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      With a heavy heart Mack, Grace, and Luis left Willie's farm. The short stay there had left an indelible mark on the three of them. Mack still was thinking back over the encounter with the men on the wagon and wondered how he could have handled it differently. He liked to think there was always a way out of any situation, no matter how bleak, and although his superiors always had tried to prepare him for a no-win scenario, there was a part of him that refused to believe in them. However, he was struggling to understand the new dynamics of this emergent society.

      While his skills of reading body language and profiling people were still valuable, Mack had learned them in the context of the old world order. But it was a much different thing to negotiate with an ambassador to try finding out military secrets than it was with a random stranger on a wagon who belonged to a mysterious group that had no allegiance to anything other than power and survival. Mack was used to having the strength of the United States military behind him. Now he had nothing other than his own skills and instincts. Heck, he wasn't sure if even the United States technically existed anymore. If the rest of the country was the same as the area he was in, then lawlessness was rife everywhere. Although he hoped that for everyone's sake there was some form of government somewhere in the country.

      A centralized leadership was the only way they were going to rebuild, but unless a communications network was established it was going to be a futile hope. With the electronics having been knocked out by the EMP, it was difficult to see any progress being made any time soon. But despite all that Mack still was determined to keep going, mostly because there was nothing else they could do.

      Grace and Luis were also solemn as they walked away from the farm in the early morning sun, trying not to look back at all they were leaving behind. For the first time in a long time, Grace had felt accepted, and talking about her past with Elaine made her feel as though she actually mattered for a change, and that she did have a real life, when for so long she had been living in the virtual realm. However, talking about her parents and D1ABL0 had brought up feelings she would rather have ignored.

      Processing emotions wasn't her strong suit; the reason why she had been drawn to computers in the first place was because they allowed a certain level of detachment from emotion. Yet after talking with Elaine she realized how much she missed D1ABL0, and wondered if he was missing her, too. The chances were they never would speak again, and while they never had met, there was still a level of emotion that kept him in her thoughts. Thinking about it, they had spent countless hours chatting about nothing and she always had imagined what it would be like if they met.

      Often when she drifted off to sleep she imagined him holding her, but there was always that doubt in the back of her mind that things wouldn't be the same if they ever met. However, now that she knew she probably never would see him, she regretted not telling him properly how she felt, regretted holding back her feelings all that time when she should have been honest. It made her feel envious of Luis and how he so easily had formed a connection with Margaret at the farm. She wondered if she ever would experience something similar.

      Luis' thoughts were of Margaret. He had shared something with her that had been elusive in his old life, and he hadn't expected it at all. It had been wrenching to leave her but he owed Mack and Grace his life, and he couldn't turn his back on them now, not when they needed him most.

      However, after even just one hour without Margaret he was tempted to turn back and feel her in his arms again, to lose himself in a long embrace with her as they stared up at the stars. Since they had left the farm he was the only one who had not looked back, for it had been too painful. Now, as it had faded from view, he tried to harden his heart against the pain of his loss, but it wasn't an easy thing to do. He didn't resent Mack either, even though he knew if they just had stayed quiet they could have enjoyed the company of the family for a little while longer.

      Given that all three had much on their minds there were few words shared between them. Not wanting to run into the threatening group again, and aware that there could have been escapees from the nearby mental hospital and prison roving through the woods, the trio decided to make haste toward the city, not knowing what it held for them. The only thing they knew for sure was that soldiers from the bunker had made their way to the city when the collapse first had happened and had not returned in the intervening time. Mack had to remind himself that this was not necessarily a bad thing.

      The air was crisp and still. Sometimes it was easy to forget the horrors that were happening around the world as the breeze made the lush green leaves flutter, birds flew overhead, cawing to each other, and gradually more animals became visible. Mack had a theory that due to the group moving through the forest loudly, the animals had become reticent as they tried to make sense of these new people coming into their territory. Although he didn't know the land well, as he never had been there before, he knew the military bunkers were only built in places where human traffic was minimal. So it was likely the natural wildlife was not used to so many humans running around unchecked. Mack imagined that these parts of the world soon would become filled with people flocking to find food and water, and the cities would become deserted. Aside from shelter, they really could offer nothing substantial, especially once all the stored food had been depleted. But for now, the majority of the population still would be within the city limits as they struggled to make sense of the new world.

      Mack tried to imagine the sequence of the events in the city. People would have started to notice their devices didn't work. Confusion quickly would have set in. People would have checked with their neighbors and friends to see if it was happening all over the city. He was sure there would have been some effort from someone to keep things under control, but with a mass panic happening the rational voices would have been drowned out by the loud, hysterical cries of the fearful. But then what? He assumed people would splinter off into separate groups and try scavenging to survive. Many would be like him, trying to make it back to a loved one, while sadly, others would have tried to take advantage of the situation and give themselves a better chance to survive in this life than they had in the old one. His thoughts inevitably drifted toward Anna. Hopefully, his wife had managed to find a good group. He glanced across at Grace and Luis and realized how lucky he had been to find two good, resourceful people.

      The three of them continued walking over the following few days, keeping an eye out all around them, for they were wary of the threats that lurked in every corner. However, for the most part, they seemed to have the forest to themselves. Thanks to Willie's help they were able to cut a few days off their journey. But even though they were walking for a long time the scenery didn't change too much. The flowers were a different color, and the trees were a different height, but mostly everything was just a different shade of green and sometimes they wondered if they were making any progress at all.

      The nights were the hardest as the temperature dropped quite rapidly, and they were thankful that it was in the middle of summer so they did not have to worry about any snowstorms. Huddled together tightly, they shivered themselves to sleep each night, on the edge of discomfort. They only kept a fire lit long enough to cook their dinner, as one burning through the night would have alerted people to their presence. The last thing they wanted was to draw attention to themselves when they knew the type of people who were roaming around the forest. The ashen embers were a constant reminder of what heat felt like, and it was clinging to these memories that kept them warm at night.

      As they traveled Mack started to teach Grace and Luis more skills. At first Grace was still reticent to hunt any animals, but as their rations began running out (and truth be told, she was tired of their stale, bland taste anyway) she began licking her lips at the thought of a good portion of meat. Mack showed them how to sneak quietly up on an animal and capture it. At first they captured some rabbits and the occasional bird. While it was hardly gourmet cuisine they dug into the flame-licked meat with relish, tearing it apart with their teeth as their stomachs cried out for something substantial.

      The smell and taste of cooked meat lingered long after the meal was over, but over dinner they often spoke of various subjects. If not, they would remain in silence. One evening Grace tossed a bone into the fire, smacked her lips together, and laughed.

      “It's funny, isn't it? We thought of ourselves as so enlightened and so progressive, but it didn't take long for us to slip back into our primal behavior. It makes me wonder how far we really did come over the years. Maybe all the technology and newer, shinier buildings were just decorations, and deep down we are the same people, seeking food, companionship, and a roof over our head.”

      “I don't think it's about us slipping back, I think it's about us tapping into something that's always been there. As a species we've always had a good survival instinct, this drive to stay alive and adapt. If there was one way I'd have to sum up the human race it would be by pointing to that. But I think over the years we have changed. We've become more aware of our thoughts and feelings. Morality and ethics come into play and, instead of doing what we want because we want to do it, we consider our actions and try thinking about how they will affect other people. That's how we've changed, and how we're different from our ancestors,” Mack said.

      “Do you think our need to survive ultimately just will override our conscience, though? I mean, if push came to shove, do you think you honestly could give up your own life for the sake of what you believe in?” Luis asked.

      Grace looked at Mack, who replied, “I think it's different for me because I always was trained to think of things from a military perspective. I was always just one cog in a much larger machine and there were always things bigger than me. I'd like to think that we can stay true to our principles even in the most desperate times, but I know it's not easy. I suppose the question to ask yourself is, ‘Do you think you could live with yourself even after knowing that you betrayed your ideals?’ I'm not sure I'd like to go through life knowing I had cast aside everything I had stood for. How could I look in the mirror, or at anyone, again after that?”

      His answer made Grace and Luis think about themselves. The two of them were from a much different generation, where patriotism wasn't such an all-encompassing force. Also, unlike Mack, they considered themselves outsiders; Grace because of her activities as a hacker, and Luis, not only because of his cultural heritage, but also because of the way he was treated by his family. As such, they had nothing larger to stay true to, only themselves. Mack noticed how they both looked unsure.

      “Say, for example, you came across a man dying, and there was no one else around, but perhaps it posed some risk to you. Maybe you have to cross a dangerous bridge, or perhaps you're not sure if it's a trap? Your conscience, I would hope, is telling you to go help him, but your survival instinct probably is telling you to leave. Now, there's nobody else around, so nobody is going to judge you for it, but if you turned away would you really be able to carry on through life knowing you had consigned a man to his death? Wouldn't that just eat you up inside? I'd rather try to be the best possible version of myself and fail than turn away from people who need me.”

      “Man, they should have hired you to play Captain America,” Luis said, and the trio laughed.

      The moment of jocularity was enough to break the tension, but the issue remained on their minds for a long time afterward. The rules of this new world were still to survive, and with nobody to maintain law and order the only code of honor available was one's own. Mack knew it was easy to sit around a fire eating food and talking in conceptual terms, but when it came down to it even he wasn't sure how far he was willing to push himself for his own survival. Death could be waiting for him at any moment, and while he wanted to believe he could make it back to Anna, he knew that was a long way away. To get there he would have to have Lady Luck on his side, as well as not making any mistakes himself.

      On one particular night, after they had been traveling for a few days and were far away from the farm, Grace finally broke their silence about Willie and his family. As yet they hadn't actually spoken about what had transpired there.

      “At least you've been proven right,” she said, directing her comment toward Mack.

      It was late at night and the stars were twinkling high in the sky, while far away they could hear the distant sound of a stream bubbling by. They had used this earlier to wash themselves and refill their water bottles. The choking smell of the fire long since had burned away and they could make out only the vague shapes of each other in the darkness.

      “About what?” Mack said.

      “That there are still good people in the world. They didn't have to take us in or show us kindness, but they did, and not in a superficial way either. For a time there I actually felt like part of the family. It was nice,” she said, her last words turning wistful.

      “They were,” Mack said, “I'm sorry to you both for cutting our stay short.”

      “You don't have anything to apologize for,” Luis said.

      “You did what you thought was right and we all were there. We all agreed to your plan. I just don't know what we're going to do about that group if we ever run into them again. They seem to be watching out for us, and they're the ones in charge here.” He tried to hide it, but the others could hear that he sounded worried.

      “They're just people, like any others. And they sound like bullies. Hopefully, we'll avoid them, but if we do run into them again what we need is more information. So far we know that they come out to the farm to get supplies. So it's safe to assume they don't have a way to produce food themselves. I would imagine their power comes from their numbers, and the weapons they carry. The man on the wagon also mentioned a Mr. Smith, who would seem to be their leader. A conversation with him would be very interesting indeed.”

      “But how are we going to fight them if we run into a patrol?” Luis asked. “You can't talk us out of every bad situation.”

      “No, unfortunately I can't. I think we need to start making some weapons. We need to start using the tools that nature has provided us with. We can't always rely on the things that we carried over from our old lives. We have to think of the future and learn how to live off the land. Tomorrow we'll start.”

      With that they slept in the darkness, hidden from everything else. Somewhere else in the forest there were deadly predators waiting for them, and Mack hoped it was not just a matter of time before they were hunted like prey.
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      To that end, in the period after leaving the farm he quickly showed Grace and Luis how to make rudimentary weapons. He still held the pistol he had taken from Kathryn's house, but as yet he had not fired it, wanting to save the bullets for when he really needed them. Before they left the farm Willie had given them a knife and an old hammer that the farmer didn't need anymore, but it was still good to have a variety of weapons. As such, Mack used the knife to whittle some spears, and they used them to hunt so Grace and Luis could practice throwing them.

      At first, the two of them were not very good, and the spears landed harmlessly a few feet away, but Mack persisted. He showed them the correct form; how he would plant his feet in the ground, maintain his posture, bring his arm back while using the other to point toward his target, then move his body forward, flinging the spear from his hand, hitting against the tree with a loud twang. Grace and Luis were impressed. After more practice Luis proved to be adept with the weapon, while Grace never quite seemed to get the hang of it.

      While this discouraged her, Mack reminded her that it was just one weapon and there were many others. As a case in point, Mack spent a while looking for a good piece of wood with which to make a bow, and then made some arrows. It was a more arduous task than making spears, but a bow was a potent long-range weapon in the right hands, and it was much easier to carry around a bunch of arrows than an armful of spears. Both Luis and Mack were surprised when, on her first try at using the bow and arrow, Grace hit the target multiple times. On the first shot they assumed it was just luck, but as she drew back the bow a second time and exhaled slowly, it was clear she had a natural talent for it. After shooting a few arrows she turned to them, shrugged, and said it was just a matter of simple physics to get the angle and force right.

      Equipped with their new weapons they were like human hunters of a bygone era, using only the land to survive. At first, Grace thought the act of hunting was barbaric and she still struggled to kill animals, who she saw as harmless creatures, but it was a matter of logic that she had to keep her strength up for the times ahead. The first time she had to kill an animal was difficult, but then it became easier and she thought about what Mack had said about pushing their limits to survive. This was one of hers and she had been capable of crossing that line. Who knew what else she would be capable of?

      As the days went by they talked a little more about the state of the world and if civilization ever was going to be rebuilt. It was difficult to tell without knowing what sort of shape the rest of the country was in, especially Washington, but as Mack said, it was dependent on getting a communications network up and running. Right now nobody knew what anyone else was doing, and they were completely in the dark. This was a position that Mack hated and he wished he had more information about, well, just about everything. There were so many questions and he wondered if he ever actually would get the answer to any of them.

      On their way to the city their path eventually took them back toward the river, which snaked through the land. As they approached, Mack started noticing some marks on trees, and he pointed these out to his companions. They were notches carved into the trunks with knives, and each one had a different pattern. Some were stars, some were just two lines running parallel to each other. They were barely noticeable from the usual markings on the trees. Grace went up to look at them more closely; she was used to seeing symbols and was intrigued by what they could mean. Mack was about to tell her when Luis piped up.

      “I know what these are!” he said, beaming, “they're symbols used by backpackers to give information about the terrain. This one means that we're on the right track to the river, it means that there's water ahead. Others can talk about shelter, or friendly places, or even warnings, although I don't see any of those symbols around here.” Feeling pleased that he was able to contribute something, Luis then had an idea. He asked Mack for the knife and began carving something into an unmarked tree.

      “What are you doing?” Grace asked.

      “I'm just putting up a warning. Maybe before there wasn't a threat in the area, but now there is. If anyone else comes along and recognizes these things they should be aware of what's out there.” He chopped out some wood and bark fell to the ground, and by the end of it a crude symbol had been carved into the trunk.

      “Now people will be on their guard. Hopefully, it'll help somebody,” he said, and they continued on their way.

      It felt as though they had been in the forest for a long time, even though it had been only a matter of weeks. Yet, weeks in this world were like an eternity, for anything could have happened. The world had taken only a matter of hours to fall apart, and Mack wanted to get back to the city just so he could see what actually had occurred, even if it was something he rather would not see. When he thought about Mr. Smith's group it amazed him how they had been so organized so quickly, as it hadn't taken them long to band together. It suggested they were already a group of people who knew each other and were able to congregate swiftly. They must have come from somewhere with a large population, though, as they clearly had many mouths to feed. Mack couldn't believe there were so many people who just happened to be wandering around the forest at that time who then decided to throw their lot in with the famed Mr. Smith. The mystery nagged at him, and although for their own safety it would have been better if they never heard from Mr. Smith or his group again, part of Mack wanted to encounter them just so he could get the answers he was seeking.

      However, although they kept their eyes peeled for other people, none crossed their path, and Mack wondered how long their luck would last. As they approached the river they heard the water gushing as it splashed against the rocks and flowed in a steady, fast torrent. The air smelled a little sweeter than usual and they had to walk down a slope to get to the river's edge. While Grace and Luis were ready to walk down to the river, Mack held them back. He peered around the area and looked across toward the other side of the river. If there were other people nearby, this water source is what would lead them to come together.

      However, again the world around them was quiet, so the three of them stumbled down the slope and made their way to where the ground plateaued into the river. They set down their bags and stretched their aching muscles, glad to have the opportunity to rest. Mack walked forward and crouched down, cupping his hands into the water and splashing some on his face. Walking through the forest had worked up quite a sweat, and feeling the cool relief of water against his skin was refreshing.

      “I think we should stop here, it looks like a fairly safe place. We can bathe and maybe do a little hunting. I don't think we should stop for too long, though. This river is long and we'll be near it for a while. So we know we'll be able to find more water easily if we need it.”

      The area in which they were standing was a piece of flat land. The path continued to the right and the left. The right was the direction in which they were going to head after they finished their rest. Trees drooped over the river, blocking out the sun and giving them shade. To the left the path went further along and there was another area given privacy by a big rock. The river was wide, and the water gushed forward, sparkling like crystal in the sun.

      Mack looked up and down the river. It looked smooth, although there were places in which jagged rocks jutted out of the surface of the water, and the river was going at a fast pace. He had wondered if it would be possible to swim along the river, but judging by the water’s pace, it would be difficult to maintain control against the current. More likely, anyone who tried would be swept up by it, and he didn't fancy finding out what it would be like to be slammed against one of those rocks.

      Meanwhile, Grace walked around to the other side of the big rock and began peeling off her clothes. She pulled her hair across her face and pouted as she saw the dye beginning to fade. Soon her rainbow hair would be no more. Her hair was thick with sweat and dirt, and she was grateful for the chance to wash it. They had taken some small washing supplies from the plane, but she used them sparingly. The smell of coconut was a welcome change from what she had been used to smelling, however. As she let her clothes drop to the ground she closed her eyes and tilted her head back, letting the fresh air drift over her body. She stepped into the water, which was a pleasant temperature, and let it wash over her skin. There she bathed and sank under the surface, able to forget about her problems for a while.

      Luis was just about to bathe as well, when he realized Grace had taken the shampoo. He walked around the rock, calling out her name so he didn't disturb her, but as she was under the water she was unable to hear him. So when he peeked around the corner, he saw her emerging from the water, and his eyes popped out of his head. He knew he shouldn't look, and after a moment his head jerked away and his darted to the ground, but that moment was enough to see the array of tattoos that wound around her body like vines, intricate patterns that covered much of her flesh.

      Along her right arm were cascading musical notes that reached down to her wrist. Words that he couldn't read stretched down from her shoulder to the middle of her chest. Spider webs hung on both sides of her stomach, stretching around to her back, leaving her navel bare. On her left thigh was a fairy holding up a wand, and stars fell down to her ankle. For a moment, time froze and the two of them stood there, too shocked to say anything, then Luis quickly excused himself and rushed back to Mack. He flung himself in the water.

      Grace dried herself and put her clothes back on. Nobody ever had seen her naked before, and there was something thrilling about the clandestine way Luis had happened to come forth upon her. When they first had met Grace had found his attention irksome, but as he grew close with Margaret she found she actually missed it somewhat.

      She wasn't sure if she wanted anything to happen with Luis because that would just make things awkward on the journey, and she didn't feel like the best catch anyway because she had a long list of intimacy issues, but the attention was appreciated. When she returned to Mack and Luis she decided not to say anything, but she noticed how Luis' eyes drifted down her body, then quickly darted away as her eyes threatened to meet his. It was notable how Luis kept his distance.

      Grace sat by the water's edge with her feet resting in the river while Mack and Luis continued bathing. Mack's body was in good shape, seasoned with muscle and cut in all the right places. Luis had the slim body of a twenty-year-old, his muscles slender and stomach flat. Their waists were under the water but whenever they stood up Grace turned her head away, not wanting to know them that intimately, although she felt that seeing Luis' naked body would have been fair.

      Luis quickly grabbed his clothes and wrapped them around his body, then stood up to let the water drip off him. They had some old cloths that they used as towels but it was more effective to just dry naturally. As Luis was standing up, avoiding looking at Grace by gazing out down the river, he furrowed his brow. He stepped forward, and climbed up a few rocks to get a better vantage point.

      “Oh my God,” he said, “there's someone out there.”
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      As soon as the words flew from Luis' lips Grace scrambled up and joined him, looking in the same direction. Mack turned his head as well; he was still in the water, and swam out so he could see what Grace and Luis were pointing at. The river was mostly smooth, with a little bit of foam curdling at the edges. It was deep enough that he couldn't stand but the bottom wasn't too far below the soles of his feet.

      As he strained his eyes he had to raise one arm to shade them against the burning sun, and in the distance, he could indeed see what looked like a body bobbing in the water. Downstream the river looked to be stronger, and the current was carrying the body in its wake. Mack couldn't tell too much from where he was swimming, but it was clear that whoever it was had lost consciousness -- or worse, was dead -- and wasn't going to be able to stop themselves from being knocked against one of the protruding rocks.

      Without a second thought Mack leaped into action and began making his way to the body, which was coming toward him. He had to fight against the current with all his strength. His sinewy muscles pushed himself through the water, crashing down, creating waves around him. Grace and Luis watched, worried for what may happen, not only to Mack, but to this stranger as well. Mack thrashed through the water, making sure to avoid the dangerous obstacles, turning his head to keep track of where the body was.

      As he grew closer he could see it was the body of a man. The neck lolled back, head dipping below the water occasionally, long, thick gray hair was matted together and clung to his face and upper body. His burly frame was clad in heavy clothes, and it was a wonder he had not sunk to the bottom of the river yet. With a final few strokes Mack made his way to the body and wrapped his strong arm around the chest, lifting it up so the head was above the water and the mouth could receive valuable oxygen. Although at that moment, Mack didn't know if the man he just had rescued was alive or dead.

      Turning around, Mack swam with one arm, thankful that in this direction the current was with him. Water came up around his mouth and he spat it out, trying not to swallow as he was concentrating on breathing. Luis and Grace already were getting in the water to help Mack when he returned. Even though he was fit and strong, the act of carrying the weight of the body back all by himself while trying to keep his head above water had drained Mack's energy. So he was grateful when his companions dove in and supported the weight of the body. Mack crawled back to shore and rested his head back against the ground for a few moments as he attempted to catch his breath. Then he quickly pulled on his underwear as Grace and Luis dragged the man out of the river.

      “He's got a pulse,” Luis said, pressing his fingers against the man's neck.

      Grace pulled the hair away from the man's face and tried talking to him, but there was no response. His entire body was soaked through with water, and it was amazing he hadn't succumbed to his death throes yet. Mack stormed forward and began pumping his chest hard in an effort to drive the water from his lungs. Mack breathed air into his mouth and, for a few terrible moments, it didn't seem as though his attempts would be successful. Grace and Luis watched, worried, concerned, and helpless.

      There was nothing they could do other than hope the technique would work. And, just when they thought they had lost the man and Mack's efforts had been in vain, the body convulsed and sputtered and water splashed out of his mouth. Coughing heavily, the man heaved in air. The trio supported him as he sat up. They winced as they heard the raspy cough, water continuing to pour out, until there was nothing left. Then the man began groaning as he held his stomach and chest.

      Eventually, he became aware of his surroundings and began breathing normally again. He looked around at the three people beside him and his brow creased.

      “Thanks,” he said gruffly, nodding to Mack, who turned and got dressed.

      The new man looked warily at Grace and Luis, and his wariness was shared by the other two. Now that they had rescued this man there was the question of what to do with him, and who he was. There was no telling if a stranger was going to become a friend or an enemy, but when action had been called for Mack had been the one to stay true to his convictions and help someone in need. He held out his hand and helped the stranger up, having to tilt his head up as this man must have been about six and a half feet tall. The tension in the air was palpable. None of them knew who was going to make the next move; they hadn't had much chance to think ahead.

      “I'm Mack. This is Grace, and Luis,” Mack said, hoping to start a dialogue,” What's your name?”

      “Saul,” the man growled, his voice still raspy.

      He didn't offer anything else. Mack's confidence had suffered from his dealings with people in the new world. He had misjudged Kathryn and then, later, the man on the wagon who had held Willie's farm ransom. Despite them having the numerical superiority he was afraid of making another mistake. There was no telling who Saul was or what he was capable of doing, and there weren't too many good reasons why a man would be unconscious in the river.

      “So what happened here?” Mack asked.

      It took Saul a long time to answer. It was impossible to tell the wrinkles from scars on his face, and a gray goatee framed his pink lips. His eyes were beady and impassive, and it was clear Mack wasn't going to intimidate him into saying more.

      “There are some bad people around,” Saul eventually said, a vague statement that told Mack nothing more.

      Perhaps Saul was a good man and had fallen afoul of some bad people, and now he just was trying to play his cards close to his chest in case the three of them turned out to be disreputable, too. Mack tilted his head and tried profiling Saul quickly. He was wearing dark clothes with a lot of leather, not particularly appropriate attire for the surrounding area. So it was likely these were his clothes from before, and he was used to wearing them. His general appearance was that of a biker, and Saul had the posture of a confident man, an alpha male who played by his own rules and didn't particularly care about authority.

      These were the type of people who could thrive in the new world in terms of what they could gain rather than what they had lost. They saw this new life as an opportunity, something they could turn to their advantage. They could finally be free after a lifetime of being shackled by bureaucracies and arbitrary laws that seemed to serve no other purpose than keeping them from having fun. But bikers usually were found in groups. So if Mack's profile was accurate, then what had caused Saul to be separated from his group?

      These thoughts ran through Mack's mind in a whirlwind, but before he could say anything further Luis became nervous and blurted out something. When Mack talked to him about it later, Luis said he had had bad experiences with people such as Saul, and that back at home the bikers were not tolerant of other cultures or races. So seeing Saul standing there had put him on edge.

      At the time, Luis' voice was shaking and the silence seemed deafening.

      “Yeah, there are a lot of them around, and there is a mental hospital as well as a prison in the area. Who knows what kind of people have escaped from them?” he said.

      “What do you mean by that?” Saul snapped defensively, instantly taking Luis aback. The young man's mouth moved up and down, but no words found their way out. He looked at Mack with desperation.

      “My friend didn't mean anything by it,” Mack said, placing a reassuring hand on Luis' shoulder, “we haven't run into many people around here.”

      “Count yourself lucky then,” Saul said, glaring at Luis. Then he sighed and ran his fingers along his drenched clothes, flicking away the drops of water that had collected on his fingers.

      “Mind if I dry off a bit?” he asked. Mack nodded. Saul walked over to a ledge.

      The sun broke through the trees and illuminated this ledge perfectly. It was here that he rested and let the sun beat upon his back. Mack cocked an eyebrow as he looked at Saul. The man was relaxed, and if Mack hadn't just dragged him from the water himself, he never would have thought Saul almost had died. Luis and Grace continued staring at Saul, but Mack urged them to leave him alone. Evidently he had been through something traumatic, and perhaps all he needed was some time to collect his thoughts. Mack finished getting dressed and noticed Luis and Grace weren't looking directly at each other.

      “Is everything okay between you two?” he asked.

      “Yes,” they answered at the same time, and all too quickly for Mack's liking. He pursed his lips but didn't ask them further, instead moving away to rummage through his bag, where he pulled out some water and food to offer to Saul.

      “What do you think his story is?” Grace asked in a hushed whisper.

      “I have no idea,” Luis said, “but I wouldn't be surprised if he was in that prison. Maybe there was a guard chasing him and he had to fall into the river to try escaping.”

      “He really didn't like it when you mentioned that place.”

      “I know, I wish I hadn't said anything now,” Luis said, and laughed nervously.

      After a few moments had passed he said, “I'm sorry for what happened earlier. I didn't mean to be a peeping Tom, it was just bad timing.”

      “Well, good timing from your perspective,” Grace said, offering a teasing gleam in her eyes. That didn't help Luis as he became more flustered and didn't know whether to compliment her on her body or just to leave it alone.

      Eventually, Grace laughed and told him to forget about it. “These things happen,” she said, “and, to be honest, if we're going to be traveling together for the foreseeable future, I imagine the three of us are going to learn way more about each other than we'd like.”

      “Yeah, that's probably true. Thanks for being cool about it.”

      Grace shrugged. “We're all adults here.”

      “Some more than others,” he said, giving her an impish grin as he tossed his head toward Mack and Saul.

      “Your tattoos look really cool, by the way,” he said.

      “Thanks,” Grace replied, and blushed a little, “I don't tend to show them off that often.”

      “Did you get them because they look cool or because they have meaning?”

      “A bit of both. I went on a bit of a spree between seventeen and nineteen. The musical notes are from the chorus of my favorite song, the webs symbolize how we're all caught within our own bodies and minds. All our lives are this tangled web of decisions and actions and consequences, and we're totally trapped by them. The writing is an old philosophy quote that I came across a while ago. The fairy godmother is to try reminding me to never stop believing, and that there are always more stars to wish upon, but I'm not sure how much I believe that anymore. I did have plans for more, but I guess that's going to have to wait.”

      “I'm impressed you managed to find so many things to get tattoos of. I've always thought about getting one but I never could think of anything that had enough meaning that I'd want it to stay there forever.”

      “Sometimes you just have to do something and hope for the best. I never tried thinking long-term about these things. I wanted them at the time, and anything else was a problem for future Grace.”

      “And does future Grace regret any of these tattoos?” Luis asked.

      Grace looked down at her body. “Not yet, but then again it's only been a few years. We'll see what will happen when I make it to forty. Hell, the way things are going, let's make it if I get to forty.”

      “I know what you mean. It's only been a few weeks, but already more has happened to me than in the rest of my life. When I was being kept in that cellar, I really thought I never was going to see the light of day again.”

      “I know what you mean.” she said, “When the plane went down, I mean,” although she also had meant how her future was going to be sitting in a prison cell. She still had not told Luis about that, and by this point she wasn't sure if she ever was going to do so. “What did you think about?”

      “The usual things, I guess. How I wished I had done more with my life. Even when I went backpacking across the country I still didn't see or do as much as I wanted. One of the ideas I had for a tattoo was to get my home tattooed on my heart, and then whenever I went to a new place I'd get that added. So by the time I died my body would be a map of everywhere I've ever been.”

      “That's really cool,” Grace said, impressed by his originality.

      “Thanks, but it wasn't really accurate to get my home on my heart. What about you, what did you think of?”

      “I didn't really have much time to think at all. The plane went down so fast it's all just a blur. I guess I just thought about what my life really had meant. Had I really lived as much as I was able to?”

      “I think we all feel that way. I must admit I feel more scared now than I did before. If Mack wasn't here then I don't know what I'd do.”

      “We'll get through it together. I'm scared, too, and I know he probably wouldn't admit it, but I think Mack is as well. I guess the only thing we can do is take each day as it comes and try to keep going.”

      “You ever think about those times when people asked you where you see yourself ten years in the future? I guess all those questions don't mean anything anymore.”

      “Yeah, but it is interesting to think about what this world is going to be like ten years from now. Will we actually manage to make it through, and will people start working together? What about the rest of the world?”

      “I wonder how many people out there are having the same conversation right now? I know it's bad, but part of me is glad this happened. I wasn't getting anywhere in life and I don't think there was going to be a place for me in that world. At least now I don't have to feel bad about disappointing my parents or never being able to afford a house.”

      “You and me both. I think it's different for them,” Grace said, nodding toward Mack and Saul.

      “They had lives that were established. They'd worked at careers and had built up things, but we didn't have anything like that.”

      “The only thing I ever built up was debt,” Luis said, smiling sardonically.

      Then they looked over at Mack, who seemed to be in deep conversation with Saul. The two youngsters moved toward Mack and Saul to listen in. Saul was munching on the biscuits that Mack had given him, and still was sitting with his back turned to the sun. Alongside them the river still flowed, and there were not any signs of life other than the four of them. Just to be on the safe side, Grace kept one eye on her bow and arrow in case Saul tried anything, but for the moment at least the big, burly man was docile.
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      Mack left Luis and Grace to talk as he wanted to try getting Saul to open up. One of the techniques that he was sure still would work was that of reciprocation. That being, if you gave someone something or did a favor for someone, they would be inclined to feel positively toward you. Mack offered Saul the meager bits of food, and while Saul eyed them suspiciously at first, he soon had finished all the biscuits.

      Of course, Mack would have thought that saving the man's life would make him inclined to feel positive toward him, but he supposed that because Saul was unconscious at the time it didn't have the same effect. This time Mack did not try forcing the conversation. Instead, he stayed beside Saul and relaxed his muscles, showing the newcomer that he was not a threat. Mack made no effort to talk, and in time it was Saul who did the talking.

      “That was a hell of a thing you did back there,” he began.

      “I did what anyone would do. I'm just glad we managed to spot you in time. If we hadn't stopped there...

      “Guess I was due for a break,” Saul said, laughing dryly.

      He ran his hand along his mouth and shook his head. “Not sure that everyone would have done that, though. Right now we live in a dog-eat-dog world and there aren't too many folks who would put their necks out like that. So, really, thank you.”

      “Just don't forget you owe me one,” Mack grinned. Saul took the comment with good humor and nodded.

      “So you've had a rough time out there?” Mack added.

      “You could say that, but I'm sure the same could be said for you. Have you just been in these woods since it happened?”

      “Yeah, we've come across a few people, but we're trying to make our way to the city. Have you had any word from them?”

      “Not that I recall, but I can't imagine it would be anything good. That many people in once place? Just a recipe for disaster if you ask me. That's why I like it out here. It's quiet and peaceful.”

      “You been on your own for long?” Mack asked. Saul tried sizing up Mack.

      “Look, you folks seem nice enough, but I'm going to be on my own. If I had any advice for you it would be to make your way out of these woods and don't look back. There's nothing good here, and eventually things are going to catch up with you.”

      “We know very well what's waiting for us, but you can't blame us for being skeptical. It's not every day you come across a man floating in the river. We both know there's a story behind that and I, for one, am very curious what it is.”

      It was at this point that Grace and Luis joined them. Saul looked at each of them in turn and leaned his head back, enjoying the feeling of the sunlight on his eyes, before his head fell again and he raised his eyebrows.

      “Fine. You know what? You people saved my life. I guess the least I can do is repay you with a story, but this don't mean we're friends, alright?” he said, pointing a finger out toward them.

      “We all know the world has gone to hell and I'm sure you people have your stories, too, but let's not pretend they're anything special. We've all seen some dark stuff, and we all wish that things would be different, but you know what? Despite everything I'm kinda glad this happened because the country was going to hell anyway. Just instead of the big corporations and politicians being in charge, now it's every man for himself.”

      “I appreciate this, but how does this tie into you drowning in the river?” Mack asked gently.

      “I'm setting the scene. That's what you do with stories, isn't it? Had a friend once who was a writer, told me about the structure of these things. Said he was going to write a book about me, but that never came to be. Anyway, like I said, I never liked the world as it was. So I wasn't looking to rebuild it, I just wanted to find a nice place to stay and let the world pass me by. Unfortunately, there are some people who never can give a man peace. There's a bad group of people in these woods, and if you stay here for too long they'll be coming for you, too. If you don't join them they'll chase you down and throw you in the river.”

      “You mean they just threw you in the river because you didn't want to join them?” Mack asked.

      “More or less,” Saul replied nonchalantly.

      “Thing is, I don't like anyone telling me what I can and cannot do, and these people are no exception. But mark my words, they can sure back up their threats. So I wouldn't go taking them lightly, like I did.”

      “I don't suppose this group would be led by someone who goes by the name Mr. Smith?” Mack said. Upon hearing that name Saul looked surprised, and then his face turned into a scowl, and he muttered a few curse words under his breath.

      “If you've met him I'm surprised you're still here,” he said.

      “As yet we have not had the pleasure, we've only met some of the people who have attached themselves to him. There was a farm a way back. They took us in and gave us shelter, but then we were driven away. If we had stayed there these men threatened to burn down the whole farm.”

      “That's the way they work. If they can't use something they'll destroy it. It's not right, but it's worked for them so far. Guess it's the way of the new world. Things change all the time. Instead of big governments being in control we're left with people like Mr. Smith (again his expression changed into one of revulsion), who take control because they're the only ones who have the balls to do it.”

      “So you've actually met him?” Mack asked, his eyes lighting up with the spark of curiosity.

      “Of course I've met him. I've met them all. I was in their camp for the better part of the last few weeks. All I wanted was to carry on my merry way, but they picked me up. At first they just asked me if I could help with fixing their wagon, so I did. Figured they might be able to spare a little food and maybe a drop of whiskey. Which they did, mind you, so it wasn't all bad. That's what I thought, at first anyway. Then they started asking more and more of me. For a while it was nice to be needed, but then I actually started asking questions.

      “Things seemed too good to be true. There were plenty of supplies and ammo and nobody seemed to be starving, but that wasn't supposed to happen when the end of the world as we know it had happened. And I started looking closely at the faces of the people around me, the ones who were there doing the manual labor. Most of them didn't look happy to be there, and if they tried speaking up, well, nobody tried more than once. I started to see there were only certain people who were allowed guns, and these were the ones who had the run of the place. The kind who were hopped up on authority and didn't know what to do with it.”

      Saul inhaled deeply and ran his hands through his long hair, testing it to see if it was dry, but when his hand came back wet he looked at it with derision. “Anyway, I kept watch over the place and figured I'd just bide my time. Then I started hearing rumors about the way they were treating people who didn't agree with the status quo and it seemed like we were making the same mistakes as we made before. So I sneaked out in the middle of the night.

      “I had their guard patterns down, so it wasn't too hard, but I was obviously more conspicuous than I thought as they noticed I had left. I heard them in the distance, shouting for me, threatening me, telling me if I came back all would be forgiven, but I don't think forgiveness is a part of their vocabulary. I tried to make my way out of their territory, but they had too many patrols, and eventually my luck ran out. They hauled me back to that camp kicking and screaming because I'll be damned if I was going to make it easy for them. They dumped me in front of Mr. Smith,” again when he said the name his words were dripping with venom.

      “Tell me about him,” Mack asked gently, but the prompt was not necessary as Saul was in full flow now.

      He was ready to bluster his way through the entire story as his heart was burning with rage, and if he didn't get it out he was liable to smash his fists against the natural world. His eyes grew bloodshot as blood pumped through his body, fueled by incandescent anger. Grace and Luis stood on either side of Mack, slightly behind him, in fear of the elderly biker, but Mack was intent on listening to the story to the end.

      “He's the worst of the worst,” Saul said, not skipping a beat, “he thinks he's the most intelligent man on the planet and he sees himself as a new Caesar or Alexander, ready to conquer the world. He's just got a lot of guns and has a silver tongue, so he's coerced weak-minded fools into joining his cause. Everyone else is only there because they're not allowed to leave. They get promises of this new paradise, and how can I blame them? It's not like sanctuary is easy to find in this world.

      “Anyway, they dragged me through the middle of camp to make an example of me, but I wasn't scared. I wasn't going to give them the satisfaction. They dumped me down before him. He tried telling me I had betrayed everything they were working toward, and that if everyone acted like me we would be no better than the world they had left behind. I tried telling him where he could go shove it, but any time I tried speaking I caught the butt end of a rifle.” As he said this he raised his hand to his chin and winced a little from the memory of the pain.

      “So I had to stay there on my knees and listen to this blowhard blather on about his grand vision for humanity. He likes the sound of his own voice; I can tell you that much. By the end of it he said he would be gracious enough to give me one last chance to apologize and become a productive member of the community. So, of course, I spat in his face. I still can see him flinch as my spit hit him in the cheek.” Saul smiled smugly, proud of this achievement.

      “I wasn't going to be one of his minions who smiled and nodded just for the promise of a warm bed and food on the table. If you aren't doing what you think is right, then it ain't no way to live. So I refused his offer, because I know his game. He needs the manpower, you see, so he's willing to put up with troublemakers like me if the work gets done. Of course, there comes a point when a troublemaker no longer is worth it anymore, and that's the point I had reached. He thinks he's something else, but while he says he's building a new world for everyone, really he's just in it for the ego trip; he likes everyone looking up to him as a leader, and he's been so used to it by now that when anyone doesn't, he flies into a rage.

      “So, as you might suspect, he didn't take kindly to my gesture, but to his credit he mostly kept himself under control for the sake of the others. But his face turned to that of a devil and he looked at me with a wicked smile as he told them to take me to the river. Then he turned his back on me. I called him a coward for not having the balls to do it himself, but he never gets his hands dirty, not that I've seen anyway. He didn't even respond, just walked away like I meant nothing to him. Everybody else stood around doing nothing while they all hauled me off into a wagon and took me to the river's edge.

      “I asked them if they really believed in Mr. Smith, and if they knew what they were getting themselves into, but none of them wanted to talk with me. They just insulted me, said that I had made a mistake by not playing along, and that I was an idiot. Well, that may be so, but I'm not going to give my servitude to a man like Mr. Smith. I didn't bow to authority in the old world and I'm not going to do it here either. I thought about diving out of the wagon but they just would have caught me, or shot me. If they didn't have guns I might have tried my luck, but I wasn't about to go and throw my life away. I overheard them talking about plans for the future.”

      “What kind of plans?” Mack asked.

      “Oh, the usual stuff, the next targets, what they were going to do in the future. For a man who just wanted to build a community Mr. Smith sure seemed intent on expanding his territory and conquering things. Your farmer friends? I doubt they'll be left alone for too long. He's probably just acting nice and promising them they can keep the farm so they won't expect him to take it. But eventually he will. That's all he does. Anyway, so we drive for a while down to the river's edge and they pull me off the back of the wagon and throw me down to the ground.

      'So which one of you cowards is going to do it?' I yelled at them. Then the damn fools did rock, paper, scissors! Mr. Smith has surrounded himself with the worst of the worst, I can tell you that much for certain. After they had finished their little game it was a man by the name of McCoy who landed the first punch. They didn't just want to kill me, they wanted to beat me first. When I tried fighting back they held my arms and legs while they worked on my body,” as he said this his hand moved to his ribs.

      “I spat blood on the ground when they hit my face, and before I knew it I didn't know where I was. I already was losing my mind when they had been dragging me across the ground. In the background I could hear them all laughing, like killing a man was some big joke to them. I tried to cuss them out but my mouth was dry and all I could taste was my own blood. I was vaguely aware of the trees passing above me and the hands over my body and the ground scraping against my legs and ass, or was it the other way around? I heard them count down and then a cheer as the one who won the game pulled my collar and hurled me off the side of the world.

      “I plummeted down and hit the water with a crash. I felt it stinging my wounds and I tried to get my bearings, but the only thing around me was water and my arms hurt too much to swim. I opened my eyes and saw the figures standing above me, looking down at me. One by one, they all pulled out their peckers and started relieving themselves in the water. And all I could do was watch.

      “I've taken some beatings in my time but this was something else. I'm surprised they didn't finish me off, but I guess they liked the idea of me drowning. And I would have if you hadn't come along. I tried to fight it, tried to stay conscious and swim, but the current took me away. The last thing I saw was the sun in the sky, after that I was at the mercy of the river, and it delivered me to you.”

      “And it sounds like Mr. Smith's lack of attention to detail could cost him. If he runs such a tight ship as you say then the fact you have survived could be a weakness we could exploit, if it was needed,” Mack said.

      “Trust me, you're better off not even thinking about him. Stay on your course to the city, get away from him and his group.”

      “I hate the idea of turning my back on all those people who need help, though.”

      “If they really wanted to help then they could help themselves, but they're cowards who won't do anything to help someone else in need. All they care about is having food in their bellies and clothes on their backs.”

      “I know, and I know we don't have the manpower to take on the group, but I just wish we could make a difference. Mr. Smith sounds like the type of person who needs taking down a notch.”

      “That he is, but in this world you have to take care of yourself first. There's no sense in seeking out danger when it's not called for.”

      “I just know how much power corrupts, and if Mr. Smith is going to continue in this vein then he's going to cause a lot of problems for a lot of good people. You must know how he operates, though. What can you tell me about his camp?”

      “Promise me you're not going to do anything stupid,” Saul said narrowing his eyes at Mack.

      “I promise, I just want to know. Honestly? I've been having trouble coming to grips with this new world. Anyone can seize power, and I don't like it. I want to know how a man like Mr. Smith operates so I can be prepared for anyone else who does the same. Because I'm sure he's not the only one.”

      “Well, I don't know how he got organized so quickly but he bullied people into giving them supplies. Guns were the first things they got, which gave them an advantage over most people. It's easy to give up things when you're staring down the barrel of a gun. They've set up a camp just about,” at this point Saul got up and looked down the river in the direction from which he had bobbed along, “it's hard to tell seeing as I don't know how long I was going down the river for, but it's probably a few miles over the other side of the river. They found a clearing and set up a lot of tents and even started building huts.

      “The more people they have the more they can put to work, but they don't have much in the way of seeds or farming equipment. So they mostly have to steal their food from other sources. They have a few wagons and horses, and a lot of bikes. Other than that, they're on foot. Their main strength is their manpower. They have so many people working toward the same goal that it's difficult even to get to Mr. Smith, and even if you could, there are people who would take over. But the guns always are going to be the big problem. They got a lot of ammo from a military bunker they hit recently. I remember when they came back, they were so hopped up on excitement because they actually had taken on some soldiers and won. They started thinking they were invincible. I think that's when I knew things were going south. If they could take out a military installation, well, the world really had changed.”

      When Saul mentioned the bunker Mack winced for his fallen comrades, and hated the idea that Mr. Smith and his gang had run rampant through the forest, taking whatever they wanted without fear of punishment or being caught. He knew it was for the best to move onto the city and away from this gang, but there was a part of him that couldn't let go of the need for justice. However, what Saul told him was frightening as Mr. Smith had managed to build up a strong army, and it was difficult to see anybody being able to challenge him. His thoughts turned to Willie and his family, who were unknowingly waiting to be another one of Mr. Smith's conquests. Mack only hoped that they were spared the same fate as befell the soldiers in the bunker.

      “What about the people who follow him, the ones he trusts with guns? I'm assuming the more people they welcome into the community the harder it gets to manage them, even if they are scared of guns. And if he's getting into these fights he must lose men as well. How does he replace those under his command?”

      By this point Saul had taken back his seat, basking in the sun. “Whenever people join the community he sizes them up and adds a select few to his army, but only the ones he chooses himself. He claims it's so everyone is represented, but really it's just so everyone gets their hands dirty, and nobody has a clean conscience. Most of them share the same sick sense of duty, but others were bullied into it, and they don't have the strength to stand up to Mr. Smith anyway.

      “The way he runs the place it's a case of if you don't join them then you're exiled, and I guess most people are willing to look the other way. The thing is, in this world people are scared, and scared people are desperate, and when they get desperate they follow people like Mr. Smith who seem to have things all figured out.”

      “So what are your plans now? You survived a brush with death; where are you going to go?”

      Saul rubbed his jowls. “I don't rightly know. I'm not really a planning kinda guy. I tend just to go wherever the wind takes me. I might start walking away from Mr. Smith and his lot, see what else is out there, see if I can't find a little place of my own where I can while away the years and hopefully just live in peace.”

      “Well, if you like you can travel with us for a little bit. We always can use the company, and if you're going in the same direction anyway we might as well go together.”

      Saul considered Mack's words for a few moments. Although he was used to being a lone wolf there was something appealing about going along the road with a few other people, especially since he had almost just died.

      “I think I might just take you up on that offer, at least until my clothes have dried. I don't have much in the way of weapons either. But I gotta make it plain right here and now; I'm my own man and I don't take orders from anybody.”

      “Noted,” Mack said, and extended the hand of friendship out toward Saul.

      They stayed by the riverside for a little while longer as Saul waited for his clothes to dry. The others filled up their water bottles. Mack looked down the river and thought about Mr. Smith and what they group was doing at that very moment. Then, he tore his eyes away and the group moved along down the river, on the way to the city.
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      As they walked, Luis and Grace hung back a little as their new companion made them uneasy. Saul was a large, imposing man with a stern expression on his face and he wasn't exactly good-humored, but Mack didn't let that stop him. He wanted to know more about this man. Although he had faith in his abilities to profile people he still liked to know if he was accurate. So he wanted to know if his initial impressions about Saul had been correct.

      “So, did you know these woods well?” Mack asked.

      “A little. I've been in the area for a while. Came up on a job and decided I liked the place, so I hung around.”

      “Oh yeah? What did you do?”

      “I was in construction. Actually helped build a bridge along this river after the old ones just weren't up to the task anymore.”

      “You weren't a nine-to-five man then?”

      Saul snorted. “Hell no, that life was for chumps. Swallow you up and leave you a lifeless husk. No, I like being out in the open air and working with my hands. My favorite part of the job was looking at something and knowing that I had built it, that it was only standing because of me.”

      “So you liked the sense of accomplishment that came with it?”

      “Yeah, exactly. Back where I was from people didn't really amount to much. And given the way I was when I was younger, nobody held out much hope I'd turn out to be anything more than a drunk, even my parents.”

      “So you wanted to prove them wrong?”

      “Saw a lot of my friends make a lot of mistakes and I didn't want to be like them. I was one of the fortunate ones, I guess. Never really settled down, though, didn't like staying in one place for too long. But yeah, I wanted to show people a man could do anything if he set his mind to it.”

      “And now you're here.”

      “Same as you. But I bet we took different paths.”

      “Not so different as you might think. There were certain expectations of me as well, and I didn't know my place in the world. Guess I liked to drink a little too much in my youth as well. If I hadn't gotten my act together my life could have been very different.”

      “What made you change?”

      “I joined the army,” Mack said, laughing when he noticed Saul was rolling his eyes. “I know. It's not exactly your scene, but it straightened me out.”

      “I never really got along with orders.”

      “Neither did I at first, but the great thing is that once you rise up the ranks you get to be the one giving orders.”

      Saul scoffed. “There's always someone else higher than you. No, I liked being my own boss and deciding my own hours. You only get one life and you have to be a master of your own destiny. Otherwise, you end up regretting things.”

      “So you don't regret anything?”

      Saul's eyes flickered. “I guess we all regret something at some point in time.”

      “What was her name?” Mack asked. Saul laughed.

      “You are good, I'll give you that. Her name was Barbara. It was a long time ago. I was young and should have known better, but I was a fool and lost the only good woman I've ever known. Maybe I wouldn't have drifted so much if I'd have settled down with her, but there's no use of thinking what could have been. What about you? Do you have a woman?”

      “Yeah, Anna, but she's back home and I'm here. I'm going to try finding my way back to her.”

      “Good luck with that, you'll need it.”

      “I know.”

      “What about those kids? You think they've got what it takes to survive in this world? They're not exactly the same as you and me. We've been through life. We know how ruthless and unforgiving it can be.”

      Mack cast a quick glance over his shoulder to see that Luis and Grace were watching them warily. “You know what? I think they do. I wouldn't have made it this far without them. We make a good team. You should try trusting other people sometime. I don't think anyone is going to make it through this world alone.”

      “Maybe not, but you can't go trusting everybody. There's only one rule here, do unto others as they would do unto you, only do it first.”

      “I'll have to remember that one,” Mack said. “So you really think you'll be able to survive on your own? That you'll be able to find some secluded place where nobody will bother you? Aren't you worried about any stray people coming across your path and taking what's yours? Or more people like Mr. Smith?”

      “There always are going to be people like that. I wouldn't just settle down anywhere. I'd like to find a cabin in the mountains somewhere, or someplace forgotten. I figure most people aren't going to have the skills to survive in this climate. As long as I can make it through winter I'll have my pick of places to stay.”

      “I don't think you're giving people enough credit.”

      “Then you've lived in a different world than me. Do you really think that when winter sets in people will have been able to adapt and set up shelter and provisions to last them through the cold months? It's going to take enough effort for them just to make it through the summer. Sure, I bet you'll get a lot of groups that will be able to find some comfort, but the vast majority? It's not even the conditions that are going to be the end of most people. Think about the emotional toll. There are small kids and babies out there who won't be able to last. How do you think their parents are going to be able to handle losing them?

      “Then you have the fear of being alone, the fear of losing the world that you knew. There are no more hospitals, no more comforts that we're used to. Most people aren't used to living this kind of life that that's going to hell. Might be sad to say it but by this time next year the population will have dropped dramatically. Me? I'd prefer to be on my own. I don't want to risk being with a group of people when one of them loses their minds.”

      “But you're forgetting that we are a social species. Will you really be able to handle being isolated from the rest of humanity? I know you might think you're able to now, but what about after you're spent a few months with only yourself for company? Maybe you're the one who is going to lose his mind?”

      “Then it's probably better that I'm away from other people. I'm bad enough when I'm sane,” Saul said without a hint of humor in his voice.

      “Maybe things are going to get worse before they get better, but I have to hope that we're going to make it through this. We stood together as a country once before, and we can do it again. We just need to be brave and conquer our fears, that's all. And the three of us are proof of that. We come from different backgrounds, but we can work together to try making it through this.”

      “Like I said, good luck,” Saul replied.

      Mack was pleased he had been on point with his profiling of Saul and was intrigued that in some ways they were different sides of the same coin. Both of them had a strong sense of discipline, although Mack's had been instilled into him from the army, whereas Saul's seemed to have been a product of his childhood and his need to prove people wrong. And while Saul had a bleaker view of humanity than Mack did, it was entirely pragmatic and Mack couldn't outright say he was wrong. As a matter of fact, Mack hadn't paid much attention to what they were going to do to survive winter, and it showed that Saul had a keen intellect when it came to surviving.

      He wasn't wrong, either. There would be many people who would be ill-prepared for just how harsh winter was going to be without central heating or preserved food. He would have to keep his thoughts on a plan for that. While at the moment he felt it was still best to take one day at a time, he knew how quickly time could slip by. He didn't want to turn around and see it was suddenly winter and they had no plan for how to survive.

      The quartet continued walking, being careful to watch for any sign of trouble. After their initial conversation things quietened down. At one point Mack dropped back to have a word with Grace and Luis, inquiring about their quietness, and they gestured toward Saul. Mack told them he didn't think they had anything to worry about from him.

      Saul stopped suddenly and pointed across the river.

      “That's where they threw me down,” he said. The others stopped, too.

      It was strange to think that across this wide river there were other people, a threatening presence to innocents in the forest. They were so close and yet so far away, for there wasn't a bridge along the river for a while yet. Even then, according to Saul, their camp still was some distance away. Mack felt his fist clenching as his sense of righteousness wanted to find a way across the river and demolish Mr. Smith's infrastructure, but he had to be smart about it. He had Grace and Luis to think about, and Anna as well. There was no sense endangering them with a foolhardy mission. He already had done that back at the farm and they had been fortunate to escape with their lives.

      Perhaps Saul was right and it was best simply to leave it be, but was that the first step in betraying his principles? He'd always followed orders and knew how to be true to his duty, but this time there was no high power giving him direction. He was on his own, and he was going to have to make his own way. While he had been given leadership training, this was a challenge for Mack. He was torn between two missions; that of trying to return to his wife, and of doing the right thing no matter what the cost.

      Was it so wrong to be selfish in the new world and prioritize his own safety? It wasn't a question he was sure he had the answer to, but he was sure he would spend a lot more time thinking about it.

      They began moving again, and Grace and Luis were still hanging a few steps behind. Mack knew Saul had noticed, but he figured the big man had been used to people making up their minds about him. When Luis and Grace spoke it was in low, hushed voices so only the two of them could hear each other.

      “Do you think Mack made the right call in inviting him along?” Luis said.

      “I don't know. I'm still suspicious of this whole story. We've had too many run-ins with this group, and now we just happen to come across someone who was a part of it? Seems a bit unlikely,” Grace said, her mind used to seeing conspiracies wherever she looked.

      “What are you saying, that he found us on purpose?”

      “It's a possibility. We certainly wouldn't see a dying man as a threat and we'd feel obliged to help him out. It's the perfect way for them to get information on us. He could be leading us to a trap right now.”

      “It was a pretty convincing performance then, the way that he was drowning,” Luis said sarcastically.

      “I never said that it was a good theory. I only said I had my suspicions, but stranger things have happened.”

      “Like what?”

      Grace shot him a look. “Maybe I'll tell you one day.”

      “Well, I don't think he could have faked that but I'm not sure I trust him. Did you see the way he reacted when I mentioned the mental hospital and the prison? Do you think he could have escaped from one of them? Maybe he's one of those people who think they're someone else, and he's not really Saul at all. But he has the kind of look of a criminal, doesn't he? I could imagine him killing someone. I don't think he'd be in jail for petty theft, it would have to be something big.”

      “What does it matter? You think just because he was in jail he couldn't be trusted? People change, Luis, and not everyone who is in jail is a bad person. You shouldn't judge people before you know their story,” and with that she sped up and left Luis standing by himself, wondering what he had said that had been so wrong.

      It came as a surprise to him, as he thought after he had seen her bathing they actually had made some progress. He was beginning to think of her as a friend. Yet now he didn't know what to think.

      Mack stopped and shouted forward. The rest of them followed his gaze and looked down the river. In the distance, among the frothing water, was a small black mark. They had to strain to see it properly, but when they did they saw that it was two people in a canoe. Mack called out to them and waved his arms, hoping they would see him.  Grace looked worried, always cautious when it came to new people.

      “Should we be doing that? What if they're with the group?” Luis asked.

      “They didn't have anything like that,” Saul said.

      Mack sprinted farther up the riverbank and shouted at the top of his voice, gesticulating wildly with his arms, but to no avail. He watched hopelessly as the people in the canoe drifted out of sight, down the river, away to a new area. Mack turned and looked a little despondent.

      “Why did you want to talk to them so badly?” Luis asked.

      “Because that's the way forward. We have to start thinking about different modes of transportation. We can't walk everywhere,” Mack said.

      “They certainly have the right idea. That's the way to go, down to the coast, get a boat, and sail on the seas. If you stay where there are fish you have an endless supply of food, and as long as you have a way to make freshwater out of the sea you'll be fine on that front, too. You can go up and down the coast and not have to worry about other people. Hell, you might even find an island out at sea where you can live in your own tropical paradise.” After he said this he started to laugh.

      When Mack asked him about it he replied, “I always used to laugh at the people who stored food waiting for this to happen, but it turns out they had the right idea all along. I bet they're sitting in their bunkers enjoying the comforts they made for themselves. Makes you wonder who the real outcasts in society were. Because now I'd love to have been in their position.”

      “I don't know,” Mack said. “Right now they have the best situation out of all of us. Although, I wouldn't have wanted to sacrifice my life by betting so much time and effort on the end of the world.”

      After their disappointment at not stopping the people in the canoe they continued walking for the rest of the day, catching and roasting a rabbit for dinner. Things still were tense between Grace and Luis, but for someone who claimed he was a lone wolf Saul integrated into their group quite well. The following day they began peeling away from the river and started making their way back to the road, in the opposite direction from the prison and the mental hospital. The trees began thinning as they emerged next to a road. It was slightly strange to be in a different environment after having been in the woods for so long.

      The road was a narrow strip of concrete with more forest on the other side. Mack checked the map and led them toward the city. The road stretched out a long way before them, and again there was a distinct lack of people around. Yet there were lumps in their throats as almost all of them expected something bad to happen. They had come across a few cars, all of them drained of gas, but they decided they still would come in handy as shelter for the night. It was somewhat humbling to see this object that was such a part of their lives reduced to a mostly useless hunk of metal, and it only served to hammer home just how much their lives had changed.
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      Now that they were on the road to the city Mack felt a little better. While they had been in the forest it had seemed endless, as if they were making no progress. Now that they could see the road stretching ahead in front of them he knew he was on the right track. The thought of Mr. Smith and other threats out there still concerned him. But he was glad to have seen the people in the canoe, as it reminded him there were still other people like him out there, people who just were trying to make it through the day.

      The four of them had split up into different cars after agreeing to set up a watch schedule. Mack volunteered for the first watch as he was used to staying up later than the others anyway. He was sitting in the back seat of a car, looking at the stars through the window. It was still a ways to the city, but soon he would be there, and hopefully he would find something that could help him get back to Anna.

      Thoughts of his wife plagued him and it took a concerted effort to avoid becoming engulfed by them during waking hours. But when night fell and all was quiet around him he indulged in thinking about the past, even though it was painful to be reminded that he was not with her. The two of them had spent too much of their relationship apart, always with the understanding that one day they would let go of their careers and focus on each other. When Saul spoke earlier of regrets Mack knew all too well what he was speaking about. Now he wished he had spent as many waking moments with Anna as possible. When he closed his eyes he just about could hear her melodic laugh and taste the strawberries off her lips, but as time went on it became more difficult to visualize. His worst fear was not death; it was forgetting what his wife looked like.

      Now that Saul had mentioned winter Mack cast his mind forward and thought about Anna, and if she was going through the same thing. It was difficult to think of her living her life hundreds of miles away when neither of them knew the other was still alive. Would their marriage vows hold true? If they were apart for years would he want her to spend them alone, and would he want to cut himself off from comfort and companionship? They were difficult questions, and not ones that he wanted to think about at the moment. The pain was still too real, and it was too soon to think about anyone else. All he wanted was to be in his wife's loving arms and for her to tell him that she was going to love him until the end of time, just like they had done those many moons ago.

      The last conversation Mack had had with Anna had not been the ideal one. He had spoken to her just before he had boarded the plane, telling her that he was doing one last job before his final debriefing. She was on her way out so they only chatted briefly, as they had been expecting to see each other the following day, but that never happened. That was the last time Mack ever had heard her voice, and since no electronic devices worked, he couldn't even check the last voice mail she had left him, or any of her texts.

      Mack was never one to focus too much on the past or what he had lost, he always had been taught to look toward the future. If something bad happened, then it was within your power to turn it into something good. You couldn't control what happened to you, but you could control how you reacted to it and what you chose to do next. Those were the mantras he repeated over and over again in his head while images of Anna lurked in the background. He saw what she had been wearing on their first date together, that simple outfit with the beret perched atop her head at an angle. Somehow she could throw on clothes and they all fit perfectly together. There were few times that Mack had been truly in awe in his life, mostly when he had met foreign dignitaries, but when he saw Anna for the first time he had been paralyzed.

      For a long time Mack never thought he would find someone like Anna. He had been a career man, and while he had enjoyed some fleeting relationships, his first love was his country, and the duty that came with it. This meant sacrificing a lot, and though he tried a long-distance relationship with some of his partners it never worked out, and in the end he gave up trying. That was until Anna.

      He couldn't believe his luck when they first started talking. He was almost afraid at the end of the first date to tell her what he did for a living, because he expected her to react like any number of other people would and wish him good luck. Anna was a treasure and he was sure she could have had any man she chose, and for some reason Mack still couldn’t figure out why she had chosen him. They agreed to keep to a schedule of communication, and during the first few months of their fledgling relationships they spoke mostly over Skype while having dinner together, which often meant one of them getting up in the early hours of the morning. But that built a strong basis for their relationship, and when Mack was home on leave, the two of them were inseparable. At least they had been until this disaster had struck.

      As the moon hung in the sky Mack looked up at it and wondered if Anna was doing the same, wherever she was. One of the little quirks in their relationship was that whenever they looked up at the moon they would know it as a constant, and that it linked them no matter where they were on the planet. Now it was doing the same thing, and it was an important landmark as Mack really needed to keep that connection alive. For now it was the hope that was driving him, but if it ever became clear that Anna was dead or that there was no way he was going to see her again, well, he didn't know how he would react to that.

      The more he thought about her the more his mind drifted back to the first time they met. For all his vaunted skills at profiling people he never quite had managed to figure her out, and that was probably part of what attracted him to her in the first place. He almost could feel her coming to him, calling his name, could almost sense her  reaching out to caress his cheek and plant a kiss on his lips, followed by another, lighter one, as if to remind them both that he was hers. Mack sighed and suddenly realized his eyes were closed and he was falling asleep. He jerked himself up violently, resulting in his head banging against the roof of the car. He yawned, and knew that if he was going to keep watch he couldn't stay sitting like that. So he got out of the car and began pacing up and down along the road. He checked on the others and found they were all resting, which disappointed him a little as he would have liked some company.

      His eyes had adjusted to the dim light so he could make out rudimentary shapes, such as other cars. As he paced along he thought about this road and how, just recently, it would have been filled with people driving to and from the city. Yet now it was barren and deserted. Just as he thought he was alone with his thoughts he heard a sound from the edge of the forest, a twig snapping. His head jerked around and he peered into the darkness. From this distance the forest was a murky black, and it was difficult to differentiate the trees from anything else. At some points he thought he saw something moving, but moments later he wasn't sure. He crept forward slowly, figuring it was probably just some animal, but one never could be too careful. The closer he got to the edge of the forest the easier it was to see the gaps in between the trees, but he was still reluctant to enter just in case it was a trap.

      Although he had been careful to watch their backs, it was possible that people from Mr. Smith's group, or some as yet unknown party, had followed them. He looked back at the cars but didn't see anyone swarming around them. So he decided to venture farther into the forest, keeping his ears strained to listen for any more noises.

      Another twig snapped! And then there was the rustling of something moving through the leaves. It was to his right, so he changed direction. Mack moved carefully forward, watching his step as he didn't want to give any clues to his position. He was sure this mystery person was keeping his ears peeled, just as Mack was.

      Mack kept his breath low and made sure to check back to keep the road in the same position at his side. The last thing he wanted to do was get lost in the woods in the middle of the night. At one point, he heard a cough. This made the hair on the back of his neck stiffen, and a chill ran down his spine. It was definitely a person, and whether it was friend or foe had yet to be determined.

      Mack's body went into fight-or-flight mode. He could feel the adrenaline rushing through his body as his senses heightened and he became more aware of his surroundings. There was another cough and then more rustling. Mack tilted his head to try pinpointing the direction from which the noise had originated. He turned slowly, stepping silently as he approached a bush. He had heard only one person. So it was likely another lonely wanderer, and, hopefully, he wouldn't have to use any kind of force. But he had to keep in mind that there was a mental hospital and a prison in the area, so it was possible this was a first encounter with an escapee from one of those institutions.

      Mack weighed his options. He could dive into the bush and drag out whomever was in there, then frighten them into submission before figuring out what they were doing there. This was risky as it was diving into the unknown and he didn't know what kind of weapons this person had, if any. He could wait for them to emerge, as they certainly couldn't stay in that bush all night. But at some point Mack wanted to get some sleep, and if he returned to the car to switch with someone else the person may move, and Mack never would know who it was.

      The only other thing to do was to call out and try making contact with this person. Yet that would give away Mack's position, and if they were hostile it would leave him in a vulnerable place. However, it seemed the best way to give him a chance at connecting with this person, so he whispered hello. There was no response. He tried it again, this time a little louder, and followed it up by saying his name.

      This time there was another cough, followed by what sounded like a sob.

      “Come on out, it's okay, I just want to talk,” Mack said in a soft, soothing voice.

      The leaves on the bushes rustled once more and he braced himself for whatever emerged, ready to defend himself if necessary. However, when he saw what came out of the bushes he instantly relaxed, and his heart almost broke in two. What he saw in front of him was a child in rags, a thin, gaunt body that was covered in dirt, carrying a stained teddy bear. The child could have been no more than six or seven years old. Mack was surprised he could be alive after all this time, for it was evident he had been in these woods for a while.

      “Hey buddy, are you lost? Do you have any parents around, or anyone looking after you?” he asked, but the little boy didn't respond.

      Mack tried a few other things, but either the boy was incapable of talking or he simply didn't want to do so. Mack imagined what it must have been like from a child's perspective. The effects from the EMP were difficult enough to understand as an adult, to a child it must have been utterly confusing. Since talking wasn't working Mack dug into his back pocket and pulled out a piece of beef jerky that he had been chewing on while he had been on watch. It wasn't exactly the healthiest midnight snack and he would apologize to the boy's parents if he ever found them, but the kid obviously was starving. As Mack offered the food the boy looked at it with suspicion, then darted forward and snatched it from Mack's hand, returning to a safe distance as he nibbled and tore at it with his teeth.

      “That's better,” Mack said, “I have more with my friends if you want to come with me, and maybe you can tell me your name and where you're from?” he asked.

      But, again, the boy only looked at him. Mack stayed there until the beef jerky was all gone, and the boy held out his hands for more. Mack shook his head but pointed to the cars and repeated that he had more food there. He stepped away, and the boy followed him, although he stopped whenever Mack looked back. Mack couldn't help but laugh as he made his way back to the cars and saw the boy looking at him with curiosity. Mack went to his own backpack and pulled out some food, and the boy's ravenous hunger ensured that it did not last long. Mack watched him eat with pity. It was hard enough to survive for himself, he couldn't imagine how this boy would be able to hunt and forage without guidance. Somehow he had survived this long, but how much longer could he possibly last?

      When only one morsel remained, the boy looked at it. He scampered up to Mack and offered him the last piece of food, which warmed Mack's heart and almost brought a tear to his eye. In that moment, even though he knew taking care of a child was a difficult and dangerous task in such a world, he realized he had to make sure this kid was safe. In the morning, he would try finding the boy's parents. Although from the look of him, Mack surmised this kid had been on his own for a while. He also assumed his silence was a result of some trauma. Perhaps it was the only way he could deal with the world at the moment.

      Mack gave him some water and then went to get a blanket so he could stay warm, but when he returned the boy had disappeared without a trace. Mack ran back into the woods to try finding him. He called out for the boy. He offered more food, but the boy did not return. Mack's heart was heavy with sorrow, for he was sure the boy would be a casualty of the wilderness.

      Feeling glum, he thought of the child that he and Anna were planning to have. Now he thought perhaps it was for the best that they had not been pregnant earlier as this world was not the best environment for a child to grow up in. But his gaze lingered to the woods and that child with the stained teddy bear would stay on his mind for a long while.

      A few moments later Saul rose and placed a hand on Mack's back, letting him know that he was ready to take the second shift of the night watch.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      Mack sighed and nodded. “Yeah, everything's fine. Just...just keep an eye out. I'll see you in the morning.” And with that Mack returned to the car and tried getting some sleep, attempting to find some source of light in the gloom of the apocalypse.
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      The following morning the group awoke. Grace had taken the last shift, so she greeted them all as the sun rose. They soon gathered their packs and started making their way up the road toward the city. Before they left, however, Grace noticed how often Mack was staring into the woods. She asked him if everything was okay, but he replied with a neutral comment.

      He decided that knowing about the child only would cause them to get depressed. While part of him considered searching for the child he knew it would take time that they did not have to waste. Even if they spent days searching the area there still was no guarantee they would be able to find him. No, he would have to leave the boy to his own fate and hope that fortune protected him.

      There was still a fair way to walk to the city, and now that they didn't have the shade of the trees the sun beat down on them relentlessly, making them more tired. Mack had to remind them to drink their water sparingly, for he did not want to take time out of their journey to return to the river. Without that body of water in close proximity there was no telling if they would find another source of water before they reached the city. While they walked along Mack had the child of the previous night on his mind. He continually glanced to the forest to see if there was any sign of him, or anyone else.

      There must have been many children in the same situation and his heart went out to how lost they must feel. Society had crumbled and there were so many people who had slipped through the cracks; with everyone so focused on their own survival who was out there looking after the people who were truly in need? The sick, the elderly, the young. They all were going to be left alone and most of them wouldn't survive.

      Mack had noticed an attitude that had become more prevalent in modern society; that the world was becoming over-populated and natural selection should take more of a role in keeping the population under control. There had been a surprising number of people talking about how, in years past, most people today would not be alive. Advances in health care and general quality of life ensured that people were living longer, and some people saw this as a bad thing. They wanted a cull, as though somehow this many people were diluting the gene pool. Mack never could understand this attitude. He wanted as many people to live as possible, for living was the only thing that people had. There was nothing else. And to want some sort of a cull so that only the fittest would survive was an expression of the ugliest parts of human nature.

      But now it seemed as though the world was undergoing such a thing, that humans would die off in the millions because of simple things like no central heating, or diabetics not being able to get their hands on insulin. Children who weren't cared for eventually would wink out of existence and the whole thing made Mack sad. If it had been a world power who had caused this it was the worst act in human history, even outstripping the Nazi horrors.

      They kept an eye out for other signs of life, but there were none. Occasionally they saw some equipment lying around, like abandoned tools and containers, and, of course, there were still cars at the side of the road. Animals scurried near the forest edge as well, such as foxes and raccoons, and one of those would become their dinner. Grace and Luis still walked behind Saul and Mack, and to Luis' relief, Grace seemed to have forgiven him for whatever he had said that had set her on edge, which he was still not sure about. For Grace's part, she had decided to leave it be, as she did not want to explain to Luis why she had been so defensive of people in jail. Only she and Mack knew her secret, and that was the way she wanted it to stay for the foreseeable future.

      The four of them walked on in silence and the hours seemed to drag. Although they were glad to be safe they were hoping that, at some point, they would come across some horses or other animals that would be a better mode of transportation. Walking was taking too long, and if Mack ever wanted to make it back to Anna, he would have to find some way of making it across the country. The idea of getting a boat wasn't a bad idea, but they would have to make their way to the coast and then work down. Even if they made it to the coast there was no guarantee they would find an available boat. Although Mack had many skills, building a seafaring vessel was not one of them.

      The bodies they came across seemed to have died of exhaustion. Most of them were laying in cars, and Mack assumed that they had ran out of water and died of dehydration; probably wondering what they were going to do to survive. It was a sad fact, but he imagined many people probably committed suicide rather than trying to make a go of it in the new world, simply because it was too hard a thing to face.

      “This is when I'd usually be scared of them turning into a zombie,” Luis said as he approached the cars and peered in through the window. It was always strange to see the calm, final expression on someone's face, their eyes staring into an infinite nothingness as everything that they ever were, all their hopes and memories and dreams, were gone from the Earth.

      “The only thing to be scared of is the living,” Saul said grimly as he searched the bodies and scavenged whatever useful items they had, usually things like matches and knives. One car even had a packet of condoms and Saul waved them with a lascivious grin on his face. Grace rolled her eyes at this gesture.

      “Do you have to do that all the time?” Mack said, still thinking of that little boy, hating the idea of coming across his limp, lifeless body staring up at the sky.

      Somehow it was easy to forget these bodies once had been people just like the four of them, with their own lives and personalities. Just because they hadn't made it, it didn't give them the right to just loot their corpses. There had been so much tradition throughout human history when it came to death that it was almost a shame that those rites had been lost. It meant there were no final words or amazing graces. They would just pass by these bodies and leave them where they lay.

      “It's not like they're going to need them anymore. Leaving it would just be a waste,” Saul replied.

      “You could at least show some respect.”

      “I respect the fact that I'm living and I don't want to turn out like these,” Saul said, and didn't stop what he was doing. Mack didn't argue any further and walked on up ahead. Grace skipped ahead and joined him.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I just, I hate feeling like we're losing our humanity. I don't want to get used to seeing all these dead bodies and just walking by them like they're nothing.”

      “I don't either, but you know we can't spend all our time digging graves or having funerals.”

      “I know, but I think about the people on the plane, and the soldiers at the bunker and I just think...I mean, we all have ideas of how we'd like to be treated when we die. It seems so wrong to leave them out in the world. Maybe we are just like animals,” he said in a grave tone.

      “You know that's not true. If we were like animals then we wouldn't even care about things like this. And don't let Saul get to you. Part of me thinks he's doing this just to rile you up.”

      “Yeah, I know. What do you make of him so far?”

      “I was about to ask you the same question. You are the best judge of character around here.”

      Mack smiled. “It's not like my powers are flawless. I think he could be an asset, and he certainly knows how to survive, but I'm not sure that he'd ever put the group before himself. And I still get the feeling he's hiding something.”

      “You don't think he was telling us the truth about what happened before?”

      “I don't know yet, but it's just a feeling I get. I can't explain it. It's the same feeling I used to get whenever I was interrogating someone and they were giving all the right answers but there was just something nagging at me. Maybe I'm over-thinking it. It's not exactly like these are ideal conditions.”

      “Certainly not. But are they ever going to be? Do you have a plan for when we get to the city?”

      “Find some more people, see if there's some sort of organized community there. I'm hoping the people in charge in city hall managed to maintain some sort of order. If we can meet up with them we can try to find out more information about the rest of the country.”

      “But what if there were riots and people went crazy?”

      “Then I guess we'll have to keep our eyes peeled and be careful.”

      “And what about after the city? What then?” Grace asked, a sense of urgency creeping into her voice.

      “I don't know. I haven't thought that far ahead. I thought we agreed to take it one day at a time?”

      “We did, but I don't know what's going to happen and I hate it. I'm just...I'm worried that we're trying to get to the city because we think there's going to be something there that we can use and it's not going to be what we think it is. And then what? Do we just keep moving until we find the right place? What if there's nothing out there for us? What if we never find what we're looking for? I know you want to find your wife, and I want to help you, but I don't know what I'm looking for. I don't know at what point I'll be able to look around and say 'Okay, I'm happy now.' Do you know what I mean? Are we ever actually going to be able to have a life again?”

      “It'll be okay, Grace. I know that things don't look good right now, but eventually things will get better and we'll find humanity again. Somewhere in this country it's out there, and I'm not going to rest until we've found people like ourselves.” Yet even he was doubting the chances of that happening.

      The longer the days went on the more he began questioning his own ideals and if anyone else shared them. In his mind's eye, he could visualize coming upon the city and being welcomed at the gates. They would be taken into a room and told the people had come together to make the city a safe haven for all those who traveled there, and they were working on contacting nearby settlements to create a trade network and rebuild civilization. But that was just a dream. Equally viable was the possibility that the city would be in ruins, buildings crumbling and windows smashed, with people scared to even walk the streets for fear of being attacked. There were two sides to human nature and only one of them could come out on top. Which one would it be?

      While they walked along the road they often took turns at the head of the line, although most frequently it was Mack and Saul taking the lead. While Grace and Mack were talking, Saul hissed at them to stop and held out his hand. They crouched down and ran to the side of the road where they hid in the tall grass. Saul raised his finger to his lips and then pointed down the road. Mack looked in the direction Saul was pointing and saw four bikes being guarded by just one person, who was looking idly in the opposite direction. There were no signs of the other people yet. The guard was leaning against a tree, his gaze drifting slowly from side to side. Mostly he was looking up at the sky, and didn't seem to be anticipating anyone coming up to him.
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      “It's them,” Saul said in a low voice.

      “What do you mean? They're a part of the group?!” Luis asked, his tone anxious. Saul nodded solemnly.

      “They are indeed. If we can get those bikes it'll make getting to the city so much easier,” Saul said.

      “But it'll also mean we piss them off. I don't want to go starting a fight if we can help it,” Mack said.

      “Trust me, if they see us they'll be the one starting the fight. Better to strike now and ride away. They won't be able to catch us. I can sneak up on the guard and take him out, then you all can run forward. We'll be gone before the others get back, but we have to move quickly. You wanted a new mode of transportation, this is it.”

      Mack thought about the proposition for a few moments before he made up his mind. “No, I can't allow it. You've already warned us to stay away from them and I don't want to provoke them. The last thing we need is for them to be hunting us for stealing from them. Right now, we haven't done anything against them, so they should have no quarrel with us, and I'd like to keep it that way. We'll stay to the edge and creep past them, leave them to whatever it is they're doing.”

      Saul stared at him with a dumbfounded look on his face.

      “You'd really pass up an opportunity like this?”

      “You were the one who told us to stay out of their way!” Mack said, trying to keep his voice quiet so they would not attract the attention of the lookout.

      “I told you not to attack the main camp, but when they are just a few people like this? It's fair game. You know what that group does, don't you want to get back at them?”

      “To what end? It'll only cause greater violence. I'd rather just leave them be and move on, that's the smart thing to do.”

      “You smart folks always end up doing nothing when action is required. I told you I wasn't going to be your lackey. I don't take orders from you and I want to get those sons of bitches back for what they did to me.”

      Before Mack could say anything else, Saul rose and ran across the road again, getting hidden before the lookout could see him. Mack rolled his eyes and gestured wildly for Saul to come back, but the grizzled old man refused to oblige. Grace, Mack, and Luis only could watch as Saul made his way forward, getting ever closer to the lookout, with a hungry look in his eyes, the look of revenge. Saul moved with great agility and grace, surprising for a man with his large frame. Although Mack didn't agree with his actions he couldn't help but be impressed with the way he was carrying them out. Now he had a feeling about what had made him suspicious of Saul; that he was out for revenge, and would put others in harm’s way for the sake of his own desires.

      Mack quickly glanced at Grace and Luis. He felt responsible for them and didn't want them to suffer because of Saul's recklessness. However, Saul managed to move forward, and by the time the lookout became aware of his presence it was too late. Saul subdued him. With a triumphant smile, he raised a fist above his head and waved the others to him. The trio exchanged glances. While Mack didn't condone Saul's actions he had to admit that having bikes was going to be a good advantage. If the group wasn't aware that they were responsible, well, it would be one to chalk up to the good guys.

      “I guess we might as well--” Mack began, but his sentence was cut short as the other members of the group emerged from the trees and surrounded Saul.

      They had seen him signaling and quickly jumped on him, beating him fiercely. While Saul was strong and had the heart of a lion, he was no match for the three men. He quickly was brought to his knees after a flurry of savage blows. Mack winced with every one and wished that they could help, but by the time he ran up he would have been in no better position, and he wanted to do everything he could to protect Grace and Luis. The men who attacked Saul were dressed in attire very similar to his and looked weary, as though the world had taken its toll on them. There was one who seemed to be the leader. He brushed his jacket aside and drew his gun, then pointed it at Saul's skull. Saul moved his eyes up and scowled.

      “We know you're out there,” the leader called out.

      “He was signaling to somebody. If you don't come out, I'll put a bullet in this man's brain.”

      “We can't go out there, they'll kill us!” Luis said.

      “If we don't go out they're just going to come looking for us, or they'll wait until we have to leave. We can't stay here forever,” Grace said.

      Mack thought about their words as he stared at the man holding a gun to Saul's head, and inwardly he cursed Saul for going against his orders.

      “It was his choice, though. Mack tried to tell him to stay. He got himself in this mess. We shouldn't have to clean it up for him,” Luis replied, clearly frightened by the prospect of being at odds with these men.

      Mack couldn't blame him. They had passed so many dead bodies that a few more wouldn't make much of a difference, and despite Saul having taken matters into his own hands Mack was not prepared to hang him out to dry. He already had saved his life once and he was not going to let that act be in vain. The world was going to need people to stick up for each other and to work together to overcome impossible odds. Saul could be a lone wolf all he liked, but as long as he was traveling with Mack and the others, Mack wasn't going to try convincing him there was another way.

      So, much to the surprise of Grace and Luis, who still were bickering about what to do, Mack stood up in plain sight.
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      As soon as Mack stood up Saul's head fell, disappointed that Mack would give himself up for Saul's sake. The leader grinned and gestured with his gun for the other two to bring them closer. He placed the gun back in its holster and ordered Saul to stay down, otherwise there would be much more pain to come. He called down to the lookout, who just was stirring. The younger man moaned and murmured something unintelligible as he pushed himself up and rubbed his head. When he realized what had happened he glared at Saul.

      “You're going to pay for this,” he said. The leader told him to be patient.

      Mack told Grace and Luis to stand up and that everything would be alright, although he couldn't blame them if they didn't believe him. The two men came forward, both of them looking at Grace with lust in their eyes. So she stepped a little closer to Mack. They didn't look too kindly on Luis either. They grabbed the three of them roughly and pushed them forward, bringing them back to their leader. The four members of the group now were standing in front of the bikes. The youngest member, who Mack estimated to be in his late twenties, was rubbing his head and scowling toward Saul. The two who had collected them had their hands resting on their guns, while the leader of this little band was the calmest of all. He looked at them each in turn and had his hands clasped behind his back, while Saul remained on his knees.

      “Well, well, well, just when you think the day is going to be uneventful people like you show up and make it all worthwhile. And Saul, I really didn't expect to see you again. I thought you'd used up all of your nine lives.”

      “What do you want with us?” Mack asked, not in the mood for someone to lecture him. The leader pursed his lips and sized up Mack, walking forward a little to get a closer look at the man.

      “I'm surprised Saul managed to find some friends. He was never the sociable type.”

      “Are you Mr. Smith?” Mack asked. The other men laughed raucously.

      “No, our esteemed leader does not leave the compound unless it's absolutely required. I am one of his lieutenants, though. My name is James. It's a pleasure to meet you, although it's a shame it has to be under such circumstances. Now, why exactly were you going to steal our bikes? It's not a very nice thing to do, and you'd be leaving us all by ourselves. We very well could have died out here, it is such an inhospitable world.”

      “It was a mistake, and I apologize for that,” Mack said, glaring at Saul as he added, “nothing like that ever will happen again. If you would just allow us to continue on our way we can forget this ever happened.”

      “That's going to be a bit of a problem,” James said, “because we don't take kindly to people taking what's ours. And more's the point, Saul here is supposed to be, well, I'm sure he's told you, but he's supposed to be dead. What kind of a person would I be if I went back to camp and had to tell our leader that, not only did I let some people leave without being punished for their crimes, but that I let Saul leave, too? I can tell you I wouldn't be the most popular man in camp.”

      “We don't want any trouble with you. We're on our way to the city. We're just trying to make our way in this world.”

      “And you won't get any trouble from us, as long as you do as we say. The thing is, we've already had trouble from you and we just can't abide by that. Who knows what other trouble you'll wreak if we let you go? We have a responsibility to keep criminals in line. After all, in a world without laws we all have to take up the mantle of the police. As a result, we're going to have to take you back to our little camp. We'll decide what to do with you there. Billy, cycle ahead and see if you can get a wagon to meet us so we can transport these people back quickly.” One of the men jumped on a bike and disappeared into the forest.

      His words were extremely rich and Mack already disliked the man, but he could do nothing other than listen. Any attempt to fight would have ended in their deaths. So it was that Mack had to surrender and be led away back into the forest, away from the city, making all their progress seem pointless. James and the two remaining men pulled out bits of cloth and blindfolded the four of them before they walked away, which made it harder to walk. Mack could hear Grace curse as she stumbled over obstacles on the ground. Their supplies and weapons had been taken from them as well.

      Mack tried to listen for any distinguishing sounds, and he hoped James would drop some valuable piece of information while talking with his companions, but alas, there was nothing to be gleaned from them.

      Eventually, Mack heard more voices as the group met with more allies. Mack and the others were unceremoniously pushed into the back of a wagon, still with their blindfolds tied firmly around their heads and their arms restrained behind their backs. Mack decided to remain silent as he was sure his enemies were going to listen to anything he said, too. He didn't want to give them any clues as to the dynamics of the group. The wagon ran over bumpy roads, and since they couldn't see what was coming, they had no idea when to brace themselves. So they often were caught unaware, and suffered numerous uncomfortable bumps and bruises.

      The journey took the better part of the day. Mack dreaded to think how long it would have taken them had they had to walk all the way back. Having a wagon was certainly a benefit in this new world. It was no wonder Mr. Smith had managed to build a swift and strong base when he had such modes of transportation available. Mack was intrigued to meet this man at last, very intrigued indeed.

      The wagon eventually stopped. Mack and the others were pulled down from the wagon and they walked a little further on. The smell of cooking meat greeted them, as well as the sound of the hustle and bustle of a community. It was a sound that Mack had not been sure he ever would hear again as it was rare to come across such a large group of people, even if most of them were a little on the barbaric side. When their blindfolds finally were removed, Mack was able to look out at the community, and found it was exactly as Saul had described. It was a mishmash of huts and tents, and a variety of people mingled. Many of them looked at the new arrivals; some with pity in their eyes, others with a vicious glee.

      As they were led through the camp Mack made note of what he could see. There were people with guns guarding certain tents, and Mack assumed these were where the supplies were kept. There was a paddock where horses were kept, but these were the only animals Mack could see. He assumed they were kept there as transportation, and that this group had no intention of breeding animals and using them as food, at least not just yet. That made sense when they had people like Willie to do all that for them.

      Small fires were dotted around the camp as people broke up into smaller groups. Many of them looked malnourished. The distinction between those individuals Mr. Smith trusted and those he just used was clear. In the middle of camp was a large, crackling bonfire, and as they walked closer to it Mack could smell the ash and feel the heat on his skin. They were moved so quickly Mack didn't have the chance to listen in on any conversations. So he could pick up only snippets of words, and none of them were enough to give him any more insight than he already had.

      Eventually they were thrown into a tent and outside they heard someone being ordered to guard them.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Mack yelled, rounding on Saul as soon as they were alone.

      Grace and Luis looked accusingly at the newcomer as well. “I told you not to try anything stupid, and now look at us. We're exactly where you didn't want to be.”

      “I never told you to come and be a hero. You could have left me to die,” Saul said.

      “If you've learned anything about me over the last few days then you should know that I wasn't going to do that. You should have listened to me. It wasn't the smart call.”

      “Maybe it wasn't, but you people have been going on about the city all this time. I thought I'd try helping you out. You saved my life. I wanted to repay you and I thought if I could get you those bikes it might go some way to making up for it. You should have left me to rot. These people know me, they didn't know you were there. You could have escaped and carried on your way.”

      “And what? Always be thinking about how we had left you to die? No, thank you,” Mack said, and the others agreed.

      After the initial outburst of tension things settled somewhat, although Saul decided it was best if he stayed quiet for a little while. They were discussing their plan of action when the tent flap opened and a young man, a teenager who could be no more than eighteen, entered and set down a tray that had meat and water.

      “Thank you,” Mack said as the teenager set down the tray.

      “I'm Mack, can you tell us your name?” he asked. The boy glanced at him quickly then looked away. His eyes quickly drifted over to Luis and Grace, but he never looked at Saul.

      “Would you be able to tell me how long we're going to be kept here?” Mack said, hoping that enough questions would open the boy's mouth.

      “I'm not allowed to talk to you,” he said, his voice quavering.

      “It's okay, I don't want to get you into trouble,” Mack said, offering a smile before the boy left the tent. As soon as they were alone again Mack turned to Saul.

      “There has to be a way out of here. How do we escape?” he asked.

      “Weren't you listening when I told you earlier?” Saul said as he stretched out his limbs and lay on the ground, placing his hands under his head. “The only way anyone gets out of here is to die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      None of them expected to stay in captivity for very long, especially not Saul. So they were surprised when, after a few days, they were still in the tent. The tent was big enough for them to stand up and walk around, but after a few days it was feeling increasingly small.

      “At least let us out for a walk! I know that you can hear us!” Grace yelled out to the guards, although there was no response. There never was.

      “I didn't think I'd be lasting this long,” Saul said, unsure why Mr. Smith had not killed him yet, after all the trouble he had put him through. Luis was unusually quiet, this being his second time in captivity, while Mack steeled himself and reminded the others to try staying calm.

      “I know it's difficult, but try to not let it get to you. This is exactly the kind of thing they want to happen. They're trying to get in our heads right now. I've seen enough of this to know what's happening.”

      His words didn't have the effect he intended, and tension only rose among the four of them. Even though he had employed these kinds of techniques himself during his career, even he was not immune to them. He was frustrated they had lost days' worth of progress by being brought back here. If this was a sign of things to come then he never would make it back to Anna, or even out of these forsaken forests. But there was still hope.

      The same young guard came to give them their meals every day. Mack continued working on him, trying to form a bond that he could exploit at a future date. The guard was still reticent to talk with Mack about most things, but Mack didn't let that stop him. Eventually Mack learned that his name was Steve. Mack made sure to thank Steve whenever he brought them their meals or took their dirty plates away. He instructed the others to do the same, which baffled them.

      “Why should I thank him?” Saul said in his usual gruff tone.

      “I don't know why you waste time talking to him anyway. He's just a runt and he doesn't have any say in the workings of this place.”

      “That runt, as you so nicely call him, is the only person we've had contact with and if we're going to get anywhere we're going to need his help. When you thank someone, they feel good. If you make someone feel good, they're going to think well of you. It's simple psychology.”

      From that point on all of them thanked Steve effusively whenever he did anything for them. In time it paid off, for one day Mack complained of an ache and asked Steve if he could be taken out for a walk so he could stretch his legs. It took a few moments, but eventually Steve allowed it. Mack winked at the others as he left the tent.

      “Well I'll be damned,” Saul said.

      Now that he was out and could see the camp in the daylight Mack was not pleased with what he saw. The population was mostly made up of normal people and they were hard at work, tending to the buildings and other equipment. In the distance, he could hear loud laughter. It was clear the people who had the power were not putting in the work.

      Mack tried to make eye contact with some of the prisoners but they rarely looked up, and it was a sad sight to see how demoralized they were. Steve stood close by as he escorted Mack around the camp. Mack tried talking with him more to get more information, but this time Steve remained tight-lipped. Mack noticed he was casting furtive glances around, and concluded that the young man was afraid of being caught by his superiors.

      “Don't worry, Steve, I'm not going to try doing anything stupid. You're the one with the gun, remember?” Mack said.

      Steve tightened his grip on the gun, almost as though he had forgotten it was there. Mack remembered what Saul had said about Mr. Smith giving power to some people just to keep their families in line, and he imagined Steve was one such person.

      “Are your parents guards here, too?” Mack asked. Steve stumbled, the question catching him off-guard.

      “No, they're not. How did you know my parents were here?”

      “I had a feeling. Are they proud of you for having such a high position?”

      “I...I don't really know. I haven't thought about it.”

      “How did you find this place?”

      “We were just...We were scared, and these men came and said they had a sanctuary for people. So we came and it was this place.”

      “Do you like it here?”

      “I like it better than out there.”

      “You know we haven't done anything wrong, don't you? And keeping people prisoner like this isn't right,” Mack said.

      Steve looked away and chewed his bottom lip, but before he could say anything the man they had met at Willie's farm came up to them. Mack straightened his back and looked the man in the eye. Steve had the opposite reaction, and knew that he was in trouble.

      “Had a feeling I'd be seeing you again. Heard that they captured you, and brought Saul back, too. Have to admit I wanted to be the one to bring you in. We don't like troublemakers around here,” the man said.

      “So I've heard,” Mack replied. “You know, I never did catch your name back at the farm.”

      The man smiled, and still didn't offer his name. Steve seemed surprised that the two of them had encountered each other before. The man with no name turned his attention to the young guard.

      “Now then, I thought you were under strict orders to keep these prisoners in the tent. You weren't supposed to take him on a tour of the camp. They're very dangerous and you would be wise to do your duty. Don't get caught up in whatever he's been telling you. This man has a silver tongue and he'll try convincing you to do anything. Go take him back and I won't tell anyone about this, but if it happens again then you and I will have to have words. I might even have to take it to Mr. Smith.”

      The mere mention of Mr. Smith's name was enough to strike fear into Steve's heart. He quickly agreed, directing Mack back to the tent. Although Mack tried to speak to him some more Steve was not responsive.

      On the way back, Mack tried making note of where everything was in the camp as he wasn't sure when he would get another chance to see it. By now he pretty much had figured out where the weapons were being kept. His tactical mind already was working on a plan, because he didn't plan on staying there forever, and dying was out of the question.

      Later in the day somebody came into their tent and informed them they would be dining with the leader that night. Saul was not enthralled with that proposition, but Mack was glad finally to get to meet Mr. Smith face-to-face. He had heard so much about this man that it would be interesting to see how he matched up to the myth. Before they left for dinner Mack went up to Saul.

      “You're the only one who has been here before. Is there anything you can tell me that will help me? Anything that you haven't mentioned already?”

      Saul turned to him and looked at him with bloodshot eyes. “He's an evil man, and I wouldn't believe anything he says.” And that was all Saul could offer.

      In time the four of them were collected from the tent and led through the camp, past the horses, into one of the recently built huts. Inside the hut was a table with six chairs surrounding it, although only five of them would be used on this particular night. They were escorted by people who Mack had not met before, but they all treated Saul with scorn. It was clear he had not been lying about his reputation. Grace and Luis were scared, so they stuck close to Mack. While they were being escorted they did not have an opportunity to talk. However, the escorts left them standing inside the hut and there they waited.

      Fine china and food were laid out upon the table. It looked to be roast chicken with all the trimmings. It was the finest meal they had seen since the farm, and was unusual in such a place. The table didn't seem to fit either, and evidently had been appropriated from another source. The chairs did not quite match the table, so it gave a pretense of elegance; an illusion. Luis walked up to the table, enchanted by the delicious smell of food.

      “Is this another trap?” he asked.

      “I don't know, but go carefully,” Mack said as he examined the bare walls.

      While Mack, Luis, and Grace remained standing, still wary of what may happen, Saul pulled out a chair and planted himself in it, folding his arms across his chest and looking thoroughly miserable. After a few minutes, they heard the tent flap being pulled back and a man entered. He was smaller than Mack had envisaged, but he had a quiet confidence about him. He moved as smoothly as a snake and his silver hair was almost white. His eyes were gray and he wore a suit, from which he pulled out a pocket watch and glanced at the time.

      “I'm sorry I'm a little late,” he said in a clipped voice, “but you must understand running a place like this does sometimes lead to unforeseen events. Please, have a seat, but first I must say it is an honor to meet you, Mack. I've heard a lot about you.” Mr. Smith walked forward and held out his hand. As Mack clasped it Mr. Smith placed his other hand above Mack's, and gripped his hand tightly.

      “The pleasure is mine, I'm sure,” Mack said as he pulled out a seat, and quickly nodded to Grace and Luis to do the same. Mr. Smith took his seat at the head of the table and pulled out a napkin, laying it on his lap as he picked up a knife and fork.

      “It's such a delight to be sitting down and sharing this meal with you. I do enjoy meeting new people, especially when we have so much in common. It seems as though we've been bumping into each other all over the place without ever having had the chance to talk. So here's to you,” he said, raising his glass.

      “Mack, Luis, Grace,” he said, looking at them each in turn, “and Saul, who I have missed so dearly. You know, I fear that the last time we were together I let anger get the better of me. So I'm glad you managed to find your way to safety and back here to where you belong.”

      “I don't belong here and you know it,” Saul snapped. Mr. Smith blinked and his mouth tightened.

      “Now, now, let's not get into that again...brother.”

      Mack's eyes widened and everyone looked at Saul, who sat with the same expression on his face. Mr. Smith chuckled. “Oh, I see you have some explaining to do,” he said, and sipped his wine while looking amused.
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      Mr. Smith just had revealed to the group that he was Saul's brother. Mack, Luis, and Grace all turned to stare at Saul, dumbfounded. There were so many questions they wanted to ask Saul, but this wasn't the time or the place. They were being held against their will in the camp, and despite the china plates, the comfortable chairs, and the well-prepared food, this was still a prison and none of them wanted to be there. Least of all Saul, who had sunk so low into his chair he almost had disappeared under the table. His arms were folded and his eyes were locked on the plate in front of him, as though he could force the rest of the world away with his willpower alone.

      Mack was stunned by this revelation. Ever since he had met Saul, Mack had the impression that the big man was hiding something. Yet, he never would have guessed that it was this, and he didn't know why Saul hadn't told them about it in the first place. The nature of their relationship could have huge ramifications for them all, and it once again painted Saul in a selfish light, as a man who was out only for himself. This saddened Mack because he thought their short time together would have changed him for the better.

      Quickly, Mack had to adjust everything he knew about Mr. Smith to fit into this new context. Previously, Saul had painted himself as a simple man who had found this group by accident and only joined them as they offered safety, but clearly there was much more to it than that. Saul had to have been one of the group’s founding members, and would have known about Mr. Smith's methods from the start. Moreover, it meant the horrible treatment Saul received had been from his own brother. So Mr. Smith was the kind of man who was willing to beat and drown his brother to death. This wasn't a man with whom Mack could have a civil conversation.

      The man who presented himself in front of Mack and the others did not seem the type to carry out those heinous deeds, although Mack was all too aware that darkness often lurked behind people's eyes. There was something unsettling about Mr. Smith, something little, like how his voice was pitched a little bit too high, or how his eyes maintained contact for a little bit too long. Here was the man who had been responsible for killing all the soldiers at the military bunker, for threatening Willie, and who knew how many others, to provide his camp with food. Here was the man who had been responsible for keeping people against their will and inducting the vulnerable ones into his army to make them a part of his reign of terror. It took all the energy Mack had to not erupt with anger and throttle this man, who was sitting mere feet away from him on the other side of the table.

      There were no guards in this room. Mack knew this had been deliberate on Mr. Smith's part, to show he was not afraid of Mack or the others. Taking a life was never an easy thing, but sometimes it was necessary to rid the world of a blight. This had been drilled into him through years of military training. Now he was wondering if it was worth killing Mr. Smith here and now. It would be a grand miscalculation on Mr. Smith's part if Mack did indeed jump over the table and snap his neck, but Mack had other things to consider, such as the time it would take for the guards to enter at the first sign of trouble, and how well they could aim their guns. Even if Mack was successful, there was no guarantee they would be able to make it out of the camp alive. Mr. Smith's army most likely would just start killing off the prisoners if they tried to escape. It wasn't just one man's life Mack had to think about, it was everyone's in that camp. The price of killing Mr. Smith was too high. For now.

      Mr. Smith spoke slowly and carefully, as though he had spent a long time training his voice to be neutral and without any hint of an accent. He took his knife and fork in his hands and gestured for the others to begin. In these sorts of situations, Mack ordinarily would have refused the meal, but that was the old world. This was the new, and none of them knew if they ever would get this kind of meal again. So Mack picked up his utensils as well and began eating. The others followed his lead. The meat was tender, the vegetables were crunchy, and the potatoes were fluffy inside. Mack didn't want to think anything good about Mr. Smith, but this meal was damn fine. Saul finally leaned forward and hunched over the table as he picked up a fork in his right hand and began shoveling food into his mouth. Mr. Smith gave him a withering glance and shook his head.

      Mr. Smith dabbed the corners of his mouth with his napkin frequently. While they remained silent Mack observed Mr. Smith with covert glances. Every move the man made and every word he said seemed deliberate and considered. If Mack had to use one word to describe the man so far it would be calculated, so everything he did had to be for a reason. He told them he was Saul's brother. Why? Perhaps to cause dissension between the ranks, perhaps to see how much Saul had told them about him. Now Mack cursed himself for being so open with his surprise. Although it wouldn't have made much difference if he had remained stoic since Grace and Luis would have been unable to hide their reactions. It was clear Mr. Smith was using this dinner to find out about them. Mack wondered if this was his usual tactic when new people arrived at camp, or if they were special.

      After Mr. Smith dropped the bombshell about Saul being his brother, there had been silence and Saul had not taken the invitation to speak. Despite having been there before, he was the one who looked least comfortable at the table. After a few minutes had gone by, Mr. Smith took another sip of wine and puckered his lips.

      “I must say that I thought you all would be far better company when I invited you here to dinner. Saul, what did you tell your new friends about me?” he said.

      “Only the truth,” Saul growled, and bared his teeth at his brother.

      “Well, truth is only a matter of perspective.”

      “I think it's more due to your men pulling us off our path, putting blindfolds on us, and throwing us in a tent for days,” Mack said.

      Mr. Smith nodded slightly again, but in his eyes there was no hint of sympathy or understanding. They were cold and empty. Mack had seen those types of eyes only in the faces of the most terrible people.

      “I would remind you that you did try stealing our bikes. If you had been successful, my men would have been stranded at the edge of the forest. They didn't have enough water or equipment to guarantee their survival. They may never have made it back home. I couldn't let that go unpunished.”

      “So the beating Saul got wasn't enough?” Mack said, glancing over at Saul. The yellowed bruises only just were beginning to fade.

      “Saul is a separate issue and I'm sure there are many things he's done that he hasn't told you about. After all, if he didn't tell you we were brothers I wonder what else he's been hiding?” Saul squirmed in his seat and the other two looked over at him, but Mack wasn't going to take the bait.

      “We were on our way to the city. We weren't going to cause you any harm. You could have let us go on our way and never heard from us again.”

      “But where's the fun in that, Mack? You've already caused me trouble. That little stunt you pulled at Willie's farm wasn't smart. Luckily, they've fallen in line since then, but I don't appreciate people messing with my system. However, from what my men told me about you, and from what Willie and his family said, you strike me as an interesting man. You’re the type of man I need around here if I'm to build up this place and make it reach its potential. You said you were going to the city. I'm telling you that that was a mistake. It would have been a waste of your time and I did you a favor by bringing you here.”

      “It's never a favor to make anyone do anything against their will,” Mack said, keeping his voice as calm and as steady as Mr. Smith's.

      “Indulge me, why were you going to the city? Was it to see if there was a group of people who were working together to rebuild humanity? Was it to scavenge any useful supplies that were left in the aftermath of this apocalypse? Was it to set up a new home and have a roof over your heads in one of the abandoned houses? Was it to try searching through the city to send a message to someone, to anyone? I'm going to tell you a harsh truth now, Mack, and all of you had better listen carefully. It doesn't matter what you were going to the city for because it's all gone. It's dead.”

      “No...” Luis said.

      “Yes, my young friend. You don't think I tried to get there? Of course I did. I sent people to investigate. There's nothing there. Sure, there may be a few people still clinging to life, but I wouldn't call what they're doing living exactly. From what I can tell, losing electricity made people lose their minds. They couldn't handle it. They fell into a frenzy and most killed themselves and each other. It takes a special kind of person to adjust to these new circumstances. So I can't say I'm surprised, but to think of all those lives thrown away...it is such a shame.”

      “You couldn’t have gone through every part of the city. Somewhere there would have been someone. Maybe they needed help, or maybe they could have helped us? You can't know everything,” Mack said.

      “You're right. I can't know everything, and I'm happy to admit that I don't. After all, Socrates said only a wise man knows he knows nothing. But what I do know is the city is dead, all the cities are dead. This is a new world, Mack; I would have thought you'd have come to see that by now. What we once knew is no more. It's a great Darwinian purge. Only those who adapt will survive. Everything else will be left behind, and the new world will be built on its ashes. I don't plan on having anyone tread on me, and I don't think you do either.

      “What we used to worship is no more. All those stores have been ransacked. They were filled with worthless electronics. We no longer have movies or those godawful shows to numb our minds. We're free to think for ourselves again. We can choose our own destiny. We no longer must be shackled by what the government's ideology tells us to do! The throne and the power behind it have disappeared.

      “We're entering a new era of human discovery and I want to be at the forefront of it. I want to be there, writing down the history we're making. Every good story needs its heroes, Mack, and you can be one of them. I want you to be a part of this with me. You're a smart man. I know you can see what's happening here. Some people are narrow-minded.” As he said this he shot a glance at Saul.

      “But I can tell you are highly intelligent. Put it to good use. The city offers nothing for you. Neither does the old world. We need to change our thinking and move beyond what we once knew.”

      Up until now Mr. Smith had kept his tone entirely neutral, but as he spoke of the new world his eyes gleamed and he almost began breathing heavily. Mack took note of the fervor he showed and knew it made him dangerous. Yet for the time being, he could do nothing other than play along.

      “Tell me more about your vision of the new world, and why it's going to be so much better than the old.”

      Mr. Smith smiled with relish. Mack had the distinct feeling Mr. Smith was the type of person who loved hearing the sound of his own voice, and that he also loved lecturing people about his unique thoughts. Mack hadn't had much time to profile Mr. Smith properly.  If he had had to guess at the moment, he would have said Mr. Smith had been at odds with his upbringing. Perhaps he even went as far as despising the people and place he had come from, given the differences between him and Saul, and the way he had treated his brother, as well as the efforts he had made in cutting out his accent. He was obviously a man with ambition, a man who wanted to make something of himself in this world, and saw the apocalypse as an opportunity for improvement. Perhaps he was unfulfilled in his old life and things hadn't gone the way he had planned, and now finally people were willing to listen.

      “I'm glad you asked. In the old world we celebrated mediocrity, and I, for one, was tired of it. We had to pander to people and always think of those who might get upset. Instead of giving people first place we gave every participation trophies. Excellence was being bred out of us, creating a society of automatons who didn't know how to think or feel for themselves. You must have seen it, with the way everyone was so connected to their devices, as if they were life support machines. You had people texting and typing to each other instead of talking. Relationships became remotely communicating with someone rather than being with the actual person. Everything became easily had with one click of a button. There was no effort in life anymore, no struggle, and this was all designed so we wouldn't see what was happening right in front of our faces. The government was doing this so we wouldn't challenge them. It happened so surreptitiously that we didn't recognize it, but before we knew it we had lost our drive, and our ambition. We were ruled by the corporations, used as sacks of cash for them to live the high life, and we all were forgotten.

      “I'm telling you, whoever caused this EMP did us a favor because it gave us a chance to awaken and open our eyes. We don't have to be slaves to the machine anymore. We can live as we were meant to, to be free, and we finally can start celebrating our achievements again. I want this place to be the new outpost of the new humanity. I want to have the best of the best, and begin a new race of people where we don't settle for being average or mediocre, where merely taking part isn't enough. I want everyone to try their best in everything, to seize each day as an opportunity to improve themselves, whether it's nourishing their souls or their mind or their bodies. I don't want us to be held back by those who sought to shackle us. I want us to take humanity to the next level. Think of the strides we could make if a new human race was built on these ideals. Nobody ever would settle for being less than the sum of their parts--”

      “And what would happen if somebody didn't want to push themselves, or couldn't reach the heights expected of them? What if somebody was average?” Grace said, interrupting Mr. Smith's speech. He seemed shocked anyone would dare interrupt him before he finished saying his piece, and he blinked slowly at Grace before his mouth widened into a thin smile.

      “There will be a place for everyone in this society, but only the few who excel will be exalted. The rest shall be there to serve and perform the menial tasks needed for society to function.”

      Grace stared at him and, unlike Mack, she was unable to keep her anger in check. “You're talking about slavery, aren't you?! You talk about this as though it's some brand-new idea, but it's ancient. It's been done before. It didn't work then, and it's not going to work now. You're nothing more than a monster, and I'm not going to stand by and let you judge who is exalted is and who isn't. Who are you to judge that?” she said, and spat on her food.

      She wasn't finished. She picked up her plate and smashed it on the floor, then picked up her glass of wine, from which she had not taken a sip, and threw it against the wall. The dark red liquid looked like blood as it slowly dripped down the wall of the hut. With a frenzied look in her eyes Grace dug through the food left on the table, feeling the juice of the meat soak against her fingers, and picked up a sharp fragment.

      “I've a good mind to kill you right now,” she growled, pointing the weapon at Mr. Smith, who simply sighed and dabbed the corners of his mouth with his napkin once again. Seconds later three guards burst in and pointed guns at Grace.

      “Don't worry, men. There's no cause for alarm here. This child simply was throwing a tantrum,” Mr. Smith began, which only caused Grace to get angrier.

      “Please escort our guests back to their accommodations. Although I will be speaking more with Mack, so return for him later.”

      “Are you sure you don't want one of us to stay?” the youngest of the guards asked.

      “Thank you for your concern, but that will not be necessary. Mack is smarter than his young companions.” Mack had to watch as Grace, Luis, and Saul all were escorted roughly out of the hut, leaving him alone with Mr. Smith.

      “She's a rather passionate young woman,” Mr. Smith said, continuing to eat as though nothing had happened.

      Mack glanced down at the floor. He wondered how rare that wine was. There were people outside who would have killed for the food that now was resting on the floor, yet Mr. Smith treated it as though it was nothing.

      “And she has a point,” Mack replied.

      “What you're doing sounds eerily similar to, say, Hitler's idea of the Aryan super race, or Nietzsche's ideal of the ubermensch.”

      “Their ideologies were borne from a hatred of humanity. I simply want to cultivate the best parts of it and bring those to the fore. This is an idea that has been around since the ancient Greeks. You quote Hitler and Nietzsche, I counter with Plato and the idea of the philosopher king, a man who was raised to be better than anyone else, who was well-educated and would lead by example. You talk about the ubermensch and I give you Superman, an alien who brought all the good elements of humanity together. The compassion, the sense of justice, and of truth.

      “I only want to improve the human race, and there is a place for everyone. Your friend misinterpreted my words. Everyone can try improving themselves. I don't believe anyone is born with a limited potential. We all are masters of our own destiny. If we fight with everything we have we can excel at least in one thing, but if we are lazy and settle for being average that is when the human race suffers. That is the attitude that cannot be indulged.”

      “And is that the kind of world you're trying to set up here?”

      “Trying is the operative word there, Mack,” Mr. Smith said as he pinched the bridge of his nose.

      It was the first time he had shown Mack some sign of vulnerability, and Mack wouldn't have been surprised if this all was an act. But for the time being he would play along.

      “I am somewhat limited with the resources at my disposal. Unfortunately, I have not come across too many people who would fit the idea of excellence. I have had to make compromises to keep this place running and build it up so I can welcome new people. I want you to be one of those people, Mack, and your friends, too, if they are willing to accept the new order of things.”

      “And what of Saul?”

      “Saul is free to make his own choice,” Mr. Smith said, sipping his wine. Mack wasn't sure how to take his answer.

      “You can't blame me if I'm a little skeptical. After all, you have kept us prisoner.”

      “A sign of the times we live in, I'm afraid. Your little group has proven to be quite resourceful and I wanted to make sure you weren't going to escape before I brought you here.”

      “You know, it's kinda sad that somebody attacked our nation and managed to disrupt our way of life, and instead of Americans working together to find out who did it and to retaliate, we end up fighting among ourselves.”

      “You're working under a false premise there, Mack. There is no America anymore. We're all out for ourselves, but we can build something better than America.”

      “I refuse to believe that. I love this country, and I know it still beats in the hearts of the people.”

      “Believe what you will, but it doesn't change the state of the world. You think of everyone as Americans, but you need to remember they're people first. They're not just going to change their nature overnight. There is a place for you here, Mack. I'd like you to be a part of this, and to lead by example.

      “There's nothing else for you in this world, only the pain and suffering of being reminded of what used to be. Let go of your attachment to the world that has gone and embrace the new. Bend your knee to me and I will give you shelter, food, and a place to live. What's more, I will give you a purpose. We can create a legacy for ourselves, Mack. We can be the people who usher in a new era for humanity.”

      Mack mimicked Mr. Smith by dabbing the corners of his mouth with his napkin. He gave the impression of a man who was considering the offer, but Mack was not going to change his mind. He was a patriot, and he was not about to let go of the world just yet, not when Anna was out there, not when there were still enemies of freedom.

      “You speak well, Mr. Smith, but all you have are words. If you want to build a place, then you must start from the beginning. Right now, you're ruling by fear and intimidation. You're nothing more than a petty bully, and I hate bullies. Do you think you can steal, threaten, and cheat your way to paradise? It doesn't work like that. You believe in something, and I respect that, but that doesn't mean you can go around treating people the way you have been. So, if that's all, I think I'll be getting back to my friends.” Mack stood up. Mr. Smith leaned back in his chair and placed his hands in his lap.

      “I'm very disappointed in you, Mack. I thought this was going to turn out very differently.” With that he called in the guard and Mack was taken away.
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      When Mack returned to the tent he found Luis, Grace, and Saul sitting in silence. Saul had his back turned to the others, while Grace still was trembling with anger.

      “What happened?” Luis asked when he saw Mack return. Mack waited for the guard to leave before he replied, and then told them all what Mr. Smith had said.

      “He's a monster,” Grace said in a small voice.

      “Yes, he is, but what set you off so much in there? Did you really think you were going to be able to kill him?” Mack asked.

      “I don't know. It was just the way he was talking about people as if they were just things to measure excellence. He talked about freedom, but what he offered was anything but. It sounded more like everyone would be under pressure always to outdo each other. How could anyone actually have a friend in such a competitive world? I don't think I actually was going to kill him. I just...I just wanted to do something. I know we need to try playing it cool, but I've just been going so crazy here. I hated the way he just was sitting there with that stupid look on his face, like nothing mattered. I guess I just wanted him to be scared,” she said with an apologetic look on her face.

      “I understand, but from now on we're going to have to be smart about this. We can't be making any rash decisions. If we're going to get out of here we're going to need a plan, and we're also going to need to trust each other. Saul, do you have something to say to us?” Mack folded his arms, his eyes falling upon Saul, who was sitting in the corner.

      “I got nothing,” the big man replied.

      “That's not good enough,” Mack said. Saul grunted. This time it was Luis who showed an outburst of anger.

      “Really? You have nothing? After we saved your life? After we invited you to come along with us? After we saved your ass from being killed when you went against Mack's instructions to leave that guard alone? We're only in here because of you and now it turns out you've been lying this whole time! And you don't have anything to say? I knew we couldn't trust you from the moment we met you,” he said, but even that wasn't enough to inspire a reaction from Saul.

      “Saul, talk to me. Why didn't you tell us the truth? Why didn't you tell us he was your brother?” Mack asked.

      “Would you? You saw what he's like. Would you want to be associated with him?”

      “No, but I'd be honest with the people who had helped me. So, what's his story? Was he always like this?”

      Saul shook his head. “Not really, not to this extent anyway. He was always different, always had his head in a book or reading about some old emperor or king. He always was bullied at school. I had to watch out for him. He hated me, though, hated all of us. As soon as he could get out of the house he took his chance and I never saw him again, not until I got a letter from him saying he wanted to reconnect. So I came up here, along with that job I was telling you about, and I met him a few times. I barely recognized him at first. I was surprised to see he actually had friends, the same kind of people who used to bully him. I guess all his life he was looking for their acceptance. As it turned out he always had resented me, and he thought I was the reason he was unpopular.”

      “Why would he think that?” Mack asked.

      “Because I beat up the bullies for him. He thought if I just had left them alone they would have let him hang out with them. Then he got his wish, but there was always this undercurrent with him. I never got the feeling he ever truly was a part of that group; it was more like he had been hanging around for so long they started just tolerating him. Then this all happened and he changed. It was like he had been waiting for this moment all his life. He rallied the men and gave them orders at a time when they all were panicking. I went along with it because he was always smarter than me. So I figured if anyone knew how to make it through this thing, he would. Then he started talking this rhetoric of his and I put up with it, but it got worse and worse. The rest happened like I said it did. But if I had told you he was my brother you never would have trusted me.”

      “Maybe so, but you should have given us the chance,” Mack said, and that was all he wanted to say on the matter because they had other things to worry about.

      Even though Mack had refused Mr. Smith's offer to be a part of the community, they were still a drain on resources while they stayed there. So they were forced into labor to pay their way. It was that or die, as Mr. Smith wasn't about to let them leave. They were split up into different areas and sent to work every day with guards watching over them. Unlike when other groups were brought into camp, none of them were trusted with guard duty. Mr. Smith knew it would be too dangerous to allow them access to weapons. So they were forced into more menial tasks, such as gathering and chopping wood for the fire, building huts, and tending to the horses. Their roles here were similar to the tasks they had performed on Willie's farm, but with a much different focus. They weren't done voluntarily, and none of them felt as though they could relax.

      As the days went by they all gazed longingly out toward the forest and envied the people who could come and go as they pleased. Yet, everywhere they looked, there were plenty of people with guns who looked all too ready to fire at the slightest provocation. Mack made it clear to the rest of them they had to keep their heads down and not draw any attention to themselves while they gathered information and formulated a plan. During their working hours, each of them made contact with other prisoners, and they all had their own story to tell.

      However, Saul was the person who was treated the worst out of all of them. He was given solitary tasks and was made to walk all around camp so people could get a good look at him. He was famous, as he was one of the few people who had stood up to Mr. Smith, but now he was being displayed as an example. The people could see that even if someone was taken away from the camp to die it still was not a guarantee of relief. Mack could see it in the people's eyes as they saw Saul walking around camp; their hope was diminishing and it didn’t help that there hadn't been much left in the first place.

      Mack’s task was tending to the horses, which involved cleaning up their waste, and he was sure he hadn't been given this job by accident. The man with no name continually came by to taunt Mack, and it was fortunate Mack was a master of self-control, or else he would have buried the man's face in the pile of crap. Mack worked alongside a man of similar age, although he looked much older than Mack after the rigors of working at the camp. Upon speaking to him Mack learned his name was Chris, and the first thing Mack asked was how long he had been in the camp.

      “I don't even know anymore, but it feels like a lifetime. I was one of the first ones here. It was your friend Saul who asked me to join. Said that they were building a new settlement, one where people would be welcome and safe. Didn't sound too bad to me, not after I'd been trying to figure out just what had had happened. I'd been at home, sitting by myself, when suddenly the lights went out. Tried to change a fuse, but nothing was working and I knew something bad had happened. I didn't know the first thing about survival in this type of world, so I was glad when they came along, but now I think I'd rather take my chances out there.”

      “Has Mr. Smith told you about his plans for the world?” Mack asked.

      Chris snorted. “Oh yeah, he's told me everything. He barely can keep quiet about it. He's deluded, though. I think he sees something else, he must. We're treated no better than cattle here, and if he wants to build a world, then I don't want to live in it.”

      “Have you tried to escape?”

      “Not me personally, no, but others have. There's just no way. They have the guns. They have the vehicles. They always have eyes on everything. And when somebody does try to escape they do horrible things to the body.” As he said this he blanched and his eyes fell to the floor.

      “Such as?” Mack pressed, and waited patiently for Chris to answer, which he did after some time.

      “There was one man...I never knew his name. We didn't get acquainted. But he reminded me of you. He was taken to dinner as well. He was here with his family. He kept saying how he was going to escape, how this wasn't the life he wanted. He was warned not to try, but he wouldn't listen. One day he did try. He sneaked into the armory and grabbed a gun. Even managed to kill a couple of guards before they shot him in the arm.

      “We all thought he was lucky to be alive but what happened next was far worse. They dragged him out in the middle of the day, in front of his wife and child, and tied a rope around each of his limbs. Then they put the rope around the necks of the horses. They made his family...made us all watch as they whipped the horses and made them run. They pulled him apart. It rained blood, and all the while Mr. Smith stood there watching, like he actually enjoyed it,” Chris said, his voice strained and the emotion plain on his face. He smoothed a hand across the horses' rump.

      “It was the most horrible thing I'd ever seen. And I hate how he uses these hoses as weapons. Ever since then nobody has tried.”

      “Are his wife and child still here?”

      Chris nodded, “But she never speaks, and I don't blame her. I'm not sure the kid understands either. It's a hell of a thing to be in this world in the first place, let alone a place like this. I barely understand it myself.”

      “Haven't you ever tried working together to try fighting back against him? There are enough of you here that if you made a concerted effort I'm sure you could rebel.” Chris inhaled deeply and looked at Mack with a frank expression.

      “Look, I know your type, and I appreciate that you don't want to be here, I really do, and I wish you all the best. But you have to understand we're just a bunch of ordinary, scared people. We weren't much in our old lives, and we're not much now. We're not used to fighting, and for a lot of us the fact we're alive, when so many other people we knew are dead, is enough.”

      “I wonder if they would be proud that you're making so much of your life when they didn’t get a chance to breathe again.” Mack said, and moved away. It was perhaps a little harsh, but he didn't like what he had heard.

      Grace was with a group who were sorting through the food and sending it to various storage areas. A number of people were working there and she was sitting next to a plump woman who seemed to maintain what passed for a cheery expression. Grace wasn't used to starting conversations, but she tried remembering what she had learned from Mack.

      “So, have you been here long?” she asked.

      “A little while, I suppose. Probably longer than I would have liked.”

      “You don't seem like the others.”

      “In what way?”

      Grace made a passing glance around the room. “They're all unhappy. Their shoulders are hunched; they barely look up. That one over there doesn't ever talk.”

      “Well, she's got her own story. Something terrible happened to her husband. I'm just trying to make the best of a bad situation. Figure if I keep my head down and do a good job I might get rewarded. They're not so bad, really. If you just keep out of their way they let you get on with things.”

      “Try telling that to the people they bully,” Grace spat.

      “Now, look here young lady. I don't need you coming in here with your high and mighty attitude, judging me. There ain't nobody in this world who is free of sin. That's as true now as it was before, and the way I see it you either can brood like them and be miserable or try making the best of it. I've seen enough misery in my life to know which way I want to go.”

      “So you don't want to even try escaping?”

      “Escape? Escape to what?” the woman said with a sneer, her full lip curling up, making the fine peach fuzz above her lip twitch.

      “You think there's anything out there? No way. I'm not going to risk all this just so I can go and starve out there.”

      “But what about all the people who are suffering?”

      “That's their problem. If you want to feel bad for them so be it, but at the end of the day we've all gotta sleep at night and I'm not going to lose any dreams over it. You want a medal for feeling bad? Boo! Hoo! Keep your head down, work hard, and you'll do alright. The more things change, the more they stay the same,” she said, and Grace felt disheartened by what she was hearing.

      When it had been just the three of them in the forest it had been easy to forget how selfish and uncaring people could be, even in the face of such injustice. Mack's optimism had rubbed off on her and she had started believing there was a way out for all of them. Now her well-worn cynicism was back with a vengeance and as she worked she looked around at all those who had been engulfed by misery, and wondered if the suffering was all worth it. Maybe this woman had it all figured out, and Grace was a little jealous of her for being able to ignore her conscience.

      Luis was with a group of people who were fetching and chopping wood from the nearby forest. It was hard, sweaty work, and he found himself thirsty long before it was time for his first water break. He had taken off his shirt, like most of the others, and his body was glistening with sweat. He had been paired with another young man who looked a little like Steve, the one who had been guarding them. As they spoke, Luis found out that a man called Danny was Steve's eldest brother, and the fire in his eyes had been tempered.

      “So your brother is a guard?” Luis asked as he set a piece of wood up on the base of the trunk.

      Danny nodded as he swung the axe back and let it roll over his shoulder, through the air, ultimately crashing down and chopping the chunk of wood in half. Luis bent down to collect the fallen chunks and put them in the pile.

      “Sure you don't want another go?” Danny asked as Luis picked up another piece of wood.

      “My shoulder still is aching from the last one, I think I'll give it a pass for now,” he said.

      “There's only one way you're going to get used to it,” Danny said, and cut another piece of wood in half.

      “I was hoping I wasn't going to be here long enough to get used to it.”

      “Well, good luck with that.”

      “So how come Steve was chosen to be a guard and you weren't?” Luis asked.

      “That's the way they do things around here. They take the youngest and make them one of theirs, which makes it unlikely they will fight back. It's not so easy to fight against the guards when you know a lot of them are made up of people like your kid brother.”

      “You ever thought of fighting back?”

      “All the time, but it's hopeless. That's why I like that they assigned me to this job. I get to work out my anger,” and on cue he let the axe fall once again. This time he handed it to Luis.

      “If you don't practice you're never going to get good, and they'll reassign you. They don't like dead weight around here.”

      Luis reluctantly took the heavy axe and tried ignoring the throbbing in his shoulder and the dull ache of his muscles. Danny set the wood on the trunk. Luis wound his arm back and let the axe fall. Unlike Danny's smooth strokes, the axe lodged itself in the wood at an angle, and created an ugly gash. Luis, with Danny's help, pulled the axe away and Danny gave him a few pointers about how to create a smoother motion.

      “I saw your brother. He was the one who brought us our food. He seems like a good kid.”

      “He is, and I hate what they've done to him.”

      “If there was a way to fight back, would you do it?”

      “As long as my brother didn't get hurt, yes.”

      This time when Luis brought the axe down it cut straight through the middle, and he couldn't help but feel a certain amount of pride at having accomplished the task.

      “You know, I spoke with my brother the other day. He told me about you, and the guy you're with.”

      “Mack?” Danny nodded.

      “Said he was different from the others, like he has a plan or something.”

      “Mack always has a plan. He saved me, you know; I was being held captive by some crazy people. I'm sure he can do the same for you.”

      “It won't be easy.”

      “That's why we'll need people like you helping us,” Luis said. Danny paused a little before he put another block of wood on the trunk and told Luis to swing again.
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      When the group of them were together again they all discussed what they had learned. Mack was encouraged to hear from Luis, who told him there were people willing to help if they had a plan, but shared Grace's heavy heart about how many were willing to ignore the suffering of others for the sake of their own comfort, although he couldn't necessarily blame them. Saul remained disconsolate and uncommunicative, so Mack let him be for a while. He told the others to keep uncovering as much information as they could, to make note of guard patterns, and anyone who could prove to be a weak link, as well as finding out who they could trust if it came to the point of starting a rebellion.

      While he worked, Mack noticed Steve was guarding the armory, which was not far away from the horses' paddock. He often made contact with the boy, greeting him with a smile and a wave. Steve looked uneasy, but always returned the gesture. On this occasion, Mack wandered over to speak to him, much to the consternation of Chris. Most of the vicious guards were occupied elsewhere, so there wasn't anyone to object to Mack's movements. Since Mack had made no moves to disrupt the way of life at the camp, attention around him was starting to be relaxed.

      “Hey Steve, how's it going?” Mack asked.

      “It's okay,” the boy mumbled, looking around worriedly.

      “Don't worry, I'm not going to get you in trouble, I just wanted to have a chat. It turns out Luis is working with your brother, Danny. Small world, huh?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “So what's your story? How did you and yours come to be here?” Steve shrugged.

      “We were just walking along and we came across a wagon filled with food. Danny wanted to take some but Mom said we shouldn't because even though the world has ended we're still humans. Then a man said, 'You should listen to your mom, boys.' and he was holding a gun. Mom apologized, so he said it was okay and he offered us some food. Then we got to talking and he told us how he was part of a settlement that was looking for more good people. It was just the three of us. Dad worked on an oil rig and he was out there when all this happened. I guess he's dead now...but Mom took care of us. When we heard about this place it seemed too good to be true, and it had been so long since we had seen other people. So, we came here with them and then it turned out to be this and, well, we couldn't leave again,” Steve said.

      Mack felt sorry for the boy. It was a story similar to what he was hearing all over the place. People had been promised a friendly community filled with good people, and all they got was a base where a bully could use them to make him feel like a benevolent dictator.

      “What are you doing here? Get back over with the horses!” the man with no name said, standing in between Mack and Steve.

      “You go for a little stroll and people start thinking they can take liberties,” the man said, shaking his head.

      Mack looked at Steve, then at the man, and realized it was better for him to walk away. However, as he did so he heard the man with no name scold Steve, and Mack stopped. He shook his head, knowing he should keep moving and keep his head down, but he could not. The man with no name was talking loudly, making an example and an exhibit of Steve and the abuse of this young man was something Mack could not condone. So he turned slowly.

      “I don't think you want to be doing that,” Mack said with a resolved sigh.

      “Excuse me?” the man with no name said, turning his attention from Steve. The young man was quaking in his boots and he looked at Mack, shaking his head, but Mack already had gone too far to back down now.

      “He's just a kid. You don't need to treat him like that, and I'm not the kind of man that will stand by while you do.”

      “Is that so? Well, while you're here you're the kind of man who will shovel horseshit. So I don't particularly care what you think of my behavior. I don't need your approval.”

      “No, but you do need a doctor.”

      The man with no name creased his brow as Mack drew back his fist and thumped him on the side of his face, making the man's mouth fill with blood. He crumpled to the ground and spat out a mixture of blood and enamel as he yelled with fury at Mack, pushing himself back up to his feet. He swung at Mack, who easily dodged his blows and countered with a few jabs to the mid-section, and then clubbed his two fists together, bringing them down on the back of the man with no name.

      Everyone watched with a mixture of awe and fear as they had not seen acts like this end well for the aggressor. Indeed, before the man could return to his feet, Mack was strong-armed by two burly guards who looked at Steve with disappointment. They thought he should have done something to break up the fight. Mack was hauled off to solitary, which took the form of an uncomfortable box on the east side of the camp where the sun beat down on it, and where everyone could be reminded of his crime.

      For Mack, it wasn't the first time he had been subjected to such torture techniques, but those had been at the hands of militant groups. This was a supposedly enlightened community and it only made him more convinced he had to do something about Mr. Smith quickly before the man caused any more harm. There had been far too much suffering at his hands in the world already. Mack would have to work quickly if he was to stem the flow of evil. He hoped his act of standing up to the man with no name would galvanize some of those who had lost hope, and much would depend on how he acted when he emerged from the box.

      The box was thick and heavy, and he could hear muffled noises from outside, but nothing clear. At one point, he thought he heard Grace protesting but he wasn't sure if it was actually her, or just his imagination. He was in there for hours, and not once did anyone come to give him water or food. As such, his throat soon was dry, and it was made all the worse by his sweat dripping down the angles of his face and slipping in between his lips. The box was small, meaning he had to cram his body in awkwardly, and there was no easy way for him to adjust his position.

      The holes that allowed air to move through also meant the sun streamed in, and on this particularly hot day he could feel the heat rising, as though he was caught in an oven. He felt fortunate he had training to help him endure his time in the box. Other people would not have been so fortunate, and he hated the idea of them being punished in this manner. For all of Mr. Smith's boasts about how he wanted to showcase the best of humanity, he was doing his best to illustrate the worst, most barbaric parts of himself.

      When Mack finally emerged from the box, his friends were there to support him, but he waved them away. In the background, he heard Mr. Smith giving a speech, but he was too exhausted to care. However, he stood up straight and staggered back to his tent, hoping to show the people they did not have to bend their wills to survive.

      Since they had been at the camp for a while now and, aside from that incident with Mack, had not caused any trouble, they were allowed to eat dinner outside their tent. This involved everyone sitting around the huge bonfire and tearing at the slabs of meat they were given. For the work they were putting in, the meal did not seem a fair compensation, especially when they had witnessed how well Mr. Smith was eating, but it did not surprise them. It was also a good opportunity to meet new people and spread the word.

      Mack's actions had caught many people's attention, and the way they had been speaking with people meant he was growing famous. On this evening, they were sitting close to a group of people who were fairly similar to themselves. Once they got to talking they exchanged the usual questions of how they got there, and Mack told them they were on their way to the city. At hearing this, the group whispered among themselves. They soon revealed they actually had traveled in the opposite direction, away from the city. Mack's group looked at them with eager curiosity and bombarded them with questions.

      “I'll be happy to tell you all I know,” said the leader, an older black woman with thick gray hair, “but I'm not sure you're going to like it. Everyone went crazy. Police were on the streets, calling for calm, but nobody was listening. People were stealing things from shops at first, but they soon realized it was useless.”

      The group's faces fell. “Didn't anyone try working together?” Mack asked, crestfallen.

      “Some did, but the bad people got their hands on the guns. The police were overwhelmed. I don't know what happened to the people in charge. They were nowhere to be seen. I remember the hospital was still busy. People still were going there and, thank God for the doctors, they stuck to their jobs, trying to help people. But it was, it was dark. I was standing in my apartment looking out on the world burning, and I couldn't quite believe it. It was so surreal, like something out of a movie.

      “I knew I had to get out of there. So I called on some people from my apartment block and we all just decided to get out of town. There was gunfire in the distance, explosions...I felt bad for the people who were trying to do some good, but everyone seemed to see it as a free-for-all. I don't know what happened after that. Maybe everything calmed down, but I tell you, even though this place isn't exactly heaven, at least nobody is trying to blow up things every couple of minutes.”

      Mack thanked her for giving him information about the city, and as he turned back to his own group he spared a thought for his wife. He hoped she had managed to make it through the riots, as there were surely some in her city as well. It was difficult to maintain hope in such a bleak world, and he could see the despair written on the faces of the others. He knew the longer they stayed here the harder it would be to keep them motivated.

      “Maybe it's best we didn't make it to the city,” Luis said.

      “Whatever happened in the city is probably over by now,” Mack said in a firm tone.

      “It's not ideal, but I'm not giving up hope on humanity yet. If we're going to find anything to help us then it's going to be there. But right now, we need to focus on getting out of here. You've all done well at keeping your heads down, and I don't know if you've noticed, but they're letting us have more and more freedom around here. I think we can get a few more people to join us. Once we have enough we can start fighting back, and we can get on the road again.”

      “Should we even try?” Luis said, much to Mack’s dismay.

      “I mean, I don't want to sound defeatist or anything, but there are a lot of people who are content to leave things as they are. There's food here, shelter, and they only treat you badly if you resist them. Maybe it's just easier to go along with it, at least for the time being.”

      “Easier, yes, but usually it turns out that the right thing to do isn't easy. Don't forget who these people are and what they've done. They've killed. They’ve forced people to help them after making false promises. They’ve threatened those who have resources they need. Think about Margaret and her family. Would they want you to make the easy choice, or would they want you to try helping them so they actually can work for themselves, and not for Mr. Smith and his followers? I'm not letting him get away with this,” Mack said, and Luis looked suitably chastised.

      Later in the evening, a guard came up to the group and ordered Mack to go with him, as Mr. Smith had something to say. Mack wasn't looking forward to seeing the man again, but he thought it at least gave him an opportunity to use the techniques he had put into practice so many times before. Mr. Smith was waiting for him outside his hut, looking out on the calm evening. The sound of the bonfire crackling was low, but still audible, as were the chatter of voices.

      “It's good to see you again, Mack. It saddens me that we can't have more conversations like this.”

      “Well, if you hadn't have stuck me in a box...”

      “You know I had to make an example of you for what you did.”

      “So you condone the abuse of a young man?”

      Mr. Smith cocked an eyebrow. “My guards need to feel protected. After the incident, I had a word with him about his conduct and told him not to do it again. If you have any complaints you should make them orally, not with your fists. We are above such petty displays of violence.”

      “Perhaps you should tell your men that when they're out in the field.”

      “My men know exactly how to act and the extent to which they should use force to achieve their goals. But I didn't bring you here tonight to talk about that.”

      “What did you bring me here for?”

      Mr. Smith exhaled and folded his hands behind his back. “There are nights when I feel as though nobody in this camp understands what I'm trying to do here, and it pains me. You're a smart man, Mack. I know if you give it a chance we can be friends.”

      “No, thanks,” Mack said bluntly.

      “You have no idea how it pains me to here you say that.”

      “So, you're pretty lonely?”

      “Yes. It's not easy being the leader of a place like this. I have so many things to worry about, and as much as I appreciate the loyalty of my guards, I find they are not on the same wavelength as me. It takes a toll on the mind to have all these plans to myself.”

      “Then maybe you should retire and let me run the place.”

      Mr. Smith's thin lips curled into a smile. “I'm sure you would like that, but I don't believe you would implement my plans. I don't need someone to replace me, I need someone to stand beside me. Somebody I can trust. I thought my brother was going to be that person but I should have known better.”

      “The two of you are quite different.”

      “We always have been. Sometimes I think people were born into the wrong family, which is why I have to make a new one myself.”

      “So you're trying to make an improvement on your old life?”

      “Isn't that all any of us can do, Mack? We have to keep moving forward, no matter the cost.”

      Mack and Mr. Smith spoke for a while longer, but Mr. Smith was canny and proved evasive when Mack tried finding out more information about him. In the end, Mack was escorted back to the others without having accomplished a great deal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      The group had been captured for almost three weeks, and in that time, they had seen the true face of the camp. Depressed people went about their days and were sustained on small morsels of food, while Mr. Smith's trusted allies enjoyed a more varied diet. Mack watched with interest as scouting parties went out and returned with more food, and sometimes weapons, which swiftly were locked away in the armory.

      There had been no new people brought into camp, but after one raid the man with no name had been carried back into camp, blood pouring out of his leg. Mack couldn't help but enjoy a wry smile, and he was glad somebody out there was fighting back. He only could hope they had managed to keep what was theirs and didn't feel the full wrath of Mr. Smith's guns. Seeing this inspired Mack, and he knew that he had to act sooner rather than later. Now that they had made some alliances within the camp he could begin formulating a plan.

      The key to success was the weaponry. Their own makeshift weapons had been confiscated, but even if they still had them they would have been no match for the guns Mr. Smith's army had. The armory was the most heavily guarded part of the camp. Getting in there would not be an easy task, and neither would swiftly distributing the guns. As Mack was outlining this to the others, Grace looked unsure.

      “I get where you're going with this, but you have to remember these people aren't fighters, and you can't think of them as an army.”

      “I know, but they're going to be fighting for their freedom, for their very survival, and that will give them the strength they need. We need to create a distraction away from the armory at a time when a scouting party is out on patrol. If we can get enough people into the weapons and hand them out, we should be able to take over the camp with minimal casualties, but we're going to need everyone working together. I doubt we're going to get another chance at this.”

      “Minimal casualties? I don't like the sound of that?” Luis said.

      “In any war you have to accept that there are going to be losses. Mr. Smith and his people aren't going to give up without a fight, but neither are we,” Mack said.

      Saul snorted.

      “Care to say something?” Grace said, not even trying to hide the annoyance from creeping into her voice.

      Ever since they had been brought back into camp Saul barely had said two words to them, even though they had shared the tent. He had eaten with them, slept with them, awoken with them, but during the day he had been doing his solitary tasks, and in conversations he had not joined in.

      “This plan is doomed to fail. You don't think others have tried it? These people don't have any backbone. All you're going to do is get a lot of them killed, and probably yourself, too.”

      “Shut up, Saul,” Luis said, much to the surprise of everyone in the tent.

      “We wouldn't even be in this mess if it wasn't for you. You should have told us he was your brother from the onset, and you never should have gone after those bikes. And, all you've done since we've been here is sulk. If you don't want to help us, that's fine, but I, for one, don't want to keep living like this. Judging from the people I've spoken to, they don't want to either. So, either be a part of this or leave us be,” he snapped, and the heat started to fade from his eyes.

      Mack let Luis' words settle in. Ever since Luis had been at the camp Mack had noticed him changing. His body was filling out with muscle as he had been chopping wood every day, and his attitude was changing. The fear that had been a part of him slowly was being eroded. When they first had met Saul, Luis never would have told him to shut up like that.

      “We need to be patient. This isn't going to be easy and there is a big risk that any one of us may not make it out alive. However, I, for one, am willing to take this chance because this cannot be allowed to continue. There's a whole world out there and I want to see what's happened to it. I'm tired of staying in this damn forest!” Grace and Luis nodded while Saul returned to sulking in the corner.

      After his little speech, they started settling down for the night, but Grace sought out Luis. “That was brave of you to talk to Saul like that,” she said.

      “I just got tired of his act. There's too much negativity around here, and I can't deal with it anymore,” he replied.

      “You've changed,” she said, almost noticing it for the first time.

      “I guess chopping wood every day will do that to a man,” he joked.

      “No, I'm serious. I can see it in your eyes. You're more confident, more assertive.”

      “And maybe a little meaner, too. I'm not sure it's a change for the better. I feel like I lost something along the way. I think this camp is going to change us all.”

      “Isn't that what we always were going to have to do in this new world, adapt or die? I'm looking forward to getting to know the new Luis,” she said, squeezing his arm and letting it linger for a little longer than usual.

      Luis looked down at the gesture with a surprised look on his face. He started realizing that even in the darkest times there were still moments of light that shone through.
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      Word soon spread among the people they thought they could trust. They made sure to warn those they told that this plan had to be kept secret, or else there would be no chance for success. Most they told were ready, although a little scared. Talking about a rebellion was far different than actually putting one into action. As Mack, Grace, and Luis talked to people they could see the fear in their eyes. However, in some there was a fierce determination, such as Danny. He was devoted to the cause and wanted to make Mr. Smith pay for what they had made his younger brother become a part of.

      Soon Mack had a good idea of who he could count on for the rebellion, and he hoped the rest of them would rally by his side once they saw the tide starting to turn. It still was going to take some time, however, and Mack wanted more information. Mr. Smith still sent for him to discuss various matters, and it was this seeming need for an equal that Mack wanted to exploit, although so far Mr. Smith had been difficult to manipulate. He still didn't fully trust Mack, and wasn't giving him any more responsibility around the camp; Mack was still a prisoner, and he wasn't sure if he ever would be taken fully into Mr. Smith's confidence. However, he had the leader's ear and he was determined to make use of that privileged position.

      On this occasion, Mr. Smith was taking a walk around the perimeter with Mack. There were no walls surrounding the camp, but there were guards posted intermittently along the perimeter to ensure nobody ran away. Furthermore, the trees in this area were thin. So if anyone did try running, they still would be visible. Since Mr. Smith's group had horses, bikes, and wagons they had the advantage over anyone who attempted to flee. It made Saul's efforts even more impressive, as by the way he told his story he had managed to evade capture for a few days. However, since he had lied to Mack about being Mr. Smith's brother, Mack wasn't sure how much of what Saul said he could trust.

      Mr. Smith had spent a while talking about his vision for a new world, which seemed to be his favorite topic. Mack had to feign interest as he had tired of the subject a long time ago. He nodded along and pretended like he was paying attention, when really he was noting how far apart the guards stood and how many of them were along the camp’s outer rim. As they walked along, Mack nodded to people inside the camp, many of whom were a part of his planned rebellion. They nodded back, waiting for the time when he gave his signal to rise and defeat the enemy.

      “So you really didn't like the old world?” Mack said after Mr. Smith had been passionately talking about his vision for a while.

      “It was a bloated mess of broken promises and worthless dreams. Everything we were told was a lie. The world never was going to become a better place. No, what happened was for the best. It was a cleansing, a way for us to begin again and avoid the mistakes of the past.”

      Mack nodded, deciding not to argue with Mr. Smith as that would have been a futile endeavor. The man was so convinced of his own rhetoric that nothing could sway him from his ideology. Mack wouldn't have been able to persuade him to take a different course of action. Instead, he wanted more information, specifically about Saul.

      “Tell me a little more about your old life. We haven't really spoken about Saul yet...the two of you seem so different,” Mack said. He had heard Saul's side of the story and now he wanted to hear Mr. Smith's.

      “We are… We always have been… As I mentioned before, I think somewhere the cosmic forces that guide our life made a mistake and I was born into the wrong family. You've seen what he's like. My parents were no better. They were people of no ambition who were content to settle for their small house, numbing their minds with beer and television and sports. They didn't really care what I wanted to be; they didn't try to encourage my mind. Saul was the same. He was big and strong, and that gave him an advantage when it came to the social side of things, but I was more popular. He was jealous and kept humiliating me to stop me from having friends. I think I would have been much better suited to being an only child.”

      “That's funny, he told me he stopped you from being bullied,” Mack said. Anger flashed in Mr. Smith's eyes.

      “He didn't know what was going on. They just were playing a few jokes on me that was all. That's what friends do to each other. The older we became, the more we grew apart. I knew from an early age that my destiny lay away from that place. I didn't belong there, and I had seen too many people throw their lives away by staying at home. I wanted to be an explorer. I wanted to leave and see the world and discover new places. I thought if I just left I could start a new life and be the person I always had wanted to be.”

      “But that didn't quite happen.”

      “No, it didn't. The one thing I didn't count on was the ineptitude of people to see genius when it walked among them. They didn't understand me, and because I wasn't the tallest of people or the most handsome, they didn't pay me any mind. And because I had to pay bills and rent, I was subjugated like the rest of them. That's really how they controlled us. They prevented us from going after our dreams by making us pay to live in this world. I heard an old saying once. I can't remember it exactly, but it basically said humans were the only beings that paid to live on the Earth. Even then I wanted to break away and form my own society because I knew I could do a better job than the people in charge. But who was going to follow someone like me? In that world I was nothing, but here it's different.”

      “Saul said you got in touch with him to bring him up here. Why would you do that if you didn't feel any affinity toward your family?”

      Mr. Smith sighed and his head hung down as they walked. “It was a mixture of things, I suppose. My life hadn't turned out exactly the way I had imagined, and doubts were beginning to cloud my mind. I was living in a small town, and while I never have been averse to my own company, I was starting to feel a little lonely. My mother got in touch with me, as we still exchanged letters now and then. I thought that since they had so little going on in their lives they would appreciate hearing updates of mine.

      “Anyway, she told me Saul was finding it difficult to get a job and wondered if I knew of anything going on here. She seemed to think a fresh start would be good for him. Personally, I never thought you could teach an old dog new tricks, but I did hear about the bridge being built, so I sent along the information. I wasn't too enthused at seeing him again but, in a way, I suppose I was excited. After all, our lives had taken much different paths ever since I had left home.”

      “In what way?” Mack asked. Mr. Smith's head shot up.

      “Oh, I suppose that's another thing he hid from you. It's funny, when we were younger my brother always used to go on about honor, but he never quite could live up to his own lofty ideals. Did he not tell you about his prison record?” Mr. Smith said, with a smug grin on his face.

      “No, he didn't,” Mack said in a guarded tone.

      “Ah yes, well, he was in prison multiple times for assault and petty theft. He fell in with a bad crowd and went along with them. One of the assaults was particularly brutal, if I remember correctly. It made me glad I had distanced myself from all that and hadn't fallen into the same traps. Not that I blame him entirely, given the influence around him. But you see, you can't treat anyone at face value. I'm sure he presented himself as a noble person, but he's a liar. I tried to bring him back into the fold, but he was never good at following orders, something which I'm sure you've learned. I'm not the bad guy here, Mack. I never have been. It's a shame my brother tried destroying my reputation. I never wanted to treat him this badly, he just leaves me no choice.”

      Mack listened intently and tried parsing the truth of what Mr. Smith was saying. Perhaps if Mr. Smith had told them this when he first had arrived at camp, Mack may have believed him. But he had heard all about Mr. Smith's philosophy, and now suspected that being deceitful was a family trait. If Mr. Smith wasn't lying, and Saul had indeed been in prison, that was another truth he had omitted. So Mack had to wonder if he could trust Saul at all. One thing he was sure of was he couldn't trust Mr. Smith, but he had to pretend to agree with him to gain Mr. Smith's trust.

      “You know, I was thinking, perhaps I could be given a little more responsibility around here? I know I haven't been the easiest person, but I'm sure you can understand why I would be averse to being kept prisoner? I can't say I fully agree with your methodology, but I'm getting tired of tending to the horses. I think I could do more.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “I don't know. Maybe I could go out on patrol with the others. It would be nice to get a lay of the land around here, and perhaps I could use a gentler touch than they normally do. Sometimes people respond better to the carrot than the stick,” he said.

      Mr. Smith tossed his head from side to side, and Mack had to restrain himself from saying any more. When there were long silences such as these, people had a tendency to speak more, to try convincing the other person, when that actually showed desperation. In reality, Mack wanted to become part of the patrols to get access to the armory, but still, Mr. Smith seemed reluctant to give him access to the weapons.

      “Perhaps in time you will become one of the most trusted members, but until you fully accept my way of thinking I'm afraid I always will have my doubts. Still, I do enjoy our little chats, Mack. I hope that they provide you with much to think about,” Mr. Smith said, and by that it was clear their conversation was over.

      Later, as soon as Saul had returned from his own duties, Mack pulled him aside for a private conversation.

      “I need to have a word with you,” he said.

      “I suppose this has something to do with your little conversations with my brother?” Saul said.

      “You've been spending a lot of time with him recently. I'm beginning to wonder if you're hating it here as much as you say.”

      Mack glared at him and stepped into his personal space, making Saul back away against the back side of the tent. The aura of intimidation that Saul had when they first had met had disappeared completely and now Mack wasn't afraid of him at all. Whatever fight Saul had in him apparently had evaporated, presumably after being humbled by his brother.

      “Don't you dare question my loyalty to the cause! Every waking moment I spend here is devoted to planning a way out, and it has been ever since we were brought here. Your brother, for some reason, enjoys my company. I'm not going to turn that down because every moment I spend with him is a moment I get to try convincing him that what he's doing is wrong.”

      “Or maybe he'll convince you that he's right? I know you think you're some kind of big deal, but you haven't dealt with anyone like my brother before and you shouldn't treat him lightly.”

      “Oh, trust me Saul, I'm not treating him lightly at all. I'm on my guard at all times, as I should have been when I first pulled you out of the river. I knew you were hiding something, but I figured I'd give you the benefit of the doubt. That's the type of person I want to try being, but you repaid me by lying to me, lying to us all.”

      “Look, I already told you why I didn't tell you about my brother.”

      “And what about the fact you were in prison for assault?”

      Upon the words leaving Mack’s mouth, Saul appeared vulnerable for a moment. Then his face displayed a deep scowl again. “Figured it was only a matter of time before my brother told you about that. What does it matter?”

      “It matters!”

      “It shouldn't! I get why you're mad, but I wish you'd get off my back. All I hear from you guys is it was my mistake that got us in here, and it's my fault for not telling you my brother is the leader. Sure, I messed up, I made a few mistakes, but that's what I do and I'm not the only one. You think I like it here? You think I'm not beating myself up for not listening to you? Classic Saul, doing his own thing, making his own decisions and it lands him right back in the crapper again. The last thing I need is to keep hearing about it again and again.

      “And as for my prison record...that was a long time ago. I'm trying to learn from my mistakes. I'm not saying I'm an angel, but I'm not as bad as you're making me out to be. The good thing about this apocalypse is people like me get a second chance to be good people. You might not think I'm good enough, and maybe I do have a long way to go, but I'm just trying to make my way through the world, same as you.”

      With that he pushed into Mack's shoulder and barged past him, walking out of the tent into the fresh air. Mack considered Saul's words and immediately thought about Grace and how she, too, was trying to make a fresh beginning. In fact, Mack had started forgetting she had been his prisoner. Perhaps Saul should have been afforded the same respect and patience. It was clear to Mack the tension that came with being held in the camp was starting to affect him. He had to make a concerted effort to remain aware of it, so he could stay in control of it. But it was taking its toll on the others.

      The rest of the day went by as it usually did until night settled in. At the bonfire Mack moved between various groups, giving them updates on his plans. He tried moving naturally, as though talking with these people was the most natural thing in the world. He was glad the man with no name still was recovering from his injuries as he had been keeping a close eye on Mack. They had a better chance of succeeding while that man was out of commission.

      Whispers started moving among the people in the camp, and the excitement and hope were starting to rise. Even talk about fighting back was enough to brighten their moods, especially in people like Danny, who had been itching for revenge ever since he and his family had been brought into camp. And even people such as Chris, who would rather have kept their heads down, were now more interested after seeing how many different people were becoming involved. Mack was sure that with a little luck and some good timing they would be able to pull this off soon. Unfortunately, it was not the easiest thing to talk with all of them at once. Mack could not give an inspiring speech or discuss his tactics, either. So he hoped everyone received the correct instructions and that things were not lost in a game of telephone.

      The following morning, just as they were given the signal to rise and begin their day, a guard came in and ordered Grace to go with him.

      “Why? Where am I going?” she asked.

      “You'll find out when you get there,” the guard said. Mack stepped in front of Grace.

      “You're not taking her anywhere until you tell me where she's going. We've all been doing our duties. Is she being punished?” he asked.

      The guard's hands moved down to his gun and he locked eyes with Mack. “I've been given my orders, and you have been given yours. If you interfere I will kill you,” he said, and then grabbed Grace by the shoulder.

      She began struggling but Mack shook his head, for he knew any disturbance now would jeopardize their long-term plan. So it was with a heavy heart that he watched Grace being led out of the tent. He only could hope she would be safe. Because if she wasn't, then to hell with the plan; this place would burn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      “So do I get to know where you're taking me now?” Grace asked after she was roughly pushed out of the tent.

      The guard grunted at her and told her to keep walking. It wasn't long before she figured out where he was taking her, though. Soon Mr. Smith's hut loomed ahead. She went in and the leader was waiting there for her. The table was still there, but this time there was no food on it. Grace had not seen the leader much since that initial meal, but she had heard from Mack how he had been trying to find someone to join him. Other than that, the only times she had seen him were when he addressed the camp.

      It was surprising how removed he was from the day-to-day proceedings. She wondered if it was just to shield himself from the inhumane displays she witnessed daily. He was the type of person she would have been able to ruin. She would have hacked into his bank accounts and transferred all his money, then she would have changed his password and made postings on social media. His life would have been destroyed. Yet now she could not do any of that.

      Mr. Smith gestured to a chair, which she took, folding her arms and looking away with a sullen expression on her face. Mr. Smith remained standing, and as he spoke he paced around the room.

      “As you can see, there are no knives to grab today,” he said, and smiled to himself.

      “I have to admit I was impressed by your spirited display. Most people I have met quickly lose that part of themselves, but you seem to hold onto it tightly. I think I may have misjudged you when we first met. I thought you were nothing more than a child, but after receiving reports of how hard you've worked, I now can see there's more to you than that. Yours is the kind of attitude that this world is going to need. You're the kind of person I envisage standing on the pillars of the new society. I want to help you reach your potential, Grace. I want to see you grow and become one of the leaders of this new world I'm building. I want someone to stand with me, to be by my side and help usher in a new era for humanity.

      “I thought that perhaps Mack was going to be the one, but his mind is too tied to the old way of thinking to be of any use. He's been brainwashed, like so many unfortunate souls. I pity him, really, but I realize I need someone with a younger outlook. I'm sure you must have seen how broken the world was. Now you can be a part of building a new one, a better one.”

      Mr. Smith ended up standing behind Grace, and he rested a hand on her shoulder. The mere touch was enough to make her skin crawl.

      “You're deluded,” she said, “the old world wasn't perfect, but neither is your vision for a new one. You're just as broken as you think the old world was, and you're insane if you think you're the man to put it all together again. You think anyone would follow you willingly? You lucked out with this place. The only reason people are still here is because of fear, and it's not even fear of you. It's the fear of being out there on their own. People don't want to be lost in the wilderness when they have a camp like this. You're just an annoyance, something they must deal with, like fleas. If you didn't have the guns you wouldn't be anything.”

      Mr. Smith's grip tightened on her shoulder and then he stomped around her so he could speak to her directly.

      “You don't know what you're talking about. All my followers are with me, and if people just would give me a chance they would see I only want the best for them. They would understand what I'm trying to do! But no, everyone must deny me my right to make the world in my image. They're jealous. That's it. They always have been. They're just jealous because when the world ended I took the reins, not them. I was the one who stepped up and took control. I'm the one in charge here and you're all just jealous!”

      “Like I said, deluded,” she said sarcastically, as though she was talking to herself.

      This really set off Mr. Smith, though. He grabbed her jaw and made her gasp as he forced her to look at him. Her demeanor changed completely and fear ran down her spine as her eyes began watering. When she was with Mack and the others she felt strong, and it was easy to forget Mr. Smith was a horrible man, but here she was being given a reminder of his terror. His slender fingers pressed against her skin and she could feel his hot breath as he spoke.

      “You either can join me willingly or you can be forced to comply. I’ve grown tired of these games. I have considered all my options and you are the one I have chosen to stand with me. You cannot rely on your friends or anyone else. This is the last place you are going to see. So you may as well adapt to the new circumstances because I'm not going to let you leave. This is your future. This is your destiny.” He released his hands from her face and she stretched her jaw, attempting to ease the pain that was shooting through her.

      “I'll give you a chance to think about it,” he said, and then he turned his back on her.

      For a few moments, she was too shocked to move. She was afraid this was some terrible trick, and that if she tried to leave she would be punished. Without Mack and the others, she felt extremely vulnerable. Her eyes darted around the walls of the hut, replaying the vicious look in Mr. Smith's eyes as he had been talking to her. His offer had been a surprise and it didn't seem as though she had much choice. She knew she didn't want to comply, not after Mack had taught her how to fight, and after how she had spent all her life resisting people like Mr. Smith.

      After she caught her breath, she could move again. She staggered out of the hut. There was nobody around. She was tempted to make a break for it, even though she knew that somewhere close by somebody was watching her, and if she did try to run she would soon feel a bullet burning a hole in her back. But she couldn't leave her friends, either, and this was a tremendous shift in her thinking.

      While she had been part of a hacking group, there had not been any real closeness with the others. They all had lived a rather transitory life. Aside from D1ABL0, none of them were a constant presence. As such, she did not feel an obligation toward them as she did toward Mack and Luis. So she slowly made her way back to the tent, walking through the camp with a dazed look on her face.

      The color had been drained from her skin. Grace looked lost. People started to talk as they saw her come back from the general direction of Mr. Smith's hut, and when Mack was alerted his blood boiled. He and Luis both noticed her quickly and they abandoned their posts, running back to be with their friend. The guards who were supervising them were amused to see them in such distress. So they didn't protest when they left, but told everyone else to keep working.

      Luis was the first one to arrive in the tent, although Mack was only a few paces behind. Upon seeing him, Grace flung her arms around Luis, who tried his best to comfort her. Grace was shaking and tried holding back her sobs even though they were away from the prying eyes of the camp. She was not someone who was prone to emotional outbursts.

      “What happened?” Mack asked, and as her voice shook Grace quickly told him what had transpired.

      Mack clenched his jaw and his fists. If the tent had been made of a firmer material, he would have punched the wall. “That bastard,” he said.

      “He's been luring me in all this time then he turns around and takes you like that. I should have seen it coming. Maybe if I had been more interested...if I just had agreed to be a part of this, then he wouldn't have threatened you like that.”

      “It's not your fault,” Grace said.

      “It doesn't matter whose fault it was. This man is a monster and he must be stopped. We need to start thinking about putting this plan into action because I don't want to be here to see what Mr. Smith is going to do next,” Luis said, still holding Grace.

      Mack had a thoughtful expression on his face as many thoughts were whirling in his mind. All this time Mr. Smith had been working toward getting people to be a part of his supposed master race. Since Mack had declined his offer he had turned to Grace, who he must have known had a special bond with Mack. But Mack dared not think of what he was going to do to make Grace comply. He only could assume it involved taking either his or Luis' life.

      “No, I don't want you moving the schedule up because of me. I can handle it. We need to wait until everyone is ready. Like Mack said, we're only going to get one shot at this and we need to make sure we make the most of it,” Grace said. Wiping her nose and mouth, she pulled away from Luis and stood using her own strength again, although Luis kept his arm hanging over her shoulder.

      “No, Luis is right. This is only going to get worse and I don't want to give Mr. Smith another chance to hurt you. In ideal circumstances, we'd have another few days, but this world isn't ideal. We're going to have to move tomorrow. It's time to stand up to Mr. Smith, once and for all. I, for one, am tired of letting him have all the power here.”
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      Ever since the man with no name had shouted at Steve, the young guard had felt indebted to Mack and had tried bringing him some extra rations every now and then. Although he had been taken off guard duty, things had to be shuffled around as other people went on patrols. So, occasionally Steve did resume his duty of bringing them meals. Steve had been the only guard they had spoken to directly about their plans. Although the fear on his face was plain to see, he agreed to help them, and Mack was impressed by the young boy's courage.

      Steve also had spread the word among some of the other people who had been forced to serve as guards, as most of them had not enjoyed keeping their own families in check. They also had used Luis as a messenger between Steve and his brother Danny since the guards often were kept separate from their own families to make the division between them more apparent. Mack was aware of this and he did not want to harm these people if they could help it. So, although it was a gamble to let word spread through the guards, he trusted Steve's judgment to tell only people who would remain tight-lipped. But more than that, it was helpful to have a person on the inside who could give them accurate information about the comings and goings of the patrols.

      On this morning Steve brought them their breakfast and nodded to them in turn.

      “Danny said to keep your head down, and that he and your mom are looking forward to seeing you again real soon. They're both proud of you,” Luis said. Steve blushed and an awkward smile came upon his face.

      “I'm proud of you, too, Steve. Thank you for helping us like this. I know it's not easy and that you must be very afraid, but you're going to be helping a lot of people by doing this.”

      “I know, I just want to do my part,” he said.

      “Something happened yesterday that means our plans have to move forward. We're going to have to attack today. Do you think that's a good idea?” Mack asked.

      Steve chewed his lip and traded his weight from foot to foot before he answered. “There's a big patrol going out today, around lunchtime. Word is they've found another big group nearby and they're going to strike before they attack us. Most of them are going, with only a few staying behind.”

      “Good, then perhaps it won't matter that we didn't have a chance to get organized properly,” Mack said.

      “Hopefully, this all will be over by the time the patrol gets back, and we'll be able to give them a warm welcome.” The others grinned, and Steve joined in.

      “I also brought you these,” he said, and reached around his back, pulling out a piece of cloth from which he had made a makeshift bag. He handed it to Mack, who unfolded it.

      “These will come in really handy,” he said. Steve had managed to smuggle them in some knives.

      “There are loads of them in the armory, a whole big box. I was asked to inventory them yesterday and I figured they wouldn't notice if a few of these smaller ones went missing.”

      Mack handed one of them each to Grace and Luis, and then stopped in front of Saul. The big man looked up at Mack and blinked. They hadn't spoken much since their last discussion, but Mack knew it was time to give him a chance. Perhaps he hadn't been fair to him.

      “I think we've been blaming you for long enough, Saul. We're here now and we have to deal with it. Even if you hadn't done what you did, there's no guarantee we would have slipped past that scouting party. Like it or not, you're a part of this group, and I'd like your help now, if you're willing to give it,” Mack said, offering the knife.

      Saul looked up at him for a long while. In that time, Mack wasn't sure Saul would take his offer, but then the knife was taken from his hand and Saul stood up.

      “I'm with you,” he said. The two men linked arms and smiled at each other, although Luis remained suspicious.

      “You'd better get going now, Steve. I don't want them getting suspicious of you. If they come in here to check on you and see us holding these, we'll all be in trouble. Watch for the sign, and then you know what to do.”

      Steve nodded. “Good luck,” he said, and he left the tent. Once he was gone Mack and the others examined the knives. They all were a similar length, about five inches, and a couple had ornate handles, while the others were more generic.

      “Now, I don't want to take lives if I can help it, but the time may come when it's called for. I don't expect you to do the same, though. Killing someone is a hell of a thing, even if they're coming after you. It'll change you in ways you can't imagine. But we've all agreed to be a part of this, and I'd hope that we'll be in it all the way if we need to be. There's no sense in backing out now. If the time comes then the worst thing you can do is hesitate, so you might want to think now about how this is going to play out. It's not going to be tidy, and it's not going to be easy. Yes, we've planned, but if there's one thing I've learned from my time in the army it's that plans can go awry very quickly.

      “These people already have taken out a military bunker, and who knows what else? So we know they're no chumps, and they're not just going to stand by while we threaten their cushy little lives. Then there's Mr. Smith to worry about as well. He's a dangerous man, as we all know, and he certainly isn't going to be pleased about this happening. This is more than a camp to him, more than a place to live. It's the foundation of his new world and any attack on it is an attack on him, his authority, and his ideology. Once we start this there's no going back, and if we fail it's going to cost us our lives. If any of you want to back out, then this is the time to do it.”

      Luis had looked a little unsure when Mack had mentioned the possibility of killing someone, but there was no chance any of them were going to back away. Mack was pleased when his questions were met with silence.

      “Now, I would have preferred to give this speech to everyone in the camp so they all could be aware of what's going on, but I'm going to have to rely on you to spread the message. Once you all are in positions I want you to relay what I've just said. Tell them if they want to they still can back out and we won't think any less of them. You people are my lieutenants and I know that I can trust you. And I'm sure you're all aware of the plan, but let's go through it again. Once we're out there I don't know if we'll get a chance to speak again.”

      Mack looked at each of them in turn. The experience of the apocalypse had hardened them all, as had being kept in this camp. Luis had changed the most. Already, in such a short time, he had lost the wide-eyed way he looked at the world and his fear had been transformed from a weakness into a piece of steel that strengthened him. Acting like this was natural for Mack, and it took him back to a time when he had known his purpose in life, when he had a mission and all he had to do was carry it out. His duty brought order, and it left no room for doubt or reason. And even though he wasn't doing this for the army, he felt as though he still was doing this for America. He was fighting for these people's freedom, and battling against a man who sought to impose his own way of thinking on the population.

      It could have been his last stand, and as he was talking he felt the photograph of Anna burning a hole in his pocket (it was the one thing aside from his clothes the guards hadn't confiscated upon capturing him). There was a good chance this could spell the end of his time on Earth, and his quest to find his wife would end in failure, but he never had been a selfish man. If he didn't try stopping Mr. Smith, then he wasn't worthy of Anna's love. One day he hoped to see her again and tell her all about this battle and how he ended the reign of a man who used fear and intimidation to dictate the course of people's lives. But that was a long way in the future, and right now he had other things with which to concern himself. His body throbbed with anxious excitement as the adrenalin began surging through his body. It was a reaction that he had been used to when he was in the field at the beginning of his career, before he transferred into interrogation.

      There was something special about this feeling, about knowing that you were going into battle to defend honor and freedom, to give your body and soul over to something greater than yourself. It made Mack feel alive, and he hoped it inspired the same feelings in the others as well. He was proud of Grace, who had come a long way since their first meeting, when she was just a sullen girl on a plane, and then a scared young woman who was worried she had no place in this new world. But now she, too, had a purpose and was willing to give herself to the cause, rather than stay detached and alone like she had in the old world. And then there was Saul.

      Mack still hadn't made up his mind about Saul yet, but he was willing to give him a chance because that was the kind of man Mack wanted to be, the kind of man there needed to be more of in the world. There were already too many bad ones. Saul had been written off enough in his life, and Mack hoped he would take this chance to prove himself and find a new purpose, and perhaps realize that he didn't have to be a lone wolf anymore.

      Just before they went through the plan Mack felt the tension in the air. He knew it only was going to increase as the morning continued, and they waited for the right moment to strike. The plan already was being implemented earlier than they had hoped. So there was plenty that could go wrong, but sometimes you just had to roll the dice and hope all your preparations held up. So, Mack took a deep breath and went over the plan again, making sure everybody knew their roles. If one person messed up, then it could spell the end for them all. Coordination was going to be their biggest obstacle and it was up to all of them to maintain order over each of their areas. Over the course of their stay in the camp they had made friends with others and generally were liked well enough. So Mack hoped there were no surprises on that front.

      “Okay, let's just go through this one last time so everything is straight in our heads. Remember, if you have any questions don't hesitate to ask. If something goes wrong out there I trust you to use your own judgment. I've come to know all of you over the time we've spent together. I know the three of you are good people and you're going to do what's right. There are no better people I would rather trust to have by my side today. Whatever happens, I want you to know that I'm glad we had the chance to know each other.” At his solemn words the other three looked at each other, nodded, and smiled, even at Saul. Then, they stepped a little closer to Mack and gathered around him as he relayed the plan.

      “Right, Luis, you and your group are going to cause a distraction so I can lead a group to the armory. We're all going to load up on weapons and then split up. Grace, your group is going to secure the bikes and the wagons. Luis, as soon as you've created the distraction, I want you lot to get back as quickly as possible. Once the guards realize what's going on, they're not going to care you're unarmed. Saul, I want you to get to them with extra guns as quickly as possible and cause as much chaos as you can. Hold the perimeter and try to subdue people as quickly as possible. After I'm done at the armory I'll go to the horses and make sure they're okay.

      “We don't want any of the guards to escape and warn their friends before they get back. With any luck, we'll be done before that patrol returns. When they do come back we can just capture them and put them with the others. Hopefully, once Mr. Smith sees what's happening he'll surrender.”

      “He's not going to surrender. He's mine,” Saul growled.

      “Get in line,” Grace said, a fiery determination written on her face.

      Mack decided not to argue with them. He knew better than to try fighting against powerful emotions like that. With the plan laid out before them all there was left to do was wait. Mack walked to the edge of the tent and peered out of the doorway. The morning sun was high in the sky and there was something in the air. He wondered if Mr. Smith or any of the guards could feel it, too. So far they had been fortunate in that nobody they had told of their plan had let word slip, at least not to his knowledge. So hopefully, the element of surprise would be enough to give them the advantage they needed. One by one, they all left the tent and went to their separate areas, trying to walk as though it was just a normal day. Yet all of them had things on their mind.

      Mack went to the horses and nodded to Chris. Luis met up with Danny. Grace took her seat next to the women she knew, and Saul gave slight nods to people as he made his way through the camp. So far, so good, and none of the guards acted differently at all, but as the morning continued the patrols still were milling about. While they remained, there still were too many guards to risk their plan of attack.

      People started to get worried, glancing toward Mack and the others. They all tried to tell their respective groups what was expected of them, but it was difficult as they were under supervision. They had to pick their moments carefully. Some people were averse to the idea of killing and it seemed as though their numbers would dwindle. Chris, especially, was getting cold feet now as the time to attack was drawing near.

      “I thought you were willing to do this?” Mack asked.

      “I was...I am...I'm just scared. I've never been in a fight, not even at school. I hated conflict. I'd rather we could just talk about this,” Chris said.

      “I wish that, too, but that option has been exhausted. This is the only way forward and I completely understand if you don't want to be a part of it. But if that's the case, then you're going to need somewhere to hide or else you're going to be caught in the crossfire.”

      “I'll be okay. I really do want to help. I just need some time to process it.”

      “Just focus on your breathing and take each moment as it comes and you'll be okay,” Mack said.

      His heart went out to Chris. It was people like him that he admired, and that would form the backbone of the new world. He didn't have the training that Mack had, yet he still had the courage to be a part of this rebellion purely because it was the right thing to do.  As long as there still were people willing to stand up for what was right, the world was going to be in good shape.

      Others, like Danny, were all too eager to take out their frustration and anger on the people who had taken and harmed their families. Some of the guards who had been inducted upon their arrival into the camp had been killed while out on patrols, and their families who were still left alive had a score to settle. It was all Mack could do to keep them restrained until the signal was given. Timing was everything, and if anyone acted too quickly, then it could put the whole plan in jeopardy. Perhaps the person with the hardest task was Grace. There were many in her area who agreed with the principle of attacking the guards, but not with the reality of it. Many of them were grateful to have a roof over their heads and the tasks they had been given within the camp were not too arduous. It frustrated Grace that they were so blind to everything around them, but she was sure that once the action started she could rally them and make them act. Meanwhile, Saul was still largely kept to himself. He had to communicate to his people with his body language, and hope the message got through. But his plan, when the time finally came, was to lead the charge with a mighty roar, and for everyone to fall in line behind him.

      Once they all were in their positions, and had spread the word that they were going to be moving on that day, all there was to do was wait.
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      The morning hours passed and the sun moved across the sky. Everyone tried focusing on their jobs, but they were growing anxious with each passing moment. The patrol still had not moved and Mack was beginning to wonder if either Steve had been misinformed or if the guards had caught wind of their plan. If things didn't carry through today, then Grace was in serious danger, and Mack didn't want anything to happen to her. Over the course of the time they had spent together he had grown very protective of her, thinking of her almost as a daughter. That was poignant as he and Anna had planned to try having children when he arrived home.

      The thought of Mr. Smith hurting her filled Mack with anger, and this camp had existed for long enough. People continued glancing at him, and he hoped the guards would not pick up on this, as his heart was beating more fiercely than usual. When lunch was called, nobody felt like eating as their nerves were too frayed, but they forced food down to give the appearance of normalcy. The guards were eating close by as well. At one point, Mack caught the eye of Steve, who could offer only a shrug.

      Then, after lunch, Mack saw the patrol getting ready to leave. Again, people glanced at him, but he shook his head. They had to wait until the patrol was out of earshot. Otherwise, they would come running back and Mack's little army would have even more people to deal with. Eventually, enough time had passed. Mack took off his shirt, wiped his brow, and hung the shirt on the fence next to him. This was the sign.

      Luis had been glancing over during the entire morning, waiting and waiting, hoping he wasn't going to mess up his task. The people around him were anxious to get underway as well, and it was all he could do to quell their primal spirit. When he saw Mack hang his shirt on the fence, he rushed back to his group and gave them a thumbs-up. Danny threw his axe on the ground and approached Luis, shoving him loudly, shouting and hollering. Luis fell to the ground and the two of them scrambled together, just as they had planned. The others soon joined in and the scuffle became a brawl.

      The guards overlooking them weren't enough to handle the situation and had to call for assistance. One by one, guards from the main camp ran over to deal with this disruption, although the ones at the armory remained. Mack had hoped all the guards would be sent, but evidently the armory was too important to leave unguarded. Seeing this, he knew he had to take matters into his own hands. He told Chris to wait until the guard had been apprehended and then to carry out the plan as they had discussed. Mack took a deep breath and strode up to the armory. With the other guards occupied there was nobody to stop him, although the guard he was approaching told him to stop.

      “Just let this happen,” Mack said, but the guard pointed a gun at Mack.

      Mack continued talking until he was within reach of the guard and, as quick as a flash, he reached out and pushed the gun away. A shot was fired but it cracked into the ground, sending up dirt and dust. With his other hand Mack pulled out the knife Steve had given him and stabbed the guard in his mid-section. Seeing the guard crumple, Chris and the others ran up to Mack, who already was opening the armory door. Upon hearing the gunshot, the guards who were otherwise occupied had their attention drawn back to the main camp. They shouted to return, but it was too late. Mack already was handing out guns, and those who had weapons in their hands took up positions to fire at the other guards, who had to take cover.

      People worked frantically. Saul and Grace's teams were soon there and everyone was yelling over each other. Mack could hear the fear in people's voices. He hadn't had time to train any of them on how to use a firearm and he hoped they would find some luck and inspiration in the face of adversity. When forced to tap into their primal nature humans could be very resourceful, but Mack was aware he had to try keeping control of himself. Otherwise, he would become too much like the man he was trying to stop. Already he had taken a life, and he would have to live with that. Guns and bullets were passed between people and a perimeter was set up around the armory entrance. Grace and her crew first gathered some crates and other objects to use as barriers as they tried pinning down the other guards. The air was alive with the crack of gunfire.

      Mack ran back to tend to the horses with his group, firing in the air behind him. He quickly opened the paddock doors and made soothing sounds, hoping the horses would be able to maintain their composure in the midst of the gunfire. In the background, he heard people crying out with pain as bullets sliced through flesh, and the horrific reality of the endeavor came to the fore. But still people kept fighting, and although some were paralyzed by the fear that struck them, others moved forward and rallied to the cause. Chris, for example, began barking orders at others and led the horses away to safety with Mack. They tried to work as quickly as possible. Mack wished he could have been everywhere on the battlefield, but right now he needed to be with the horses as they were used to his presence.

      Luis and Danny grinned at each other as they stopped fighting and tried to deal with the guards who were all around them. Most of the guards were busy trying to shoot at the people around the armory as they knew it was the most important location. But without weapons, Luis and the people with him were at a great disadvantage while isolated from the others. They still had their axes, though, and when the battle first had begun they had used the element of surprise to rise up and wrestle the guards. Many of them still were involved in a close-quarters brawl, trying to prevent the guards from using their guns. They knew if they lost the edge then they would be at the mercy of the bullets. Many of them fought fiercely, especially Danny, who was like an ancient Greek warrior, and his example spurred on the rest of them.

      Grace was lost in the whirl of battle, even though she was standing in one place, rallying the others around her to maintain their position at the armory. Bullets were flying wildly, but they had managed to pin down most of the guards. Although she knew this couldn't go on forever. She looked over at Saul and told him to go around the back and get weapons to Luis while they laid down covering fire. Mack had disappeared. So far there had been nobody coming from the other side of camp, but it was only a matter of time before Mr. Smith arrived with another contingent of guards. In her hands was a pistol. It was lighter than she had imagined, but she had yet to pull the trigger as a lump in her throat prevented her from doing so. Whenever she waged war it had been from behind a computer screen.

      So far the plan had been working and the rebels had the upper hand. Saul and his group moved between the tents, managing to avoid gunfire for the most part, and flanked the guards around Luis. They had to be careful with their shots as they didn't want to harm the people on their side. The guards were in disarray. Many of them who had been coerced into helping Mr. Smith now were changing sides and, sadly, a few of them did die in the confusion of battle. They began fleeing back into the camp, trying to make it to somewhere safe against the overwhelming number of people. As soon as Grace saw this she took several people and secured the bikes and wagons. Now that the battle was going well, the people who had been unsure were more willing to fight for the cause, although the ground already was littered with dead bodies. So far there had not been any sign of Mr. Smith.

      Mack had moved the horses to a safe place and was about to return when he heard a cry from outside the camp. The patrol had returned unexpectedly and had seen the carnage that Mack's army had wrought. The other guards had fled to the other side of the camp, meaning all of Mack's people were caught in the middle, and it was not an enviable position in which to be. Mack fired his gun as he made his way back into the main camp. He knew he had to be there to direct his troops as they would be more effective with a commander than they would be as just a rabble of people. As he made his way through the devastation it brought back a lot of memories of his early career in the army, a time he thought he had left long ago.

      When he returned, he saw the battle had been fragmented. Luis and his group had chased after the guards who had fled and were now gone. Grace was just returning, having left people to guard the vehicles, and Saul was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Mr. Smith. When he asked where Saul had gone, people mostly didn't know, although one mentioned Saul had said he had a score he needed to settle. Mack scowled, as going after Mr. Smith like that hadn't been part of the plan. Once again, Saul had endangered them all. Right now, they needed leadership, order, and a chain of command, but with Luis and Saul otherwise occupied Mack needed more help. He called to Steve and made him a deputy.

      “I'm going to hold the line here and coordinate the attack. Right now, we're pinned down from two sides and that's not a good position to be in. I need you to run to Chris and tell him to leave the horses and attack to the east. You got that?” Steve nodded eagerly and Mack watched him run low through the gunfire, impressed by the courage he was showing.

      “We've made it this far! We can keep going! This day can be ours! Remember to breathe. Don't waste your ammo. Wait until you have a clear shot. You're doing well and I'm proud of you,” Mack yelled to try galvanizing the people around him.

      He told Grace to get back to her people and bring the wagons into the middle of camp as they could use them for shelter. Bullets flew past him as he kept his head down and wished he had had a helmet. The battle raged on and it was impossible to tell who was winning, but the bodies continued piling up. There were roars from far away in the camp, and Mack hoped Luis was still alive.

      Moments later Steve was running through camp back to Mack, crouching down and hiding from the flurry of bullets flying through the air. But then a shot went clean through Steve's leg. The young boy yelped in pain as blood gushed from the open wound and he fell to the ground, trying to claw forward. Mack cried out and looked to the source of the shot. It was the man with no name, limping forward, his legs and arm bandaged from where he had been shot before. His gun was drawn and he walked tall through the battlefield, as though he was invincible. Mack burned with anger as the man with no name approached Steve and drew his gun again, then turned and smiled as he saw Mack coming toward him.

      “Don't you dare!” Mack yelled.

      “Or what?” the man with no name said dryly.

      “This is the price you pay for starting a war. There are always casualties. I knew you were going to be trouble when I met you on that damned farm. I should have killed you then. You could have had a good life here. All you had to do was listen to that rambling fool's ideas and you could have done anything you wanted.”

      “Leave Steve alone,” Mack said, and pointed his gun squarely at the head of the man with no name.

      “I never was going to make it out of this alive, not once you started shooting up the place. I have made my peace with that. Have you?” he said, and time froze as he squeezed the trigger and a bullet shot out.

      Before Mack knew it Steve's struggling body was still, and his eyes were glassy-looking. The man with no name laughed and turned to point his gun at Mack, but Mack's reactions were sharper and soon the laugh was no more. The man with no name crumpled to the ground, but the damage already had been done. Mack ran to Steve and cradled his limp body. Mack had seen many soldiers die over the course of his career and it was always a tragedy when a life was cut short, but Steve hadn't been a soldier. He hadn't signed up for this. And now he was dead.

      In the chaos of the battle, Mack took a moment to look around. Dead bodies from both sides covered the ground and the air was heavy with the thick smell of blood and burning metal. It was a pointless battle, one that would not be remembered in history, yet one that would leave its mark on all involved.

      He returned to the armory and fired more shots. In the distance, he could see Chris still alive, even though others had fallen beside him. They had lost more people than Mack had expected and, in that moment, he spared a thought for his wife. He hoped that wherever she was she was not involved in something like this.

      The battle had been frantic and people around him were beginning to become battle-scarred. On the other side of the camp he could see Luis' group emerging, looking triumphant, but there was no sign of Luis with them, and Mack's heart sank. But they moved through the camp and provided relief for those at the armory, managing to pin down the onslaught that had been coming from the edge of the camp. Mack could feel that victory was close, but there was still a ways to go yet. However, when he looked around he couldn't see Grace either, and it seemed that when he needed them most his closest allies all had deserted him. So he was left barking orders, hoping they were okay.

      When Grace had realized Saul was nowhere to be found she remembered his vow. She knew he had gone after his brother, but she wasn't about to leave Mr. Smith all to him. After carrying out Mack's order to secure the bikes and lay down some covering fire she left her group and went looking for Saul. She ducked and dodged her way through the camp, hiding from guards as they ran past. She saw some of them fleeing into the woods, but she didn't give chase. It was clear now that when you ruled by fear like Mr. Smith you did not inspire loyalty from your followers, and she looked forward to telling him that in person.

      She made her way to the very back of the camp to Mr. Smith's hut, but found it empty. However, there was a trail by the door that suggested somebody had been dragged out. After following the trail, she tried thinking where Saul would take Mr. Smith. The river was perhaps too far, but the tent where they all had been kept prisoner was a good bet. Indeed, when she followed the trail it led exactly to there. She peered in and saw that Saul was holding Mr. Smith at gunpoint. She walked in.

      “I told you that you had to get in line,” Grace said. Mr. Smith was trying to remain composed, but there were beads of sweat trickling down his face and his armpits were stained.

      “He's my brother. I should be the one to do it. It was lucky I got there when I did. I caught this coward trying to get away on a bike. Funny that, his whole place comes under attack, and instead of defending it, he runs. But that's what you're always used to doing, isn't it brother? Running away instead of trying to prove yourself.”

      “Better than breaking the law and getting put in prison over and over again, or running out on your family,” Mr. Smith spat back.

      “You like to think you're a big, bad lone wolf, but the truth is nobody wants you around because you're a liability. Even now there's a whole war being waged, and instead of helping your people you're in here with me, putting your own personal goals ahead of everything else. You see, Grace? This is what I'm talking about. The world can't go on like this. We all should be working together and there's still a chance for you to make the right decision. I'm sure that you, me and Mack can work things out. Most of the bad guards will be dead by now. I never wanted them in the first place, I just had to use them so I could build up this place. I never wanted it to be like this, I wanted us to all get along. Take care of Saul and we can go out there and put an end to this war. Nobody else has to die,” he said, trying to make an imploring case to Grace.

      Grace moved forward so she was standing beside Saul.

      “You're wrong. There's one last person who has to die. You. Do it, Saul. End this now,” Grace said. Saul's hands gripped the gun and they started shaking as he tried willing himself to pull the trigger.

      “You're the same as you always were, Saul. You never could do anything useful. You messed everything up and you'll always mess up everything. You can't even do this right. You're pathetic. And you wonder why I wanted to leave home?”

      “All we ever wanted was to give you a good life! We just wanted to protect you and care for you, but you threw it back in our faces. Mom was never the same after you left. You were her baby. She always loved you more than me, and you had to go break her heart. And look at you, you don't even care.”

      “No, I don't care, because I'm better than you. I'm better than all of you!” he said.

      By this point he had stepped around slowly so his back was to the tent entrance. Grace yelled at Saul again to pull the trigger, but Saul was unable to do so. Mr. Smith merely laughed and shook his head one last time before he turned and moved out of the tent. Grace glared at Saul and followed, drawing her gun. She pointed and pulled the trigger, closing her eyes at the last moment. Then she heard a cry of pain. When she opened her eyes, she saw Mr. Smith was cradling his leg, but still moving, albeit far more slowly. He was wheezing and she raised the gun again, remembering how he had threatened her and gripped her jaw. Anger rose within her like a viper ready to strike at its prey, but just as she was about to end Mr. Smith's life, Saul was by her side, wresting the gun from her grip. She glared at him once again, but he had a solemn look on his face.

      “You don't want to do that,” he said, “let the wild get him.” Grace let her gaze linger at the trail of blood that followed Mr. Smith into the forest. Then she and Saul turned away as they returned to the main conflict.
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      In the aftermath of the battle there was much rejoicing from the victors, even though their triumph had come at a very great cost. Sorrow thundered through the camp as people went through the fallen bodies and inevitably found a family member or someone they had thought fondly of. Mack was disheartened to see that Chris eventually had fallen as well, although the horses were still safe.

      The camp was a literal war zone with empty bullet shells and corpses on the ground. The fight had raged for hours, and although it was still a bright day the sun soon would dip below the horizon, completing its descent. Mack looked up at it and mused that even though much had happened to the people of Earth, the rest of the universe and time was continuing without any thought of what was occurring to them.

      Bullets had torn holes through tents and it would take a lot of work to get the camp up and running again. Mack divided everyone into teams again. They needed to collect all the guns and unused ammo and put them back in the armory, gather up all the dead bodies and make a note of who had died, make sure the horses and other modes of transportation all were accounted for, take stock of the supplies, and generally make sure they all were safe, and that there were no stragglers from Mr. Smith's regime.

      After talking among themselves, the people of the camp decided they would burn all the bodies on the bonfire. Even though there were many cultures, they all had come together against Mr. Smith and the best thing to do was to deal with the dead bodies quickly. It pained Mack to see Steve and the man with no name being gathered up together. Now in death they both were corpses, whereas in life they had been two completely different people. Although they all were exhausted from fighting, there was still a lot of work to do and they put in the effort long into the evening.

      Shortly after they had been tidying up, Mack was given a morale boost as Luis appeared, half-dazed and looking much the worse for wear. Upon seeing him Mack embraced him tightly.

      “I thought you were a goner,” he said.

      “So did I for a while,” Luis said, looking relieved.

      “It was touch and go there. I wasn't sure we were going to make it, but they're all good people. I was caught in a big brawl, and then a couple of them tried to get away. I chased them through the forest and we got into a fight. Then they ran away. I was knocked down. It took me a while before I came to. I was just lucky they decided not to finish me off.”

      “I think most of Mr. Smith's men gave up the cause when they saw that it was lost, and when he didn't appear,” Mack said. Luis asked what happened with Mr. Smith and Mack told him what he had heard from Grace.

      “It's a shame he got away,” Luis said. “I would have liked to have made him pay for everything he put us all through.”

      “From what Grace said he was losing a lot of blood. So I doubt he made it very far,” Mack said, although deep down he had his doubts, and was afraid they had not seen the last of Mr. Smith.

      At that point Danny came over and expressed joy at seeing Luis again, then told him the sad news of Steve's death. Mack left the two new friends to talk with each other. All through the camp he saw scenes like this, of people who had formed bonds in the face of adversity. He knew the camp would be stronger for these people having come together.

      After they had taken care of everything and set the bodies alight Mack gathered them all around. The guards who had not been killed had been tied up. They were sitting near them, although far away from the weapons, for Mack wanted to address them as well.

      “Today has been a long, hard day, but I'm proud of you all. Everyone in this camp did more than was asked of them. You came together and fought back against the person who had caused you so much pain. A lot of people gave their lives today, people who were close to all of us, and I would like to pay our respects to them now. We will miss them, and we always will remember them. As we move forward and as this camp is rebuilt, it will be with the knowledge that we are only here because of their sacrifices to us.

      “And now, for those of us who still live, we have choices to make. We have prisoners here, guards who were working for Mr. Smith. I don't know how justice is supposed to work in this new world. There are still so many things we're going to have to figure out on our own, but I want us to try being the best possible versions of ourselves. So I would like to offer them a choice. Either they can try making it out there by themselves or they can stay here, as long as they promise to behave and give themselves accordingly.

      “Now, I don't want to speak for everyone because the last thing you need is someone else telling you what to do. So I suggest you form some kind of committee that can make these decisions. But right now, I just wanted to say thank you to you all for what you've done here today. You all should be proud of yourselves. Let's enjoy the feast tonight!”

      His words were met with a loud cheer and people started socializing as food was brought out and cooked, away from the bonfire of burning bodies. Now that Mr. Smith was gone, the food could be shared equally, as could the alcohol that he had been hoarding. Soon enough, Dana, the woman to whom Mack had spoken about the state of the city, came up to him. He was glad to see she had survived the ordeal.

      “A few of us have been talking,” she began.

      “We like your idea of a committee, but we also like the idea of you sticking around. None of this would have been possible without you. I think most of us are going to stay try making a go of it here. Hell, part of the reason why most of us came here in the first place was because we were promised a sanctuary where people were working together to build a community. So we might as well make that a reality. We'd like you to stay, though, and be a part of this. It's still going to take a lot of work to repair the damage Mr. Smith caused. Not just with us, but with the people in the area, and we could use all the help we could get.”

      “I appreciate the offer, and I'll think about it,” he said.

      Then he promised he'd stay for at least a few days to make sure everyone was okay, and that there were no more surprises in store. As the evening continued he noticed Grace was standing by herself, so he went over to see her.

      “I was ready to do it,” she said.

      “I would have killed him if Saul hadn't stopped me. Most of my life has been spent in cyberspace, and whenever I did something to anyone it always was… removed... detached. It was easier that way. But I was right there and I was ready to end his life.”

      “It's okay. I'm proud of you for everything you've done here,” Mack said.

      “And Mr. Smith is still alive. You didn't kill anyone. You're not a bad person, Grace. Even if you had killed him, I'm not sure you would be.”

      A small smile crept across Grace's lips. “It's funny, isn't it? When we first met I was a bad person, at least in the eyes of the law. If things had gone differently I would be in prison right now, and you'd be with your wife.” She looked directly at him.

      “In a way, I'm glad that things happened this way, and that we had a chance to become friends. But Anna is still out there somewhere, and I'm not going to rest until I find her.”

      He could tell by the way she visibly relaxed that what he had said made her feel better. He was glad she wasn't going to lose herself in the darkness of self-doubt, for she had been too full of that already.

      “You're not going to stay here, then? You could make a pretty good life for yourself here. There are a lot of good people, and they look up to you.”

      “They are good people, and I could have a good life here, but it's not my life. As long as there's a chance Anna is still alive I must try finding her. I couldn't live with myself if I didn't. It's going to be hard to leave, though,” he said, and he meant every word.
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* * *

      Even though only a few days had passed the community was already strong. The newly-formed committee had decided to extend the hand of friendship to the guards who had been captured as a way of ushering in a new era of forgiveness. Some of them took it, others decided to take their chances on their own. So they were given rudimentary supplies and shown on their way. The place was abuzz with possibilities and Mack was pleased to see it getting up and running so quickly. It was amazing to think it had been only a few days since the air had been alive with the sound of gunfire, and death had hung heavily all around them.

      Patrols were sent out to repair relationships with families in the area, including Willie’s. After hearing that Mack was in the community, he and Margaret came for a visit and Mack was delighted to see them both. Margaret flung her arms around Luis, and the two of them went off together. That made Grace a little jealous, as ever since the farm she had felt as though she and Luis had been getting closer. So she tried ignoring that the two of them were going off to a private place together.

      Willie was happy to see the community was growing and was happy to negotiate a trade deal. He and Mack spent some time catching up. The farm still was going strong, and Willie said they all were welcome to drop by anytime they liked. Although Mack mentioned they probably would be moving on soon.

      “If I was in your position I wouldn't ever leave this place. You know there aren't going to be many places like this out there,” he said.

      “I know,” Mack replied, “but maybe that's why I have to be out there.”

      The visit was all too brief, and Margaret was in tears as she walked back to the wagon with her father. Luis was stoic as well. Even in this new world, some things, such as love and relationships, were still the same.

      As everything seemed to be in good hands Mack knew he wasn't needed any longer. He wanted to get back out on the road, back on the path to his wife. He gathered most of the people for another address.

      “I'm sure these little speeches aren't going to be something you miss, but I'm going to miss you all, and I'm going to miss this place a lot. We've been through a lot together, and that's not something anyone can take away. I know that no matter where I am I'll always be thinking of you and hoping that you're going from strength to strength.

      “Ever since my plane crashed and I've had to adjust to this new world, I've been trying to wrestle with the way to act and what it means to be human when we're faced with so much danger every day. It's too easy to give into fear and doubt, but you people and this place are the proof of why we must keep going. You're an example of the best side of humanity. I hope you can stay safe, and I know you're going to build something amazing together. I wish I could stay to be a part of it, but there's someone out there I have to find. Hopefully, someday our paths will cross again.”

      His words were met with a round of applause. He went over to Grace, Luis, and Saul. “I guess we're here again, and again you have a choice to make,” he said.

      “I won't blame any of you if you want to stay. In fact, I'll be a little jealous.”

      “I'm going wherever you go,” Grace said quickly.

      “I've never stayed in one place for too long, and my brother might still be out there somewhere. Plus, I feel like I've got a few things I need to make up to you people...” Saul said.

      “I've come with you this far, and the whole reason I was out here in the first place is because I wanted to see the country. Looks like you're stuck with us, Mack,” Luis said.

      “Damn, I was hoping this place finally would get rid of you,” Mack joked, beaming.

      After being loaded up with a generous amount of supplies and weapons, as well as a horse upon which they could load their packs, they bid an emotional farewell to their new friends and began the long walk back to the city. As they left the camp Mack pulled out the dog-eared, tattered photograph of his wife and ran his thumb along her face. Then, his eyes faced forward as they walked off.
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* * *

      Find out what happens in part three! Coming Soon!
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