple hundred car batteries. They were all neatly stacked on wooden shelving that ran from the floor to the ceiling, all the way around the room. In the far corner was a series of six panel boxes linked together by steel conduit. The last panel box in the series had a large black cable that ran out through the concrete wall.
“Watch your step,” Vince cautioned as he pulled down a gas lantern that was hanging on a nail by the door. He got the lantern primed up and lit the wick, playing with it until he was satisfied with the way it was burning.
“Here you go. We’re going to need that in just a second.” He then sauntered over to the last panel box and opened the cover. He threw a few switches and the ceiling light quickly faded until the fluorescent tubes were dark once more.
The only light in the room now was coming from the lantern in Ben’s hand.
“I have them all hooked to solar panels on the roof. Most days, I can charge the batteries enough to give us a few hours of modern conveniences at night. I only turn it on for a couple hours, though, so we have a little power left in reserve for emergencies.”
“This is quite a system you’ve got here.” Ben looked around the room as he held the lamp up in the air. He was impressed with the mini power grid and, for a few seconds, forgot about the bad news.
“Thanks. It ain’t pretty, but it works. Plus, I think it helps keep everybody sane around here. A few creature comforts and a hot shower make all the difference.” Vince smiled.
“It’s a good motivator. That’s for sure,” Ben agreed as they stepped out of the room and Vince locked the door behind them.
“I won’t keep you much longer. I know you’re tired. I just wanted to show you one more thing before you head back.” Vince took the lamp from Ben and led the way once more through the garage bays, past the little office where they had talked earlier.
They stopped at another locked door. This one opened into the front section of the building housing the store. Vince led the way in, and as the lamplight carved into the shadows, sparsely loaded shelves came into view.
“I don’t know how you guys are fixed on supplies, but I have a pretty good selection of stuff in here.” Ben’s eyes were immediately drawn to a large bag of rice and a small carton of canned dog food.
“Of course, we don’t take cash or credit,” Vince joked.
Ben smiled back. “I might have a few things you’d be interested in, too.”
“Well, then tomorrow morning, after we get your truck running, you can follow me back here and take a look around. It’ll give you guys a chance to top off your water and fill the truck with gas,” Vince offered.
“I really do appreciate it. I mean, everything you’ve done. It’s nice to know there are still good people out there. I guess we broke down in the right place,” Ben said.
“No problem,” Vince said. “We’ve got to stick together if any of us are going to make it.”
Ben tried to fight off a yawn as he looked around at the items on the shelves. A small pile of potatoes sat on the table. He nodded. “We’ll definitely come back and take a few things off your hands.”
“Good. Now go and get some rest. I’ll come get you bright and early.”
“Sounds good. I’ll see you then.” Ben was tired and anxious to get back, but now it was the bed that was calling him, not the food. He’d lost his appetite the moment he heard about Pittsburgh.
They shook hands and said good night.
Ben headed back across the street, his mind playing through the conversation he was going to have with Allie. He could imagine her reaction, and the thought of it all made him cringe.
He turned around, startled from his thoughts, when Vince closed the big steel rolldown garage door and locked up. The sound echoed down the dark, empty street. There were no more lights in the windows now and the hotel was quiet.
Several of the other rooms had lights on when he’d left, and he wondered how many people were staying there. These people were lucky not to be out in the wasteland. This town was fortunate to have a guy like Vince, and Ben was sure that without him, this place would look like all the rest they’d been through.
How lucky had they been to cross paths with him? Ben couldn’t help but wonder if it was good karma for cleaning up a few messes on their way here, if there was such a thing.
He was definitely going to mark this place down on his map. This would be a great spot to stop on their way back across the country. Plus, he liked the place. The people they’d met were friendly and, most importantly, civil.
This place restored his faith in humanity a little. There were good pockets of people out there that would come together and survive—thrive even. Life would always be a struggle; that was clear. He doubted he would ever see anything again that resembled a normal society in his lifetime.
But there was hope for Joel and Allie and Bradley and Emma. There was reason to believe they would all have some of their old lives back someday.
By the time Ben got to the room, he was in a pretty good mood. Maybe it was the whiskey. Maybe it was the lack of sleep. But he decided to wait and talk to the kids tomorrow about what he had learned. At least they would get a good night’s sleep, and Allie would have a better time coping with the news if she was well rested and fresh tomorrow.
Not that any amount of rest could prepare her for what he had to tell her.



 
 
Chapter Eight
 
Joel sat up in bed with a start.
He wasn’t sure if it was a dream or if he had heard an air horn go off in the distance. The next short blast confirmed that it was real, and it also woke his dad up, who was lying next to him on the bed.
He looked at Allie, who was still asleep on the other bed. Gunner was curled up next to her but was now also sitting up and listening to the commotion outside. He heard a door slam a few rooms down, followed by the sound of muffled voices.
Ben scrubbed a hand over his face. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t know. I just woke up,” Joel answered. They both looked over as Allie began to stir now.
“What is it?” She wiped at her eyes.
“Something’s happening outside.” Ben was already up and putting his shoes on.
“Where are you going?” Joel asked, still half asleep.
“To find out what’s going on. You guys stay here but be ready in case we need to move.” Ben grabbed his M24 and slung it over his shoulder as he slipped out the door.
The door slammed with a thud, and the room was suddenly quiet again as Joel and Allie sat there and came to terms with their rude awakening.
She sighed. “So much for getting a good night’s sleep. What time is it anyway?”
“I don’t even know.” Joel rubbed his eyes and looked out the window. The moon was close to where it had been when he was last awake. He and Allie had fallen asleep last night before his dad got back. He didn’t remember much after noticing Allie had dozed off and remembered staring up at the moon from his bed before he fell asleep.
“I don’t think we’ve been asleep for very long,” he said.
Just then, he heard footsteps coming down the walkway outside. It sounded like people running. The footsteps turned into shadows outside the window, and two figures passed the room quickly. The sound of running and frantic voices faded quickly into the night.
“We better get our stuff together. Something big is going on.”
Joel and Allie began to put everything away that they had gotten out the night before. He was hoping to have a more leisurely exit and grew more concerned as he hastily stuffed his bag.
It didn’t take long to get packed up, and now there was nothing to do but sit and wait. For the first time since he’d met Allie, he couldn’t think of anything to say. He got off the bed and paced the room, checking out the window with each pass. He couldn’t see anything from the angle of the room to the street, which only made it worse. He wanted desperately to know what was going on, and he was worried about his dad.
“I wish he’d taken the radio so he could let us know what’s happening,” Joel said.
“Well, he was in a hurry. I’m sure he’s fine,” Allie responded.
Just then, the distant crack of a rifle broke the silence, startling them. Then again a few seconds later, only this time louder and much closer to the motel.
“That’s it! I can’t take it! I’m going out to see what’s going on. He might need my help!” Joel grabbed the AR15 and started out the door.
“Joel, wait!”
But it was too late. Joel had made up his mind that he wasn’t going to sit this one out. He paused to answer her. “Keep it locked and don’t let anybody in here. I’ll come back as soon as I know something.”
Then he closed the door behind him, leaving Allie and Gunner in the room.
The street was dark and it was hard to make out what was going on, but Joel could see a few people running on the road and sidewalk. They were all headed in the same direction: past the motel and toward the gate where they had first entered through the wall of cars. His eyes began to adjust to the darkness, letting him see that everyone running past was carrying a gun.
He jogged to the sidewalk in front of the motel and looked down the street. Light gleamed at the end of the road. There were two spotlights on utility poles, one on each side of the street. They were positioned at the edge of the wall around the town and focused out on the road leading into town. He hadn’t noticed them yesterday when Vince had brought them here.
Engines revved in the distance now, followed by a few more gunshots.
He ducked down briefly, not sure what to do when he heard someone come up behind him. Before he could turn around, he heard a man’s voice.
“Hey, new guy, come with me! They’re trying to get in again.” The man barely slowed his pace as he passed by Joel. “Come on!”
The guy was younger than Joel expected when he caught a glimpse of his face on the way by. Joel snapped out of it and bolted after him. “What’s going on?” he called out.
“Same thing that happens just about every night. They try to get in and we try to keep ’em out.”
“Who are they?” Joel huffed as he tried to keep up.
“They’re a gang that runs the highway around here. They’re the reason for the wall and why nobody goes outside it at night.” The man slowed a little, and Joel caught up and jogged alongside him.
“Name’s Cyrus, but most just call me Cy. I heard there were some new people in town that the major brought back with him yesterday.”
“Yeah, my truck broke down a few miles from here and he gave us a ride yesterday. We’re staying at the motel back there. I’m Joel, by the way.”
“Well, welcome to Cloverdale, Joel, and keep your head down.”
They finally reached their destination and crouched down behind the wall of cars. Joel noticed that every so often along the wall there was an area where sandbags were stuffed under the vehicles. The sandbags were stacked up to the quarter panels of the cars and trucks, blocking off the opening underneath the vehicles and the road.
It was at these spots that the people he had seen run past the hotel were gathered in small groups of two or three.
“Every night the same thing. That’s why everybody goes to bed so early around here. You can count on getting up between 12:00 and 2:00 every morning and manning your post if you’re an able-bodied person,” Cy explained as he crouched behind the Suburban they were hiding behind and peered over the front fender.
Joel looked up and down the wall as it curved inward around the town. He studied the shadowy figures as they crouched at their post every 100 yards or so along the wall. He still hadn’t seen his dad yet.
“Here they come again. Get down!” Cy sunk even farther below the hood of the large SUV.
Joel did the same, and just his eyes were above the hood now as he watched the road beyond the gate. He heard the truck coming long before he could make out what it was. It sounded like a big truck, as he could clearly hear the whine of the engine shifting gears.
Suddenly, two headlights cut through the darkness and a row of orange lights came on over the top of them.
It was an old red dump truck, and it was barreling toward the gate.



 
 
Chapter Nine
 
The truck was a few hundred yards away from making impact when a single shot rang out from somewhere down along the wall.
Joel saw the bullet punch through the truck windshield in front of the driver. A spider web of cracks radiated out from the impact, quickly blocking out Joel’s view of the driver. But Joel didn’t need to see more to know that the bullet had found its mark.
The big truck immediately began to drift off the road and slow down as it rolled off the shoulder and into an open field. It finally stopped moving as it surrendered to the waist-high grass and weeds, its headlights still shining across the overgrown field.
“Yes!” Cy shouted. He was joined by a few whoops and hollers from farther down the wall.
“Finally, somebody got one of them. Look! They’re scared now.” He pointed to a distant group of headlights sitting back close to where the truck had come from.
Joel couldn’t make out what kind of cars they were, but the count of headlights told him there were at least three other vehicles that had been with the dump truck. They stayed at a distance and were probably trying to figure out what to do now that their plan to ram their way into the gate had failed.
Another shot rang out from down the wall, and almost instantly, one of the six headlights exploded in a spray of glass. Within a few seconds, the cars were driving around in an unorganized fashion and seemed to be going in circles for a minute. They kicked up plumes of dust and gravel as the last car spun around and headed after the other two.
As soon as the last taillights disappeared into the darkness, three short blasts on the air horn sounded, startling Joel. “What was that for?”
“It just means that it’s over,” Cy replied.
A group of people now wielding flashlights and lanterns began gathering together in one central spot, back away from their posts along the wall. The small crowd formed into a circle, and Joel could hear some of them talking excitedly.
He followed Cy, and they made their way over to the group. When Joel got close, he saw his dad standing in the middle and fending off a barrage of back-patting and handshakes.
“Did you see that? What a shot,” one older gentleman said as he shook Ben’s hand.
“I bet they won’t come back here for a while,” a woman from the back of the crowd yelled.
“I wouldn’t be too sure about that. They’ll want revenge now,” another man complained.
Vince spoke up as he slapped his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “Well, we can’t just let them walk in here and take what they want. What are we supposed to do, Bob? Fighting back is the only way we’re going to survive, and now they know we mean business. Thanks to this man right here.”
A young man not much older than Joel pushed his way through to the front of the group. “What type of gun is that, mister?”
“It’s a .338 Lapua with a few small modifications,” Ben answered.
The kid was about to say something else when Vince interrupted. “There will be plenty of time to talk tomorrow. Let’s let these folks get some rest. Ben and I have some business to take care of early in the morning, but we’ll be back for breakfast at the motel.” He turned to face Ben. “You guys will stay and join us for breakfast, won’t you? After all, you earned it tonight, my friend.”
“You guys have done enough for us already. But it would be nice to have something other than oatmeal for a change,” Ben admitted.
“We won’t keep you long. It’ll give you a chance to get squared away before you head out. A good meal and a tank of gas. You can’t pass that up,” Vince added.
“No, I guess we can’t,” Ben said.
Vince looked at a middle-aged woman in the crowd. “It’s settled then. Mary, figure on three more tomorrow for breakfast.”
“No problem, Major. Glad to have them.” She put her hand on Ben’s shoulder before beginning the walk back toward town.
The small crowd started to disperse, and Ben finally noticed Joel in the crowd. He shook his head. “I thought you were keeping an eye on things back at the room.”
“I was, but I heard gunshots and got worried.”
“So you left Allie?”
Joel shrugged. “I was worried about you. I wanted to help out.”
He was tired of feeling helpless and wanted to get more involved in things. He wanted his dad to trust him enough to let him help. He wasn’t a kid anymore, and he was tired of being treated like one. Sooner or later, his dad was going to have to accept that and give him more responsibility.
Cy, still next to Joel, stuck his hand out. “Hi, I’m Cy.”
Ben smiled and shook Cy’s hand before quickly looking back at Joel. All signs of the brief grin were gone and had been replaced with a scowl. “We’ll discuss this later. I’m too tired to get into it now.”
Joel was about to fire back, but Vince injected himself into the conversation. “I’ll pick you up in the morning. First light, I’ll have tools and coffee.”
“Sounds good.” Ben headed back to the room without saying a word to Joel.
Cy patted Joel on the back. “Let him get some rest. He’ll forget all about it by morning. I’m sure you’re all just tired, is all.”
“You don’t know my dad.” Joel sighed.
Vince joined Joel and Cy on the walk back. “Your dad’s in a tough position, Joel. He knows you’re growing up fast. He just doesn’t know how to let go yet. Then throw all this craziness into the mix. It’s hard. Take it from someone who knows firsthand.” And with that, Vince threw a playful punch into Cy’s shoulder.
“Yeah, yeah. I hear you, Dad.” Cy smirked.
As they walked, the three made small talk until Vince broke away and headed to the garage. “Got to shut the power down for the spotlights. Tell your dad thanks for his help tonight and thank you for coming out, too. He’s lucky to have you. See you in the a.m.”
“Will do,” Joel said.
He and Cy continued on a little farther until they were standing on the street in front of the motel.
“Well, this is me. Thanks for not leaving me running around on the street like an idiot earlier.” Joel laughed.
“Yeah, no problem. Hey, I should thank you for coming out to help. You could have stayed hidden in your room and nobody would have blamed you. We could use a few more guys like you and your dad around here.”
“Maybe after we get my brother and sister in Maryland we’ll swing back through here. You never know.”
“Maybe. Well, good night. See you at breakfast.” Cy waved and strode off down the street.
“Yep, good night.” Joel walked across the parking lot to the motel building.
At least Cy and the major appreciated his help tonight. He wished his dad would see it that way. With any luck, his dad would be asleep and they could avoid hashing it out in front of Allie.
Joel didn’t want to add embarrassment to his list of sins tonight.



 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Ben was already awake when he heard the old station wagon pull up outside the motel room. He could have easily stayed in bed for much longer, but the fact that the Blazer was sitting out in the woods and needed repairs was more than enough motivation to get him moving.
He gathered his things from around the room quietly and tried not to wake the kids. Allie and Gunner were intertwined in a pile of blankets and sheets.
Without the use of the room HVAC unit, the room had grown hot and stale. The open window provided little in the way of ventilation, and the stillness of the morning air hung heavy in the room.
Ben placed his hand on Joel’s shoulder and gave him a gentle shake. “I’m heading out. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he whispered.
“Okay,” Joel mumbled. He rolled over and buried his face in the pillow.
Ben grabbed his rifle and backpack from where he had left them by the door and slipped out. He pulled the door closed behind him and jiggled the handle to make sure it was locked.
Vince smiled at him through the windshield. True to his word, he had a hot cup of coffee waiting for Ben when he got in the car.
“Hope you had a good night’s sleep. Well, at least after the craziness died down. That was some good shooting last night, I’ll tell you.” Vince backed the car out of the lot and headed for the gate.
“Well, I’ve had lots of practice lately,” Ben said.
Vince waved at a man Ben recognized as one of the crew that had manned the wall last night. He moved the Suburban out of the way for them and made an opening in the wall of cars.
“Maybe those guys will give us a break for a while now. It’d be nice to sleep all the way through the night for a change. I guess they think they’ll wear us down eventually.” Vince’s expression matched the exasperated tone of his voice. “I’m not sure how much longer we can hold out.”
Ben couldn’t think of anything to say. As he sat and drank his coffee, all he could focus on was getting the truck fixed and getting back on the road—that and the fact he was going to have to talk with Allie about Pittsburgh.
They passed the old dump truck that had attempted to ram its way through the wall last night and Ben could see the driver’s lifeless body still hunched over the wheel. His hands still gripped the wheel as if he would sit up at any moment and drive away. Ben forced himself to look away and tried to think about something else.
“Did you get a chance to talk with the kids about Pittsburgh last night?” It was like Vince had read his mind.
“No. I want to wait until we get on the road. I didn’t want to ruin her night. They’ve both been through a lot.”
“Yeah, I’m sure they have. Probably a good idea,” Vince agreed.
Once they were back out on the road, Vince picked up speed, and before long, they were near where they had hidden the Blazer in the woods.
Ben pointed. “Right up there.”
Vince slowed down and pulled across the dry, grassy median. He turned the wagon around to face the other direction before parking on the shoulder. They both got out, and while Ben gathered his bag and rifle, Vince pulled a small metal toolbox out of the back.
“I should have everything we need in here. This won’t take too long. You’ll be back on the road in no time and back for breakfast.”
“Sounds good to me. I hope it’s just the fuel pump,” Ben said.
“If not, we can always tow it back to the shop and work on it there. There isn’t anything that can’t be fixed.” Vince closed the tailgate on the wagon and put the window up. After the wagon was locked up, Ben led the way into the woods and back to the truck.
“Boy, you guys really did a good job of hiding the truck. I never would have known this was back here.” Vince cleared a branch out of his way.
Ben smiled. “That was the idea.”
“Your kids are lucky to have you, you know that?”
“That’s funny, because I think I’m lucky to have them. Without them, there’d be no point to all this, would there?”
“No, I suppose not. Oh, the things we do for our kids!”
Ben was relieved to see the truck. The Blazer was just the way they had left it, and Ben could tell right away that nobody had messed with anything, let alone found it. He didn’t waste any time pulling off the camouflage netting and exposing the vehicle.
“That’s a nice-looking Blazer!” Vince admired the truck as he walked around to the front and set his toolbox down in the leaves.
Ben quickly unlocked everything and pulled the hood release. “Thanks. We had the engine rebuilt professionally, but Joel and I did most of the other stuff ourselves. She was a little rough when we got her.”
“I’ve always liked these old Chevys.” Vince lifted the hood and propped it open. He got right into the repair and had the old fuel pump off and set it on the bumper quickly. Then he turned to getting the new one installed. Vince did the work while Ben handed him what he needed. With Vince’s expertise, the job was done in less than 45 minutes, and they were ready to fire up the engine and test the replacement pump.
Ben closed his eyes as he put the key in the ignition and cranked it. He didn’t open them again until he heard the engine roar to life. The sound of the motor running smoothly brought a smile to his face. He revved it a few times and was glad to hear the consistent exhaust tone and lack of hesitation from the truck as he feathered the gas pedal.
Vince slammed the hood shut, and then he gave Ben a thumbs-up through the windshield.
While Vince cleaned up his tools, Ben hastily folded up the camouflage netting and stuffed it in the back of the truck.
“Hop in! I’ll give you a ride back out to your car.”
Vince put his toolbox on the passenger’s side floor and climbed into the seat. Ben backed the Blazer all the way out of the woods, not bothering to turn around. He swung the wheel hard to the right, turned the truck onto the road, and stopped alongside Vince’s wagon.
“I’ll follow you back just in case you have any trouble.” Vince opened his door and grabbed his toolbox.
“Thanks.” Ben nodded. He waited for Vince to get loaded up and get his car started before he pulled out and headed for Cloverdale once more. He pushed the truck hard on the way back to town, thinking that if there were any other issues, now was the time to find them.
But the Blazer ran well, and before long, Vince was following him onto the exit and down the road. Ben looked for the dump truck but it was no longer parked in the tall grass where it had come to a rest last night.
As he approached the gate, the man who had been there earlier to let them out had been relieved, and there was a new face Ben didn’t recognize. He waved as the man moved the Suburban to let him and Vince pass.
Once inside, he saw the dump truck parked off to the side. The body was gone now and the windshield had been removed.
He pulled into the motel parking lot and steered the Blazer into a spot right outside of their room. Vince pulled in and parked near the office, where he had dropped them off last night.
Ben left his bag and rifle in the truck and locked it before he knocked on the motel door. He heard Gunner bark from inside, and a few seconds later, Joel opened the door. His hair was wet and Ben could smell the fresh scent of soap.
“Everything is on again,” he said. “Allie is in the shower now. We figured we might as well take advantage. Who knows when we’ll get the chance again.” Joel shrugged.
“Yeah, that sounds like a good idea,” Ben agreed.
Joel looked out the door as Ben entered the room and saw the Blazer parked outside.
“Yes! You got it fixed.” Joel smiled.
“Vince did. I pretty much just watched. But it’s running great now.”
Just as Ben was getting ready to sit down on the edge of the bed, a knock came from the still-open door. He turned to see Mary from last night standing in the threshold.
Gunner let out a few grumbles and then started to wag his tail, not bothering to get up from the bed.
“Morning,” Ben said.
“Morning,” she answered. “Breakfast will be ready in about half an hour. But take your time. We’re down in the motel conference room when you’re ready. Bring the dog if he can behave himself.” She smiled as she backed out of the doorway and was gone before he or Joel could respond.
Joel stuck his head outside and called out after her, “Thanks! We’ll be there!”
Then he went to the bed, where Gunner was lying, and sat. Gunner rolled over just enough to expose his belly to Joel and shot him a pathetic look. Joel took the hint and gave him a few rubs.
“Listen, I’m sorry about last night,” Ben started.
“No, it’s my fault. I should have listened. I just wanted to help out. I feel so helpless sometimes.” Joel shrugged.
“It’s okay. We just need to be unified in our approach to any problems we encounter. And counting on each other to stick to the plan is important,” Ben added.
“I know. I’m sorry,” Joel said.
Ben smiled at Joel and was relieved to clear the air. He already felt guilty enough about the news he had to give Allie.



 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Ben took a quick shower after Allie was done in the bathroom, and the kids packed their things in the Blazer while they waited for him.
Once they had cleared their things out of the room, they all made their way down the covered walkway, past the other rooms to the motel office. As soon as they entered, they were greeted with the smell of food. Through a set of double doors, they heard voices coming from down the hall. There were about a dozen people sitting around a rectangular table in the middle of the room, most of whom Ben had met briefly last night during the attack.
He was surprised to see the extent of the spread the townspeople had put on and he wondered if it was all on their account or if this was normal. He doubted that and thought it was probably an attempt to get them to extend their stay.
The kids were as wide-eyed as he was at the food that was laid out on a long table against the wall. There were eggs, bacon, orange juice, pancakes, toast with butter and jelly, and what looked like fresh-baked muffins. Just about everything Ben expected to see at a typical breakfast buffet under normal circumstances.
Gunner was all nose as he wandered into the room and started to drool at the smells that filled the air. Ben could hear the dog inhaling deeply as he held his head up high and walked toward the table of food oblivious to his wounded leg.
“Wow!” Joel said.
Vince smiled from his seat at the head of the table, his plate already full with an assortment of food. “Help yourselves!”
“Thank you,” Allie said as she took a plate from the end of the table.
Ben looked over the table of food as he got in line behind Joel. “This is quite the spread, Vince!”
“This is one of the perks of taking your turn standing watch at the wall, although I have to admit that this is a little more than we normally put out. Some of us here were hoping to entice you guys into extending your stay. No pressure, though. I told them all you’re headed to Maryland.” Vince glanced around the table at a few of the people.
“What? We could use the help.” Reese, the almost veterinarian, shrugged.
“You know those lunatics will be back,” another man added.
“All right. Let’s let our guests eat in peace,” Vince chimed in.
Ben was thankful for the silence and gladly took the opportunity to shove some much-needed food into his watering mouth. The group ate quietly for the next several minutes, except for the occasional small talk and the sound of silverware scraping plates.
Gunner was doing his best to control himself as he sat between Joel and Allie, licking his chops loudly.
“You can give the dog a little something if you want, hon.” Mary nudged Allie’s arm.
“Are you sure?” Allie asked.
“Yeah, go ahead. He looks pitiful and I’m sure he could use it. The poor thing! How did that happen?” She was looking at Gunner’s leg.
“He put himself between me and a wolf the other day. Thanks to Gunner, I’m here to talk about it!” Allie put some bacon fat and eggs on a small paper plate before she put it on the floor in front of Gunner. He eagerly inhaled the food in a few seconds, after which he seemed to settle down and lay his head on the carpeted floor.
“He seems to be doing pretty good this morning,” Reese said.
“Yes! Thank you for looking him over last night.” Joel nodded.
“No problem. Glad to help.” Reese smiled.
The major cleared his throat and pushed away from the table as he sat back with his coffee. “After breakfast, why don’t you follow me over to the shop? We’ll get your tank topped off with gas. Plus, you guys can have a look around and see if there is anything you need. You said you might have some things to barter with?”
Ben nodded and swallowed his mouthful of food. “Definitely!”
They finished eating and helped clean up the room before everyone slowly trickled outside to the parking lot. Cy had a couple plates filled with food stacked on top of each other in his arms.
“I’ll run this out to the guys on watch,” he said. “Nice to meet you guys, if I don’t get a chance to see you before you take off.”
They all said goodbye to Cy and then headed over to where the Blazer was parked.
The rest of the people dispersed one by one back down the street in different directions. Some returned to the motel where they were staying. Ben guessed those were the unlucky few who had lost their homes, or maybe their houses were outside the security of the wall.
Everyone was plenty friendly, but he could tell the late-night raids were taking their toll. They all had the look of someone who had been up too long and had been stressed out, although they hid it well. The bloodshot eyes and worried faces gave away the fact that they were running over capacity.
He felt a little guilty about the breakfast they had put out for them, sure now that it had been intended to lure them into staying here and helping out. He wished there was something more they could do to repay them for their kindness and generosity, but they had their own problems to deal with.
Joel lifted Gunner into the truck and Allie helped get him situated in the back seat before they all got in and drove across the street to the major’s place.
As Ben pulled into the service station, Vince was waiting out front and directing him to pull in under the covered gas pumps.
“Any pump. They all work,” Vince said.
Ben parked by the first one and turned the truck off. He and the kids got out, but Allie stopped Gunner from following them. “Sorry, boy, but you need to stay off that leg.”
“Yeah, and you’re too heavy to lift back into the truck anyway,” Joel added, shaking his head.
Allie threw a few handfuls of dry dog food into a bowl and filled another with water. She put them both on the center console for him.
“Here you go, boy. We’ll be right back.” Allie rolled the window down and closed the door.
Vince already had the pump out of its cradle and was putting the nozzle into the truck.
“Well, this is a luxury,” Ben said. “Fueling up is usually a little more involved.”
“We’re a full-service establishment!” Vince joked. “You kids feel free to have a look around inside.”
Joel and Allie headed inside the small store that Ben had gotten a glimpse of last night. From the truck, Ben watched through the large plate-glass windows in the front of the store. One of the windows had a large crack running from one corner to the other, but it remained in place somehow.
Vince must have noticed him looking at the window. “Yeah, the shockwave broke a lot of windows. I have a few out back that I had to board up completely. I figure they must have hit Indianapolis by the direction of the flash. The shockwave hit us within a couple minutes of the blast.”
“Joel and I were in the mountains at about 12,000 feet. It was quite the show from where we were. I’ve never seen anything like it before in my life, and I hope I never do again.” Ben sighed.
“I can imagine.” Vince raised an eyebrow.
“I know. It’s something we’ll never forget,” Ben added.
With Vince refusing to let Ben pump his own gas, he was free to open up the back of the truck and look around for some of the things he thought Vince would be interested in. He pulled out the .243 rifle he’d taken from the guy in the Bronco and the box of ammo he’d found for it. As he drew the long, polished wood and steel rifle from its case, he saw Vince’s eyes light up.
“A .243 short mag and a box of ammo,” Ben stated.
Vince grinned. “Now you’re talking my language! What were you interested in trading for?”
“For starters, I was looking at that sack of rice and the dog food, and I wanted to take another look around in the daylight to see what else you had that we might be able to use. But the rifle is for all your hospitality and fixing the truck. It’s the only way I can come close to repaying you for everything you’ve done for us.”
“You don’t owe me anything for that. But I can’t say we couldn’t use another accurate rifle. We’re a little light on those.”
Ben had seen some of the weapons the people on the wall were carrying last night. Most of them were toting shotguns or handguns. He only saw a couple rifles in the group. They needed a nice scoped rifle more than he and the kids did. They had more than enough weapons and ammo for the three of them. Besides, he felt guilty about not being able to help them out more and this was the next best way to clear his conscience about it.
Ben set the box of bullets on the tailgate and slid the rifle back into its case. He leaned the gun on the rear tire near Vince. “Take it. It’s yours. I’ve got a few other things to trade for the food and fuel,” Ben said.
Vince finished pumping gas, but before he put the pump back in its cradle, he paused. “How ’bout your spare tanks?”
“Thanks, but they’re full,” Ben replied as he continued to dig around in the back of the truck.
Vince hung up the pump and picked up the rifle and the box of ammo on the tailgate.
“I’ll see you inside.” Vince headed off toward the store.
“I’m right behind you,” Ben said.
Gunner strained his neck, looking over the back seat as he watched Ben dig through their gear and gather items. He placed them in the center of a towel, then grabbed the corners and made a makeshift bag out of it to carry everything.
Before he closed the truck up, he thought for a second and reached under the back seat. He pulled out the small crate with the coins in it and counted out 16 of the one-ounce silver pieces. He filled his front pockets with the coins and stuffed the crate back under the seat. He wasn’t sure if he would need them all, but he was feeling generous for all the kindness that had been shown to them.
“Good boy! We’ll be right back,” Ben reassured Gunner as he slung the makeshift bag over his shoulder and closed the back of the truck. He wasn’t sure what Joel and Allie would want from Vince’s store, but he wanted to make sure he had plenty to offer in exchange for the things they wanted.
This might be the last chance they had to resupply before they got to Maryland.



 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
When Ben got inside the store, Vince was standing behind the counter and had the .243 out of its case again and was looking it over. Joel and Allie were wandering around among the shelves, and Allie was balancing a sizable pile of apples, potatoes, carrots, and onions in her arms. Joel had picked up the large sack of rice and was carrying it with him as they browsed.
Ben headed straight to the counter, where Vince was admiring his new gun and laid the towel down. As he peeled back the corners of the old towel, the major looked away from the rifle to see what he had. Ben organized the two small fuel-burning camp stoves and three of the Spyderco knives that he and Joel had salvaged from his store in Durango.
“Won’t you guys need those?” Vince asked as he leaned the rifle against the back of the counter.
“No. These are extra. But we’re going to need more of those fuel cylinders you’ve got up there.” Ben pointed to the shelves on the wall behind the counter. There sat a row of four small fuel canisters that would work with their camp stove.
“So you want to give me a couple stoves and take all my fuel, huh?” Vince chuckled.
Just then, Joel and Allie approached the counter and unloaded the contents of their arms.
“This will last us a long time,” Allie said as she tried to contain the produce as it rolled around on the counter next to the large bag of rice.
Ben suddenly felt self-conscience and realized how much stuff they were asking for. He felt guilty about what they were offering in return—not to mention he still wanted the dog food and the stove fuel. He also didn’t want to risk offending the major. He was a standup guy and a man of his word, both of which were a rare commodity these days. But that was why Ben had brought a little something extra with him from the truck.
He reached into both pockets of his pants and pulled out two handfuls of silver coins. He spread out 16 shiny one-ounce silver coins in a row across the towel. A pound of silver coins ought to sweeten the pot.
“For all this, the dog food, and the fuel,” Ben offered.
Vince picked one of the coins up. Holding it up to his face, he inspected it closely.
“Very nice.” He nodded. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”
He reached behind him and pulled the fuel canisters down from the shelf. He then moved the two camp stoves and all but one of the knives to the shelf where the fuel had been. Keeping one of the knives for himself, he tucked it in his back pocket before scooping up the coins, loading them into a small box, and placing them out of sight behind the counter.
Allie took advantage of the empty towel and gathered the produce in the center of it. She grabbed it by the corners and hoisted the heavy load into her arms.
“I’ll take these out to the truck,” she said.
Joel grabbed the case of canned dog food and threw the rice on top. “I got this. Right behind you.” He followed Allie toward the truck, leaving Ben and the major alone once more.
“Let me give you a hand with these.” Vince grabbed two of the small fuel tanks off the counter as he came around the side.
Ben took the other two and started for the truck.
“Don’t wait too long to tell her,” Vince warned. “I know you’re not looking forward to it, but she’s got to know. I could have one of the girls here talk to her, if you’d rather.”
Ben stopped as he was about to open the door. “No, I’ll do it. It needs to come from me.”
Vince nodded and the two continued out to the truck.
The kids had already loaded their things and were closing the tailgate when Ben and Vince got there. Gunner was worked up and pacing the rear bench seat in anticipation of the trip. He had now fogged up a good portion of the side window.
Ben placed his two tanks into the back of the Blazer and then took the other two from Vince and did the same. He’d reorganized the back of the truck later and square away the new supplies. Right now, he wanted to get on the road. This little town had been a godsend, but it was time to move on.
Vince followed him around to the driver’s door as the kids loaded up from the other side. Allie got in the back with Gunner, who was very excited to see her and acted as though they had been gone for hours. Joel slid into the passenger’s seat and slammed the door shut. Ben got in and rolled his window down before pulling the door closed.
“Thanks again! For everything.” Ben extended his hand.
Vince took his hand and hung on to it for a second. “If you don’t find what you’re looking for out there, you’re always welcome here. All of you.” He leaned into the truck a little and made eye contact with Allie and then Joel.
“Thanks,” Allie said.
“Yeah, thanks,” said Joel.
Ben started the truck and Vince took a few steps back.
“Good luck, guys! Be safe.” Vince waved as they crept out from under the shade of the covered gas pumps and into the morning sun. Ben nodded at the major as they pulled away.
There was a small gathering of people in the motel parking lot across the street. Mary, Cy, and Reese were among the group and waved at them as they drove away. Ben and the kids waved back and headed for the gate.
Ben slowed as he rolled through the already-open gate. The guy manning the entrance waved from the dump truck. Ben smiled as they passed. He was glad to see they were now using the dump truck to block the gate. After they had gone through, Ben watched in the rearview mirror as the big red truck backed up and closed off the opening.
Then Ben focused his attention on the road ahead, only glancing at the rearview mirror a few more times before Cloverdale and the wall of cars faded from view.
The realization that they were on their own again sunk in and was their reality once more. The feeling was bittersweet for Ben, who should have been in good spirits after everything the kind people of Cloverdale had done for them. They had gotten some rest, fixed the truck, eaten well, and resupplied their food, fuel, and water.
But his heart was heavy with the thought of confronting Allie with the bad news. He glanced at her in the mirror. She was petting Gunner and looking through one of her books. She looked about as happy and content as he’d seen her yet, and he really hated the fact that he was going to ruin that.
For several miles, Ben wrestled with the idea of when and how to tell her, and he almost convinced himself to wait and see what they found when they got closer to Pittsburgh. But he wanted this off his chest, and he wanted to be fair to Allie. He knew what he had to do.
It was time to tell Allie what he’d learned.



 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Ben slowed the Blazer down and pulled over to the side of the road.
“What’s going on?” Joel asked.
Gunner lifted his head from Allie’s lap as the truck came to a stop.
“Is there something wrong with the truck?” Allie leaned forward.
“No. I need to talk to you guys about something.” Ben shifted in his seat and twisted around to face Allie.
“What is it?” Allie swallowed.
“When I was talking to Vince last night, he told me that Pittsburgh was destroyed in the attacks.” Ben looked at Joel, then back at Allie, who was already shaking her head.
“Wh… What do you mean? How does he know? I don’t understand… Destroyed?”
“He has a ham radio that he’s been able to contact other areas with. Communication has been limited, though, and he doesn’t know details. But the word is that Pittsburgh was hit by a lower-altitude detonation. A few other cities have been hit pretty hard as well. Washington D.C. is one of them.”
“Let me out!” Allie blurted and covered her mouth with her hand as if she was going to get sick.
Joel scrambled to unbuckle himself and get out of her way.
She flew over the front seat and out onto the ground, where she landed on all fours and threw up. Joel kneeled down next to her and rubbed his hand on her back.
Gunner hopped down from the truck and ran over to where she was on the ground. He stood back a couple feet and watched her, confused about what was going on but aware that something was wrong. His tail hung limply, and his head tilted to the side as she continued to get sick.
Ben got out and walked around to their side of the truck and stood on the grassy shoulder for a moment before reaching into the truck and retrieving Allie’s water bottle and a towel. He handed the towel to Joel, who was still kneeling next to her.
Allie sat up and took the towel from Joel. She held it up to her face and remained that way for a minute. Gunner approached her now and pushed his snoot into the towel, trying repeatedly to engage Allie in some type of interaction.
“Gunner, easy,” Joel said.
“It’s okay,” she mumbled through the towel, reaching out blindly with one of her hands. She wrapped her arm around Gunner’s neck. Gunner sat down next to her, looking content now that she was touching him.
Ben felt like he should say something. “I still intend on going that way, Allie. We’ll find out for ourselves what’s going on in Pittsburgh. We’re not giving up.” Ben tried to sound hopeful but he didn’t want to come off as patronizing. He knew the odds that her dad was all right were slim to none, and so did she.
Allie slowly lowered the towel to reveal red puffy eyes and a pale white face. She continued to stare off into the distance for a while longer without saying anything to either Joel or Ben.
She slowly stood and turned to face them. “We’re wasting time here then.” She almost choked on her own words and began to tear up again.
Joel quickly went to her side and put his arm around her. She leaned into him and sobbed loudly. Ben went over to where they were standing and hugged them both. She was trying to be tough and it was commendable, but even Ben found himself fighting off tears as his empathy for her overwhelmed him. He couldn’t imagine how she felt now. Losing both parents was enough to destroy someone emotionally under normal circumstances. But on top of the struggles this new world presented, he wouldn’t blame her or think any less of her if she had a full-blown meltdown right here and now.
After what must have been at least a minute of standing in their huddle of silence, except for the occasional sniffle or sigh, they all stepped back. Allie wiped at her eyes with the towel and looked at Joel, then Ben.
“I can’t believe it’s just me now. I’m all alone. There’s no one left but me,” Allie said with a blank look on her face.
Ben looked at her and put his hand on her shoulder until she made eye contact. “You’re far from alone. We’re here for you.”
“You’re part of this family now,” Joel said as he wiped a tear from his eye. He looked at his dad and then at Allie as he said it. Ben nodded in agreement and handed Allie the water bottle. She took a mouthful and swished it around before turning away and spitting it out. Then she took a big drink of the cool water and wiped the sweat from her brow.
“I guess we better get going, huh?” Allie said softly.
“Come on, boy,” Joel called Gunner to the edge of the truck, where he helped the big dog back into the vehicle.
Allie followed and began climbing into the back.
“Do you want to sit up front for a while?” Joel offered.
“No thanks. I’m good back here for now. Maybe later.” Allie continued to the back seat, where Gunner was waiting for her.
Ben got settled behind the wheel and didn’t waste any time. Before Joel had his door all the way closed, the Blazer started moving forward. Ben steered the truck back onto the interstate and accelerated quickly. He felt like the more distance they could put between them and where he had told Allie the news, the better they would feel.
But no amount of distance would lighten the mood or soften the blow she’d just been dealt. Ben knew there was nothing more to say right now and Allie would talk when she was ready.
They traveled on in near silence for the next couple hours. The only conversation concerned navigating the secondary roads around Indianapolis and getting back onto I-70 after they were safely past what remained of the large city. From what they could see, Indianapolis was a burned-out shell of its former self, not unlike most of the other places they’d passed. No one commented on anything as they drove.
They had all officially become numb and indifferent to the post-apocalyptic landscape that rolled by outside their windows. It was a sad truth to accept, but Ben knew it was inevitable.



 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Not long after getting back on I-70, they passed a road sign that read COLUMBUS OHIO 160 MILES. Allie tried to ignore the rest of the sign, but she couldn’t. The bright white letters that read PITTSBURGH 340 MILES seemed to jump out at her. It was stuck in her head now, and it hurt like a punch to the stomach.
She sipped on her water in an effort to calm down and fight off the nauseous feeling that welled up again in her throat. With a few deep breaths, she was able to keep the feeling at bay until it passed. She was going to have to come to terms with all of this and with whatever they found when they got close to Pittsburgh.
She kept trying to remind herself that she wasn’t alone and that she had Joel and his dad and Gunner, and that was a lot. In fact, it was the only reason she was still alive.
But she still couldn’t accept the fact that she was the last survivor in her family. She wasn’t under the illusion that life would ever really be the same again, but now there was a certainty to it. And it stung with a finality that she couldn’t shake from her thoughts.
She wanted to know more about what had happened in Pittsburgh, but she didn’t want to at the same time. Reluctant to start up a conversation about it, she kept silent.
Joel kept checking back on her occasionally, but she could barely manage a nod to let him know she was okay. There was nothing he could say to take away the things she was feeling right now. There was nothing anyone could say, really.
It was going to take time to heal from these wounds. She had allowed herself to have more hope in finding her dad than she should have. She kept telling herself that it might not work out and that there was a good chance they wouldn’t even be able to find her dad. But in her heart, she’d believed they would.
Joel’s dad would come through like he had with everything else and they would find him and everything would be okay. That was how it played out in her mind, anyway. It was the only thing that had kept her going at times during this journey. Now there was nothing—at least, that was how she felt. She knew it wasn’t true, but she didn’t care at the moment.
Everyone seemed content to ride in silence for now, and that was fine with her. Even Gunner was unusually calm and seemed uninterested in the passing landscape. It was plenty hot, but they were able to maintain enough speed to keep a steady flow of air moving through the truck. They only slowed down a handful of times to make their way around some obstacles on the road.
The news of Pittsburgh had somehow taken the shock value out of the burned-out buildings and wrecked cars. Allie found herself easily ignoring what had once drawn her attention. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about the lives that had been lost. It was more that she felt she didn’t have the energy to care about it anymore. Or maybe they just paled in comparison to the wreck her own life had become.
Ben broke the silence “We’ll be in Ohio in about half an hour or so. Making pretty good time today.”
“How are we on gas?” Joel asked.
“Just under half a tank. We’ll stop when we get off the interstate to go around Columbus, if we can hold out that long.” Ben glanced around the truck.
“I’m good to keep going for a while,” Allie answered.
“Good.” Ben nodded and pulled the atlas out from between the seats and tossed it into Joel’s lap. “Why don’t you find us a good route around Columbus?”
“Did the major say anything else about Pittsburgh?” Allie met Ben’s gaze in the rearview mirror.
“No, just that it had been hit pretty badly. Some of the detonations happened at lower altitudes in a few places across the country. Pittsburgh is believed to be one of those places,” Ben answered.
“But what would happen? I mean, what would that do to a place?” she asked.
Ben sighed as his face tightened. “If these places were ground zero for a nuke, there might not be much of anything left within a six- to ten-mile radius. Depending on the payload, the shockwave could reach out for miles. I suspect we’ll know the truth long before we get there.”
Allie nodded and sat back against the seat.
Still half asleep, Gunner stretched his limbs and pushed his head up against her leg before closing his eyes once more.
Allie knew what it meant if Pittsburgh had taken a direct hit, but hearing it from Ben made it real. She was at least thankful for his honesty, and it meant a lot to her that he wasn’t trying to downplay the reality of the situation.
She made up her mind. If they got close to Pittsburgh and saw that it was hopeless, she would insist on not wasting any more time there and that they continue on to Maryland. They had sacrificed so much for her already. It was time to face reality and stop penalizing Joel and his dad for her misfortune.
They had gone above and beyond to help her, and she would do everything in her power to help them get to Bradley and Emma before it was too late.



 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Ben now saw that his original plan, to get off the interstate long before Indianapolis and head north, was a huge waste of time and unnecessary. If Pittsburgh really was as bad as Vince said, there was no need to waste valuable time on a northern route around Indianapolis and Columbus. The interstate would take them to within 30 or 40 miles of Pittsburgh. If it was in fact ground zero for a nuclear detonation, that would be plenty close to make an assessment of the chances for survivors.
Ben was relieved that they could stay on or near I-70. It meant getting to his kids at least a day sooner. He would have been downright happy about it if it hadn’t come at such a high cost to Allie. He wasn’t exactly thrilled at the thought of a late-night insertion into Pittsburgh to grab her dad, but he certainly hadn’t wanted it to go down like this.
He thought she’d handled it pretty well considering she’d lost both parents in little more than a week’s time. Ben glanced at her in the rearview mirror. She had fallen asleep with Gunner in her lap. The poor girl needed the rest. The emotional strain she was under would crush a lesser person. And they hadn’t really gotten the sleep he was hoping for last night, thanks to the late-night raid on Cloverdale.
It had been nice to sleep in a bed for a change, though, however brief, and his back was feeling better for it. There would be no such luxury tonight, however. It was back to tents and sleeping bags on the ground wherever they ended up today.
“Dad, do you think they’re okay?” Joel said quietly. “Mom and them, I mean. You said that D.C. was hit pretty bad.”
“They’re a good four hours from D.C. It shouldn’t have affected them there. I’m more concerned with getting around D.C. and Baltimore right now. If your mom got them to Grandpa Jack’s, they should be fine.”
Joel nodded and focused his attention back out the window, apparently satisfied with his answer.
Ben’s real concern was how close the kids were to Norfolk, Virginia. They were just across the Chesapeake Bay, really only a couple hours from the naval base there, as the crow flew. The major hadn’t mentioned Norfolk, but Ben found it hard to believe the North Koreans wouldn’t take a shot at the largest navy base in the U.S.
Joel turned back to face Ben, then looked at Allie. “What about Pittsburgh? Do you really think it’s that bad?” he whispered.
Ben looked at Joel briefly. “Yeah, I do. I mean look at the places we’ve been through. There’s nothing left of most of them, and if Pittsburgh did take a direct hit, there won’t be anything left of it, either.”
Ben checked on Allie to make sure she was still sleeping. “We’ll see for ourselves soon. The interstate will take us close enough to know if they were hit or not.”
“Look!” Joel pointed to what remained of the Indianapolis International Airport on their left.
Ben inspected the once-busy airport, reduced now to a graveyard of dead aircraft and burnt rubble. Some of the planes still sat at their gates, waiting for passengers that would never come. Luggage was scattered all over the ground, around some of the service vehicles, and underneath the intact planes.
Most of the suitcases and bags were open, their contents strewn all over the ground. Ben wondered if that was the result of looters or an accident.
There were very few intact planes, and most had been reduced to wreckage on the runway. A few planes that Ben assumed were in the process of landing or taking off had fallen from the sky and landed on the main terminal. Several tail sections stuck out of the terminal roof as if they had been stuck there like darts into a dartboard.
The building still smoked in certain areas, even after more than a week since the attacks, no doubt from the jet fuel. Some parts of the building had resisted the flames but had melted instead. It was hard to take in the amount of destruction that had happened here, and the whole thing looked surreal and fake. But it wasn’t. It was very real, and the burning odor that stung at his nose and throat was proof.
“Oh man, that stinks.” Joel made a face and covered his nose.
A smell that reminded Ben of burnt rubber permeated the air. He was happy to see the exit for the 465 expressway around the city on his right. He eagerly steered the Blazer onto the exit ramp and away from the interstate and the devastated airport.
He was glad Allie was asleep and had missed that. There was a good chance her mother had been involved in a scene like that. Whatever airport her mother had been unlucky enough to be at when the bombs had gone off probably looked similar.
They all probably did. With dozens of outgoing and incoming flights suddenly left dead stick, the result could be nothing less than catastrophic. Ben thought for a moment about what must have been a staggering number of lives lost at the nation’s airports alone—not to mention the thousands of other planes that had gone down mid-route like the one he and Joel had witnessed in the mountains.
“Keep a lookout for a good place to get gas, although I wouldn’t mind getting away from this smell and smoke first.” Ben was anxious to turn his thoughts away from what they had just seen.
“I’m looking.” Joel’s voice was muffled through his T-shirt, which he had pulled over his mouth and nose.
Gunner popped up in the rearview mirror as he sat up from his sprawled-out position across the rear bench seat and Allie’s lap. He stuck his head toward Ben’s open window, between the seat and the truck, and sniffed the air. Letting out a big yawn, Gunner finished with a whimper and shuffled impatiently on and off his bad leg.
“We better stop sooner rather than later. I think Gunner needs to go.” Joel looked back at the dog, who was now leaning heavily on Allie.
Ben watched in the mirror as Allie slowly came to and rubbed her face. He was hoping the short nap would boost her spirits a little, although he didn’t expect her to have moved on from the bad news by any stretch yet. He was disappointed to see that she still had that same blank look on her face as she stared out the window. She was pale and looked how he imagined she probably felt.
“We’re stopping soon. We can get out and stretch our legs for a bit.” Joel glanced at her.
She just nodded.
“We’re making pretty good time. Maybe we can take a break and fix something to eat if we can find a good spot to stop. A few more miles and we can get off the expressway and back onto the interstate,” Ben said.
She shrugged. “I’m not really that hungry.”
“You need to eat. You have to keep your strength up, and it will help you feel better,” Ben said.
“I know,” she admitted. “I just don’t really have an appetite.”
“I’m sure you don’t, but we need you, Allie. We need you here with us,” Ben said.
They drove on in silence for several more miles until they picked up I-70 once more on the other side of Indianapolis. As the remains of the city shrunk in the rearview mirror, the landscape quickly returned to a more rural setting.
Ben spotted a tall yellow and red Pilot Flying J travel center sign a mile or so up ahead. The gas station sat off the interstate a few hundred yards on a secondary road. A few other buildings were visible farther down. Across the street from the service station was an old white church building with a post office next door.
The area looked innocent enough, and Ben was satisfied that it was a suitable spot to take a break and get some fuel. After doing the customary lap around the place, it checked out okay and they parked by the fuel tanks.
Gunner was anxious to get out and nearly climbed over Joel getting out of the truck.
“Easy, boy. Hang on a second!” Joel hopped out of the way as the dog bounded by him, not seeming to be bothered by his injury at the moment.
Gunner raced over to an old trash can and relieved himself right away.
Allie made her way out of the truck slowly and began to gather the things they would need to make lunch.
Ben got out of the truck and brought the AR with him. He laid it across the hood and stretched his back. He then rolled his neck from side to side, making a loud cracking sound.
Allie stopped rummaging in the back of the Blazer and looked at him. “You okay to drive? That didn’t sound too good.”
“Oh, those are normal sounds after 40. It actually felt pretty good,” Ben joked as he joined Joel in getting the fuel pump and hose set up.
Allie shook her head and cracked a small smile before she let her hair fall over her face and resumed gathering lunch supplies.
Ben was glad to see a little bit of life in the girl. “How about we use some of the fresh produce?”
“Okay,” she said without looking up.
He was worried about her and for good reason. He had seen many people lose the will to fight in the face of adversity and tragedy. It was a slippery slope and a hard one to come back from once the feeling of defeat or hopelessness took hold.
As a unit, they couldn’t afford that now, though. They couldn’t let her slip into that mindset.
There was a fine line between giving her space to grieve and making sure she knew they were there for her, and Ben was doing his best not to cross it.



 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
Ben and Joel made quick work of the fueling and Ben kept an eye out for trouble during most of the process while Joel ran the pump.
Allie joined Gunner near a large oak tree a safe distance from the refueling and was working on lunch over the stove. Gunner found a stick to chew on and was content to lay in the shade with it near Allie. Joel pulled the truck under the tree and into the shade once the pump and hose were put away. Ben took the AR and walked over to where Allie was preparing lunch for them.
“That looks good,” Ben said.
“Just rice, carrots, and onions with a little salt and pepper, but at least it’s something different.” Allie sighed.
“Well, it smells good and I’m hungry,” Joel chimed in as he opened one of the cans of dog food for Gunner and shook the contents into a bowl with a plop.
The sound was enough to lure Gunner away from Allie. He got up and made his way over to the collapsible orange bowl and devoured the food within minutes.
They sat around under the shade of the tree and ate their lunch. Not much was said as they ate. The shade provided some relief from the midday heat, but Ben was anxious to get back on the road. With any luck, they could make the Pennsylvania border before they stopped for the night.
Ben also knew there was a chance that they’d be close enough to Pittsburgh tonight to see the damage firsthand. Or at least they would start to see signs if it was in fact ground zero. Another couple hours and he imagined the landscape would begin to show the effects of a nuclear explosion. It would be tough for Allie, but she would have to deal with it, regardless of what they found.
As they cleaned up from lunch and stowed things back in the Blazer, Gunner picked up the trail of something interesting and slowly followed it toward a dumpster in the corner of the service station lot.
“Joel, how about driving for a while?” Ben asked.
“Okay, no problem.” Joel made his way around the front of the truck and noticed Gunner now sniffing around the old rusty dumpster.
“Come on, boy. Let’s go.”
Gunner ignored Joel and continued his search.
“Gunner, let’s go!” Joel raised his voice.
Ben and Allie had stopped now and were waiting with the passenger door open for Gunner to come back and load up in the truck.
Just then they heard a noise from inside the dumpster. A few seconds later, a startled raccoon popped its head out of a hole in the bottom corner of the dumpster where the metal had rusted through.
Ben knew what was going to happen next, and there was nothing he could do to stop it.
“Gunner! No,” Ben yelled.
But it was too late. The two animals had seen each other and the game was on. The raccoon swiftly pulled the rest of itself out of the hole in the dumpster and took off running. Gunner hesitated briefly but gave in to his instincts and darted after the scared animal. The raccoon headed for the church across the street.
“Get the truck and meet me over there.” Ben ran after Gunner, leaving Joel and Allie at the truck.
They quickly loaded up, and Ben heard the Blazer start up as he chased after the dog. Gunner’s leg was either feeling fine or he was so worked up at the sight of the critter that he had forgotten about it. Ben was unable to catch them, and the raccoon ran up the steps to the church and went inside through the partially open front door.
Gunner paused on the front stoop of the old building and sniffed around for a second.
“Gunner!” Ben shouted again, but it was in vain. Gunner looked back at Ben as he approached and Ben realized that he intended to end his little game of tag.
The dog forced his way between the double doors and disappeared into the building.
“No!” Ben sighed. The Blazer slid to a stop behind him in the gravel parking lot of the church. He turned around as Allie and Joel jumped out of the truck.
“Gunner went in,” Ben huffed as he tried to catch his breath.
“I know. We saw him go in,” Joel said as he and Allie started up the church steps.
Ben was about to tell them to wait when they heard a scream come from inside the building, followed by a few barks and growls from Gunner.
“Wait! You can’t just go in there.” Ben pulled out his pistol and stepped in front of the kids when he caught up to them on the stoop.
“Nice and easy,” Ben said.
Joel and Allie followed his lead and got their pistols out as well.
Ben looked through the partially opened door, but it was too dark to see anything. The thick stained-glass windows had somehow survived the shockwave and were filtering out what little sunlight penetrated the interior of the church.
The light there was came through in the colors of the glass and served only to highlight the dust particles floating in the air. He squinted as he tried to see inside and look past the colored light. Leading the way with his pistol at the ready, he opened the door slowly and made his way in.
Joel and Allie were right behind him.
The church was small and only had a couple dozen wooden pews. A red-carpeted aisle ran down the center of the sanctuary and led to a small pulpit on an elevated stage.
Once they were inside, Ben’s eyes began to adjust and he could see Gunner in a defensive stance at the front of the church, growling.
He had a young couple with a small child backed into a corner. The man was holding a chair up, the legs pointing out in an effort to keep the dog at bay. The woman was hunched behind him with a young boy in her arms.
From what Ben could tell, they looked unarmed, other than the chair. He figured if they had any other weapons, they would have used them by now.
As he got closer, he could see more of what was going on and realized they posed no threat to him and the kids. The man was struggling to hold the chair up as it was.
Their faces were thin and pale, and the desperation in their eyes was painfully obvious. His concerns quickly faded when he realized the severity of their condition. These people weren’t dangerous. They were dying.



 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
“Gunner, heel up,” Ben commanded sternly.
Gunner relaxed his stance and backed up a few steps before sitting down. Ben took a couple steps forward to meet the dog while he tucked his pistol away and grabbed Gunner’s collar. He felt bad about Gunner cornering them and wanted to assure them that the dog was no longer a threat.
The man let the chair fall to the carpeted floor with a thud.
“Sorry about that,” Joel apologized. Holstering his gun, he kneeled next to Gunner and held his collar, taking over for his dad. “He got a little wound up chasing that raccoon.”
Allie followed suit and put her gun away as well. “Are you okay?”
The man nodded “We… We were just getting water,” he mumbled weakly. Leaning on the chair, he pointed to the baptismal tank at the rear of the stage area behind the pulpit.
The little boy, who couldn’t have been more than five or six, turned his head to look at them, mostly focusing on Gunner, before burying his face back in the woman’s neck.
“Where are you from?” Ben asked.
The man mustered a little more energy for his response this time, but his voice was still weak. “We live down the road. We just come here for water.”
Ben stepped up onto the stage and walked over to the baptismal tank to inspect it. The water had a greenish tint and there was a heavy film of dust lying on the still surface.
“I hope you’re boiling this before you use it for anything,” Ben warned.
By the looks of the ragtag couple and child, he guessed they weren’t. The man shrugged but didn’t say anything.
He looked like he was having a hard time staying upright as he continued to use the chair to prop himself up. The woman leaned against the wall and finally set the boy down. Barely able to stand, she found the closest pew and sat down with a sigh. The boy followed her over and sat beside her, immediately tucking himself behind her arm as best as he could.
“He’s friendly once he gets to know you,” Joel said. Gunner had settled down now and was more interested in finding the raccoon than interacting with the strangers. Joel released his grip on Gunner’s collar and let him loose to explore.
The boy pulled closer to his mother when Gunner came their way but relaxed a little when the dog continued past them with nothing more than a look in their direction. Gunner had picked up a scent trail and was focused on resuming his pursuit of the raccoon.
“Hi, I’m Allie. What’s your name?” Allie kneeled down to the boy’s level, but he shied away and pulled in tighter to his mother again and tried to hide his face.
The mother spoke for him. “His name is Danny.”
“Hi, Danny. I’m Allie. Nice to meet you.” Allie tilted her head and leaned in to look at something Danny had pinned to his shirt. The boy peeked out from behind his mother’s arm as Allie inched closer.
“That’s really cool! Where did you get that?” Allie reached out and touched the shiny gold-colored wings pinned to the boy’s shirt.
Again, he remained silent, forcing the mother to speak for him. “A few days ago, I think. I’ve lost track now. Some people came through and stopped here overnight. One of the women in the group gave him the wings.”
Allie turned to look at Joel, then Ben. Her eyes were red and watery, but she also had a look on her face that Ben hadn’t seen in a while.
“What is it?” Joel asked. Ben came down off the stage toward the kids and stood next to Allie.
“That’s the airline my mom works for!” Allie turned back toward the mother. “Did you get the woman’s name by any chance?”
“No, but there were five of them. They spent the night here before heading out on foot. One of the men with them said they were headed east.” She struggled to hold the boy, who had climbed into her lap while trying to keep an eye on Gunner in the back of the church.
“What did she look like?” Allie pressed her for more information.
“About your height and blonde,” the woman replied.
Just then, it dawned on Ben that the Blazer was open and exposed out in the parking lot.
“Joel, is the truck open?” Ben glanced at Joel, who immediately knew what he was getting at.
“I’ll check on it,” Joel answered. But before he left, Ben grabbed his shoulder and leaned in close. “Grab a couple MREs, will you?” he whispered.
Joel nodded and headed toward the door.
“Did they say where they were going, other than east?” Allie asked the woman and then glanced at the man, desperate for information.
“No. We were coming to get water and met them as they were leaving. They said they had come from Indianapolis, where they were forced to crash-land their plane. One of the men with them was hurt from the crash and his shirt was covered in dried blood. I think they were all part of the crew,” the man said while breathing heavily. He made his way around to the front of the chair he was using as a shield and sat down with a groan.
Gunner had given up his search for the elusive raccoon and joined Allie near the woman and child. He sniffed at the two of them sitting on the pew as the little boy tried his best to stay out of reach.
“It’s okay. He won’t hurt you.” Allie rubbed Gunner’s head and told him to sit down. Gunner planted himself with a grunt and focused his attention on the man leaning over in the chair.
Ben had seen enough and heard enough to know that these people weren’t going to last long. If they had been drinking this water without boiling it first, there was no telling how long they would survive without medical help. He also knew there was nothing he could do for them. As cruel and uncaring as it seemed, he had to leave them to their fate. The young boy reminded him of Bradley, though, and he couldn’t walk away without giving them something.
The MREs wouldn’t change anything, but he hoped it would ease their suffering for at least a little while. He also hoped it would diminish the guilt building up inside of him over their situation and help clear his conscience.
Joel hurried back in from the parking lot, carrying a couple green bags tucked under his left arm. “Here you go.” He handed the MREs to Ben.
“I’m sorry. This is all we can spare.” Ben apologized and set the meals on the pew next to the woman. “If you have the means to boil your water, you really should do that before you use it for anything,” he warned again.
“Thank you,” the woman said softly as she pulled the pouches close to her.
“Thank you for the information,” Allie replied.
“Good luck.” Ben felt awkward and a little foolish as he began to back away. No amount of luck was going to save them. Thanks to the water they had been drinking, their fates were sealed. He gave them a few days at best.
Gunner and the kids followed him after saying goodbye to the people and they all made their way out into the bright afternoon sun.
“Still want me to drive?” Joel asked.
“Sure, it’s all yours,” Ben said.
As they loaded into the truck and pulled out, Ben noticed Allie’s silence and knew her mind was working over the possibilities of what she had just been told. He knew her well enough by now to expect at least a small argument about doing more for the people in the church—or at the very least a plea to leave them with more food. But she was preoccupied with the new information, and he could tell.
He was glad to see a change in her demeanor, but he was afraid it would only lead to more disappointment down the road. The roller-coaster of emotions was taking its toll, and he didn’t want to see her spirit crushed yet again when things didn’t pan out.



 
 
Chapter Eighteen
 
As they pulled out of the church parking lot, the image of the family burned into Ben’s mind. He couldn’t help but wonder how much longer they would last. They watched him and the kids leave like their last chance for salvation was walking out the door.
But what choice did Ben have? He and the kids couldn’t afford to part with any more food. He probably shouldn’t have given them the MREs as it was, but he didn’t regret doing it.
Ben wasn’t used to being selfish when it came to looking out for people’s welfare, and it was something he was going to have to learn to get over if he and the kids were to survive. This was the way things were now, and they couldn’t help everyone they met.
“They looked pretty rough, huh?” Joel asked.
“Yeah, I feel bad for them, but what could we do? We’re barely getting by ourselves,” Allie answered.
“They’ve been drinking the water out of that old baptismal tank in the church without boiling it! Nothing we can really do for them. The MREs might buy them a little time, but that’s about it,” Ben added.
He was surprised to hear Allie’s response, but she was mostly right, although he liked to think they were doing a little better than getting by. At least they were better off than most of the people they had run into, with the exception of the folks in Cloverdale.
“What do you think about what they said? I mean, it could be my mom. She flies through Indianapolis all the time. I’ve heard her mention it. She told me she had a super-early flight that morning for some type of training. Maybe they made it before the bombs.” Allie unloaded with a slew of thoughts.
Ben knew it was coming and was prepared.
“It’s probably a long shot, but anything’s possible. If they’re headed east on I-70, we should run into them sooner or later. It shouldn’t be too hard to spot a group on foot.” Ben was trying to be optimistic with a heavy dose of reality mixed in.
He knew the chances of finding her mother out here were slim to none. She worked for one of the major airlines with thousands of other employees. The chance it was Allie’s mother who gave the boy the wings was even slimmer.
But at least it was something else for her to focus on other than the grim likelihood that Pittsburgh had been destroyed and her father was dead.
“We’ll keep a look out, that’s for sure. It could be her. You never know.” Joel glanced back at Allie, who was already looking out the window and intently focused on their surroundings and maybe the possibility of seeing her mother again.
“Look! Ohio.” Joel pointed.
Ben glanced up from the map. “Excellent. We’re making good time. We should make the Pennsylvania border without any trouble before we stop for the night. Maybe even farther.”
Now that they had crossed into Ohio, Ben knew they’d be approaching Columbus within the hour, if all went well. Then, just a few hours more and they’d have their answer about Pittsburgh firsthand.
But right now, they needed to focus on finding a suitable route around Columbus. Although I-70 pretty much ran straight through the city and it was tempting to press on and use the relatively easy-to-travel interstate, he knew it wasn’t a good idea.
“We’re looking for 270. It makes a tight loop around the outskirts of Columbus. I think that’s the way we want to go unless things change as we get closer.” Ben scanned the road ahead before turning to look at Allie.
“How are you holding up back there?” he asked.
“Okay,” she answered without looking away from the window.
He could tell she was fully invested in the possibility that her mother was out there. They hadn’t seen anyone on the road since they left the church, and Ben wasn’t optimistic about their chances of finding the small group that the woman mentioned. And with each passing mile, the chances dwindled.
The woman at the church said they left a few days ago. Ben figured they might be able to walk 15 miles a day, and that was probably a generous estimate. In this heat and with limited supplies and water, the travelers wouldn’t have gotten very far.
Ben thought back to the short distance they had traveled on foot when the Blazer broke down and how difficult that was. They had most likely passed the distance the group could have traveled a while ago. But he wasn’t about to tell Allie that.
The only way they could have gotten any farther than this would be if they had hitched a ride with someone or found a running vehicle and commandeered it—both of which he thought were unlikely, although the more he thought about it, the less he discounted that possibility. After all, he and Joel had hitched a ride with Dale in Durango and then they had all gotten a ride from the major, so maybe it was possible.
He had to constantly remind himself that there were decent people out there and not everyone had nefarious intentions.
The other thought that crossed his mind was the possibility that they might not travel during the heat of the day. If he and the kids were on foot, they would certainly avoid traveling at this time of day. The group could have very easily taken shelter somewhere and waited for cooler temperatures.
He wanted to remain hopeful for Allie’s sake, but with each passing mile, it seemed more and more unlikely that they would find the group from the church. Even though Allie hadn’t given up watching for them, he wondered if she had come to the same conclusion he had. She was a smart girl, after all, and had to know the odds of finding them weren’t good.
“There it is: 270. Twelve miles ahead.” Joel read the sign as they passed, leaving out the rest of the information listed below, which read COLUMBUS 20 MILES and, below that, PITTSBURGH 197 MILES.
They continued on in silence as they drove along the interstate. The only activity in the truck was Gunner. He was restless and continually shifted positions from lying down to wedging himself between the driver’s seat and the truck to take advantage of the air flowing in the open window.
Joel scratched Gunner’s head every time he pushed his head up alongside his seat toward the window until eventually he settled in and stayed put for a bit. It didn’t last for long, though, and he sat up again when Joel slowed down and prepared to take the exit.
Halfway through the exit ramp, Joel was forced to slow down even more in order to avoid an 18-wheeler that had taken out a few cars along with an overhead highway sign.
The sign, now toppled from its base, lay across the road, blocking the ramp entirely. Joel cautiously drove around the accident, through the overgrown grass and weeds in the median. The vegetation smacked against the undercarriage of the truck. With no mower crews to keep the grass in check, nature was reclaiming the roadways at a steady rate.
Ben wondered how long it would be before the roads themselves started to give way and fall apart. As it was, some of the weeds had grown to within inches of the road signs they passed. In another couple of weeks, most of them would be unreadable due to the overgrowth.
That would add a whole new challenge to the trip and make it extremely difficult to navigate. And give them even more reason to get to Maryland and get back home as soon as they could.



 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
As Ben expected, the expressway around Columbus was littered with cars and trucks. They were frozen in the moment of the attack, on their way to work or making early-morning deliveries. The number of wrecks on the highway made him wonder if all the bombs had hit at the same time or if there had been a delay between locations. Passage here was slow-going and reminded him of some earlier sections of road they had traveled.
The difference now was that the wrecks weren’t smoking anymore and the bodies were heavily decayed.
They were forced to pass by some of the gruesome scenes at a painfully slow pace, thanks to the congested road. That crawl allowed the smell of death and decay to occasionally creep into the truck as they drove through the chaos.
Joel eventually gave up on trying to use the road altogether and resorted to driving along the shoulder and through the tall grass.
“Try to use the road when you can. There might be parts or debris in the grass we can’t see,” Ben warned.
“Okay, but it’s really bad through here,” Joel answered.
“I know. Just take your time. Nice and easy.” Ben could tell Joel was nervous and a little stressed out. He didn’t blame him; this was the worst they’d seen it in a while.
It took them almost an hour to get around the city using 270, but eventually they saw a sign to rejoin I-70 a few miles ahead.
“I’m ready to get off this road,” Joel said.
“Hang in there. Not much farther. I can drive for a while after this if you want,” Ben offered.
“I’ll be fine once we get back on the interstate. Hopefully it goes back to the way it was.”
As soon as they took the exit to I-70, the abandoned vehicles and wrecks started to thin out. Leaving the congested expressway behind them, Joel was able to slowly resume traveling at a speed they were more accustomed to. Air began to flow through the open windows once again, providing much-needed relief from the heat.
Allie poured some of her water into a bowl and set it on the console. Gunner stopped his heavy panting just long enough to take a drink and resumed as soon as he was done.
“We’re going to need to get water soon. We’re really low,” Allie said as she held up a nearly empty Nalgene bottle.
They had gone through a lot of water today. The long, hot drive around the expressway hadn’t helped their situation any. Ben looked at the map and saw that they were approaching Buckeye Lake State Park a few miles ahead.
“Looks like we cross over a small river or stream up ahead that feeds into this lake. Keep your eye out for a good spot to stop.” Ben held the map so Joel and Allie could see it.
The first water crossing they came to was nothing more than an irrigation ditch. There was no access to the water from the road where the interstate crossed the ditch, but Joel slowed the truck down anyway and pulled over to the shoulder. Ben leaned out of his window and looked over the concrete guardrail to the water below.
The water was dark brown and looked heavy with silt. But that wasn’t the worst part. A rainbow of colors gleamed on the surface as they reflected the bright sunlight. The oily sheen ran as far downstream as he could see. For a brief moment, he thought he could even smell it.
He couldn’t tell if it was oil or fuel, but it really didn’t matter. Their water filter was good, but it wouldn’t remove petroleum-based pollutants. It was only meant to remove dangerous bacteria and protozoa. This was much worse than what he’d seen at the plane wreck on their hike out of the mountains. That was only a small amount of hydraulic fluid. This was thick and covered the surface entirely.
“Not good. There’s something in the water.” Ben shook his head. “Oil or gas coming from upstream, maybe a car, maybe something larger. There’s a lot of it in the water.” Ben pulled his head back in the window and tried to look up the ditch past Joel.
“Maybe a car went off the bridge. Is there anything on your side?” Ben asked. If that was the case, then they could simply filter their water from above the accident.
“I can’t see anything.” Allie strained to see from the back window over the painted section of glass. Joel put the truck in park and got out. He jogged over to the other side of the bridge and looked over the edge.
“Nothing in the water over here, but I can see the oil slick. It must be coming from farther up,” he reported.
“Ew, I can smell it now.” Allie was leaning up over the driver’s seat to get a better view.
“I wonder if it’s coming from the city. There’s a lot of it! The water looks thick.” Joel hurried back to the truck and got in. “What a mess,” he muttered.
“Who knows what happened? Either way, we’re not getting any water from here,” Ben said.
Not wasting any time, Joel put the still-running Blazer in gear and pulled out onto the road.
Ben wasn’t surprised at the polluted water. He’d expected to run into this problem sooner or later. He just wished they were better prepared. Passing up the water at the church seemed like a missed opportunity now. It might have been dirty, but at least they could have filtered it.
“How much water do we have, Allie?” Ben asked.
She held up a Nalgene bottle and swirled the contents around inside. There was less than half the bottle. “That’s it.”
They were going to need more than that to carry them through the rest of the day, especially in this heat.
“Does that mean the whole lake is bad?” Allie asked.
“It depends on the size of the spill and how far upstream it happened. But I think we need to look elsewhere to be safe. It’s not worth the risk.” Ben checked the map for another water source that wasn’t linked to the lake or any of its tributaries.
According to the map, there were a couple more spots ahead where they would cross over water. With any luck, the oil or whatever it was would be isolated to that one ditch.
The next crossing was a little larger and looked more like a natural river than the man-made ditch they had crossed a few miles back. But it was just as disappointing. The water didn’t seem as polluted here, but that was probably due to the faster current. The oily sheen was still visible in the slack water and along the banks.
The sludge-laden river made the water in the baptismal tank look clean by comparison, and once again, Ben regretted not taking advantage of the opportunity back at the church.
Whatever happened was far enough upstream to affect these two bodies of water that were miles apart. That also indicated that it was more than a leaky vehicle. This was a spill on a much larger scale. Maybe a derailed train carrying fuel or a refinery failure somewhere was responsible. It was hard to say what had caused this mess.
But one thing was certain: they were going to have to move well beyond this watershed to find a source of drinkable water.
“Just keep driving.” Ben sighed and pulled a pen out from the spiral of wire that made up the map’s binding.
NO WATER, he wrote boldly on the map, marking the area they were currently driving through. They would have to plan ahead on their return trip to Colorado and make sure they had plenty of water on-hand before they got here. Or maybe they would avoid this area altogether and take a different route. There would be more of them and it would be later in the summer, which meant it would be even hotter than it was now.
Without anyone to clean this up or at least contain the spill, this area would be a dead zone for years to come.



 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
The kids’ morale had already taken a blow today when Ben told Allie and Joel what he had learned from Vince about Pittsburgh.
But now the heat was starting to get to them, adding insult to injury. Without water to quench their thirst and cool them down, there was no relief. The air coming in the windows was hot and did little to help. According to the map, their next chance for water was well over an hour away. The streams and creeks they encountered in this area were all polluted.
Ben continued to search the map for a possible water source, but he was interrupted when Joel suddenly put the brakes on and brought the truck to a complete stop.
“What’s going on?” Allie questioned as she held Gunner from sliding off the seat.
Joel pointed. “What’s that?”
Ben pulled his M24 from under the back seat and positioned it out the window, using the side mirror as a rest. Using the scope, he scanned the camp and surrounding area. A mile or so off the exit sat a dozen or so white tents in an open field.
There were other temporary structures as well as a couple trailers and supply trucks. The whole encampment was surrounded by chain-link fence and was a few acres in size. A plywood watchtower stood near what looked like the main entrance to the camp. There was a Humvee parked to one side of the gate and a fortified checkpoint built out of sandbags on the right side of the entrance with two people guarding it.
“It’s a FEMA camp!” Ben sighed and sat back in his seat.
Allie leaned forward between the front seats. “That’s a good thing, right?”
“I’m not sure. It depends if they have supplies or if they’ve run out. It also depends on how they’re running the place.” Ben knew they needed water, and if they had supplies to give out, it might be worth a closer look. But the last thing he was going to do was drive their supply-loaded truck up to the front gate. If the camp was running low on provisions, the National Guard wouldn’t hesitate for one second to confiscate their truck or their gear. He wasn’t even sure if it was worth approaching the camp at all. But if FEMA did have food and water to give out, they would be foolish not to take advantage of that.
“Maybe the group from the church ended up there.” Allie’s voice was hopeful. Ben hated to admit it, but they could have.
“Only if they got a ride from someone. This is a long way to walk from the church,” he answered.
“Well, what are we doing?” Joel asked.
Ben thought for a moment. “Drive up to that section of woods there and park in the shade while I think this through.” Fortunately, there was a section of dense woods along the highway before the exit that led to the camp. They could hide the truck there and stay out of sight for now, at least until he could decide on a plan of action.
Allie wouldn’t be satisfied unless they checked the place out, and he could understand that. The possibility that her only remaining family member could be at the FEMA camp was something she wouldn’t be able to let go of—and for good reason. How could he deny her the chance to look for her mother?
Based on what they knew, Pittsburgh was off the table now, and they weren’t going to have to spend a day or more looking for her father. He felt like this was the least he could do for her. How bad could it be? Searching the FEMA camp would be far easier than running the gauntlet of downtown Pittsburgh and trying to find her dad.
As Joel approached the wooded area, he slowed down and eased the Blazer off the road and through the tall grass and overgrowth until he found a spot that was hidden from both the road and the camp.
“This is good. Go ahead and shut it off.” Ben opened his door and stepped out into the knee-high vegetation. Gunner stood up impatiently on the back seat, whining as he waited for an opportunity to squeeze out of the truck.
“Hang on, boy,” Allie said as she got out behind Ben. But Gunner was too anxious and made his way out on Joel’s side of the truck instead of waiting for her. Joel was barely out of the truck himself when Gunner hit the ground and took off through the tall grass.
“You’d never know his leg was injured.” Joel shook his head as he walked around to the other side of the truck, where his dad and Allie were standing.
“So what’s the plan?” Allie asked.
Ben could tell she was anxious to search the camp, and rightfully so, but they had to think this through.
“Joel, I want you to stay here with Gunner. Allie and I will walk to the camp from here.” Ben took his pistol, still in the holster, from his belt and put it on the passenger’s seat along with his pocket knife.
“We’re going to get searched, so we need to leave everything here, Allie.”
She nodded and took her pistol out as well and placed it on the seat next to his.
“Why do I have to stay here?” Joel asked.
“I need you to stay here and keep an eye on things, buddy. We’re not going to be gone long. I don’t want to spend any more time here than we have to. Besides, they won’t let Gunner in,” Ben answered.
“Well, at least we can keep in touch with the radio,” Joel said.
Ben shook his head. “Nope. If I walk in there with a radio, they’ll know someone else is out here. I also don’t want them to confiscate it. We’re going in there with nothing more than the clothes on our backs. I want you to set up in the woods—somewhere out of sight but somewhere you can see us approach the gate. We may need to get out of here in a hurry. If things go south, I’ll give you a signal.”
“Like what?”
Ben thought for a second. “How about I rub my neck like this?” Ben rubbed at the back of his neck as if he were trying to work out a kink. “You’ll be able to see that easily if you use the scope on the M24.”
Joel nodded. “Got it.”
“If you see me doing that, assume the worst.” Ben put his hand on Joel’s shoulder. “You’ll be all right. With any luck, we’ll be back within the hour. I still want to push for Pennsylvania today.”
Ben recognized the look on Joel’s face and knew he was disappointed at his role in this plan, but it was the smart thing to do. If it weren’t for the possibility of finding Allie’s mother, he’d suck it up and push on past the camp. It wouldn’t be fun, but they’d make it to another water source.
They heard Gunner coming long before they could see him, the dense weeds giving away his location as they parted in his wake. Gunner finally emerged at their feet, panting heavily and covered in seeds and plant matter. He seemed pleased with himself and didn’t waste any time putting his paws up on the sill of the open truck door. Looking back at Ben and the kids, he waited for a boost up.
“No, Gunner! We’re staying here.” Joel sighed. The dog slowly put his front feet back on the ground and sat down, uncertain of what was happening.
“Stay alert. We’ll be back as soon as we can. I’m counting on you, Joel.” Ben looked him in the eye and nodded before heading out.
Allie turned to follow him but stopped. Without saying a word, she stepped back toward Joel and gave him a hug. She turned away and quickly followed the trail Ben had started through the overgrown vegetation.
Gunner started along behind them until Joel called the dog back. Ben turned to watch a reluctant Gunner return to Joel at the truck. Joel already had the M24 over his shoulder and was locking up the Blazer.
Ben and Allie fought their way through the dense overgrowth and headed back to the road. They could have cut through the woods and taken a more direct route to the camp, but he didn’t want to give away Joel’s location.
Better to have the soldiers think they had come from the road, just to be on the safe side. He didn’t like leaving Joel alone, but there was no telling what they would find once they got to the FEMA camp.
If martial law had been imposed, they would be at the mercy of the soldiers. This certainly wasn’t the smartest thing he’d ever done. He just couldn’t bring himself to say no to Allie. This was the only hope the poor girl had left.
The FEMA camp came into view as they passed the edge of the woods. They continued along the shoulder of the interstate until they reached the exit ramp. They were less than a mile from the front gate and out in the open. Ben was sure they had been spotted by now. He hated how exposed and defenseless he felt, but this was the way it had to be.
“Let me do most of the talking, okay? We need to give them as little information as we can. I think the best thing to do is play dumb.” Ben remembered the name of the last town they recently passed.
“Okay.”
“If they ask, we’ll tell them we’re from Pleasant Grove. It’s a town we passed not too long ago. If they find out we’re from Colorado, they’ll know we didn’t walk here,” Ben said.
“Do you really think they would take the truck and our stuff?” Allie asked.
“I know they would. Running vehicles are in short supply. I have no doubt they’re under orders to seize all assets. If they’ve imposed martial law, that means curfews and the suspension of civil law and civil rights for civilians,” Ben answered.
“So basically, we have no rights.” Allie frowned.
“I’m afraid so. And that’s why the less they know, the better off we are.” It dawned on Ben that he didn’t know who they were looking for. After all this time together, he didn’t even know Allie’s last name.
“By the way, what’s your mom’s name?”
“Sandra. Sandra Young, but she goes by Sandy.”
“I better know who I’m looking for in case they ask. I doubt the soldiers will know the names of the people there, but they should have a list. Depends how they’re running things.”
They were within a couple hundred yards of the gate now, and the two soldiers standing guard came out from under the shade of the watchtower to intercept them.
There was a soldier in the tower as well, who was checking them out through a pair of binoculars. All three were carrying weapons. Ben heard a generator running in the background somewhere, beyond the trailers located at the front of the compound.
As he and Allie got closer, they passed a sign that was mounted to a four-by-four wooden post dug into the ground. Ben read the warning to himself as they passed.
THIS FACILITY HAS BEEN DECLARED A RESTRICTED AREA ACCORDING TO THE SECRETARY OF DEFENSE DIRECTIVE ISSUED UNDER THE PROVISION OF SEC. 21 INTERNAL SECURITY ACT. UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY IS PROHIBITED. ALL PERSONS AND VEHICLES ENTERING HEREIN ARE LIABLE TO SEARCH AND SEIZURE.
The last sentence on the sign was written in bold red letters.
USE OF DEADLY FORCE AUTHORIZED.
Allie must have read the sign as well, and she gave Ben a nervous look.
“It’ll be okay. Just let me do the talking unless they ask you something directly. If they do, keep it short,” he instructed.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Ben made eye contact with the two soldiers as they approached and read their name tags.
The first to reach them was a woman with the name Ford on her ID tag, and Ben saw that she was the higher-ranking of the two, even though she was only a corporal. The lower-ranking private followed close behind. His last name was Price and he was a young man that couldn’t have been long out of boot camp.
Ben noticed a few things right away that seemed a little off. Both of their uniforms were a mess, and the private’s hair was a little long for Army regulations, especially for a boot. Ben was willing to chalk that up to the current state of affairs. With all that was going on, keeping up appearances probably wasn’t a top concern.
He still couldn’t help but think about the butt-chewing he would have received for looking like that when he was in. But the one thing that stood out the most to him and didn’t add up, no matter how he tried to rationalize it, was the private’s weapon. The corporal had a standard-issue M4, while the kid was carrying a civilian-style AR15 similar to Joel’s but with a few obvious custom modifications.
The only reasoning Ben could come up with was the possibility that they were short of weapons and it had been confiscated for use. It still didn’t sit right with him, though, and he was beginning to grow more suspicious by the minute.
“Hold there!” The corporal pointed to a spray-painted orange line on the ground several yards back from the chain-link gate. “Are you carrying any weapons?”
“No,” Ben stated.
Without warning, the private approached and began to pat him down while the corporal gave Allie the same treatment.
“Arms up,” the private ordered. Ben and Allie both complied and remained that way as they continued the search.
“What do we have here?” The woman stopped her hand over Allie’s back pocket and fished out the small knife Ben had given her.
“I… I forgot that was in there. I swear.” Allie apologized and looked at Ben sheepishly.
The corporal held the knife for a moment, and then, to Ben’s surprise, she stuffed it into her own pocket. He was pretty sure that wasn’t protocol.
“You in the Army?” the young private asked. He had obviously seen Ben’s tattoos during the search.
“Yeah, got out a long time ago. Best day of my life was the day I got my DD-318,” Ben quipped.
Allie shot him a confused look.
“Yeah, cool.” The private grinned.
“Billy!” The corporal barked, clearly irritated at the kid. “Where are you guys coming from?”
“Pleasant Grove.” Ben would have asked them if they had any food or water to give out, and he would have also asked if they had anyone there by the name of Sandra Young, but he knew it was pointless.
These weren’t Army National Guard soldiers. They were imposters.
He slowly lowered his arms from the search and rubbed at his neck for a few seconds before returning them to his side.
Neither one of them had corrected him when he mentioned the DD-318. The certificate of release or discharge from active duty form was actually called a DD-214. It was common knowledge to anyone who had served or was currently serving, regardless of branch. And they would have called him out on that glaring mistake.
He’d known something was wrong from the moment they’d approached the camp. The place was undermanned. Other than these two and the one in the tower, he had only seen two other uniformed people walking around.
But before Ben could give it any more thought, Allie spoke up, unaware of the danger they were in.
“We’re looking for my mom, Sandy Young. Do you have a list of the people here?”
Ben cringed as she spoke. She must have been so nervous that she failed to notice him signal Joel. Hopefully, Joel had seen it.
“No, we don’t have a list, but you can look for yourself,” the woman said.
“No, actually, we’re okay. We should get going back home.” Ben put his hand on Allie’s shoulder and began to pull her backward.
But before he could take another step, the woman lowered her gun and trained it on them. “Oh no, I insist. Come on. This way,” she demanded.
The kid had his rifle pointed at them as well now and motioned toward the gate with the tip of his gun.
Ben and Allie held their hands up and did as they were instructed. Joel would know now without a doubt that they were in trouble. As they were forced past the gated entrance, Ben mulled over their situation.
He couldn’t believe he had allowed himself to get into this position. Had he listened to his gut, they would have avoided the place altogether. He also wondered what had happened to the real National Guard soldiers and FEMA workers that set up the camp. He wasn’t sure what kind of game these fakers were playing here or what their angle was.
What purpose would they have with taking prisoners? Even if this group had overrun the original camp personnel, why would they stay? Why wouldn’t they take whatever supplies were here and move on?
A lot of ideas and questions flashed through his mind as he tried to make some kind of sense of all this, but none of it really mattered.
What mattered now was finding a way out of here and getting back to Joel.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
As Ben and Allie were marched through the camp at gunpoint, Ben noticed signs of a gunfight. Some of the trailers they passed, as well as the tents, were riddled with bullet holes.
He also noticed one of the trailers had an air-conditioning unit on top that was running. The long PVC drain line that ran down to the ground from the roof dripped water onto the otherwise dry ground and made a small puddle. It only served as a reminder of how thirsty he was and added to his frustration.
Whoever was behind all this was most likely in that trailer. He tried to commit the camp layout to memory as much as possible while they weaved their way through the rows of white tents.
They emerged into a small clearing on the far side of the camp, where a lone tent was isolated from the rest of the compound by a chain-link fence and a locked gate.
The kid trying to pass himself off as a private ran ahead and unlocked the chain that ran through the gate. He swung the door open wide and waited for them to catch up.
“In there,” the woman ordered.
Ben felt the rifle barrel in his back as she pushed him toward the opening. Allie was in front of him and entered first. He reluctantly followed her inside the enclosure and turned around to face their captors.
The gate slammed shut, and the woman kept the gun pointed at them until the kid got the chain passed through the mesh and locked in place. Without saying a word, the two imposters quickly turned and disappeared into the maze of tents through which they’d just come.
“Why would they do this?” Allie questioned. “Why?”
“They’re not Army. I’m not sure what’s going on, but I know that.” Ben turned to look at the large white tent that was in their enclosed area.
“Who are they then?” Allie looked at him.
“I don’t know, but we need to figure out how to get out of here.” Ben wished that was his only worry, but he found himself equally concerned about what action Joel would take. Both kids had been through a lot, and they had both shown maturity beyond what Ben had hoped. But expecting Joel to get them out of this was asking too much.
He and Allie approached the oversized tent. It was large enough to fit several vehicles, but as they could see through an opening in the canvas, it was filled with cots on the ground.
They slowly entered the tent and got out of the afternoon sun, although it was just as hot, if not hotter, inside the tent. There was no air circulation and a musty smell filled the air. The tent was empty, but many of the cots had personal items on them or nearby on the floor. It was obvious that people were sleeping here, as more than a dozen of the cots were unmade and showed signs of use.
“Where is everybody?” Allie asked.
Just then, a diesel engine, like that of a large truck, roared to life. It sounded like it was coming from the road they came in on. It continued to get closer until it slowed to an idle and eventually went quiet.
Ben heard voices and doors being slammed. He jogged to the opening in the tent and looked out.
Allie followed, but he put his hand out and motioned for her to stay out of sight until he determined what was going on. She huddled behind him as he peered out of the doorway and watched as a line of people began to emerge from the tents.
They were walking the same route that he and Allie had been brought in on. Hunched over and broken, they slowly moved across the last open stretch toward the gate. Their clothes were ragged and stained with dirt and blood. Several of them had makeshift bandages fashioned out of torn strips of cloth. It was a mixture of women and men of varying ages. There were 18 of them in total.
Keeping them at gun point were the same woman and the kid that had brought Ben and Allie in. But with them now was a new guy in civilian clothes who was carrying an M4. He was helping the other two keep the captives in line and corral them toward the enclosure.
It was overkill, as most of the people shuffling along barely looked capable of walking on their own let alone making any escape attempts. Nonetheless, he kept his gun trained on the sad bunch until the last one was through the gate and it was locked.
One of the last stragglers in the gate, an older man with gray hair, turned and yelled back at the new guy, “What about our food and water?” His voice cracked.
“You’re lucky you’re getting anything at all after the way you worked today,” the new guy scoffed before he turned and left back through the tents.
The two in uniforms followed him and left the ragged bunch without saying anything more. The ragtag group of prisoners now inside the gate began to disperse to different areas of the enclosure. Most of them headed for the tent where Ben and Allie had remained concealed.
Ben stepped back from the opening as the first man entered. Besides a blank look in their direction and a shake of his head, he hardly paid them any notice. The next man that came in had the same empty expression on his face.
“Welcome to hell,” he muttered.
Ben stepped back and in front of Allie as the man passed by them and made way for the blonde woman behind him to enter the tent.
“Mom!” Allie screamed as she bolted past Ben and embraced the woman, nearly knocking her off her feet. Allie wrapped her arms around her mother, who hadn’t even realized what was going on yet.
Ben saw the resemblance right away now that the two were standing next to each other. It took her mother a few moments before she managed a response.
“Allie? Is that you? I don’t believe it.” Her mother pushed her back away so she could get a look at Allie’s face. She cupped her daughter’s cheeks in her hands.
“It’s me!” Allie sobbed and embraced her mother once more. This time her mother returned the affection, and the two stayed that way for a while before anything was said.
“I thought I might never see you again. How did you get here? Where did you come from?” The questions started to flow as Allie’s mother came to the realization that her daughter was standing in front of her. She grabbed her by the shoulders and looked at her again as if to make sure that it was really her.
“Mom, this is Ben Davis.” Allie stepped aside and wiped the tears from her face, keeping one arm still around her mother’s shoulder.
Ben nodded. “Nice to meet you. I wish it were under better circumstances.”
“Me, too. I’m Sandy.” She offered a weak hand, and as Ben took it, he saw how frail and tired she was.
“This is Joel’s dad,” Allie added. “Remember the boy I told you about from school?”
“Yes, but how did you find me? How did you end up here?” Sandy’s eyes were filled with wonder as the others filed into the tent and sat down on their cots.
“It’s a long story, but they found me at the house and I’ve been traveling with them since. They were taking me to Pittsburgh to find dad. I…I thought you were gone.” Allie began to tear up as she spoke. Her mother pulled her in close.
Sandy looked at Ben through watery eyes. “Thank you for taking care of my daughter!”
“Sure thing. She’s quite the trooper. We’re lucky to have her with us.”
Allie looked at her mom. “We ran into some people a while back at a church. There was a little boy with a pair of wings on his shirt. Was that you?”
Sandy shook her head in disbelief. “Yes, it was! But how did you know I was here?”
“We didn’t,” Allie said. “We took a chance, hoping you might have ended up here. What happened?”
“We were on an early-morning training flight to Indianapolis when the bombs went off. Fortunately, we were already making our approach before we lost power. Our pilot was able to bring us down safely, but we were lucky to make it out of the airport. Planes were falling out of the sky all around us. A few of us made it to the highway and started walking.” Sandy paused for a moment. “I need to sit down.”
Allie helped her over to one of the vacant cots and sat beside her. Ben took the cot across the narrow aisle from theirs and sat as well.
Sandy continued where she left off. “We knew we had to get out of the city. Things were starting to get really bad. I wanted to get back to you—to Durango—but I thought maybe I could get to your dad and then together we could make it back to you. We got a ride from an older couple in a pickup a day after we left the church, and they dropped us off here at this FEMA camp.”
“What’s going on here?” Ben asked.
“These people!” Sandy paused and looked out toward the compound. “They took the place over a couple days ago. Most of the troops got called away. We heard they were having problems at another camp outside of Cincinnati. After most of the soldiers left, they attacked the camp at night and took the place over. They’ve been holding us prisoner and forcing us to work for them.”
“Work doing what?” Ben had an idea, but wanted to hear it for himself.
“During the day, they take us out in one of the big supply trucks and force us to scavenge and loot people’s houses. They work us until we fill the truck with stuff and then they bring us back here.”
“How many of them are there?” Ben asked.
“At least six that I know of.” Sandy looked at the ground and let out a heavy sigh. “I’m the only one left out of our group. The others were killed the night they attacked the camp. We tried to help, but it was useless.” She shook her head. “And now you’re stuck here, too!”
Allie tried to comfort her mother and hugged her again. “We’ll figure something out, right?” She looked at Ben. “I mean, Joel is still out there.”
Ben glanced around at the others nearby, hoping they hadn’t heard Allie mention Joel. “Let’s keep that information to ourselves for now. We’ll get out of here somehow. I just need to think.”
For the time being, there was no reason to let anyone here know that they had a man on the outside. These people were in rough shape, and that bred desperation. He wasn’t about to trust anyone in here with that information. He wouldn’t put it past one of them to trade that knowledge to gain favor with their captors.
And if they were going to make it out of here alive, they would need every advantage they could get.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
As Ben sat quietly, thinking over their situation, he began to hear voices outside the tent.
Sandy picked her head up. “That’s them, bringing food and water before they make us unload the truck.” She grimaced. “At least that’s how it’s been working.”
The voices grew louder until Ben heard the chain being unlocked and untangled from the gate. One of the guards shouted for everyone to stand back.
Ben, Allie, and her mom followed the others out of the tent slowly and watched from a distance as the younger kid named Billy pulled a cart with water and MREs into the enclosure. The woman and the man that had been there before stood guard, their guns at the ready, until Billy made his way back out and locked the gate.
“You got 15 minutes,” the man in civilian clothes barked before the three of them disappeared through the tents once more.
The pathetic group of prisoners suddenly came to life with the promise of food and water as they descended on the cart. By the time Ben, Allie, and her mom got there, only one MRE remained. Fortunately, there were still several waters left behind.
“I’ll share it with you guys.” Sandy picked up the packet of food and a water bottle.
“No, you need it more than we do. I only want the water.” Ben grabbed two of the plastic water bottles and handed one to Allie. He drank one down right away and then grabbed the last one on the cart before anyone else claimed it.
He couldn’t help but think about Joel and Gunner out there as he sipped on the second bottle. He hoped Joel would drink the last of the water they had and stay hydrated. But he knew his son too well and was worried that he would end up sharing it with Gunner in spite of needing it for himself.
Poor Joel out there on his own, no doubt scared and worried about them. He wished there was some way he could communicate with him, even if it were just to let him know that they were at least okay. Ben knew he was going to have to come up with an idea fast or else Joel would attempt something on his own.
The thought of his son singlehandedly trying to take on all of these guys was more concerning to him than their immediate situation.
If they were going to be forced to unload the truck later, maybe an opportunity would present itself then? That was the only thing Ben could think of right now. Breaking out of this enclosure wasn’t an option. The razor wire around the top of the fence guaranteed that.
Ben glanced around at the people he was stuck with. He thought about talking to a few of the prisoners about coming up with a plan of attack, should a moment arise, but the more he looked around, the more discouraged he became.
These people were barely capable of functioning right now—not to mention they were less than friendly and he didn’t want to take a chance on one of them giving him up. He hated to admit it, but there was nothing he could do right now but wait.
Allie’s mother and the other prisoners had hardly finished their MREs when the three guards returned. The kid was assigned the task of unlocking the gate once more while the other two stood at the ready.
The woman took charge this time. “Let’s go. Move it. Single file.”
Tired groans came from the small crowd of prisoners as they began to shuffle toward the gate and line up.
“Just do what they say and they’ll leave you alone,” Sandy whispered.
“Probably best if they don’t know you two are mother and daughter,” Ben replied quietly but unfortunately attracted the woman guard’s attention.
“You two, up to the front so I can keep an eye on you.” The woman was looking at him and Allie as she motioned with her gun for them to come forward.
Ben reluctantly headed to the front of the line. Allie walked behind him. He was proud of her for not making a scene while leaving her mother’s side.
As they took their places at the front of the line, the man in civilian clothes ordered them to start walking. Ben and Allie led the way as they were escorted back through the tents and past the trailers along the same path they came in on.
As they approached the main gate, Ben noticed the last tent in the row had both of the large main flaps open, allowing him to see inside as they passed.
The tent was filled with personal items ranging from flat-screen TVs and furniture to gun safes and large garage toolboxes. Off to one side was an area of shelves filled with food, water, and a large collection of liquor bottles—all pilfered from the surrounding neighborhoods, no doubt.
The goods were all stacked up neatly in piles. These people either knew something he didn’t or were complete idiots. Aside from the food and water, most of this stuff was worthless.
“Keep moving. Come on,” the woman shouted.
Ben continued to lead the weary line out past the front gate. There, parked next to the Humvee, was one of the National Guards LMTVs (light medium tactical vehicle). The cargo truck had a canvas top that covered the rear trailer area. Ben could see through the rolled-up side panels that the truck was about half-full from the day’s pillaging.
There were two more men with guns waiting by the back of the truck. They had a small step ladder leaning against the tailgate and motioned for Ben and Allie to climb into the truck.
One of the men leered at Allie as she climbed the ladder. “Hi there, sweetheart.”
“Later.” The other man pushed him and laughed as they both stepped aside a few feet to make room for the rest of the captives to form a line behind the truck.
There wouldn’t be a later if Ben had anything to say about it. He eyeballed the two men as he climbed the ladder and stepped onto the truck bed.
A door slammed and a tall older man emerged from the trailer with the AC unit on top. He was the only one of the six that didn’t have a rifle. Instead, he carried a large-caliber pistol on his side in a holster. He adjusted his tall black cowboy hat and sauntered down the steps from the trailer, letting his left hand rest on the holstered gun at his side as he walked.
“Let’s see what we got today, shall we?” He boasted as he passed the original three guards that had brought the group out.
“Nice and easy now. Don’t scratch nothin’ up,” one of the two men at the tailgate scolded.
Ben and Allie reluctantly began grabbing the items in the truck one by one and handing them down to the people on the ground, who in turn carried them to the tent for storage.
They started with the smaller things in the truck, and the whole time, Ben kept his eye out for anything he could use as a weapon. The man in the cowboy hat, who Ben presumed was their leader, had made his way into the watchtower to oversee the operation.
The three original guards were grouped together by the entrance to the camp and were busy smoking cigarettes and passing around a bottle of something. The two near the tailgate were the only ones half-heartedly paying attention to what was going on, and Ben noticed they were drinking as well.
They had moved most of the smaller things, and Ben helped Allie as they worked together now, lifting some of the larger pieces. He shook his head as he got one end of a large flat-screen TV. This was the most ridiculous thing he’d ever seen. He could feel his hatred for these people and what they were doing to them grow with each passing moment.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Sandy was next in line so Ben and Allie handed down the large flat-screen to her and another guy. She managed a sad little grin at Allie as they handed off the TV.
Next up was a large garage toolbox. It was a nice unit with multiple drawers on top and a large cabinet on the bottom with casters. It looked heavy and he was glad to see it had wheels on it. He tugged on it and tried to roll it out from where it was wedged against the side of the truck, but it was very heavy and only moved a few inches on the uneven truck bed.
He put more effort into it this time and managed to make enough room for both him and Allie to get behind it. “Come around this side and help me push it, Allie.”
She squeezed in next to him behind the massive tool chest and they began to push it toward the tailgate. Ben had no idea how they would get it down and out of the truck or how they had gotten the thing up there in the first place.
They picked up speed as they pushed until one of the wheels caught something on the floor. The cabinet came to an abrupt stop and began to tip. The upper cabinet must have been loaded with tools, since the whole thing was top-heavy and unbalanced.
He was able to catch it before it tipped too far and steadied it back on all four wheels. Taking a lower position on the cabinet, they started pushing toward the tailgate again. With all this work, Ben wasn’t sure he’d have the energy to make an escape.
“Ahh!” The man in the cowboy hat yelped loudly from the watchtower and grabbed at his chest.
The dull crack of a distant rifle filled the air.
The man dropped out of sight behind the plywood half-wall and was gone.
Before any of the others had a chance to react, another shot rang out. This time, the man in civilian clothes near the front gate was the target. Ben saw a large chunk of the man’s neck had been blown away.
The man grabbed at the wound in an effort to stop the heavy stream of blood shooting out, but it was no use. He looked at the other two with wide eyes as the blood oozed through his fingers.
“Help me,” he gurgled, but he was done for by the time he hit the ground.
The young private was standing next to him when the bullet struck and had been caught in the bloody spray. He stood motionless, staring at the lifeless body on the ground.
It had to be Joel doing the shooting. But regardless of who it was, the time to capitalize on the moment was now.
“Push!” Ben yelled as he put everything he had behind the tool cabinet.
Allie joined him, and they gained speed quickly.
By the time the two men standing guard at the tailgate realized what was happening, it was too late. One of the men managed to get a couple shots off, but neither one penetrated the thick metal cabinet.
When Ben and Allie reached the end of the truck bed, the tool cabinet’s wheels caught the edge like he’d hoped they would. The tool chest careened top-first over the edge and onto the men below with a sickening thud, crushing them both under its enormous weight.
The only two left standing now were the woman and kid pretending to be a private that had first intercepted Ben and Allie at the gate.
The kid began to shoot wildly in every direction as he tried to locate the source of the sniper, while the woman ran for cover back toward the camp. She yelled for him to follow her, but he was oblivious to her calls and remained in the open. Locked in the moment and driven to panic by adrenaline and fear, the kid stood his ground, spraying bullets as fast as he could pull the trigger on the semiautomatic rifle.
Ben jumped down from the truck, pulling Allie with him. He glanced around but Sandy was nowhere to be seen.
“Stay down!” He grabbed a rifle from a bloody hand protruding out from under the tool cabinet. Instinctively, he thumbed the switch on the M4 to auto and dropped to the ground behind the truck near Allie. There was no time to think or feel sorry for the kid; he was going to kill somebody if he hadn’t already.
Ben opened fire from his position under the truck. From where he was lying behind the rear wheels, he could only see him from the waist down. The first three-round burst tore into the kid’s legs and quickly brought him to his knees.
Ben finished him off with another three-round burst to the upper torso before he had a chance to shoot back. His body jerked violently from the impact before he toppled over and fell limp on the pavement.
He quickly turned his attention to the woman, who was several yards into the camp by now. She was heading for the closest cover, which happened to be the tent they were using to store their loot.
He was about to take a shot when Allie’s mother and the guy who had grumbled at them in the tent earlier appeared in the opening. They held the flat-screen TV over their heads, then heaved it down onto the woman as she was about to enter the tent. Preoccupied with the kid being gunned down, she never saw it coming—at least not until the last second, when she turned to go into the tent.
The large TV smashed her square in the face with so much force that it drove her backward and to the ground. Ben heard a loud crack upon impact and couldn’t tell if it was the TV or her neck. She hit the ground hard with the TV landing on top of her, arms and legs still twitching in her final moments.
At least he knew Allie’s mom was okay. He had lost track of her in the chaos and was concerned she’d been hit by the kid.
“Come on, Allie. Let’s get your mom and get out of here.” Ben helped her to her feet and they ran around the back of the truck toward Sandy.
“Are you okay?” Ben asked. Sandy stood there, staring at the woman on the ground without responding.
“Mom, are you okay?” Allie repeated.
“Yeah… Yes, I’m okay. I think.” Sandy looked herself over.
“That was good thinking with the TV,” Ben said. The man that had helped Sandy was back in the tent and loading a box with all the food and water he could carry.
With a crazed look on his face, he ran out of the tent and, without saying a word, took off down the road.
“That’s not a bad idea. Let’s grab what we can.” Ben followed Allie and her mom into the tent and quickly found an empty box.
Sandy began to fill the box with MREs while Allie wrestled a case of water bottles down from the shelf. Ben grabbed a case of water himself and cradled it under his left arm. He wanted to keep his right hand free to use the gun just in case there was more trouble. There was a chance, after all, that it wasn’t Joel doing the shooting.
“Only grab what you can carry by yourself,” he warned as he peered out of the tent toward the road and the direction the shots had come from.
“Was that Joel?” Allie asked.
“I don’t know. I think so, but until we’re sure it’s not someone else attacking the camp for supplies, we need to be careful.” He thought about commandeering the Humvee and using it to get back to the Blazer. It sure would make carrying all this stuff a whole lot easier, especially for Sandy, who was already struggling with the box of food she had gathered.
Allie copied Ben’s method for carrying the water and tucked the case she had under her arm so she could free up a hand for her mother.
“You can put it down for now. I want you to wait here while I search the trailer for keys to the Humvee. Maybe we can use it to get out of here.” Ben peeked out from the tent again and surveyed the area. The trailer the leader had come out of most likely held the keys to all the vehicles. Most of the people had run into the nearby fields and were long gone. The rest were still hiding close by, unsure of what was going on.
Ben was about to run across the opening to the trailer when he heard a familiar sound. He looked down the road toward the interstate exit, and through the heat rising off the road, he saw the blurry image of a truck speeding toward them. It took him a moment to recognize the distorted image, but there was no mistaking it.
It was Joel in the Blazer.
“Change of plans, guys. Grab your stuff and follow me!”
Allie and her mom grabbed what they had just set down and moved over behind Ben at the door.
“It’s Joel! He’s coming to us.” Ben took another quick look around outside the tent before stepping into the open lane that led out of camp.
“Now!” He motioned with his head for Allie and Sandy to follow him.
The women tried their best to stay close behind as they struggled with the supplies. Slowly but surely, they moved toward the front gate and the road beyond.
Ben kept an eye on the watchtower as they passed through the entrance. The guy in the cowboy hat had gone down pretty hard, but Ben wasn’t about to let his guard down now. They were too close to make foolish mistakes.
He took a position behind Allie and her mom, putting himself between them and the camp. He meticulously checked every corner and crevice for trouble as they pushed on past the gate and the initial checkpoint. He backpedaled as he followed them out past the bodies.
For the first time, he noticed that a few of the prisoners had been shot and killed also—a result of the kid’s panic-induced shooting spree. He tried to stay focused on the camp behind them. The end was in sight now.
All they had to do was get to the truck.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Ben could see Joel in the driver’s seat, with Gunner riding shotgun, as the truck sped toward them. Joel slammed on the brakes when he was about 40 yards out, causing the Blazer to break into a screeching sideways slide before coming to a complete stop. He flew out of the driver’s seat, still wielding Ben’s M24.
“Are you guys all right?” he yelled as he threw the rifle across the hood of the truck and got behind it.
Ben could hear the nervousness in his voice, but he never would have known it by his actions. “We’re good. Is the truck open?”
“Yes,” he answered.
Trusting that Joel had them covered, Ben slung the M4 over his shoulder and took the other case of water from Allie. He ran ahead to the truck and threw both cases in the back before running back to help them with the box of food.
“I got it. You guys get in the truck.” Ben grabbed the box from them and ran it the rest of the way to the truck, allowing the women to make better time.
Gunner was anxiously waiting on the front passenger seat to greet Allie when she opened the door. He quickly jumped to the back to make way for her and her mom to get in. Gunner barked nervously at Sandy a couple times before settling in on the bench seat next to Allie.
“It’s okay, boy. We’re here.” Allie rubbed his head.
Ben finished cramming the box into the back and ran around to the driver’s seat. “I’ll drive, Joel. You cover us.”
“Got it,” Joel replied as he slipped around the front of the truck and got in on the other side.
Ben threw it into drive as soon as he sat down and handed the M4 to Joel. He pulled the door closed as they drove off and headed for the open highway.
A couple miles down the road and back on the interstate, they caught their breath and Allie began to make introductions.
“Mom, this is Joel. Joel, this is my mother, Sandy.”
Joel twisted around in his seat and smiled. “Hi.”
“Nice to meet you, Joel, and thank you for coming to get us, and thank you for taking care of my daughter.”
Joel blushed as he nodded.
“Yes, thank you both for helping me get my mom back!” Allie grinned as Gunner nudged at her hand in an attempt to get scratched. “And this big guy here is Gunner. He’s saved me from trouble more times than I’d like to admit.”
Sandy’s eyes widened.
Ben checked behind them again and confirmed that no one was coming before he backed off on the gas pedal. There were a few wrecked cars coming up and he needed to slow down. He looked over at Joel for the first time since he started driving and began nodding in approval.
“I’m proud of you. You did good back there, Son.” He put his hand on Joel’s shoulder.
“I didn’t have much choice. I was watching through the scope and then I saw your signal. So I moved the truck closer and found a spot in the weeds near enough to take a shot if I got the chance. I would have waited there all night if I had to.” Joel looked down at the floor, then back at Allie, who was talking to her mom. “I just imagined they were targets at the range!” he added before looking over at his dad.
“Well, you did the right thing. We wouldn’t have made it out of there without you!” Ben did his best to reassure Joel of his actions. Doing a thing like that because it had to be done didn’t make it easy. Taking a life never was, no matter how deserving the target might seem.
Ben noticed a transformation in his son, now more than ever. And although he could tell Joel was shaken from the rescue, he was somehow different than he had been in the past. Ben wasn’t sure if numb was the right word, but there was a certain callousness to Joel’s demeanor.
Ben remembered how the incident back in Colorado had affected him. He could tell Joel was deeply upset after being forced to shoot one of the guys who had abducted Allie. It had taken some time for Joel to accept what he’d done then. But now he seemed more than willing to put it behind him. That worried Ben because he knew that path, and it was a dangerous one.
“Hey, Allie, how about grabbing everyone a couple of waters from the back, if you can reach them?” Ben asked.
“Oh my gosh, I totally forgot. Joel, you must be so thirsty. And you too, Gunner.” She twisted around in her seat and started handing bottles to everyone.
“Yes, thank you,” Joel said.
Allie’s movement interrupted Gunner from his position across her lap, and he shifted his weight onto Sandy. Allie filled his bowl with water and set it on the center console so he could reach it. He drank noisily until the bowl was empty. Allie filled it again and he finished most of that as well.
With water still dripping from his lips, Gunner sat back on the seat and slumped over into Sandy’s lap. He twisted around onto his back and exposed his belly to her.
Allie laughed. “I think he likes you.”
Gunner’s eyes closed as Sandy gave in and scratched him. “He reminds me of Molly a little bit.” Sandy looked at Allie and began to tear up.
“Molly was our dog in Pittsburgh. She stayed there with Allie’s dad when we moved,” she explained to Joel and Ben.
“Oh yeah. Allie told me she had a yellow Lab at her dad’s,” Joel answered.
“Sweetie, I need to tell you something about your dad.” Sandy cleared her throat before continuing. “I talked to some of the people at the FEMA camp when we first got there, before it was taken over. The people with the National Guard told me that Pittsburgh was gone. Your dad… I think your dad is…” She broke down in tears and couldn’t get the words out.
Allie leaned over, embracing her mother as they both cried.
“I know. We heard about Pittsburgh.” Allie sniffled.
“Your dad loved you very much. I want you to know that. And I’m sorry for taking you away from him,” Sandy apologized.
“I know he did. It’s not your fault, Mom. It’s okay.” Allie shook her head.
Allie and her mom continued to talk quietly in the back seat as they drove on. Ben heard bits and pieces of the conversation as Allie filled her in on the highlights of their journey.
Joel seemed content to stare out the window and enjoy the breeze. After what had just happened, Ben figured it was best to leave him to his thoughts for now.
He was enjoying the relative quiet of the truck, and even though the air coming in his window was still hot, he was satisfied to be moving east again.
The interstate was mostly open except for the occasional blockage, but the wide shoulders and center median made it easy to get around them when necessary. It was almost four in the afternoon, but he knew if they could push on for just another hour or so, they could make it to West Virginia.
There was no reason to stop until they were done for the day, now that they had water. They would just have to make sure they spent the night somewhere with a water source. But what they had would be more than enough to get them through the night if necessary.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
Ben was encouraged by the changing landscape as the flat open fields gave way to the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains. The long straight sections of highway were becoming less and less frequent with each passing mile now that they were getting back into the mountains.
It made driving a little more challenging, and he knew the Blazer would go through fuel at a faster rate with the constant elevation changes. But in spite of the new challenges, he still felt a small sense of relief to be back in familiar terrain.
“Wow, West Virginia already?” Joel read the sign as they passed.
“Yeah, it’s only another hour to Pennsylvania from here. But I think we can start looking for a place to camp anytime now. I was hoping to make it there today, but all things considered, I think we did pretty well.”
“I agree.” Joel nodded.
“Besides, I’m sure you guys are ready to stretch your legs.” Ben glanced in the rearview mirror at Allie and her mom. The back seat wasn’t really set up for two people and a large dog right now, but they could fix that.
Sandy spoke up. “Yeah, that would be nice, but we can manage as long as you want to keep going.”
“We’ll do a little rearranging before we get back on the road tomorrow and try to get you guys a little more room back there. I think I can get almost everything in the back. It’ll be tight, but we can make it work,” Ben promised.
“We may have to strap a few more things to the roof,” Joel added.
“We may have to,” Ben agreed. He knew it was a temporary solution. They were slowly outgrowing the Blazer and it would only get worse once they got to Maryland. The thought of finding some type of camper they could tow came to mind again—something lightweight that the Blazer could pull without too much trouble.
Traveling through the mountains with a camper wouldn’t be ideal, but they were running out of options. They would make do without it for as long as they could. Towing a camper would also mean stopping for gas more often and being a lot less maneuverable on the highway.
Ben thought back to all the times in the past week or so that they had been forced to evade trouble on the road. The outcome for all of those instances would have been much different had they been towing a camper. The more he thought about it, the less he liked the idea.
The idea of finding a bigger truck or a second truck might be the way to go. Of course, finding something that was in good running condition was another challenge altogether.
He had briefly considered taking the Humvee from the FEMA camp but ultimately decided that it would be a mistake. The biggest reason was that if they ran into legitimate National Guard troops, it wouldn’t look too good, and they would, at the very least, take it back.
The other reason was the scarcity of parts for the diesel-powered Humvee—not to mention that Ben wasn’t familiar with the mechanics of a Humvee and didn’t think he could make repairs as easily as he could to the Blazer or an older-model truck.
Joel, who was leaning forward and looking out the front window at something, interrupted Ben’s thoughts.
“What about down there?” Joel pointed.
Up ahead was a small bridge that crossed over a stream. There was a dirt road off to the side of the interstate that led down alongside the bridge to the water’s edge. The stream itself sat down below the interstate in a gully that ran parallel to the highway above.
Ben slowed down and kept close to the edge of the bridge as they crossed over the water. They could see a good distance in both directions as they checked up and down the stream. Ben looked at the water closely as they passed over.
“Water seems good,” he said.
“It’s actually sorta clear. I can see the bottom,” Joel remarked.
It was the nicest water they’d seen since Colorado, and it reminded Ben of the rivers and streams back home, only smaller.
By the time they had reached the end of the bridge, he was convinced to give the place a try. The clean water was reason enough to stay here, but the possibilities of fresh trout for dinner played a big factor as well.
He steered the Blazer through the tall grassy shoulder of the interstate and forged a path down to the dirt road alongside the bridge.
Gunner had been awake and sitting up between Allie and her mom on the back seat since they’d slowed down to look at the stream. He was beside himself with excitement and panted heavily between whines of anticipation. Gunner would have to wait a little longer, though.
Unlike the bridge they’d slept under before, this one wasn’t large enough to conceal the truck from potential traffic on the interstate above.
“We better look for a spot away from the highway.” Ben steered the truck left and followed the overgrown dirt trail downstream.
They bounced along for half a mile or so until he saw a clearing suitable to set up camp. It was close to the water and he’d be able to keep an eye on everybody and everything from one spot.
“This looks good,” Allie said.
Ben parked the truck and got out. Gunner seized the opportunity and leapt over the center console and out the driver’s side door. Ben watched the dog as he zipped around the edge of the clearing.
“I’d say the leg is all healed.” Joel laughed as he got out of the truck and stretched.
Allie and her mom climbed out behind him.
Gunner hit the water with a splash as he launched himself off a rock and into a deep pool of water. He swam a few circles before heading back to shore and shaking off, the bandage barely clinging to his leg.
“Come here, boy.” Allie called the dog over. Gunner came trotting over with a pleased look on his face and allowed her to inspect his leg. She smiled. “I don’t think we need to replace the bandage. It looks pretty good to me. Just two small scabs, but the swelling is gone. I guess whatever Reese gave him really helped.”
Ben climbed up to the rooftop cargo box and started to unload. He was glad now that he had brought a few extra sets of gear.
“Sandy, you can use these. Here’s a sleeping pad, a bag, and a one-person bivy. Allie can show you how to set it up.” Ben handed the items down to her, along with Allie’s gear.
Ben grabbed the rest of his and Joel’s stuff and was about to close the box when Joel stopped him.
“Want me to try to catch a few fish for dinner?” Joel asked.
“Yeah, I guess so. That’d be great.” Ben handed Joel his rod and bag before closing the lid and jumping down.
“I’ll head upstream. I can’t really fish here.” Joel looked at the brown stain in the water as it followed the current downstream in front of the campsite. The water was still heavy with silt from Gunner’s cannonball attempt just a minute ago.
“Don’t go far, okay?” Ben asked. It had been a big day, and as much as Joel probably needed this, Ben still wanted to play it conservative for the night. He didn’t want him going far or being out of his sight for very long.
“Got it.” Joel started upstream, picking his way over the rocks.
Gunner followed, calmer now that he had gotten the initial burst of energy out of his system. He was more than happy to bring up the rear and explore the crevices between the larger boulders with his nose. Within a minute, both Joel and the dog were out of sight.
Ben started with Joel’s tent first while Allie helped her mom get set up.
“Fire or stove tonight?” Allie asked.
Ben thought for a minute. The area looked pretty isolated from people and it would be nice to save the gas.
“I’ll build a small fire. I think we’ll be all right here,” he announced. It would keep any four-legged intruders away as well, although he didn’t want to mention that part to the girls at the moment.
Anything he could do to help ensure an uneventful night seemed like a good idea right now.
As soon as he finished setting up his tent and squaring away his gear, he started digging the two small holes for the fire. It probably wasn’t the fire Allie was hoping for, but it was a compromise he could feel good about. He wanted to eliminate as much smoke as possible and reduce the visibility of the fire.
While he worked on the fire, Allie showed her mother the pots and pans and went over how they typically prepared their meals.
Without skipping a beat, she gathered the water filter and empty Nalgene bottles from the truck and took her mom down to the water and demonstrated how the filtration system worked. When they came back from the stream, they had all the bottles filled with fresh cold water. Allie handed him one of the still-dripping bottles as they walked by him on the way back to the truck.
Ben could hear Allie explaining the Dakota two-hole method he was using to make their fire for the night. Ben smiled. He was proud of Allie and recognized the change in her since reuniting with her mother at the camp.
Finding her mom was extremely lucky, and he was thankful for it. It meant another mouth to feed, but that was a small price to pay to see Allie return to her old self. He had to admit it was nice to have another adult around, too.
He had been worried about Allie and the news of Pittsburgh looming over her like a dark cloud. It was the boost she needed, and he wasn’t sure if she would have made it otherwise. But now, he saw new life in her eyes. The sad blank stare had been replaced with hope.
He still wasn’t looking forward to passing through the section of I-70 that would take them by Pittsburgh. It was less than 30 miles from the city at the closest point, and if the place had been hit as bad as what they’d heard, it wouldn’t be pretty. It would be confirmation that her dad hadn’t made it.
Having her mother by her side would help soften the blow—at least that was what he hoped.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
They were losing the last light of the day as Gunner tore into camp and headed straight for Allie. Ben was relieved to see that Joel wasn’t far behind and had three decent-sized trout strung through their gills on a small branch.
“All cleaned and ready to go,” he announced proudly.
Sandy smiled. “Wow, you guys really have your act together.”
“Joel could pull a fish out of a mud puddle,” Ben joked. “He’s always been lucky that way. Even as a little kid, he always managed to find fish. It never ceased to amaze me.”
Joel shook his head, clearly embarrassed by what his dad had said. He handed the fish off to Allie before stowing away his rod and bag.
She wrapped the trout in foil and laid them over the fire on the grate next to the pot of water.
Joel came back from the truck with a bowl of dog food and set it down nearby.
Gunner shot up from where he was lying, immediately abandoning the stick he had been chewing on. He trotted over and made quick work of the bowl of food. Looking back at Joel as he chewed the last mouthful, he realized that was all he was getting for now. He found a spot by the fire and made a few circles before finally settling down on the ground with a grunt.
“Maybe there’ll be some leftovers, boy.” Joel shrugged as he joined the rest of them around the fire. They sat in silence for a couple minutes, watching the flames dance up through the metal cooking grate while they waited for the water to boil and the fish to cook. Ben could feel the fire lulling him into a trance as the day began to catch up to him. He’d have no trouble sleeping tonight.
Sandy broke the silence. “This is really nice compared to the way I’ve been living lately.”
“It doesn’t always go this smooth,” Joel quipped.
“Yeah, I heard. Allie filled me in on your adventures so far. It’s hard to believe that people have resorted to doing the things they’re doing. I never would have thought that society and basic human decency would deteriorate so quickly.”
“Adventures is a much nicer word than I would use.” Ben sighed. “We’ve had our share of close calls, but I’ll say this: without these two, we wouldn’t be sitting here right now. I couldn’t have asked for two better partners,” he bragged.
Allie smiled as she got up and added two packets of dehydrated food to the pot of boiling water, along with some seasoning and fresh vegetables. “I think that has more to do with you than us.” She looked at Ben as she continued to stir the pot.
“Don’t be so quick to sell yourself short,” Ben objected. “You guys have been a big help to me.”
“Don’t forget Gunner!” Allie smiled.
At the sound of his name, Gunner lifted his head from where he lay next to the fire and looked in her direction. He stared at her sleepily for a moment and wagged his tail a few times before putting his head back down.
Joel checked on the fish and saw that it was ready. He slowly and carefully removed the bones and flaked the meat off into the pot, mixing it in with the beans and rice.
“I hope that was okay. I mean, do you like trout?” Joel raised an eyebrow at Sandy.
“Oh, it’s fine. It smells great. You’ll get no complaints from me after what I’ve been eating,” Sandy answered.
She shook her head as she continued. “I really can’t thank you enough, Ben. Or you, Joel. You’ve done so much for me and my daughter. Whatever I can do to help you get to your kids in Maryland, just let me know.” She leaned over, put her arm around Allie, and pulled her close. “You’ve given me a reason to live again,” she finished with a tearful eye.
Ben and Joel both smiled back at her and nodded. It made Ben feel good to see Allie and her mom together. It gave him hope that anything was possible. Reuniting with Bradley and Emma seemed somehow closer to becoming a reality and more achievable now than ever.
If they could maintain this pace and manage to avoid any more trouble, they could get really close tomorrow. He kept running over the map in his mind as Joel and Allie divided up the food onto plates and handed it out.
He still hadn’t decided on a route to the eastern shore of Maryland. The more direct and dangerous way could potentially get them there as soon as tomorrow night with a little luck. They would have to drive later than they usually did, but it was doable.
But that meant crossing the Chesapeake Bay Bridge.
“Oh my gosh! This is really good. I mean, it’s so much better than I expected. Wait, that sounded bad.” Sandy smiled. “It’s just that this is the first real food I’ve had in a while.”
They all laughed a little, and for the first time in a while, things didn’t seem so bad. The feeling was short-lived, though, and Ben found himself engrossed in thoughts of tomorrow yet again.
He remembered the Chesapeake Bay Bridge being two separate bridges, actually: three lanes west and two lanes east. It was also a very long and very tall bridge. And he couldn’t help but wonder about the structural integrity of it.
If D.C. had been hit hard, would the shockwaves damage the bridge? It was less than 50 miles from D.C., as the crow flew. And damage wasn’t the least of his concerns.
There was a good chance that it was blocked as well. They might not even be able to get across. It was the only way over the Chesapeake Bay without going north or south a good distance, so it was a busy bridge that saw heavy truck traffic from the surrounding cities.
The alternative was to go north and make their way around the bay, bringing them down through Delaware. That route had the benefit of avoiding Baltimore and D.C. altogether rather than running directly between the two.
But it would add time—time Ben was reluctant to give up. In his gut, he knew going around was the way to go. The bridge was too risky, and if they couldn’t cross it, they’d have to drive around to the north anyway.
“That sure hit the spot,” Joel exclaimed as he got up with his empty plate.
They had all finished their meals entirely, except for Allie, who had a couple spoonfuls left. She scrapped it off her plate and into Gunner’s bowl, where he was already waiting anxiously in anticipation of the leftovers.
“There you go, boy.” Allie rubbed his head as she got up, leaving him to enjoy his treat.
“I’ll do the dishes. I wanted to clean up a little anyway,” Sandy offered.
“I’ll help you. I want to wash up, too.” Allie gathered the utensils and plates while Sandy grabbed the pot and Gunner’s already-empty bowl. The two headed off to the stream, Gunner close behind.
“I’ll grab some more wood for the fire if we’re going to keep it going,” Joel offered.
Ben nodded. “Yeah, I’ll give you a hand. I’d like to let it burn for as long as we can. No need to stay up to keep it going or anything like that. Just enough to keep the critters away for a while.” He was too tired to think about it anymore tonight. Joel could drive first thing tomorrow and he could spend some time looking over the map.
He and Joel found a few nice pieces of wood that he thought could be stuffed into the fire pit but were big enough to last a few hours. Ben went about setting up the fire for a long slow burn while Joel dug a hole and buried their trash from dinner.
“Joel, you want to drive for a while tomorrow? It’ll give me a chance to look at the map a little more. I think we need to find an alternative to going over the Chesapeake Bay Bridge.”
“Sure, no problem,” Joel answered as Allie and her mom returned from the stream.
Sandy yawned. “Oh, I feel much better now. All I need is some sleep and I might start to feel human again.”
“I was going to try to reorganize the truck tonight, but I think it’ll have to wait until morning. I just don’t have it in me. Let’s stow everything and lock up for the night.” Ben stifled a yawn of his own. “Besides, we’ve got a big day ahead tomorrow and I want to get started early.”
“Getting some rest sounds like a good idea,” Sandy agreed as she and Allie loaded what they had into the back of the Blazer.
Ben closed the tailgate behind them and locked the doors before heading for his tent. He checked the fire one more time while he brushed his teeth. Satisfied with how it was burning, he finished up and rinsed his mouth out with fresh cold stream water before he climbed halfway into his tent and took his boots off.
Gunner had already decided who he was sleeping with and was sitting outside Allie’s tent, waiting patiently for an opportunity to get inside. As soon as she unzipped the flap, he disappeared inside for the evening. They all said good night to one another and retreated to their tents.
Ben laid back and tried to quiet his mind over the concerns of tomorrow. They still had a distance to go yet, but they were close now, and that gave him some satisfaction. It wasn’t long before the gurgling stream and chirping frogs lured him into a deep sleep.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
Allie awoke to the sound of gear being moved around in the truck. Gunner was already up and whining faintly as he looked at her to let him out of the tent. She unzipped the flap and he squeezed out through the narrow opening as soon as it was big enough to get his head through.
As she opened it the rest of the way, she saw Ben had the back of the Blazer open and was sorting through gear. There were a few piles on the ground and the rooftop cargo box was open as well.
The pleasant aroma of fresh-brewed coffee was a welcome smell and made the prospect of getting up and out of the tent a little less painful. She lingered for a minute longer at the door of her tent, stretching and taking in the morning, not quite ready to get her shoes on and admit to herself that it was time to get moving.
The sun was barely up and the woods were just starting to come alive with the sound of birds singing in the distance.
Gunner came back around from wherever he had run off to and shoved a cold nose at her face. He leaned into her, half-wet from his morning foray through the tall dew-covered grass.
“Oh, Gunner! Good morning to you, too,” Allie complained with a smile.
She reluctantly pulled her shoes on and got to her feet. Ben’s tent was already packed up and she noticed the flap on Joel’s tent was pulled back. It was empty and had a rolled-up sleeping bag sitting inside. Her mom’s tent was the only one still zipped up, and Allie assumed she was still sleeping.
Allie headed over to the Blazer, where she could see the back half of Ben sticking out of the truck while he rearranged the gear. “Good morning.”
“Morning. How’d you sleep?” he asked.
“I must have slept pretty well. I don’t remember a thing.” She smiled.
“Me too. Joel’s down by the water, getting cleaned up. Your mom is still sleeping, but I think we should let her go for a while. She’s had a rough couple of days.” Ben handed a mug to Allie from the back of the truck.
“Okay. Oh, thanks. I could use some coffee.” Allie took the cup and headed over to the fire.
“There should be enough left. I’ve had a few cups already this morning.” Ben grinned.
“No problem. I’ll make more and get started on breakfast while I’m at it.”
Allie fought the urge to wake her mother up. It wasn’t that she didn’t want her to sleep, but she wanted to make sure she hadn’t dreamt yesterday. She still couldn’t believe that she had her mother back. She wasn’t alone anymore.
Of course, she knew she was never alone with Joel and Ben, but this was different. This was family. Ever since she found out about Pittsburgh, her emotions had been on a roller-coaster.
And she would be kidding herself if she didn’t admit that there was a point where she wasn’t sure if she was going to make it. She hadn’t felt sure if any of them were going to make it. But now there was reason to have hope for the future.
Maybe everything was going to work out. Maybe they would find Joel’s brother and sister and all get back to Colorado. As she drank her coffee, the warmth seemed to spill over into her mood. She felt like anything was possible today.
“Good morning!” Joel chirped.
“Oh, good morning!” She was so engrossed in her thoughts that she hadn’t noticed him approaching.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”
“It’s fine. I’m not really awake yet.” She gave him a sleepy wink.
“I’ll give you a hand with breakfast.”
“Thanks. I was just getting ready to make some more coffee. I know my mom will want some,” she replied.
Gunner ran over to greet Joel and give him a good sniffing over.
“No swimming for you this morning! Nobody wants to smell wet dog all day in the truck.” Joel looked at Gunner as he rubbed his head.
“Yeah, especially now that things are a little tight in there,” Allie added.
“Hopefully my dad can move things around and make some room.” Joel walked over to the truck and inspected his dad’s work.
Allie joined him and started gathering what they would need for breakfast.
Ben had gotten nearly everything tucked into the rear of the truck. There was still a large duffel bag sitting on the ground filled with MREs and dehydrated food pouches.
“Where’s that going?” Joel asked.
“On the roof. It’s all sealed in plastic bags anyway.” He shrugged. “It opened up a lot of space and makes things easier to get to.”
Allie pulled out two large pouches marked as brown sugar and maple oatmeal from the duffel bag and threw them into the pot she was already holding.
“Wow, that does make a big difference!” She looked inside the truck.
“I’m trying to make a spot for Gunner in the back on the gear. That way you and your mom can have the back seat to yourselves.”
“Thanks. That’s great! Although I don’t think Gunner’s going to be too happy about that!” She raised an eyebrow.
Gunner heard his name and instantly appeared at the back of the truck, watching Ben. He let out a sharp bark, followed by a whine.
“Looks like somebody else is ready for breakfast, too!” Joel grabbed Gunner’s bowl from a nearby bush, where it hung from last night’s cleaning. He scooped a couple handfuls of dry food into it and put it on the ground.
Gunner gave it a few sniffs and dug in.
Allie heard a zipper, followed by her mother’s voice.
“Morning!” Sandy rubbed her eyes as she emerged from the tent. Gunner stopped eating and trotted over to Sandy, wagging his tail. He greeted her briefly with a couple soft growls and then quickly headed back to his bowl to finish eating.
“Is that coffee I smell?” she asked.
“Yes, it is. I’m getting ready to make more now, along with breakfast.” Allie handed her mother the still-steaming, half-full mug she was drinking. “Here. You can have this.”
“Thanks. You should have gotten me up sooner. I want to help out.” Sandy frowned.
“You can help Allie with breakfast if you want. I’ll go fill the waters while you guys do that,” Joel offered.
“Okay, great.” Sandy smiled and joined Allie by the fire.
Gunner finished eating and followed Joel down to the water. Allie and her mom got breakfast started while Ben put the finishing touches on the truck and secured the duffel bag to the rack.
Allie should have been content. It was a good morning—at least as good as they got these days. But something was bothering her. She was dreading the fact that they were going to pass by Pittsburgh today. The news they had heard about Pittsburgh was true; she could feel it in her gut. It had to be. They’d heard it from too many different sources.
She knew her dad was gone, but passing by the city today would make it real.



 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
Ben filled them in on his plans for the day over breakfast and explained why he thought the Chesapeake Bay Bridge should be avoided. They all agreed with his idea of taking a northern route around the bay and down through Delaware.
They quickly cleaned up after breakfast and loaded the remaining gear.
“Joel, you still feel like driving this morning?” Ben asked.
“Yep! No problem.” He caught the keys as Ben tossed them in his direction. Joel climbed into the driver’s seat while Gunner hopped up into the truck and made his way to the back seat.
Allie and her mom followed.
“Come on, boy. Here you go.” Allie patted her hand on the pile of blankets Ben had made over the gear in the back. Gunner reluctantly climbed over the seat as Allie continued to coax him onto the makeshift dog bed. He settled in with a grunt and stretched his neck out so that he could still rest his head on the back of their seat.
“Oh my, what a sad look!” Sandy smiled as she rubbed Gunner behind the ears. As Ben got situated in the passenger seat, he looked at the pathetic display Gunner was putting on for the girls and shook his head.
“He’ll be fine. He’s got the best spot in the truck,” Ben joked.
Joel followed the overgrown trail back out to the interstate and headed east. It wasn’t long until they saw a sign for Pennsylvania. At only 58 miles away, Pittsburgh was among the destinations listed on the sign.
Ben wondered how long before they would start to see signs of the devastation they had heard about. If they were lucky, they would only skirt the edge of it. They would be closest as they made their way around the town of Washington, Pennsylvania. The interstate ran around the town to the north and looked to be only about 15 miles from Pittsburgh, according to the map.
If the city had in fact been ground zero for a nuclear detonation, they would know for sure.
“How far do you think we’ll get today?” Joel asked.
“It depends how long we drive. I think we’re going to be close enough that if we push on a little later than normal, we’ll be able to make it there late tonight. Of course, that’s assuming the roads are decent.” Ben looked at the map as he spoke.
“Really? I thought we were still a day or two away?” Joel sounded surprised.
Ben shook his head. “Not if we get a good day of driving in.”
Sandy cleared her throat. “I’ve been wanting to say something since last night but never got the chance. I don’t want to keep you from your kids any longer. You’ve already done enough to keep my daughter safe and to help her find me. If Pittsburgh is truly gone, then there’s no point in wasting time there. I want you to just drive on by when we get there. I insist.”
Ben turned in his seat to look at Sandy and was going to tell her that they would wait and see what they found before making any decisions, but before he could say anything, Allie chimed in.
“My mom’s right. We need to get to Bradley and Emma, and you know it. Even if Pittsburgh is okay, we need to keep going. We’re coming back this way, right?” She nodded at Ben. “We can stop on the way back to Colorado.”
“We’ll see.” That was all Ben could think to say. He turned back around in his seat and looked out the window. They were right, and he knew it. It was time to get to the kids.
The trip had already taken longer than he expected. It had been nine days of hard traveling, and if he was being honest, the last thing he wanted to do was delay things anymore by getting sidetracked in Pittsburgh. He felt bad for Allie, but maybe it was for the best to keep moving and put Pittsburgh behind them.
Especially if that was what she and her mom wanted.
Joel continued east through the rolling hills of western Pennsylvania. The rhythmic sound of the tires humming on the pavement and the drone of the engine were the only sounds inside the truck.
Sandy looked a little better today, but it was going to take her a while to recover from her weakened condition. Ben could tell she was still suffering from a lack of proper nutrition. She had fallen asleep already and was leaning against the cab of the truck. He was sure she wouldn’t have lasted much longer at the camp if they hadn’t found her when they did.
“Look, another truck!” Joel pointed to the westbound lane as an old Toyota pickup with a loaded bed went flying by in the other direction.
“Looks like they’ve got some mechanical problems,” Ben commented. There was a faint trail of smoke behind the vehicle.
“Probably burning oil. They won’t last long running like that,” Joel added.
Ben looked closer and realized it wasn’t smoke at all. It was dust. Why would they be leaving a trail of dust on the paved interstate?
He checked the side mirror on his door and saw that they were also kicking up a thick trail of dust behind the Blazer, as well as leaving tire tracks on the road. It reminded him of how it looked when driving through a light layer of freshly fallen snow on the road.
But this wasn’t snow.
“What is that on the road?” Allie asked.
“It’s like a powder or something,” Joel said.
Ben leaned out the window and watched the road pass by underneath. The front tires pushed out the fine, grayish-brown material as they went. It had the consistency of a thick fine powder and almost seemed to be in a liquid state as it was forced away from the tire.
Then it hit him what they were driving through.
“It’s nuclear fallout. Allie, give me an old towel from the back and let’s get the windows up.”
Allie handed Ben a towel, which he proceeded to cut up into pieces with his knife while Joel rolled up his window.
Ben handed the pieces to Allie. “Get these damp so we can use them to breathe through until we get out of this.” Allie poured a small amount of water over the pile of towel pieces and handed them out to everyone.
“Mom, wake up!” Allie shook her mom’s shoulder gently.
“What’s going on?” Sandy mumbled.
“You need to breathe through this.” Allie handed her the piece of damp towel as she covered her mouth and nose with her own piece.
“What about Gunner?” Allie asked.
“Try to keep him covered as best you can,” Ben said.
Allie took a piece of the towel and slowly draped it over Gunner’s snoot while rubbing his head.
“Easy, boy. It’s okay,” she said.
He resisted at first and pawed at the towel over his nose, but Allie was persistent. He finally gave in and accepted the makeshift mask.
Ben could see it now in the trees and on the waist-high grass along the side of the road. It was getting thicker by the mile, and soon everything was covered in the fine ash. The trees and plants were all dead or dying, and Ben knew without a doubt this was the result of a nuclear detonation.
As they followed the interstate around Washington, Pennsylvania, the effects of the blast became more and more evident. The wrecks they passed by had been blown off the road and were lying in the median or on the shoulder. Most were lying on their sides or on their roofs.
Ben wasn’t sure if it was his imagination or if it was real, but the trees looked like they were all leaning to the west a few degrees. Could the shockwave from the blast have caused that this far away? And if it had, then there was definitely nothing left of Pittsburgh. They needed to get through here as fast as they could. He instantly regretted being this close as it was.
“Is this radioactive?” Sandy asked.
“I don’t know. It’s possible.” Ben had thought about that, but there was no way of being sure. There were too many unknown factors.
“It depends on the design of the weapon, the detonation altitude, and the weather conditions. Pittsburgh itself will still be radioactive for sure, and there’ll be hot spots around this area that will pose a high radiation hazard. The best thing to do is get far away from this area as quickly as possible,” Ben stated.
His knowledge of nuclear weapons was limited, but he knew enough about residual radiation to know it was best to steer clear of this place. It could be a radioactive hot spot for years to come. Even the soil could be contaminated, and he wouldn’t be surprised if everything in the immediate area eventually died off. He hoped they hadn’t been exposed to any radiation.
Nobody said a word as they passed by the Pittsburgh exit. There was no need for any further discussion about the matter.
Allie’s father was gone and so was the city.



 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
Within a matter of 10 or 15 minutes after passing the Pittsburgh exit, the fallout began to thin. The trees slowly returned to their normal color and the layer of ash on the road grew thinner until it was gone.
The trees and grass had a dry, parched look as the greens of summer were replaced with wilted brown in many areas, but it was a welcome sight compared to the gray, ash-covered trees. He was glad to be past the worst of it and made a quick note on the map.
Another place to avoid on the way back to Colorado, he thought.
He wasn’t surprised that the trees and plants looked like this. They hadn’t seen much rain since they’d started their journey. It had been nine days of hot, dry weather.
The water levels of the rivers and streams they passed over and camped at hadn’t gone unnoticed by him. Last night, he saw the old water line on the rocks along the bank. In fact, everywhere they had been in the last couple days looked to be well below the normal water level. Had the bombs somehow affected the weather? Was that even possible?
He was mad at himself for letting them get this close. They should’ve gone farther south and heeded the warnings they were given. Most of the health problems brought on by radiation were from long-term exposure. If they were exposed, hopefully the dose was minimal and they passed through quickly enough to avoid any serious effects.
“Can we take these down now?” Allie asked.
Ben pulled the towel from his face “Yeah, it should be okay now. I just didn’t want anyone to breathe in those particles. That’s bad stuff!”
Gunner let out a loud sneeze when Allie removed the towel from his snoot. Glad to be free of the restriction, he belly-crawled toward Allie and her mom until he could hang his front paws over the back of the seat along with his head.
“Can we open the windows again?” Joel asked.
“Yes, please.” Ben rolled his window down and Joel did the same. Although the air was warm, it cooled the truck a little as it rushed in.
“Whew, that’s better!” Sandy sighed as she used her piece of towel to wipe the sweat from her face.
“Sorry. We could have used the AC, but I didn’t want to suck any of that in here with us,” Ben said.
“It’s fine. We’re low on gas anyway,” Joel added.
“How low?” Ben leaned over to peek at the fuel gauge.
“A little over a quarter tank,” Joel answered.
“Well, I guess we better start looking.” They had all been too preoccupied with the devastation outside to notice they were running low on gas—not that they would have stopped anywhere back there if they had noticed. Ben didn’t like being this low on fuel, especially when they were in the middle of nowhere like they were at the moment.
“How about we pull over if you can find some shade and we’ll add the two spare cans to the tank.” Ben looked at Joel.
“How about up there?” He pointed to an overpass that crossed the interstate up ahead.
“Sure,” Ben answered. He surveyed the area as Joel slowed the truck and pulled in under the bridge. He felt the change in temperature immediately as the Blazer came to a stop in the shade.
Gunner was up immediately and whined impatiently at the opportunity to get out. As soon as Ben opened his door, Gunner launched himself over the rear seat between Allie and her mom. He cleared the center console and Ben’s seat in a single bound. Within a few seconds, he had disappeared into the tall weeds along the road.
“Gunner! Don’t go too far, boy,” Joel called after the dog as he shut the truck off and climbed out.
“I’ll leave the keys in the ignition so you can listen to the radio,” he joked.
“Right, thanks.” Allie laughed.
Ben already had the first spare fuel can unstrapped by the time Joel made his way to the back of the truck.
“Here you go.” Ben handed him the spare and started to loosen the other one. Joel lugged the heavy tank around to the side of the truck and began to transfer the gas. Ben joined him with the other tank shortly.
“It feels kind of nice under here,” Joel remarked.
“Yeah, it’s not bad.” Ben sighed as he leaned against the truck and took his sunglasses off. He pulled the piece of towel from his back pocket and wiped his face clean of sweat. There was a slight breeze, and it felt good in the shade of the overpass. It was the first real relief from the heat they’d had all day.
“Hey, guys. Listen!” Allie blurted out.
Joel stopped pouring gas and set the container down on the ground.
“What is it?” Ben asked. He didn’t hear anything.
“The radio!” Allie answered. “There was a voice. I swear I heard a voice.”
“I heard it, too,” Sandy added.
Ben and Joel were now both standing at the open driver’s door, staring at the illuminated radio.
“I turned it on and hit scan. I was just fooling around. I didn’t think it would actually work.” Allie’s eyes were wide with disbelief.
“What did you hear?” Joel asked.
“There was a voice but then static and—” Allie was cut off by the sound of static and three short garbled electronic noises. Ben immediately recognized the sound as the EAS (Emergency Alert System) alarm. A computerized voice followed the signal with an announcement.
“We interrupt this program. This is a national emergency. Important instructions will follow.”
There was a pause followed by a long higher-pitched tone before the monotone voice continued.
“The following message is being transmitted at the request of the United States government. This is not a test. A nuclear attack was commenced against the United States. Twenty-three nuclear bombs have been detonated in areas around the coun—”
The radio cut out as quickly as it had come on, leaving them all staring at it blankly. The frequencies started scrolling by as the radio resumed its search for a broadcasting channel.
They all looked at each other. Ben wasn’t sure what to make of it other than that they now knew how many bombs had hit—if what they heard on the radio was even accurate.
“Check your phones.” Ben looked at Joel, then Allie.
“Do you think they’ll work? I haven’t even been able to turn mine on since the morning it happened,” Allie said.
“Joel and I had our phones turned off. We always keep them off when we’re camping to save the battery in case we need it,” Ben said.
Joel was already around the other side of the truck and digging through the glove box for his phone. He pulled it out and held the power button down. Within a few seconds, the screen lit up with a picture of Joel posing with a large brown trout.
“Brian took that.” Joel swallowed as he waited for the phone to connect.
“Any signal?” Ben asked impatiently.
“Nothing.” Joel shook his head. He stared at the screen for a moment before turning the phone off.
“What does it mean?” Sandy asked.
“I don’t know, but it’s something. It at least means they’re trying to get communications back up and running.” Ben headed back around to continue refueling. Joel tossed his phone back in the glove compartment and joined his dad.
Ben could hear the girls talking quietly among themselves while he and Joel finished pouring the last of the second can into the truck.
In the meantime, Gunner had come back from his short-lived adventure in the grass and hopped into the truck on his own.
“Do you think things will ever be the way they were before?” Joel carried one of the empty gas tanks to the back of the truck and secured it in place.
Ben thought for a second before he answered. He didn’t want to sound to negative, but he didn’t want to lie, either.
“No, I don’t think it will ever be the same, Joel, but I do think it’ll get better.”



 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
It wasn’t what Joel wanted to hear, but he knew it was probably true. It never would be the same again. But like his dad said, things would get better. Exactly how long it would be before that happened was anyone’s guess. One thing was for certain, though: some of these scars would never heal, and he’d never forget some of the things he’d had to do.
“I got this. Are you still good to drive?” Ben startled Joel at the back of the truck with the other empty can. He hadn’t even noticed his dad coming.
“Yeah, I’m good for a while, I think. Maybe you can take over when we stop for gas.”
“Sounds good.” Ben nodded.
Joel left for the driver’s seat while his dad strapped down the empty gas can. When he got back in the truck, Allie and her mom were talking quietly about something. Gunner was in the back, sprawled out in his new spot and panting heavily next to a freshly drained water bowl Allie must have given him.
He fired the truck up and checked the fuel gauge. They had a little over a half a tank now, and depending on the terrain, it should get them a couple hours of driving. Plenty of time to find a place to top off all the tanks.
Ben hopped into the passenger’s seat and closed the door. “We ought to make Maryland within the hour.”
“How much gas do we have?” Allie asked.
“Just over half a tank. Maybe a couple hours’ worth of driving,” Joel answered.
“We’ll hit mountains pretty quickly after we cross into Maryland, so we better not wait too long to get fuel,” Ben added.
“How much longer will we be on the interstate?” Allie asked.
“This will pretty much take us all the way to Baltimore, but we’ll get off outside the city onto 695 and go around. It’s the fastest way up north and around the bay. I think it’ll keep us far enough outside the city that we won’t have any problems,” Ben said without looking up from the map.
Joel put the Blazer in gear and accelerated out from under the cool shade of the overpass. He felt the heat of the sun immediately, and even with his sunglasses on, he was forced to squint until his eyes adjusted to the glare.
Sandy sighed. “Wow, I forgot how hot it was.”
“It’s a little after noon, so this is the worst of it. It should start to cool down in a couple hours. Not that it’s much of a consolation right now.” Ben shrugged.
Joel looked down at the radio as it continued to search through the channels. They hadn’t heard a thing since the emergency broadcast. Not so much as a crackle of static had come over the speakers.
“Where do you think the radio signal came from?” Sandy asked.
“Not sure. Maybe D.C. or the Pentagon? We’re getting close to a lot of government facilities, and Camp David isn’t too far from here, either,” Ben answered.
Allie joined the conversation. “But why do you think it cut out?”
“My guess is they’re in the beginning stages of reestablishing communications and trying to get the power grid back up. It might still be some time before they manage that. From what we’ve seen, the electrical damage done by the EMPs was pretty extensive. It’s not like working the bugs out of a program. There’s actual physical damage that will need to be repaired. Anything that was running at the time of the attack would have experienced a massive power surge, probably like getting hit by lightning but on a much larger scale and a lot more powerful.”
Joel slowed down to swerve around a burned-out delivery truck that had become entangled in the guardrail. The guardrail had done its job and kept the truck from going over the edge and into the ravine below, but it hadn’t mattered.
The truck itself had burned down to nothing but the frame. Whatever it was hauling had melted and hung from the steel skeleton of the trailer all the way down to the road. The fire had long gone out, and the material re-solidified, forming a dull black coating that would hold the truck in its place indefinitely.
It was an odd sight, and enough so that the conversation in the truck paused as they all took it in. The wrecked truck jackknifed when it had hit the guardrail and the trailer was blocking most of the highway. With a guardrail on the other side as well, it only left Joel with part of a lane and the shoulder to get by.
They were barely moving now as he picked his way around the debris and prepared to drive around the truck. They were close enough for his dad to reach out and touch it if he had wanted to. The pungent odor of burnt plastic filled the Blazer and remained with them even as they pulled away.
“Oh, that’s strong.” Allie winced as she covered her mouth and nose with her hand.
Joel accelerated as quickly as he could to get away from the smell and fought the urge to look at the cab of the delivery truck when they passed. He knew well enough what he would see if he did.
In the past week and a half, he’d seen enough bodies to supply a lifetime’s worth of bad dreams. It was bad enough that they were all decomposing and what little skin remained was beginning to look like leather.
But the worst thing about the bodies was the horrific poses most of them were stuck in. Joel couldn’t seem to get them out of his head. It was like someone had stuck them in the worst positions possible for the most dramatic effect.
In the last few days, he had tried his best to not to look at the bodies when they passed by. He was finding it easier as the days passed to ignore the wrecks altogether, and he wondered if that was a good thing or not.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
“Welcome to Maryland.” Ben read the sign out loud as they left West Virginia behind. There were times in the last week or so that he thought they might never see that sign. And although they still had a long drive in front of them, he couldn’t help but feel a little joy over the accomplishment.
“How are we looking on gas?” Ben asked.
“Just over a quarter tank,” Joel reported.
The rolling hills were slowly building into mountains, and although they were small in comparison to the Rockies, the elevation changes were working the Blazer hard. They would need to stop and get fuel before they got any deeper into the Appalachians.
Several miles passed before Allie spotted a small gas station down off the highway in a valley ahead. Joel followed the exit ramp and pulled into the parking area of the store. The small gas station was partially burned down and one of the gas pumps out front was ripped from its base and left lying in the middle of the parking lot.
Ben cautiously surveyed the area as Joel made the standard drive around what was left of the building.
“Looks good to me,” Joel said.
“Yeah, let’s try to make it a quick one and get back on the road.” Ben wasn’t crazy about the fact that there were several other buildings nearby and didn’t want to stop here any longer than necessary. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but something didn’t feel right to him.
He felt like they were being watched but resolved to chalk it up to nerves. He didn’t want to let his guard down now. They’d come a long way and been through a lot, but they weren’t there yet. They still needed to remain vigilant.
Joel parked the truck and everyone unloaded quickly. Gunner did his usual and headed off to explore the perimeter of the parking lot, following his nose wherever it led him. Ben and Joel didn’t waste any time and got set up to pump gas immediately while the girls headed off to find a little privacy.
“Don’t go too far, and be careful.” Ben didn’t want to sound overprotective, but he didn’t want any trouble today, either.
“We won’t be gone long.” Allie rested her shotgun over her shoulder as the two headed off toward the burned-out building.
Ben was glad to see she had the shotgun with her. At some point in time, he’d have to give Sandy a crash-course on the guns and give her something to carry. Maybe he could do it when they got to Jack’s. He didn’t want to take any time away from driving today. He hadn’t been sure yesterday if they would be able to finish the drive today, but now that they were here, the reality of doing just that sunk in.
Ben had seen the sign for the Savage River State Forest back a few miles and he remembered Casey’s dad talking about coming up here on several occasions to go fly-fishing. It was the only place in Maryland with decent trout water he used to say. Ben also remembered Jack saying it was a five-hour drive, give or take, from his house in Berlin, Maryland.
Of course, that was using a more direct route over the Chesapeake Bay Bridge and traveling at normal highway speed, neither of which they could do. But even with their alternative route and slower speed, he knew it was possible to reach Jack’s house tonight.
His plan was to check for the kids at Jack’s first. They would pass by his place on the way to his ex’s place anyway. And he had a feeling they would all be there—at least he hoped they would be.
Jack was getting on in years and he had some health issues, but Ben knew for a fact that he kept extra supplies and food on hand in the outbuilding behind his house. He also had an old Jeep Scrambler that he used for hunting. He wasn’t sure if he still had the Jeep or the supplies, but either way, Jack was Casey’s and the kids’ best chance for survival.
His ex had rented a condo in Ocean City when she moved away with the kids and lived about 15 minutes from Jack’s place, over a couple bridges that crossed a small bay. Ben doubted they would stay in Ocean City after the attacks, and if they didn’t go to Jack’s on their own, he would probably come and get them.
“I can take over if you want.” Joel was carrying the empty cans and set them down near the pump.
Ben pulled the nozzle out of the truck and handed it to Joel. “Sure, just fill the cans. The truck is full.”
As Ben screwed the gas cap back on he was startled by a high-pitched scream from behind the gas station. Instinctively, he reached back and drew his pistol.
“Stay here and get those tanks filled and strapped to the truck!” Ben barked as he started for the building. He ran around the front of the truck and was disappointed to see Gunner in the front corner of the parking lot. Ben had hoped that he was with the girls.
Gunner immediately stopped what he was doing when he saw Ben running and chased after him.
BOOM!
The unmistakable report of Allie’s 20-gauge echoed off the surrounding buildings. Ben and Gunner rounded the corner of the burned-out gas station and almost ran into the girls. Allie was still holding the shotgun out in front of her and trembling. Sandy was next to her with a hand on Allie’s shoulder. Their faces were pale white, and neither one bothered to look at him or Gunner.
“What happened?” Ben breathed heavily.
“Snake! Big snake!” Allie looked like she wanted to say more but couldn’t get it out at the moment. She pointed to the ground a few yards away instead. There, in front of the girls, was the largest copperhead snake Ben had ever seen. There weren’t any copperheads in Colorado, but he had seen his fair share of them while training at Fort Benning in Georgia.
“It came out of the grass and chased us.” Allie’s voice trembled.
“I didn’t know snakes did that,” Sandy said.
Ben quickly backpedaled to the corner of the building and made eye contact with Joel, who was frantically cranking the fuel pump handle.
“It’s okay, Joel. Just a snake.” Ben rejoined Allie and her mom. Gunner was eyeing the snake as it writhed and twisted itself into knots on the ground. Allie had blown the head clean off, but the snake continued moving through nervous twitches.
“Gunner, no.” Ben held the dog away with a stern voice.
“Is it still alive?” Allie asked.
“No, just nerves.” Ben took a closer look as Joel came around the corner of the building.
“Whoa! That’s huge! What is it?” he asked.
“It’s a copperhead, and yes, they are venomous,” Ben answered.
“Are you guys okay?” Joel looked at Allie and her mom.
“Yeah, just scared us. That’s all. It wouldn’t stop coming at us. I had to shoot it.” Allie exhaled.
Ben was now relieved that Gunner hadn’t been with them. The dog would have surely tried to intervene and gotten himself bitten in the process.
“Well, I’ve had enough excitement. I’m ready to get back in the truck and get out of here,” Allie declared.
That suited Ben just fine. He was glad she had used the gun and defended herself, but he was concerned about the gunshot drawing attention to them.
They all made their way back to the truck, and Ben helped Joel get the fuel cans strapped down while the girls and Gunner loaded up.
Ben kept a nervous eye on the surrounding buildings and houses. He thought he saw someone looking through a curtain from a house across the street but wasn’t sure.
“I’ll drive,” Ben said.
“Okay, I can drive more later on if you need me to.” Joel pulled the strap tight and headed for the passenger’s side of the truck.
Ben got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. He was disappointed that he didn’t feel more comfortable here. It would have been nice to eat something while they were stopped, but he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling this place gave him. They’d find somewhere better down the road, somewhere more isolated.
They had come too far to take chances now.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
Once back out on the highway, Allie and her mother regained their composure from their encounter with the snake.
“That was good shooting back there, Allie. Good job,” Ben said.
“Thanks, I’ve never killed anything before.” Allie shrugged.
“I’m not sure what was more surprising: the snake or the way you handled that gun,” Sandy said.
“Allie’s a pretty good shot, as it turns out.” Joel twisted around in his seat and smiled.
Sandy cleared her throat. “Well, I have a little confession to make, Allie. I’ve been taking a class and learning how to shoot, back in Durango. I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about having a gun in the house. But I thought it would be a good idea with us living alone.”
“I would have been okay with that, Mom.” Allie pulled out the .38 and showed it to her mother.
Sandy laughed. “I can see that now.”
“Here, Mom. Take it. I mean, if that’s okay with you.” Allie shifted her gaze to Ben.
“Yeah, it’s good with me. I think it’s a good idea. I was actually thinking about that earlier.”
Allie handed the gun to her mom. “I like the shotgun better anyway.”
Sandy looked it over. “Thanks, it’s a lot like the one I was learning with.”
Ben felt better knowing that he wasn’t going to have to teach Sandy how to use a weapon, and what’s more, she had taken a class on shooting. One less thing to worry about, and the way things were going, it would be an asset to have another gun ready to offer backup, should the need arise.
Ben was pleased to see the interstate remained mostly clear, especially now that their visibility was limited by the turns and elevation changes as the road followed the easiest route through the mountains.
Allie handed out Clif Bars and apples while Ben continued to drive. They all seemed satisfied to make that their lunch and unanimously decided to forgo pulling over somewhere to fix a proper meal.
After an hour or so of driving, it was obvious to Ben that they would be stopping again for gas sooner than he wanted to admit. The constant elevation change of the road was causing them to burn through their fuel at a staggering rate. The added weight of an extra person and supplies they’d taken in made a difference as well.
He could feel it in the way the Blazer responded when he maneuvered around the wrecks. It was sluggish compared to when it had just been the three of them and Gunner. It had also been balanced a little better then and hadn’t had a giant duffel bag strapped to the roof.
All this only served as a reminder that they would have to make some major changes for the return trip. He still wasn’t sure if a camper or a second vehicle was the way to go. They were probably going to have to settle for whatever they could find.
He resolved to make that the number one priority when they got to Jack’s. At the very least, they would be adding Bradley and Emma to their crew. He wasn’t sure what would happen with his ex-wife, and frankly, she could do what she wanted as far as he was concerned. But he wasn’t leaving Maryland without the kids.
He had no idea what they would find when they got there. He tried to force the negative thoughts from his mind, but he couldn’t help but think about the possibility that they would be too late or that he wouldn’t be able to find the kids at all.
What if Casey and the kids had gone somewhere with her boyfriend?
Ben tried to clear his head and focus on the here and now. He watched the landscape pass by and thought about how some sections of the road, where it cut through the rock, reminded him of home, a place that seemed impossibly far away right now. Durango, he knew, was more than just across the country and thousands of miles behind them.
It felt much more distant than that, like something he would never see again—at least not the way he remembered it before the bombs.
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The miles rolled by, and other than a few comments about the scenery, the truck was quiet. Maybe because for the first time in a while they were offered a view thanks to the elevation of the mountains.
As they crossed over the highest point and headed down the eastern slope of the Appalachians, they could see for several miles in almost every direction.
The thing Ben noticed most was the color of the trees. He hadn’t really paid attention to the coloring so much before and just thought that everything looked a little dry. But now that he could see large swaths of forest, it was obvious that the dry weather and environmental conditions were taking their toll on the vegetation.
It was nearly the end of June, but the colors of the trees more closely resembled that of fall. He also noticed patches of forest that had lost their foliage altogether and he wondered if they were dying from a lack of water or if there was something more sinister at work.
Ben checked the fuel gauge, and although they had a little less than half a tank, he wanted to stop soon and top it off. They had enough gas to make it to Baltimore but not enough to get much farther than that, and he wanted to fuel up before they got too close to the city.
By the time they had reached Fredrick, Maryland, the needle on the fuel gauge had fallen close to the quarter-tank mark and it was time to find somewhere to stop. With the mountains behind them and a little luck, the next tank should carry them the rest of the way.
They managed to find an isolated gas station just outside of Mount Airy, Maryland, and pulled over. Everyone got out of the truck to stretch their legs but stayed close.
Even Gunner seemed reluctant to wander too far from the Blazer, and after a quick walk around to mark a few spots, he jumped into the truck on his own and waited patiently there for the rest of them.
Ben and Joel made quick work of pumping gas and they were loaded up and back on the road in no time. Everyone seemed to be equally motivated to keep things moving along now that they were closing in on their destination.
Sandy was feeling a little car sick and swapped places with Joel in the passenger’s seat.
The activity excited Gunner and he wagged his tail wildly, thumping the rear window like a drum. He was clearly pleased to have both Joel and Allie in the back, close to him, and he hung his big head over the back of the rear seat between them and panted loudly.
“How far do you think we are now, Dad?”
“We’re probably about an hour from Baltimore. After that, maybe four hours, depending on the roads.” Ben adjusted the side vent window to force more air into the truck.
The temperature was quickly climbing as the sun beat down through the yellowish haze in the air. The air had cleared a little and seemed almost normal when they passed over the mountains, but now that they were dropping in elevation, it thickened again and returned to the haziness that they had almost grown used to.
It felt thicker this time, though, and Ben wondered if it was due to their proximity to D.C. or Baltimore.
The landscape changed quickly from rolling hills and sprawling farms to apartment buildings and big-box stores. Sandy pointed out a sign for the 695 expressway around Baltimore, and not long after that, Ben saw the exit. He accelerated toward the ramp, but a large accident quickly stopped their progress.
A delivery truck had collided with several other vehicles and blocked the exit ramp between the guardrails.
He was forced to do a three-point turn and head back to the interstate. He drove down to the westbound exit and they made their way onto the expressway from the other direction. They were closing in on the city, and the roads were starting to show it as abandoned cars and accidents became more frequent.
Ben was encouraged, though, in spite of the more congested road. They had finally made it to the end of I-70. The road they had traveled on since Kansas was finally behind them, and although they still had a long day ahead, Ben felt like they had passed a milestone in their journey.
Many times in the past several days he had doubted whether they would ever get this far. But they had, and now it was just a matter of less than a couple hundred miles to Emma and Bradley.
It should have given him some sense of relief or at least satisfaction, but it didn’t. Instead, he was even more apprehensive. The fact that he knew what kind of city Baltimore was didn’t help.
Hopefully, they could get around the city without any incidents. He thought about what a shame it was that they couldn’t use the Chesapeake Bay Bridge. It would shave a couple hours off the trip, but they had come too far to take chances and he quickly dismissed the thought.
Going around the bridge was the right thing to do, and as tempting as it was to try the shorter route, he was going to have to trust his gut on this and leave it at that.
As they made their way around the expressway, it was obvious that Baltimore had suffered catastrophic losses. They were too far outside the city to see any details, but the large plumes of dark smoke still rising over what had been Baltimore was a telltale sign of the destruction. It reminded Ben of the scene outside St. Louis.
He wondered if Baltimore was one of the locations that had been hit. The emergency broadcast they picked up on the radio said 23 detonations, but they lost the signal before they were named. It would have been nice to know where they had hit.
They’d seen a few of the places firsthand and the major had told them about a couple, but there was no telling where the other bombs had gone off.
There were definitely areas they would be sure to avoid on the return trip, but for all they knew, they could just as easily end up somewhere worse off than what they were trying to avoid. They had tried several times since the broadcast to pick up the signal again, but they hadn’t heard a thing.
The expressway was a mess. Cars and trucks were scattered about like Matchbox cars left behind by a messy child. The only saving grace was the width of the road.
In most places, it was six lanes wide on each side, allowing room to navigate around the obstacles. There was no getting around the death and destruction, though.
And even though they had seen their fair share of wrecks and bodies, nothing compared to the carnage laid out before them on the expressway. There seemed to be an endless supply of corpses posed in every gruesome position imaginable.
Silence fell over the truck as they passed through the area at an unfortunately slow rate of speed, forcing them all to take in the spectacle. It was impossible to ignore the scene, and it didn’t matter which direction they looked: now there was death everywhere.
The bodies that hadn’t been reduced to charcoaled remains showed signs of being picked at by animals. The off-white of exposed bones reflected the bright sun through large holes of leathery skin.
Ben went as fast as he could, but there were so many wrecks to drive around that it was impossible to maintain a decent speed. This was going to add some time to their already lengthened route to the kids.
He was relieved to see the congested expressway start to open up as they approached the exit for I-95 north. He steered the Blazer around a pile of mangled cars and took the exit, leaving the expressway behind.
The interstate was heavily littered with wrecks as well, but it was nowhere near as crowded as the expressway had been. The road here was also four lanes wide but had large paved shoulders with a wide strip of grass on either side. This made it easy to get around what obstacles there were and also allowed him to pick up some much-needed speed.
They followed 95 north for about an hour before crossing into northern Delaware and making a right toward the eastern shore of Maryland.
They were less than a couple hours away at this point, and if he could maintain this speed, they would be there before dark.
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What should have only taken them a couple of hours under normal circumstances took closer to three and a half. And as they made their final turn onto the road that led to Grandpa Jack’s, the sun was low on the horizon.
The anticipation was almost too much to bear, and the last few miles of road seemed to go on forever.
Even Gunner was unsettled and was somehow aware that they were nearing something of importance. Ben watched the dog in the rearview mirror as he shifted restlessly from one position to the other, occasionally letting out a nervous whine.
“Easy, boy.” Allie stroked Gunner’s head.
“He knows we’re almost there,” Joel said.
“Yes, we are.” Ben recognized the black mailbox with a mallard duck painted on the side.
It marked the entrance of the long gravel lane that led back to Jack’s. The old farmhouse sat back off the road several hundred yards and was surrounded by 20 acres of open flat fields and a few old chicken houses. Jack leased the land out to a local farmer who rotated his crops from soybeans to corn every other year.
Jack preferred when the farmer grew corn, as it helped block the house from the road. Ben remembered when he and Casey had come out for a visit last time. The corn was taller than their rental car and the house wasn’t visible from the road at all.
But that wasn’t the case now, and they could clearly see the house over the dead rows of small soybean plants. From the looks of things, they hadn’t seen any rain around here in a while, either.
The house was just as Ben remembered it, except for its poor condition on the exterior. It was a small two-story Victorian-style farmhouse with painted yellow wooden siding that always seemed to be peeling in one spot or another, but now the whole house looked like it could use attention.
Jack had refused to pay someone to paint the house in spite of Ben and Casey trying to convince him otherwise. He argued that there was no need to pay someone to do something he could do himself. Jack was a stubborn old guy and usually managed to keep up with it.
But now in his old age, he had apparently fallen behind with the exterior maintenance. The house looked much older than Ben recalled, and it gave him cause for concern.
Maybe things had gotten worse with his health in recent months. Ben was suddenly more worried than he had been during the entire trip. What if there was no one here? He took a deep breath and tried to calm himself. They’re here. They have to be.
“Are we here?” Allie leaned forward and looked out the front window as Ben steered the Blazer onto the gravel road that led up to Jack’s house.
“This is it!” Ben nodded, but he had a hard time believing it himself.
“The house looks really run down. I don’t remember it looking like this.” Joel joined Allie as he leaned forward to get a better look.
“It doesn’t look like anybody lives here,” Sandy added.
She was right. There was no car in the driveway and the place felt abandoned.
“He parks everything in the outbuilding usually.” Ben motioned toward a large metal outbuilding behind the house. He knew Jack kept his boat in there, as well as the old Jeep he used for hunting.
It was a large building and there was plenty of room in there for the Ford pickup he drove on a regular basis as well. Besides, knowing Jack, he was sure he would have moved everything out of sight when things got bad.
The gravel crunched and popped under the tires as the Blazer came to a stop in front of the brick walkway that led to the front door. Ben turned the truck off and looked back at Joel.
“Listen. Hear that?” Ben heard a dog barking inside the house.
“Is that Sam?” Joel asked. “Sam is my grandpa’s dog,” he added.
Ben nodded. It was definitely Sam, Jack’s yellow Lab and long-time hunting partner. Jack and Sam went everywhere together, and there was no way he would leave Sam behind if they had gone somewhere.
Ben got out of the truck and was followed by Gunner, who had pushed his way between Joel and Allie impatiently. The dog hit the ground and bounded straight up the walkway toward the house, sniffing the ground loudly as he went. Joel climbed out after his dad, and Allie got out behind her mother on the passenger’s side.
“Oh my, what is that?” Allie winced as the smell of death wafted over them on a warm breeze. Fortunately, the wind shifted directions and the intensity of the smell diminished substantially.
“Dead chickens. We passed a lot of commercial chicken houses on the way in,” Ben answered.
More than a few of the surrounding farms were home to row after row of the long red buildings used for raising chickens. Each house held thousands of birds, and without power to keep the cooling fans running and the feeders working, they would have all died days ago.
Ben thought back to a few phone conversations he’d had with Jack when he had mentioned that “the smell is the price I pay for living in the country.” Jack said it was always the worst during the hot months of summer, when the mortality rate of the chickens was high.
But Ben wasn’t concerned about chickens or the smell right now, and his heart began to race as he approached the front door.
“Jack? Hello?” Ben called out as he peered cautiously through the small half-round window in the top of the door. He followed it up with a few quick knocks and then stepped to the side.
Jack was liable to have a gun at the ready for any unwanted visitors, and Ben didn’t want to risk being shot. Sam erupted into another volley of barks, and as Ben peeked in the window again, he could see the large yellow Lab standing guard in the foyer. Gunner answered with a couple sharp barks of his own and whined at Ben nervously.
Ben pulled away from the window again and turned to see Joel coming up the steps to join him on the porch.
“See anybody?” Joel asked.
“Just Sam in there going crazy. They have to be around somewhere. Jack doesn’t go anywhere without that dog.”
Ben leapt down the three brick steps and backpedaled away from the covered porch so he could see the second floor of the house.
“Hello? Jack, it’s me, Ben. Is anybody in there?” He cupped his hands around his mouth in an effort to direct his voice toward the large window that led to the master bedroom.
“Somebody’s in there! I just saw a curtain move over there!” Allie pointed to a second-floor window at the corner of the house.
Ben looked but was too late to see anything. As he scanned the other windows for any signs of life, Sam suddenly stopped barking and it was very quiet.
What if it wasn’t Jack and Casey or the kids? What if someone had broken in and was living there? Sam had a mean bark, but Ben knew the dog was a big pushover and, unlike Gunner, would cozy up to anyone that would scratch him.
He cleared his T-shirt away from the holstered pistol and prepared for the worst.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
“I hear somebody moving around inside,” Joel reported from the porch.
“Get away from the door,” Ben ordered.
Joel stepped to the side and backed away as the front door creaked open. Ben felt his muscles tense up as he moved his hand closer to the pistol, but he quickly stopped when he saw a weak and frail-looking Jack stagger out onto the porch.
“Grandpa!” Joel exclaimed.
“Joel, Ben… I don’t believe it!” Jack set the shotgun he was carrying butt-end down and leaned it against the doorframe.
“Well, get over here!” Jack reached out to Joel and pulled him in for a hug. Ben felt immediate relief at the sight of Jack and took a few long strides to get back up on the porch quickly.
“Hey there, old man!” Jack reached out to shake Ben’s hand while he continued to use Joel for support.
Ben hated to admit it, but Jack looked really old, a lot older than he should have. The fact that he’d also lost a lot of weight since they’d last seen him didn’t help any.
“It’s good to see you, Jack!” Ben took his hand and felt the frailness of his grip, a big change from the hardy handshakes he’d come to expect from the man over the years.
Jack shifted his weight onto Ben now as he stepped away from Joel and looked him over.
“My goodness, I barely recognize you, Joel! You look like a full-grown man.” Jack chuckled.
Joel blushed at the comment and looked down at the ground just as Sam forced the door open and sauntered out onto the porch. The two dogs took cautious positions with tails in the air as they met for the first time and proceeded to sniff each other from head to tail. Sam turned her attention to Ben and Joel briefly to receive a few scratches before resuming her inspection of Gunner.
Allie and her mother made their way up onto the porch, pausing briefly to make way for the dogs, who had begun a playful game of chase down the steps and out into the yard. Ben would make introductions soon enough, but right now, he had to have an answer to the question that had been on his mind for the last 2000 miles.
“Are the kids okay?”
But before Jack could answer the question, Bradley and Emma appeared in the doorway behind him.
“Dad,” they cried in unison.
Ben dropped to his knees and caught both of them as they ran into his arms. Joel joined in and wrapped his arms around his brother and sister from the back. The four of them remained locked together for a few moments before Ben pulled back to get a good look at his two youngest children.
He was pleasantly surprised to see they looked remarkably healthy and happy. Other than the fact that he was sure they had grown since he last saw them in person over Christmas break, they looked the same. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but certainly not this. With the kids still hanging on to him, Ben looked up at Jack.
“Casey?”
Jack’s smile faded and he looked away for a moment before making eye contact with Ben again.
“I don’t know.” Jack shook his head.
“What do you mean? Where’s Mom?” Joel pulled away from the group hug and stood up to face Jack.
“I mean I don’t know. I’m sorry.” Jack shifted his gaze to Ben. “She was away on a cruise with the boyfriend. Brad and Emma were staying with me while they were out of town. Dan had some type of convention to go to in Orlando, and then they were doing a cruise out of Cape Canaveral when it was over. They were supposed to come back the Sunday after it happened. They must have still been on the boat when…” Jack stopped when he looked down and noticed Bradley and Emma listening.
Joel’s eyes were red and beginning to tear up.
“So she’s probably stuck on a boat somewhere?” Joel cleared his throat and swallowed hard as he fought to maintain a steady tone.
Ben looked at Joel and then at the younger two. “It’s better than being stuck at an airport or, worse yet, in mid-flight. It means there’s a good chance she’s alive. Your mom is smart and she’s tougher than you think.”
Bradley spoke up. “You really think Mom is okay?”
“Yeah, buddy, I do.” Ben tried to sound confident and hugged them both again.
“That’s what I told them. Casey can handle herself,” Jack added.
Ben, anxious to change the topic for the kids’ sake, stood up and introduced Allie and her mother to Jack and the kids.
“I’ve heard a lot about you guys. It’s nice to finally meet you.” Allie stooped down to greet the kids.
Bradley was shy and didn’t respond with anything more than a nod as he remained attached to Ben, but Emma reached out to shake her hand.
“Hi,” Emma said quietly.
Their handshake was interrupted by Sam, who joined everyone up on the porch, with Gunner right behind her. The dogs were covered in dust and dry grass from their escapades in the yard. Sam forced her snoot into Allie’s still-outstretched hand, and Emma smiled.
“I see you’re a jealous dog, too.” Allie looked at Emma and smiled before giving Sam a few good rubs on the head and the attention she demanded.
“Why don’t you guys grab your stuff and bring it in? I was about to make dinner.” Jack opened the door and was about to go in when the two dirty and panting dogs pushed past everyone and made their way in first.
“You should probably park out back by the garage. Just to be safe. I haven’t had any trouble, but a few of my neighbors have. I’ve been keeping everything inside since it happened.” Jack made eye contact with Ben in a way that made him think there was more to that story, but he didn’t want to get into it with the kids there.
Ben nodded. “Sounds good.”
They all walked out to the truck together to get their bags while Jack headed into the house ahead of them to get dinner started. Bradley and Emma stayed close to Ben and Joel and helped carry the gear inside. Ben set his bag down a couple feet inside the door and started back to the truck so he could pull it around to the outbuilding, but Bradley stopped him as he wrapped his arms around Ben’s waist.
“I knew you would come for us.” Bradley’s voice was muffled as he buried his face in his dad’s side.
Ben smiled and hugged him back. “It’s okay, buddy. We’re all here now.”
Bradley eventually released his father and wiped away a few tears as he stepped back.
Joel came over and put his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “It’ll be okay.”
Jack cleared his throat from across the room. “Why don’t you guys take Allie and her mom upstairs and let them get cleaned up? I’m sure you’re all tired. I have a couple spare rooms upstairs. Sandy, you and Allie can have one. Joel, you and your dad can share the other one. I was going to run the generator to make dinner, so you might as well make good use of it and get a shower if you want one.”
“Thank you. That would be wonderful.” Sandy’s eyes widened with excitement.
“No problem! Ben, I’ll meet you out back with the truck and we’ll see if we can’t make room for it inside the garage.” Jack headed for the back door out through the kitchen.
By the time Ben drove the Blazer around to the back side of the house, Jack had the large overhead garage door open and was hooking the tractor to the trailer hitch on the Jon boat. Ben was glad to see the old Jeep Scrambler that Jack used for hunting parked alongside the boat.
Ben put the Blazer into park and hurried over to help him get the boat hitched. Jack pulled the camouflaged duck boat out into the yard and parked it behind a couple trees off to the side of the property before driving the tractor back over to the outbuilding.
Ben already had the Blazer backed in where the boat had been and closed the large garage door behind Jack while he returned the tractor to its spot inside the building.
Looking around the garage, he could see not much had changed from the last time he’d been here. The shelves were still crowded with tools, boxes, and a bunch of other unidentifiable things stuffed in between—except around the Blazer, where the boat had been parked.
That area of shelving was filled with an assortment of duck decoys and hunting equipment. Over on the end, near a climbing tree stand Jack used for deer hunting, were a few large boxes marked MEAL, READY TO EAT/INDIVIDUAL. He was glad to see that Jack still had the MREs on hand, but he noticed Jack’s pickup was nowhere to be seen.
Ben watched as Jack stiffly climbed down off the tractor and headed his way. When had he gotten so old? It had been a few years since he’d seen Jack, but he wasn’t prepared to find him in this condition. He knew the man had been having some health issues but had no idea it had taken its toll on him in such a drastic way.
Ben couldn’t help but feel a little angry at his ex-wife for leaving the kids with Jack. Not a smart move, even under good circumstances, in his opinion. There was no point in wasting time thinking about that now, though. Thankfully, the kids were healthy and seemed to be in good spirits, all things considered.
He would never admit it to the kids, but the chances of Casey making it through this were slim to none.
If they were on a cruise ship, there was no telling what would become of them. The ship’s systems would have all suffered catastrophic failures. They’d be stranded and adrift on the ocean, trapped with hundreds—no, maybe a couple thousand—strangers all fighting over dwindling resources. It wouldn’t be pretty; that was for sure.
As Ben began to run through the possible scenarios in his mind, Jack fired up the generator.



 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
Jack motioned for Ben to follow him outside and away from the noise of the generator. He led him through a smaller door in the side of the garage and locked it behind Ben before continuing on to the house.
“Can’t be too careful. People are starting to reach out farther and farther from town in search of food and water. Friends of mine that live a few miles closer in told me some people came around their place and made threats. He and his wife stopped by a couple days ago on their way out of town. They have some family in North Carolina they were going to try to get to. They offered to take us with them, but I had a feeling you’d be coming to get the kids. Besides, I’ve lived here my whole life. I’m not about to go anywhere.” Jack stopped walking when he reached a small garden halfway between the house and the outbuilding.
He pulled a pocket knife out and flicked it open before bending down with a grunt. He separated a few zucchini and yellow squash from a tangle of vines on the ground with a surprising amount of agility compared to the other tasks Ben had watched him struggle with since they’d arrived. The old man still had a little life left in him after all.
Jack pointed to a bucket that was hanging near a hand pump at the far end of the garden.
“Fill that up, would you? The water isn’t great, but it’s not bad after you boil it, and it’s the only reason these vegetables are growing.”
“We haven’t seen much rain since Colorado,” Ben said.
“Haven’t seen any here,” Jack quickly added.
“So I assume your plan is to take the kids back to Colorado?” Jack stood up, slowly juggling the fresh-cut vegetables and catching Ben off guard with his direct question.
“Yeah, that’s the plan. It’s the only place I’m confident I can provide for everyone on a sustainable basis.” Ben gave the pump handle a few cranks before the water started to trickle out. It wasn’t until it began to accumulate in the bottom of the bucket that he saw it had a brownish tint to it.
Jack exhaled loudly as he folded the knife and tucked it away in his pocket. He looked past Ben, out toward the horizon. “How bad is it out there?”
“It’s not good. You wouldn’t believe some of the things we’ve seen and been through trying to get here.”
“I can imagine.” Jack shook his head and started to make his way back to the house again.
“Colorado is the only place I know I can take care of the kids.” Ben paused for a second. He probably knew the answer to what he was about to suggest but decided to make the offer anyway. “I want you to come with us, Jack.”
The old man stopped shuffling forward and turned around, looking out over the yard as he did.
“You see that magnolia tree over there? My wife and I planted it shortly after Casey was born.” He cleared his throat before continuing. “Carol’s ashes are spread around that tree.” Jack sighed.
Ben remembered flying out for the funeral when Casey’s mom passed away several years ago. It was about the same time they started having problems with the marriage.
“No, this is home. Anyway, someone’s got to be here if Casey makes it back,” Jack said with a finality that made it clear he wasn’t leaving.
Ben knew the possibilities of Casey ever returning were slim, but he didn’t have the heart to try to use that point to convince Jack to come with them. He already felt guilty enough taking the kids away and leaving him here all alone. It was useless to try to convince the old man otherwise, and he knew it.
Ben also knew that the best chance of survival for all of them was in Durango. He and Joel could provide food and clean water on a consistent basis back home with little effort.
“You’re not all going to fit in the Blazer, are you?” Jack asked.
“No, I don’t think so. We’re going to have to figure something out.”
“You’ll take the Jeep. I won’t take no for an answer.” Jack nodded toward the outbuilding.
“But what about you? I didn’t see your pickup anywhere. What if you need to go somewhere?”
“Me? Where do I need to go? The Smiths down the road are there if I need something. I wrecked the pickup a while back and didn’t bother replacing it. Casey wanted me to stop driving altogether and even got a service to come out twice a week to clean the house and check in on me. Can you believe that?” He rolled his eyes at Ben.
“You think the Jeep will make the trip?” From what he remembered, the Scrambler was pretty rough, and Jack only used it for hunting.
“I had it fixed up when I lost the pickup. It’s been my daily driver for a while now. Of course, Casey doesn’t know that.” Jack smiled as he made his way up to the rear deck and set the produce down by the grill.
Ben noticed a new, full soft top on the Jeep when he was in the garage but didn’t give it much thought. The Jeep was small, but it would work just fine and could easily haul two people, a dog, and some gear. It would also burn less gas than a bigger truck and a lot less gas than the Blazer would burn if it was pulling a camper.
Ben joined him on the deck and set the metal bucket down on the side burner as Jack lit the pilot light on the gas-fired grill. The little circle erupted with a whoosh of flames as they curled around the bottom of the bucket. The two men stepped back from the grill and watched.
“I can’t thank you enough, Jack, for taking care of the kids and offering the Jeep.” Ben reached out to shake his hand.
Jack surprised him with a firm grip this time as he looked him in the eye.
“You can thank me by resting here a couple days and then getting those kids back to Colorado safe and sound.”
Ben nodded. “That’s my plan.”
And if they had made it here, they could make it home.
* * *
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