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 1 – EDGE 
 
      
 
    That day. 
 
    It will haunt me for the rest of my life. 
 
    That day. 
 
    Everything about me changed in an instant. I went from normal, in every sense of the word, to broken. Absolutely broken. 
 
    That day. 
 
    Like every other day of my life, I was up, about, and out of the house before most people roll over and hit the snooze. My uniform perfect and crisp. Unlike many others who did what I did, I loved my job. When asked as a child what I wanted to be when I grew up, I said, like my father ... a bus driver. He drove for the Port Authority until he retired and then he drove privately until he died. 
 
    I was one of very few women who became a conductor or drove a light rail vehicle, or rather the subway. It took me a while to get there, and once secured, I wasn’t giving it up. 
 
    Before the sun even lit the sky, I was behind the controls, coffee in hand ready to take on the day. My first passengers of the day were city bound, and the first stop was always one person ... Erez. 
 
    I didn’t know his last name, but he told me his first name, probably the third day he boarded my train. A skinny, lanky guy in his early thirties, shiny black hair and beautiful olive skin. He never shut up. At first it annoyed me, then it became as much a part of my routine as everything else. 
 
    Erez was still in school. One of those people who constantly changed majors and was addicted to continuing his education. He worked early mornings for a local chiropractic firm as a media consultant. Basically, he was online posting on social media before he went to classes. He was on my first run and my last … every day. 
 
    I knew he lived with his mother in an apartment and had no other siblings. Sometimes Erez would bring me a coffee or donut. He was a good person. Lonely, I figured, but good. He carried a large backpack and always dropped it to the floor, holding it tight with his feet while gripping the bar behind me right by the handicap seating. 
 
    He adopted that spot and never abused it. Three stops after his, he helped Walter board and get situated. Walter was in a wheelchair. A man in his forties who looked in his fifties, he worked for the VA. For the first six months of my knowing him, he complained a lot about Erez ‘just standing there’ then eventually he injected into the conversation with crass commentary, until he lightened up altogether. 
 
    While there were many nameless faces that boarded each morning, people I’d never see again, there were those, like Walter and Erez who rode my car every single day. Some, whose names I didn’t know, but they, like me would be forever marked on that day. 
 
    That day not only changed me, it prepared me. 
 
    It wasn’t raining or snowing, despite being early winter. It was a perfect crisp day, one I played over and over in my head. Every word spoken, sign seen, odor smelled, everything. 
 
    “Morning,” I greeted Erez when he boarded. 
 
    “Hey, Andi, morning.” He bounced a bit. “Cold as hell out there.” 
 
    “Could be worse.” 
 
    “That’s true. Hey, did you ever …” and so it began, the idle part of the conversation until we picked up Walter. 
 
    Something that always bred a cross, irritated look from Nice Suit Guy, who seemed annoyed every morning. He spoke only when he had a complaint. 
 
    You’re early. 
 
    You’re late. 
 
    Think you can go any slower. 
 
    He was always in a rush. Making his way to the doors before they slid open. Many times I’d spot him pushing through people at the first downtown stop. 
 
    “Approaching Lytle,” Automated Sally, as I called her, announced. 
 
    “That’s Walter,” Erez said and walked to the door. 
 
    I slowed down the train to a stop. Boarding Walter always took an extra minute, which drew a groan from Nice Suit Man. As if we didn’t get Walter daily. 
 
    “I’m good. I’m good,” Walter griped to Erez. “Thank you, though.” 
 
    “No problem, anyhow …” Erez edged into the conversation. “Did you hear we had one of those ‘See and hears’ not far from my stop?” 
 
    “See and hear?” I asked. 
 
    “You know, light in the sky and some weird noises. Of course, only on this side of the world do we see the light, but the noises are all over.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear about this.” 
 
    “It’s happening everywhere, this weird phenomenon.” 
 
    “Gas,” Walter said. “It’s gas.” 
 
    “Why is everything gas?” Erez asked. “Chest pains, oh, it’s gas. Belly ache, oh, just gas. Baby smiling … it’s gas.” 
 
    “Not that kind of gas, you ass. Natural gas, fires from plants burning off the gas,” Walter said. “Fracking.” 
 
    “Fracking?” 
 
    Walter nodded. 
 
    “That makes noise?” 
 
    “Sure it does.” 
 
    Erez vocally scoffed. “You know what, you believe fracking. I’m going to believe it’s something else. I have a hard time believing it’s fracking. A noise like that ... no.” 
 
    “What’s it sound like?” I asked. 
 
    “Depends,” Erez replied. “Grinding noise. Trumpets. The one I saw on the news this morning sounded like the Death Star was spinning and it needed WD40.” 
 
    Walter laughed. “Listen to you. It was on the news? Must be a slow day. You gonna say you think it’s aliens?” 
 
    “No. And I’m not gonna say it’s angels blowing their trumpets. I was on this site …” 
 
    “Of course you were,” said Walter. “Isn’t it your job to be on the internet?” 
 
    “Using the phrase, ‘on the internet’ really shows your age. What do you think, Andi?” Erez asked. 
 
    I shrugged. Truth was, I listened to the conversation, but between stops, it was hard to think about the subject. It wasn’t unlike Erez to stir a pot with Walter, and I didn’t even know if what he was saying was true. “I don’t know,” I answered. “I don’t have an opinion since this is the first I heard about it.” 
 
    “I’ll find it for you.” 
 
    “She can’t watch and drive,” said Walter. 
 
    “She can listen.” Erez fiddled with his phone. “I think they’re building something up there.” 
 
    “In the sky?” asked Erez. “Or in space? If it’s in space, there’s no way you’re gonna hear it. If it was in the sky we’d see it.” 
 
    “Just like the floating cities?” Erez asked. “Look it up. Strange floating cities. The next time you’re … on the internet.” 
 
    “I will,” said Walter. “I’m objective and open-minded. 
 
    “Found it,” Erez said. 
 
    “You know, if it’s all over the world, why did it take so long to find a video?” Walter asked. 
 
    “I want to find the right one. What if it’s a monster or something?” 
 
    That made Walter laugh even harder. 
 
    Then Erez played the video for me. I couldn’t see it, but I heard the noise. It was odd, a mechanical sound, but as soon as the thought crossed my mind, Walter said it. 
 
    “Fake,” Walter said. “Someone made that. It’s a fake.” 
 
    “All of them?”  
 
    “There’s an explanation for everything, you’ll see.” 
 
    “You know what?” Erez asked. “I’m gonna put this away, my phone and the conversation.” 
 
    They were my first trip and they brightened my day. I looked forward to them. I didn’t look forward to Nice Suit Man. I figured I would have been used to him. I wasn’t. My co-workers had a hard time believing that I was that friendly. 
 
    ‘Was’ being the vital word. 
 
    In a snap of a finger, it turned. Smiles dropped and lives were changed forever. At least mine was. 
 
    The subway veered into the tunnel to descend under the city. I rounded the bend to the first of the downtown stops where over half of my train would disembark. 
 
    In the morning, during rush hour, the train was extended. 
 
    That was a lot of weight. 
 
    Too much weight. 
 
    “Approaching First Avenue,” said automated Sally. 
 
    “That’s me, Walter,” Erez said. “See you later, Andi.” 
 
    I nodded. Erez didn’t rush to the doors like most people, he waited knowing I wouldn’t close them on him. 
 
    Round the bend. 
 
    Stop ahead. 
 
    That’s when I saw her. She was closer to me than anyone else. Farther away from the group of people waiting to get on, as if she wanted the last car. 
 
    I recalled every detail of her, not sure whether it was my mind or the video that I had watched over and over. She wore a knee length brown jacket over a dress or a skirt with simple high heels, the belt loops were tucked into her pockets, the coat open. Her hair was down, purse over her shoulder, with an umbrella in one hand, a case in the other. 
 
    She walked to the edge of the platform, turned her head toward me, looked at me and never stopped. With eyes focused on me her slow stride, which seemed intentional, took her from the safety of the First Avenue stop directly over the platform. 
 
    I gasped in shock at the same time Erez muttered, “Oh my God.” 
 
    I tried. My God did I try. I not only lifted my foot from the Dead Man’s switch, but without hesitation or missing a beat, slammed my right hand on the red, kill button. 
 
    It didn’t matter. I didn’t try hard enough. 
 
    There was too much weight behind me, and before the woman even hit the tracks, midway of her drop, I smashed into her. 
 
    Her shoulders and head hit against the window just below my eye level with a loud thud and the force of the train sent her forward and down to the tracks ahead of me. 
 
    The train still hadn’t stopped. It finally did just as it crushed her body beneath us. I felt it. Whether it was real or my imagination I don't know, but I swore I felt the cracking of her bones between my train and the rails.  
 
    The carriage erupted in screams and I froze. Hand still on the red button, my other on the controls, my eyes widened in horror, fixated on the small blood stain on the window. 
 
    My entire body shuddered as if some electric jolt continuously flowed through it. It was a wave that swept over me, causing my hands to tremble. 
 
    Instantly I replayed it in my head. 
 
    It didn’t happen. It didn’t just happen. Oh, God. No, I didn’t just kill someone. 
 
    I couldn’t move forward or back, because she was right underneath the train. 
 
    Commotion filled the platform and the car. My passengers banged on the doors screaming at me that they wanted to get out. 
 
    “Open the door,” they screamed. “Let’s us out.” 
 
    I feared moving a single inch, even to open the doors. 
 
    My stomach knotted and I wanted to vomit. I was sick. Completely and utterly sick, down to every fiber of my being. 
 
    I was in shock. Not a sound or word came from my mouth. I just couldn’t do anything. 
 
    I wanted to scream, I wanted to cry, but more than that, I had taken a life and at that moment, I too, just wanted to die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2 – DOWN 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “There was nothing you could do.” 
 
    To me, they were only failed words of encouragement. 
 
    “Everything happens for a reason.” Was thrown at me as well, but for the life of me I couldn’t figure out what reason there would be for a woman to die. 
 
    Immediately following the accident, I was taken to the hospital and tested for drugs and alcohol, which I knew would be fine. 
 
    It was there, I lost it, I broke down and couldn’t stop crying. The local news was all over it, the entire subway system was down for the day, with my one single inability to stop the train, I shut down the entire city. 
 
    Before noon everyone knew the victim. Her name was Marcy Willems, and she worked for Catholic Charities.  A thirty-three year old mother of three young children all under eight. She was married to her high school sweetheart, people adored her.  
 
    And before noon, everyone also knew me. 
 
    I wasn’t painted as favorably. Despite the fact that I didn’t drink, I was speculated as an alcoholic and a desperate woman, seriously in debt with a husband that had an inability to hold a job. The only thing positive thing they mentioned was that I had a twelve year old son. 
 
    My son, my poor son. My face was plastered all over the news, I hated him knowing anything, I worried how he’d see me. 
 
    I hated how I saw myself. 
 
    Some said she was pushed, some said she walked off. 
 
    All of Marcy’s family argued that. There was no way she would just take her own life. 
 
    There were those who said I could have stopped, and other witnesses who said there was nothing I could do. 
 
    It didn’t matter, I still felt I had caused her death.  
 
    During the first weeks I sunk into a massive depression. My dry and sober life went out the window. The only thing that numbed my pain was alcohol. It didn’t make it go away, it helped me sleep and put the pain on a shelf for another day. As soon as it appeared, I drank it away. 
 
    There was a massive investigation, and along with the police and Port Authority teams, the lawyers appeared. 
 
    Marcy’s family was suing the transit company and me. 
 
    My husband Barry handled everything at first. He took time off, and took care of our son, Sawyer. But his patience grew thin with me. I didn’t blame him. 
 
    Video footage from the interior of my train and the subway station cleared me of any wrong doing. An autopsy showed Marcy had some sort of brain abnormality that they believe caused her to be confused and step off the platform. 
 
    None of that made me feel any better. 
 
    I couldn’t justify it. 
 
    I spent countless hours watching the videos over and over. 
 
    Could I have done this or that? 
 
    Play, rewind, watch again. 
 
    It was morbid, but it was my punishment. 
 
    I became so obsessed with it, Barry stepped in. He removed the footage from the computer. When he did that I lost it, but I realized it was for my own good. 
 
    It took me four months. Four months of therapy, drinking and watching as my own son started to withdraw from me for me to realize I had to get it together. 
 
    I took the steps to do that. 
 
    Get my life … back on track. 
 
    That meant going back to work. 
 
    In the aftermath of that accident, I couldn’t reason why it happened to me. Why I was the person that delivered the death sentence to Marcy. 
 
    Little did I know that day was really only the beginning and what I felt and witnessed would be nothing compared to what would lie ahead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3 – LOOK UP 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t an easy transition from sitting at home to going back to work.  The months following the incident were a blur. I missed Christmas altogether. Sure I knew it occurred, I just failed to celebrate it. 
 
    I went from watching my own tragic videos to watching others on the net. Trying to look up the ‘cerebral’ thing that happened to Marcy, only to discover there were a lot of cases of it recently. People doing strange, out of character things, like walking into traffic and jumping out of windows. It was scary, I was so in my own world before it happened, I never realized there was an epidemic of those sort of things. 
 
    Occasionally something on the sidebar suggestions of videos would catch my attention and I would think of Erez. Topics he would bring up just to get a rise out of Walter. The strange noises from the sky, the rash of drug overdoses that Erez was convinced were part of the government’s plot to cull the population.  
 
    Erez. 
 
    I truly looked forward to seeing him if he was still riding the subway. 
 
    After a month of a desk job at Port Authority, then another month at dispatch, I passed every psychological test, even the alcohol one and was put on the schedule to return as a driver. 
 
    The spotlight on the accident had long since dimmed. 
 
    Sawyer stopped hearing about it at school, and Barry no longer had to babysit me. He returned to working on the house, something he had stopped doing. 
 
    I know I seemed weak, and maybe I was a bit more affected than I needed to be, but while getting ready to return to work, I felt stronger. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    I had a fear that people would recognize me and worry about getting on my train. I didn’t know what the perception was of me and I had built it up bigger in my mind than it needed to be. Barry kept telling me, “Andi, no one even remembers your name. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Still, I cut my hair short and even lightened it. It made me look older, but I didn’t care. 
 
    The day came and I was back. I would be the driver on Light Rail Vehicle 440. Replacing LRV 5230 that I was driving that day in December.  
 
    I barely slept the night before, tossing and turning. Nervous and antsy. That was probably why Barry fell asleep on the couch. I covered him and shut off the television, then went in to check on Sawyer. 
 
    His fish tank lit his face as he lay partly on his back in bed. I smiled looking down at him with the huge headphones on. 
 
    I stared at him for a few seconds. He looked so innocent and young. He was twelve, but I still saw a five year old boy. Leaning down to kiss him, I paused when I noticed the headphones weren’t his normal ones. They were the ones Barry wore when working on the house. They blocked out the noise. 
 
    I reached to take them off and Sawyer jolted at my touch. 
 
    “Mom?” Sawyer squinted. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Four-thirty.” 
 
    “Good luck today.” 
 
    “Thank you. Hey, bud?” I asked. “Why are you wearing these?” 
 
    “Dad was working on something last night. I couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    I nodded with an ‘Oh’, and guessed I had fallen asleep deeper than I thought, because I never heard anything. 
 
    “Mom, can I stay home today?” he whispered. 
 
    “You sick?” 
 
    “No. It’s the last week of school, we aren’t doing anything. I didn’t sleep with all the noise.” 
 
    I thought about it, he hadn’t missed much school and I would get to see him when I got home. “You know what? Yeah. I’ll text your dad and let him know I said it’s alright.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I leaned down and kissed him. Sawyer put the headphones back on, and rolled over. How he slept with them like that, I didn’t know. I took another look at my son and pulled the door closed. 
 
    After filling my travel mug, I grabbed my keys and walked from the house. 
 
    Midway down the path, I stopped. I was a bit annoyed when I heard it, thinking someone really had the gall to be working on something that early in the morning. 
 
    Had they been working on it all night? 
 
    No wonder Sawyer couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t that the noise was loud, it was eerie and weird. It sounded far away, echoing in the distance. Like a mechanical oil pump struggling to work. 
 
    I made it to my car when I quickly caught a glimpse of it. I paused, hand on the edge of my door and peered up. It looked like lightning, but it wasn’t. Amber in color, it pulsed in brightness, illuminating behind the clouds as if something were daintily exploding. It was beautiful, but eerier. That was when I realized it wasn’t any machinery or construction work happening in the wee morning hours. It wasn’t coming from the neighborhood. That noise … that strange noise … was coming from the sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3 – THE DECK 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back, Andi,” Gary Lang greeted me with a handshake as we switched shifts for the day. “Good to have someone that’s on time.” 
 
    He was being pleasant. I knew. “It’s good to be back.” 
 
    “Off to get some sleep. Good luck.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I took my position in the driver’s seat as he disembarked from the train. I had a few minutes to wait. I didn’t want to be early. I was nervous for a moment, the controls looked foreign and my hands shook. Instead of minutes seeming like hours, they flew by and it was time to roll. 
 
    I spotted Erez alone at the first stop. I was relieved to see a friendly face. 
 
    He stepped onto the train, paused, looked at me with a nod, and then oddly took a seat across from the handicap section. He held his backpack tight to his chest as if it were some sort of security blanket. 
 
    Was he scared of me? Did he not recognize me perhaps? Whatever the reason, he didn’t want to talk. He didn’t want to take his usual spot standing behind me, and I didn’t push it. I had to focus on my first day back driving. 
 
    “Approaching Lytle,” automated Sally said. 
 
    I glanced up to the mirror. Erez didn’t move. 
 
    I slowed down in my approach and did the same thing I did at the previous stops. I watched for someone on the edge. I looked out for someone to jump off, I wanted to be ready. 
 
    I stopped the train and opened the doors, that was when I noticed Walter wasn’t there. 
 
    Nice Suit Man was. 
 
    He boarded, slowed down, looked at me and said. “Welcome back.” 
 
    He spoke to me? 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied, shocked that he had something to say other than a gripe. 
 
    I looked again out the train door before closing it. 
 
    “If you’re looking for Walter,” Erez said. “He’s not coming.” 
 
    I nodded and closed the doors, beginning my slow movement forward. 
 
    “He passed away a month ago,” Erez said. 
 
    My heart thumped, hearing that shocked me, taking me aback. “Do you know what happened?” I asked. 
 
    “He was …” Erez paused. “Not really, no.” 
 
    What was it that he was afraid to tell me? I didn’t ask anything further and I just pushed along. I wondered what more was different. What was the same? 
 
    I made all my stops cautiously, the load seemed light. From what I remembered, I usually had forty or more passengers on that early morning ride. On this morning it was under twenty people. The neurotic person in me kept wondering if I were the cause of the lower ridership. 
 
    Did they know I was returning and just didn’t want to take a chance on being on my train? 
 
    We made it from the southern portion of the city into the underground system, and midway through the tunnel, I saw the signal to stop. 
 
    It meant there was a delay ahead on the track. 
 
    It was uncommon, especially that time of day. Sometimes later in the morning a train would arrive early and I'd have to wait before moving forward. But not at five a.m. 
 
    Ahead of me on the bend, I could see the tail lights of the stopped train. The train had to have been delayed awhile. 
 
    After a few minutes, it worried me and I lifted the radio. “This is 440 to 3201. You copy? Everything okay? Over.” 
 
    Static. 
 
    “3201, is everything okay?” 
 
    Nothing. A rush of static. 
 
    “3201 this if 440, again, is everything okay up there?” 
 
    The tail lights dimmed and train 3201 took off. It moved faster than it should have. 
 
    “I guess so,” I said to myself and placed the radio on the clip. 
 
    I slowly pushed the lever forward moving my train at a slow pace. That was when it hit me. It was around that bend that my accident had happened, it was the last time I was there. 
 
    “Approaching First Avenue.” 
 
    A lump formed in my throat. Suddenly I saw Marcy and heard that ‘thump’, that horrendous haunting thump of Macy’s body against the train. A sound that stayed with me, it even woke me at night. 
 
    I just needed to make it through that stop. Roll through my nightmare reality. 
 
    I could feel my heart in my stomach, beating as I rounded the bend and saw the deck. 
 
    There were a dozen or so people standing there, and my passengers getting off stood to go toward the door. 
 
    I made it. Taking a deep breath, I rolled the train to the point where I had to stop. And as my hand reached to open the doors, I saw it at the same time as my passengers. 
 
    A woman stood on the deck, waiting to enter, when out of nowhere, lighting quick, a man leapt for her. He careened his body into hers, knocking her to the ground. Immediately, he slammed his face into her face and began to brutally deliver punch after punch, pulverizing her face. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” a man behind me cried out. “What the hell? Someone call the police.” 
 
    Even through her beating, the woman on the ground still fought. She screamed trying to break free from her attacker. Others who had been waiting on me, tried to get to her, to help her. The man wouldn’t stop. Even as the ‘would be’ Samaritans grabbed for him and hit him with briefcases.  
 
    I stood, ready to open the doors and help and that’s when I saw four more people, coming from the stairs, running at full speed, aiming for those on the platform.. 
 
    It didn’t make sense, like a mini riot, only four of those people showed extraordinary resilience. They ran fast, those at the station were an unsuspecting prey. The group of four barreled over and tackled the first person they reached. 
 
    “We have to do something,” someone in the back yelled. 
 
    “Let us off so we can help them.” 
 
    “Open the doors.” 
 
    What was it about that position and that stop? I didn’t know if I should open the door. I wasn’t clear on what was happening.  
 
    One crazy man, knelt on another man he had tackled, viciously clawing into the man on the platform, left and right, fast and furiously, he dug into his chest and legs. 
 
    While some passengers outside my train managed to run, a few others pounded on my doors for me to let them in. 
 
    I couldn’t, with a clear conscience leave them out there vulnerable. I hadn’t a clue what was going on or why it was happening. Eyes transfixed with the events taking place on the platform outside my train, I reached my hand outward for the control to open the door. 
 
    SLAM! 
 
    I jumped in my seat when another man threw himself at my door. Slowly I stood. 
 
    He wasn’t like the others wanting help, wanting an escape. He pressed the side of his face against the glass. He hit his hands against the door, then tried to pry it open with his fingers. 
 
    Before he could accomplish that, he started to shake. Suddenly, bloody tears rolled down his cheeks as blood trickled from his eyes and nose. 
 
    It transformed into a violent convulsion, causing more screams from the train passengers. 
 
    I was horrified, standing there, watching this man. Seeing beyond him to the carnage on the platform. 
 
    If I opened one door, I had to open them all. 
 
    Then there was no longer just four attackers. A group of two dozen that came from the stairs, all maddened, enraged, that ran across the platform and wanted nothing to do with the motionless people on the deck. They wanted us. 
 
    They wanted inside our train to get to those inside. 
 
    They slammed against the doors, some brutalizing those who tried to board. Blood splattered and smeared against the glass. People outside cried out in a painful agony as some of the rioters worked together to try to open the doors. 
 
    “Oh my God,” someone shouted. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    Not only was it mass hysteria outside of the train, it was an emotional mess inside as well. 
 
    I saw fingers slip through the cracks of the door near me. 
 
    Someone toward the back yelled out, “They’re gonna get in.” 
 
    There was no way I was opening the doors and if I waited any longer, that choice would be taken away from us. 
 
    Hurriedly, I backed up, took my seat, grabbed the lever and moved the train forward. Even if it was away from the platform into the next tunnel. 
 
    I had to get away, 
 
    As I pulled from the deck I saw them jump off, diving down to the tracks, seemingly without a concern of getting hurt. I didn’t need my mirrors to tell me they were racing after us. 
 
    I couldn’t process any of it or what was going on. 
 
    Something obviously happened. Something triggered people into some sort of riot. But what? 
 
    When I was clear enough from the First Avenue station, I stopped the train. 
 
    “What are you doing?” a woman yelled. “Why are you stopping?” 
 
    “I need to find out what’s going on.” I replied and lifted my radio. 
 
    “They’re coming. I see them,” the same woman said. 
 
    I secured the doors. 
 
    “Andi,” Erez finally spoke. “You have to move. They’re coming.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes we do.” 
 
    “Oh God,” the woman said again. “The one is running with a broken leg. Oh, God.” 
 
    “We need…” I looked at Erez. “To find out what is going on.” I lifted my radio. “440 to dispatch, do you read? Come in.” 
 
    My heart beat faster, the silence was crushing. Even if it were only for a few seconds, it seemed even longer. 
 
    “440 to dispatch, repeat, do you copy?” 
 
    “440, we read you,” the female dispatcher replied. 
 
    “Dispatch, something is happening. Something … I can’t even describe.” 
 
    “We are aware.” 
 
    “What should I do, please advise,” I said. 
 
    “Procced ahead, 440,” That was when I noticed, her voice wasn’t calm. It wasn’t unemotional. It quivered as she spoke and she sounded rushed. “You have to roll. Keep moving.” 
 
    “Keep moving? And go where?” I asked. “Dispatch what’s happening?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you. Are you moving now?” 
 
     “Driver!” the woman from the back shouted. “They’re at the back. Those people. They’re climbing up here. Oh my God.” 
 
    It was hard to think with the shouts and screams. I could hear the thumps and bangs overhead. 
 
    “440, are you at a standstill? Are you moving?” 
 
    “No,” I answered. 
 
    “You have to move. Keep moving. And whatever you do, no matter what,” Dispatch said. “Do not stop.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4 – NO NEXT STOP 
 
      
 
    What did that mean? A frantic dispatcher conveyed to me that I wasn’t to stop. How was that even an option? Sure we could keep it going as long as there was power, but what about the cars ahead of us? The one stopped just before us at First Avenue Station. Where was that? Was it, like my train, on advisement to keep going? 
 
    Why did it stop for so long in the first place? Obviously, the pandemonium hadn’t occurred when it was stalled, but something was going on. Were they told not to pick up anyone? If a warning came through, why didn’t I get it? 
 
    Within a few minutes of being told to keep moving, we rolled through the next station, Grant Street. 
 
    More screams erupted from my train car as we passed through. 
 
    It was another chaotic blood bath. Bodies on the floor, some crawling for help. Insane rioters raging toward us, leaping at the train, smacking into it, one after another. 
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang. 
 
    The visual wasn’t the only thing that was rough about that moment. 
 
    I closed my eyes, cringing. Gut wrenching flashbacks seared through my heart and mind as I felt the train car roll over a bumpy surface. Bumps and grinds I knew could only come from bodies. 
 
    The screams turned to a frightened silence as we pulled from the city. 
 
    Keep going. 
 
    It was hard to process and admittedly I was scared. Who in their right mind wouldn’t be? Maybe they just needed us to stay in motion until whatever crisis occurred was over. 
 
    But the subway system looped out of the city, reasoning dictated that if I wasn’t instructed to stop there, then it was wide spread. 
 
    The new GPS system showing the tracks ahead, let me know there were four trains, looping through, all moving at the same pace. Had it been later in the morning, peek rush hour, there would have been more trains on the tracks. I kept my speed steady. 
 
    The system would let me know if one of them stopped. 
 
    Everything would work as long as every LRV kept moving. Like a toy train, all it would take was one wrong move and everything else would come to a grinding halt. 
 
    It was at that moment I wished our train was fully automated, or at least with the capabilities to be. The train needed a driver and I was it. 
 
    Was it an official request? After all, we didn’t even know what was happening or causing the early morning riots in the city. 
 
    “Jesus,” I heard the male voice ask. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. Nice Suit Man stood there.  
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Can you radio back?” he asked. “We just saw Grant Station. It was worse. They said not to stop. I heard that. That can’t be an option. It can’t be.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what’s happening,” I said. “Erez, what are they saying on social media? Can you find out?” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Erez replied. 
 
    “We have twenty people on this car, we have people in the back car that are clueless,” Nice Suit Man said. “You’re the driver, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “As of right now, I keep rolling. That was from dispatch.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know why?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it’s obvious.” 
 
    “To an extent,” he said. “Can you please radio again, tell them we’re moving and maybe ask why?” 
 
    I nodded and lifted my radio. “Dispatch this is 440, come in.” I released the button. “Dispatch come in.” 
 
    “Are they ... are they not answering?” Erez asked. 
 
    “They’re not responding.” 
 
    Nice Suit Man suggested. “What about the other train in front of us. That one.” He pointed to the GPS. “It’s not that far ahead.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    I switched the call channel. “3201, do you read, this is 440. Come in.” 
 
    “This is 3201,” the male driver replied. 
 
    I sighed out in relief. “Do you know what is happening?” 
 
    “No, No I don’t. I just spoke to 6307 and 5505, neither of them know what is causing this. I’m told just to keep moving. That’s what I’m gonna do.” 
 
    “Same here,” I said. “You were stopped at First Avenue. Delayed. What happened?” 
 
    “I was loading,” he said. “We got the radio call not to take any more passengers.  We had to shut the door and go.” 
 
    “Did they say why?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope. Negative. They said to cease taking passengers and loop until further notice.” 
 
    I lowered my head placing the microphone to my forehead. I depressed the button. “That was some scary shit. Do we know why they’re rioting?” 
 
    “Rioting,” he said with a chuckle. “Those aren’t irate protestors. We have a theory.” 
 
    “Please share.” 
 
    “We think ... we think it may be some sort of virus or biological attack. Something in the city. They don’t want us to stop because we may be infected. It’s just a theory. We’re tossing about.” 
 
    “You think it’s a virus?” I asked. 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “3201? You still there.” 
 
    I grew frustrated at the lack of reply. 
 
    “440, let me get back to you, we think we have a sick passenger.” 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    Despite my further attempt to get a reply, they never got back to me. 
 
    Erez stood and walked to me. “That guy.” 
 
    “What guy?” 
 
    He snapped his finger quickly as if trying to get his words together. “The first one that slammed at this door.” He pointed to the blood stain. “He was bleeding from his eyes and he held on even when he convulsed. Which, by the way, is quite a feat.” 
 
    “He was sick,” I said. 
 
    “I think he was sick.” 
 
    Nice Suit Man looked at Erez. “Anything yet online?” 
 
    Erez shook his head. 
 
    “Do you have a PA system?” he asked me. “Or is it all automated?” 
 
    “We do,” I said pointing to it. 
 
    “Do you mind?” he asked. 
 
    I lifted it and handed it his way.  “Go ahead.” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Erez whispered. 
 
    I shrugged and shook my head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Nice Suit Man, cleared his throat and lifted the microphone to his mouth. “Excuse me, can I have your attention,” he spoke calmly. “My name is Mark Ruflege. I’m just a passenger like you. I wanted to let you know they want us to keep moving. We don’t know why. If anyone sees anything on their phone or hears from anyone, share your information. And to the six people in the second car. We’ll get you, as soon as it’s safe to stop.” 
 
    He returned the PA mic to me. 
 
    I really didn’t understand what his motivation was for making the announcement. People were in hysterics, but they weren’t in some dire need of a leadership voice to step up to the plate. 
 
    Plus, I think it was obvious that we were moving because of the danger outside. 
 
    Not long after he made that simple announcement, there was a sense of calm on the train. He delivered a brief and false sense of security and they embraced it. They embraced anything so as not to be scared. The crying and sniffling were replaced with moving fingers on their phones, blips and beeps, and an occasional newscaster style voice that played in a video someone had found. 
 
    There weren’t any answers. 
 
    “Excuse me,” a gentle woman’s voice called to me. 
 
    I glanced over. A woman in her thirties had approached me. She looked as if she had been crying. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I asked her. 
 
    “I know you aren’t supposed to stop. I know that. But, if by chance, when we get beyond the south junction, if a stop looks safe, and nothing is happening, can you please stop so I can get off.” 
 
    “I don’t know that it’s safe out there to do that,” I replied. 
 
    “I won’t need the doors open long. When you open them, I’ll be ready, I’ll get out. Then you don’t have to worry about me, you can keep going. Just please let me off.” 
 
    “I think they have us moving because we’re safe on the train.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But being safe isn’t my concern, my children are. I need to be with them.” 
 
    I nodded and replied. “Yes, if I see a safe stop. You can get off.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I couldn’t blame her for what she wanted to do, and I believed once she got off, others would want to as well. 
 
    Her simple request had me thinking about my son. 
 
    How, like her, I needed to be there for him.  But unlike her, I couldn’t get off the train, I was driving it. I hoped that whatever was going on, whatever the crisis was, would be over soon.  
 
    If it wasn’t, then I had to figure out an extra plan of my own. Because I knew, every loop around we made, every minute that passed would make it even harder for me to get home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5 – TEACHER 
 
      
 
    The subway rail system was like the letter Q, A big circle around the city, with the top portion of the Q running underneath the downtown portion of the city. The tail of the Q was the end of the line, The Reading Junction. When a train pulled in there, it pulled to the end of the tracks, the very end of the line and that was where drivers switched shifts. The front and back of each train car had a driver’s section, we called north and south. Each panel and controls identical. The South driver would get out and the new driver would take the North end, pulling the train out of the tail. 
 
    I was parked in the Reading Junction and unfortunately, there was no going there. In order to keep moving, we stayed in the circle of the Q.   
 
    Time was crawling. It seemed as if we had been on that train all day, when it had only been three hours. Three hours since I parked my car, switched shifts and got on that train. 
 
    An hour of that was sheer panic and confusion and the last two hours, while those on the train watched the scenery go by, I watched my phone. 
 
    My attempts to reach my husband and my son were futile, the phone rang but there was no answer. I sent a dozen text messages for one of them to call me back. 
 
    It was my hope that since it was only eight in the morning they were still sleeping. 
 
    It was only … eight in the morning. 
 
    My God, I couldn’t imagine what it would be like if the event occurred at the height of rush hour. When the platforms were crammed packed with people, and cars lined the roads in traffic jams not far from the tracks of the subway system. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if the radios were down or something was going on with the other trains. There was no more communication with them, but the GPS showed they were moving. Everything had to be alright, there was no moving if there wasn’t a driver behind the controls. 
 
    Each loop around the city took fifty-three minutes, each time we went into downtown, the thick black smoke increased as fires blazed sporadically throughout the city. 
 
    Why was the city burning? The sight of the fires made me doubt 3201’s theory about a virus. It truly did look like rioting. 
 
    I wished with all my heart we knew something. 
 
    While the internet was still up and running, Erez stated it looked like every page had frozen, nothing had been updated in hours. 
 
    The woman, Connie, who asked to get off the train, worked out an escape plan with four others. They studied the areas before and after the Lincoln stop and on the third pass through, they asked to get off the next time around. 
 
    I couldn’t turn them down. Plus, my leg needed a rest. The dead man’s switch was a pedal on the floor, and as a driver, I had to keep it depressed, if I lifted pressure, the train would stop. I had my foot pressed so hard against it for so long, my leg began to cramp. Each minute the pain increased. Even if only for a few second, I was able to take a break. 
 
    One of the four people who planned to get off with Connie, one said their car was in that lot. The plan was for the four of them to all get off at the same time and race for the car. At the same time, the six people in the second train would make their way to the main car. 
 
    I didn’t see a person at all once we got out of the city, no cars, no people, it was eerily dead. I felt their plan was safe. 
 
    When the time came to let them off, the stop was brief. I brought the train to a halt, turned my chair, stretched my leg and opened the door. 
 
    I watched them leave and gave it a few seconds for the others from the back to make it to us. Two of them opted to run and leave on their own. I couldn’t worry about it, I had to get moving. After closing the doors again, I swiveled back in position and moved onward, never looking back to see if they made it or got to the car. 
 
    Another hour, another pass around the loop. 
 
    More people got off the train. The GPS let me know other trains were stopping and going as well. People were tired of waiting, they were tired of going in circles and I didn’t blame them. 
 
    I would be lying if I didn’t say I was glad people wanted off. I prayed for them all to get off. Then I would exit the loop, take the train to the end of the line and leave. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Mark asked me. I glanced up at him. Nice Suit Man, Mark had ditched his jacket and tie. His button down shirt was open at the collar. 
 
    “Honestly, my leg hurts. It hurts really bad.” 
 
    He looked at me curiously. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    I explained the Dead Man’s switch to him. 
 
    “Okay, don’t take this the wrong way, but how hard is it to control this thing?” he asked. 
 
    “Not very. Hand on the lever to keep it moving steadily forward. Foot on the Dead Man’s switch.” 
 
    “Like a boat. Only no steering. Excellent. Let’s switch. Take a break.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ll drive. What will it take to trade positions?” 
 
    “I have to stop.” 
 
    Mark peered out the windshield. “Now is a good enough time as any. We’re in between stops. I don’t see anything.” 
 
    He was right. We were in a section of tracks completely lined with trees. 
 
    “You said your leg hurts, right?” 
 
    “Not to mention my bladder. Three of us on this train are not anatomically equipped to piss in the wind,” I said, in reference to the three times I opened a door for one of the men to aim out and relieve himself. 
 
    “Maybe now is the time to stop. We can do it really fast.” 
 
    As much as I hate the thought of stopping, I loved the idea of giving my tense legs a break and emptying my bladder. 
 
    I slowed down, rolling the train to a full stop. 
 
    There was an eruption of mumbles wondering what was happening. 
 
    Mark lifted the PA microphone. “We are stopping so I can take over driving and the ladies who need to go to the bathroom can go.” 
 
    The second I stood, I felt the horrible ache at the top of my thighs and an increased pressure on my bladder. As scared as I was to step outside, I knew I had to or the back of the train was going to be the new ladies’ room. 
 
    Only one other woman disembarked with me. 
 
    There was a weird quiet around me and I stayed slightly out of sight and near the door to take care of my business. 
 
    Forcing myself to go faster didn’t help, I swore I felt like I was out there for five minutes. My eyes shifted about constantly, waiting and ready to whip up my pants and run at the first sight of some crazy person barreling my way. 
 
    When I boarded again, I checked the GPS. The train behind us was getting closer and I gave a quick course to Mark on what to do. 
 
    I aided him in moving the train again, then set his speed, and warned him again about the Dead Man’s switch. 
 
    “I won’t be far,” I told him. “I just need to walk it off.” 
 
    “I have this. No worries.” 
 
    I passed a relieved and tired smile to him. Suddenly, Mark, the Nice Suit Man was different, he was human instead of someone that I believed to be self-centered and always in a hurry. 
 
    I walked by Erez who was deep in looking at his phone and then I lifted my own. 
 
    One more time. I’ll try one more time, I thought. I dialed Barry. 
 
    I expected a series of rings, I expected to be mind begging for him to pick up, and I was shocked when on the third ring, Barry did. 
 
    He didn’t answer as I expected. 
 
    No, ‘Hey Andi, I was worried’ or even a simple, ‘Hello’ 
 
    Barry’s tone was different. It was deep, angry and out of control. Barry was one of those people who had fits of road rage. Never long, never extreme, but there would be the time when someone would set him off. His hands would slam the steering wheel as he shouted out of control. 
 
    Barry answered the phone in a fit of road rage on steroids. 
 
    “Stop calling. Stop calling!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, so loud the speaker on the phone muffled. “What the fuck is wrong with you? What! What! Don’t you ever fucking call again or I’ll kill you. I’ll fucking …….” 
 
    It sounded like the phone hit against something and the line went dead. My face must have shown my shock as I pulled the phone from my ear and stared at it. 
 
    “Andi?” Erez called my name. “What’s wrong?” 
 
     “My husband ... he screamed at me,” I said, shocked. 
 
    “Maybe you woke him from a dead sleep.” 
 
    “It was more than that it was …” I nearly jumped from my skin when my phone rang. It fumbled in my hand and I looked at the caller name. It was my son. “Sawyer,” I answered the phone rushed. 
 
    “Mom,” Sawyer said with a quivering voice. “Mom, something’s wrong with Dad.” 
 
    “Sawyer…” 
 
    “Mom, I’m scared. Something’s wrong with Dad,” he said. “Listen.” 
 
    I could hear Barry in the background. 
 
    “Open this fucking door! Let me in you fucking bastard!” Barry screamed. 
 
    There were thumps, bangs and slams. 
 
    “Let me in. I’ll fuckin bash your skull!” 
 
    “Mom? He’s trying to break down the door. Mom, what did I do? I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    I wanted to scream. My hand shot to my mouth, I was scared for my son and I felt helpless. “Sawyer, is the door locked?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sawyer, can you climb out of your window?” I asked. “And run to a neighbor’s house.” 
 
    “Hold on, I’ll look.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as the banging continued. I could hear it and only imagine what my poor child was feeling. 
 
    “Oh my God, Mom,” Sawyer whimpered. “Mr. Dawson is outside in our yard. He’s... he’s walking back and forth real fast. Should I yell out for him to help?” 
 
    There was no reason for our neighbor to be pacing in our yard, it didn’t sound right to me. It made me guarded. 
 
    “No,” I said, quickly. “Sawyer, listen to me. Take whatever you can move and put it in front of the door. Do it. Do it now. Block the door. Put down the phone and do it. Stack it up. Do it. I’ll stay on the phone.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I listened as my son set down the phone. I could hear him moving things. I clutched that phone, bit my lip and fought the urge to just crumble, to weep uncontrollably. I was powerless and I felt a million miles away from him. 
 
    Knowing the absolute fear my son had to be feeling broke my heart. Barry was relentless in his pounding at the door and screaming mean and hateful things. 
 
    “I put the dresser there and my box. Should I do more?” Sawyer asked. 
 
    “Yes. As much as you can. Listen … I’m gonna hang up.” 
 
    “No, no please don’t.” 
 
    “Sawyer, you finish. I’m gonna hang up and call the police. When you get more against the door, go to the closet and hide. I’ll call you right back. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    Did he say it back? I didn’t know. My hands shook out of control as I ended the call and immediately dialed 911. 
 
    I needed to get help for my son. I was too far away and I literally feared for his life. 
 
    That fear multiplied when no one answered my 911 call. 
 
    I groaned out in emotional pain, and I squeezed the phone as if that would do something. I redialed 911 and again without success. 
 
    “Andi?” Erez approached me. “Andi, what is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I can’t do this. I can’t do this anymore. I have to get off. I have to get home.” I fumbled with my phone, calling Sawyer back. “I need to get my son.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6 – NOTHING VENTURED 
 
      
 
    If I learned anything from that tragic morning that Marcy Willems stepped off the First Avenue platform, it was how to fight the urge to panic. 
 
    While I still inwardly struggled with raging fear, outwardly, my mind was trying to filter through what to do, like going through a massive amount of search results, and trying to find the best option. 
 
    Before Marcy, I would have been freaking out. I would have ignored the suggestion to keep the train moving. I would have headed straight to the Reading stop, parked the train and went home. 
 
    How quickly I learned on the fateful morning that one action impacts many lives. Even though technically I wasn’t at fault for killing Marcy, hitting her, rippled through many people. 
 
    There were people on my train. People with families, and my son wasn’t the only one out there. 
 
    Even though he was my world, I had to consider my actions and what impact they had on others. 
 
    In the situation such as we faced, one positive thing came out of Marcy. 
 
    Strength. 
 
    Marcy’s death was traumatizing to see, after that, nothing truly visually impacted me. It just seemed as if, ‘I had seen that, what could be worse’? 
 
    Well, the ‘worse’ was ahead of me and when I saw those people brutalized on the platform, I knew Marcy’s death prepared me. Nope, there were no panicked or gurgling screams of fear coming from me. 
 
    It was horrendous to see, but like I did after talking to my son, I processed. 
 
    The only thing I could think to do, was to give a quick lesson to another person on the train, teach them how to stop, back up and do what was needed, and then I would be able to get off the train. 
 
    The last stop in the loop before Reading was two miles from my house, I didn’t see any commotion the last time we passed. That would be a safe place for me to disembark. 
 
    In fact, before the stop would be even better, I could run alongside the tracks. 
 
    “That is completely and utterly insane,” Mark told me. “Crazy, you know that. You’re gonna run the tracks?” 
 
    “I agree with Mark,” said Erez. “Really do you know how many people get killed from being on …?” 
 
    I shot a look at him. 
 
    “Did you …” Mark’s voice squealed. “Really just say that to her.” 
 
    “Wrong thing to say.” Erez looked apologetic. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I held up my hand, then turned to those remaining on the train. “Excuse me,” I called out. 
 
    Out of the initial group, only seven remained including myself. 
 
    Three men. A ginger middle aged man in a business suit who looked like he could have been a linebacker at one point, a younger man, maybe college age with a backpack and headphones, and a slightly older man, maybe in his sixties wearing a blue, ‘Grandeur Security’ uniform. 
 
    The only other woman was the one in the back, she said nothing, and was the one who didn’t leave the train for the bathroom break. 
 
    I guessed she was pushing middle age, it was hard to tell. A slender woman with straight, shoulder length, black hair. 
 
    One of them could be another driver. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mark asked. 
 
    I ignored him. “Is there anyone here who wants to learn how to drive this? I think it’s important that you know if you’re staying on.” 
 
    “Are you getting off?” Linebacker man asked. 
 
    I nodded. “I have to find my son. He called, he’s in trouble.” 
 
    “We all have families,” Security man said. “We all want to get home, stopping this thing even for an emergency is dangerous. You saw what happened out there.” 
 
    “I also haven’t seen anything out of the city,” I said. “Since we left. Have you seen the violence? No. I’m positive, especially after speaking to my son, that outside the city was hit. But it’s more spread out. I think it’s safe to stop.” 
 
    “That’s because you want to get off,” Security guy said. “I want to get off.” 
 
    “Then get off,” Linebacker snapped. “Seriously.” He faced me. “I’ll learn. Teach me.” He tapped the college boy on the shoulder. 
 
    The young man removed his earbuds and looked up. 
 
    “You’re gonna learn how to drive this, Buck. Okay?” 
 
    He shrugged, then nodded. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “That makes four of you.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Linebacker asked. “We stop. You get off and then we get you on the next loop?” 
 
    From behind the controls, Mark shouted. “Yes, that is a great plan.” 
 
    “Only makes sense,” Linebacker Man said. 
 
    “What? No.” I shook my head. “No. You don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “There’s safety in movement,” Security guy said. 
 
    Erez moved closer to me. “He’s right. What if this train is the safest place for your son to be? There are other trains on this track doing the same thing we are. It’s safe, we’re moving.” 
 
    ‘We stop,” Linebacker man said. “You get off, we get you on the next loop. If you aren’t there, we get you on the next one. Maybe …” he looked at Security man. “We all can do that. If we want.” 
 
    Security man stood. “This train will not go on forever. If there is some sort of major event, the power will go down. We’ll stop. Until then, like I said, safety in movement.” 
 
    “And the phones still work,” Erez said. “We can communicate.” 
 
    Reluctantly, I agreed, I didn’t want to pull them into it. But they weren’t giving me a choice. I wished the woman in the back of the train would have given her opinion, she was silent. 
 
    I gave a quick course on controlling the LRV. Each of them nodded their comprehension. I battled verbally with them about going to Reading Station. That was the end of the line, the tail. They agreed that was where I’d go, because my car was there. 
 
    “You will pull onto the last track,” I said. “In order to get out, you have to go all the way to the other car and take the driver’s seat.” 
 
    “If it’s clear, we’ll do that,” Mark said. “If it’s not, no one gets off and we drive in reverse until we can switch up.” 
 
    “You said your husband was out of control,” Erez said. “Maybe you shouldn't go alone?” 
 
    I shook my head. “He is. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. My son is barricaded in his room. It’s scary, but I have to do this on my own. I won’t bring you into it.” 
 
    “Do you have a weapon?” Security man asked.  
 
    “A gun in the car?” asked Linebacker. 
 
    I answered with a chuckle. “No, no guns.” 
 
    Erez looked at the Security guy. “You have a stun gun. Can you give it to her?” 
 
    Before he could answer, I was firm with, “No. I don’t know how to use it, it could be dangerous.” 
 
    “Is there anything in your car?” Linebacker Man asked. “A tire iron, crow bar…” 
 
    “Bat. A baseball bat. My son’s from Little League. It’s in the trunk,” I said. 
 
    “Grab that,” Linebacker Man said. “When you swing, don’t aim for the kill. Obviously, whatever it is affecting these people they aren’t feeling pain. So aim where they don’t have a choice. The chest, neck, nose, all of these hits will cause them to stop. Hell, even the nuts might do it.” 
 
    “What about the head?” Erez asked. 
 
    “It’s going to have to be a grand hit to make a difference,” Linebacker man said. “The throat or chest will cut off their air supply and stun them. That’s the way to go.” 
 
    I hoped that I didn’t have to swing that bat at anyone, violent or not. I knew what I had to do. Once we arrived at Reading, I’d head to my car, call Sawyer and get to my house. We lived in a one floor home, I would drive across the lawn to his room, have him climb from the window and then drive off to Lytle, where they would get us. 
 
    That was the plan. 
 
    Erez, Mark and even Linebacker Man, whose name I didn’t know, all offered to go. 
 
    I had to do it alone. I couldn’t put their lives at risk. 
 
    I wasn’t brave, nor a warrior, nor did I carry any delusions of being a hero. I was simply a mother who had to get to her child. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7 – RAGE 
 
      
 
    I think we all were a little scared when, at the switching rails, we changed tracks and headed to the Reading stop at the end of the line. I never realized how final, how blocked it felt to be at the end of the tracks until we pulled in. 
 
    Nowhere to go but the opposite direction. 
 
    Erez had the most battery remaining, so it would be his phone that I called. 
 
    It was decided that Mark would exit the train with me and go to the north end to pull the train out. 
 
    We stood by the doors. I had my keys in hand and my phone in the chest pocket of my uniform. 
 
    Quiet was the key word. We had to be quiet, if the people that were attacking were out there, surely the sound would attract them. But I forgot about the stop’s automatic announcement system that rang out as soon as the doors opened. 
 
    “Now boarding northbound.” 
 
    He had that look of ‘shit” on his face and with the mouthing of the words, “Good luck,” he took off running at the same time as me. 
 
    The ‘hiss of the opening and closing doors, told me that Mark made it safely. 
 
    My eyes widened and I jolted when I heard another automated announcement of, ‘Please stand back.’ I couldn’t believe how loud it sounded. 
 
    Every noise was magnified. 
 
    My car was in the back of the lot, it was exceptionally quiet and my feet pounded the concrete, echoing loudly. 
 
    With a cringe, I pressed my key fob, breaking the silence again with a blip-blip. Hurriedly, I opened the door and popped my trunk. 
 
    I raised my awareness, making sure I not only was quiet, but listened for noise around me. 
 
    Eyes shifting constantly, searching for anyone around me. Preparing myself as if in some sort of Halloween haunted house for a person to jump out at me at any second. 
 
    My heart pounded and I quickly went to my trunk, grabbed the bat, shut the trunk and got in the car. 
 
    I tossed the bat to the passenger’s seat, shaking off the baseball glove that was attached to it and I started my car. 
 
    I looked around. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I released my breath, backed up and hurriedly pulled out. 
 
    “Okay, sweetie, okay, I’m on my way,” I said to myself, grabbed my phone from my pocket and checked the time. I had fifty minutes to get my son and get to Lytle to catch the next loop around. I then called Sawyer. I had been communicating with him through text messages because I didn’t want him to make a noise.  
 
    The last text I sent told him I would call him, he was to answer and only tap the phone so I knew he was there. 
 
    It rang and he did. 
 
     “I’m on my way to get you,” I said. “I’ll pull up to your bedroom window, you come out that way. Are you still in your closet? Tap three times.” 
 
    Tap-Tap-tap. 
 
    “Listen for me. I’ll be there.” I hung up and when I did, I noticed my hands were shaking. Fear for my son, adrenaline, all of it raced through my blood. 
 
    I turned from the side street to the main road. It was there I saw that at some point, when I was on the train, life had stopped. 
 
    It stopped in an instant. 
 
    That was evident by the main road. 
 
    Two cars had collided, another hit into a telephone pole, down the road farther, another had veered into a building. 
 
    It was that way the entire one mile journey. Nothing blocked my route, whatever occurred happened when it was early, before a lot of cars were on the road. 
 
    I tried not to look, nor stare too much, I went by too fast and my focus was getting home. I didn’t see if bodies were in the wreckage, at that second, it didn’t matter. 
 
    Two streets and two turns, I would be at my house. It hit me as I made that final turn to my street that I had planned everything up and to the point of getting Sawyer, but I didn’t think or prepare myself for having to really face a human obstacle. 
 
    Yes, I had that bat, but was I really ready to use it. 
 
    When I first talked to Sawyer he told me that our neighbor, Mr. Dawson was pacing frantically in front of our house, as I approached I saw him. 
 
    He was a senior man, late seventies. He walked quickly from the path to my house to the tree then back again. 
 
    I stopped just before my house wondering what I would do. 
 
    He seemed to do his pacing routine right outside my son’s window. 
 
    I peered around, checked my mirrors looking to see if there were any other neighbors lurking. 
 
    I crept toward my house, when he must have heard me. 
 
    Rigidly he spun my way when I drew closer. 
 
    His arms and hands were covered with blood, his shirt was drenched and it looked like a splatter across his face. 
 
    He stared at me, I swear making eye contact, and then he moved toward me just as I arrived at my house. 
 
    I drove horizontally across my driveway to my yard and he jumped in front of me. 
 
    My foot slammed on the brake at the same time his hands slammed on the hood of my car. 
 
    I knew how it went. I watched it happen at the subway station. Those enraged lunged for their victims, arms flailing in an attack manner, scratching and clawing relentlessly, not stopping until the victim was rendered motionless. 
 
    Was I prepared for that sort of attack? Was I even fast enough if he lunged at me and he was seventy years old? 
 
    His hands hit furiously at my window, banging as he screamed something. To me it sounded muffled. Then he grabbed my car door. 
 
    I hurriedly hit the lock just before he started trying to open it. He pulled and pulled. 
 
    I put the car in gear and backed up fifty feet. 
 
    For a split second, I closed my eyes and whispered, “God forgive me.” Then hit the gas and drove forward. I couldn’t plow through. My foot instinctively lifted from the gas but not before the front end of my car hit into Mr. Dawson sending him flying back and to where he landed on the ground. 
 
    My breathing was hard to control, rapid and shallow, I gripped the steering wheel watching his body in my yard. 
 
    I had killed him.  
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    Slowly he began to stir, rolling on to his side, then bringing himself to his knees. 
 
    Hand clutching the steering wheel, I thought about hitting the gas. Charging forward and finishing him off. But I just didn’t have it in me. I was already shaking from hitting him the first time. I wasn’t sure I could deal or live with myself if I hit into him again. Even in his deranged state. 
 
    He stirred and moved more on the grass. I eyed my son’s window. Perhaps, I thought, it would work if I just hurried over there, put the passenger side toward the window, called Sawyer and stood outside my car in a protective stance until he emerged. Mr. Dawson moved slowly, he may not have felt the injury from the impact, but his body was broken, it moved as if it were...  
 
    I would be faster. I could get my son without killing Mr. Dawson. 
 
    I backed up, turned the wheel and drove to the house, placing the front end under Sawyer’s window. 
 
    Nervously, I grabbed the phone, never taking my eyes off of Mr. Dawson. 
 
    When I knew Sawyer answered, I simply told him. “Come to the window.” 
 
    Placing the car in park, I grabbed the baseball bat, opened my door and then went over and opened the passenger’s side. 
 
    The window was five feet from the door. 
 
    All while waiting on Sawyer, I watched Mr. Dawson. 
 
    Finally, I heard the window raise and I looked over my shoulder to see Sawyer. 
 
    “Hurry,” I whispered. 
 
    He was nearly as tall as me and didn’t need my help climbing out. I wanted to help him, wanted to watch him, but I was too busy focused on Mr. Dawson who had made it to his feet. 
 
    Mr. Dawson’s legs wobbled and I sighed in relief. 
 
    He couldn’t make it to us. 
 
    We were safe. 
 
    Sawyer dropped from the window and rushed my way. After a hurried embrace, I pushed him into the car. No sooner had I done that I heard our front door open. 
 
    I looked up. 
 
    Barry stepped out. 
 
    I slammed Sawyer’s door. The biggest mistake I could make was to turn, to not watch what Barry was doing. As fast as I could, I backed up feeling the car against my rear as a guide. I just needed to get around, get to the driver’s side. 
 
    Barry, intimidating, barreled my way. 
 
    I gripped the bat, raising it slightly, and when I arrived at the back end of my car, Barry arrived at me. 
 
    With an angry scream he dove for me and I not only instinctively lifted that bat, I swung it. 
 
    I swung with all my might and everything I had. 
 
    But Barry was taller. 
 
    I aimed for his head. In a perfect world, I would be a World Series batter with a smooth perfect horizontal swing that connected with a clunk and feel of victory. 
 
    It wasn’t a perfect world. 
 
    The swing was choppy and instead of horizontally smooth, I swung it more like a hatchet. 
 
    Barry’s head wasn’t a small baseball, either. 
 
    In the movies or on television, it looked … easy. 
 
    The bat hits, the victims goes down. That wasn’t my reality. I wasn’t that strong, my swing wasn’t that powerful and the human skull is a lot harder than I gave it credit for. 
 
    Upon connection to the side of Barry’s head, the bat vibrated in my grip painfully, causing it to tumble from my hands. 
 
    Other than stun him for a second, that mighty swing did very little. 
 
    It did however afford me a split second moment, to grab the bat and run. 
 
    I didn’t make it very far. Barry hit into me, I don’t know how, but I sailed to the ground. 
 
    Before I knew it, he was coming for me. The whites of his eyes were deep red and they filled with the expression of rage. 
 
    He heaved back his arm to strike and froze when he heard Sawyer scream my name. 
 
    In that one split second of reprieve, Barry’s eyes locked upon our son. I thought about Linebacker man and bat in hand instead of striking, I jammed the thicker end forward directly into center of his throat. 
 
    He wheezed out, eyes wide and fell to the side, giving me a chance to get up and escape. I raised the bat ready to strike down, and again, I failed, opting to get in the car and make my escape. 
 
    I tossed the bat in, Sawyer was fumbling with his seatbelt. It clicked in place when I shut the door, put the car in reverse and slammed the gas. 
 
    I hadn’t even made it a yard when the car felt and sounded like it hit a wall. I hit the brake and froze. 
 
    Sawyer screamed. 
 
    I switched gears, and slowly moved forward, ill prepared for the ‘thump’ and eventual, ‘pop’ as if I ran over a watermelon.  
 
    My entire body shuddered, I wanted to scream as well. Sawyer knew and I knew we had hit Barry. At that second, it didn’t matter how Barry acted and what he did. He was Sawyer’s father and my husband and I killed him. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    I had been so consumed with getting away from my husband, I stopped watching Mr. Dawson. 
 
    It wasn’t until Barry suddenly appeared at Sawyer’s door and tried to get in, that I realized it was Mr. Dawson that I crushed. 
 
    Barry grabbed and pulled the handle, then giving up walked around to the front of the car, banging his fist against the hood with every step he took. 
 
    “Go, Mom, go. Go. Go,” Sawyer urged. 
 
    I nodded quickly and hit the gas. 
 
    I forgot. 
 
    I totally wasn’t thinking and had forgotten that I had taken the car from reverse and placed it in drive. 
 
    Instead of going backwards as an escape, we went forward. Striking not only Barry, but pinning him between the hood of my car and the side of our red brick home. 
 
    My head snapped my forehead into the steering wheel and when I lifted my head, I saw Barry wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    He wiggled, trying to free himself, occasionally choking and coughing out blood. I knew there was no way he would get free. The front end of my car had cut into him and blood oozed across the hood from his nearly severed midsection. 
 
    Barry wasn’t ready to stop the fight. His arms swung maddeningly around and he screamed out in an angry growl, like a trapped animal. 
 
    “Mom?” Sawyer whimpered. 
 
    “Don’t look.” I extended my arm and covered his eyes. “Don’t look.” After making sure his head was lowered, I put the car in reverse and after unavoidably running over Mr. Dawson again, I spun in a circle and drove away, never looking back to see what became of Barry. 
 
    My only concern was getting my son and getting back on that train at Lytle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8 – BITS AND PIECES 
 
      
 
    The last thing I wanted my son to know what that his mother was shaken. I tried to keep it from visibly showing, and I put on a good front. 
 
    Reaching over, I lay my hand over his. “How are you?” 
 
    “That was Dad.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” 
 
    After a squeeze of his hand, I slid mine from Sawyer and to my phone on the front seat. I lifted it and called Erez. 
 
    He answered in half a ring. “Tell me everything’s alright,” he answered. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, it is. I have my son. We’re fine.” 
 
    “You don’t sound fine. Your voice is shaking.” 
 
    “Well, things happened.” 
 
    “You didn’t get bit or scratch or anything like that, did you?” Erez asked. 
 
    I blurted out a. “What?” totally thrown by the question. 
 
    “By those who are attacking.” 
 
    “I don’t think it works that way, Erez.” 
 
    “How is it out there?” he asked. 
 
    “Weird. Something big, something … there was some sort of event in the city. We can talk when I get there.” 
 
    “We’ll pick you up at that stop. Mark says about forty minutes.” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” I said. 
 
    “And be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Andi,” he called my name before I hung up. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Listen, it’s been hours and we don’t know how much longer it will be. We need water. We need supplies. Especially if we are going to wait this out. Is there any way you can get some?” 
 
    Quietly, I chuckled. I couldn’t believe, in so many words, he was asking me to stop at the store since I was out. I told him, “I’ll see what I could do,” and “I’ll see you soon.” I hung up. 
 
    By this time, we were on the main road again, only going further north to make our way to Lytle. 
 
    Sawyer was focused, looking out the window as we passed wrecked cars. 
 
    “Are we really going on the subway?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied. “It’s our best bet. It’s safe and there are people on there like us.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Isn’t everyone like us?” 
 
    “Sawyer, whatever happened to your father, happened to other people. Like Mr. Dawson.” 
 
    He let out an, “Ah”. Nodded and then looked back out the window. “Why did they crash, Mom?” he asked. “They all crashed.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Do you think the crash killed the people in the cars or something else?” 
 
    I turned my head to the left trying to get a good look at a crashed car as I passed it. The driver, a male, was slumped over the wheel. “Some may have died in the crash,” I said. 
 
    “What happened, Mom?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I was hoping you heard something.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I woke and thought I was late for school. Then I remembered you said I could stay home. I took off the headphones because they were hurting my ears, and I heard Dad screaming and shouting. I thought he was mad about me staying home. Then the phone rang and I guessed he was yelling at you. That’s when I locked the door. I knew something was wrong.” 
 
    “You didn’t go online or watch television?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    I immediately turned on the radio. There was nothing on and I hit the scan button. The digital numbers on the display changed and didn’t stop for a signal. I then switched it to AM. It scanned for a little, then stopped on a station. A computerized voice spoke and we had caught it mid announcement. From what I heard, it didn’t give much information other to exercise caution and name of places that were deemed safe. 
 
    “We should go to one of those shelters,” Sawyer said. 
 
    “Maybe we will.” 
 
    “But we’re still going on the subway?” 
 
    “Yes.”
“Why Mom?” he asked. “Why do we need to go on there?” 
 
    “It’s safe.” 
 
    “So are the places they named on the radio.” 
 
    “I know, but those people on the subway also need us.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For things,” I told him and left it at that. 
 
    We had a half an hour to kill before we got back on the subway. And we still had to manage to make it to Lytle and stay alive. 
 
    I thought of Grand’s Quick Stop. A local place for gas and convenience store groceries. Since we had to keep moving anyhow, I made my way to the Quick Stop. 
 
    Stopping at the store to eat up time and get supplies was a better idea than driving around and hoping for the best while we parked in the lot and waited for train number 440. 
 
    The Quick Mart was on the main road, three blocks from the Lytle stop. 
 
    I pulled into the lot and since I didn’t see people like Mr. Dawson or Barry, I pulled right in. 
 
    There was no movement, none at all. Neither in the store or around it and I felt it safe to go inside. 
 
    Before exposing my son to anything, I told him to stay put, lock the doors and I’d be back. 
 
    With the bat in my hand, I slowly made my way to the store. 
 
    I honestly didn’t know what I was thinking with that bat, I wasn’t very good with it. 
 
    The bell over the door dinged when I walked in and I felt surely, if anyone was in there, that bell would call them out. 
 
    I looked around, the store was undisturbed. The shelves were stocked, the lights were on, there didn’t look like there was any trouble in the store at all. In fact, there was a strong smell of coffee. The day had begun as usual in that Quick Mart and ended abruptly. 
 
    Slowly I made my way toward the bathrooms to make sure no one was there. I called out, “Hello!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    It was clear and I walked back out to get Sawyer. I waved for him to come in the store. He got out of the car and raced inside. 
 
    Once I knew he was in there and safe, I went back to the car and opened the trunk to grab the baseball duffel bag, I’d empty what wasn’t needed in the store.  
 
    As I made my way back, I paused to look at the hood of my car. There was a huge dent in the front and the hood partially folded like an accordion. Blood smeared across the front. For a moment I became statue-like, unable to move or to stop looking at that blood. 
 
    Months before my life fell apart when I accidentally took the life of Marcy Willems. Now, on this day, I took two lives. I felt cold and calculative because I just didn’t feel as shaken over Mr. Dawson and Barry as I did for Marcy, and I knew that. 
 
    I pulled myself together and went into the store, pushing up the bolt lock on the double glass doors. 
 
    After dropping the duffle on the floor, I unzipped it. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Sawyer asked. 
 
    “Trying to make some room to carry stuff.” 
 
    “Can’t we use bags?” 
 
    “We can, but this will be easier.” I rummaged through, lifting things we wouldn’t need. I left his extra tee shirts and shorts in there. “OK,” I stood. “Let’s get some things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I’ll get drinks, how about you focus on food.” 
 
    “For the people on the subway?” 
 
    “Yeah, and us. I don’t know how long we’re going to be there. We need supplies.” 
 
    We had an entire store at our disposal. Sawyer walked back toward the coolers and chips. Not for a second did I believe he would grab vital items. He was a child, he’d reach for chips and soda. That was fine, I’d cover the necessities. 
 
    The clerks at the store prepared for their day. Premade breakfast sandwiches were in the warmer, donuts filled the little case near the coffee, and sandwiches were in the quick grab cooler next to that. 
 
    I helped myself. That type of food wouldn’t last, but it would work in the immediate for those on my train. 
 
    Near the cash registers was a table and on it, folded tee shirts. The sign on it said, ‘Ten dollars, support your local youth teams.” 
 
    I grabbed a couple shirts and tossed them in the bag, then I took one for myself. I wanted to ditch my uniform blouse. It was constricting. Checking to make sure my son was occupied, I lifted my blouse, slipped it off and put on a tee shirt. 
 
    “Mom?” Sawyer called out. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “There’s a dead body back here.” 
 
    I rushed to the back of the store where Sawyer stood near the ATM machine, peering down to the body of a man who still clutched his debit card. 
 
    He didn’t show any signs of being attacked, surely if he was, the store would have been in some disarray. 
 
    I nudged him with my foot making sure he wasn’t one of the out of control people just taking a nap. He didn’t move. I encouraged Sawyer not to look at him and to keep grabbing things and put them in the duffle bag. 
 
    I loaded my arms with water bottles and took them to the counter. Back to the coolers again and I grabbed juices forgoing the electrolyte drinks, which I despised. On my way back, I slowed down at the adult beverage section. 
 
    I remembered when alcohol was only sold in state run stores. First they allowed beer and wine, then the law changed to incorporate booze. I shifted my eyes around to see if Sawyer was looking, and then I grabbed two bottles of bourbon. 
 
    I didn’t leave them exposed, I put them in the bag, wrapped in the tee shirts I had lifted. 
 
    Between Sawyer and I, we had filled the duffel bag. It was heavy and it didn’t include the water bottles I planned to put in those store plastic bags. 
 
    We had done well. Grabbing everything from water to sandwiches, tee shirts to batteries. We were ready to go when I realized stressful situations called for vices. I had the booze, I decided to grab cigarettes as well. 
 
    I walked behind the counter and when I did, I saw him. 
 
    The store clerk was laying on the floor. Like the man by the ATM, he looked as if he just fell over. His uniform shirt was clean and crisp, he held a pack of cigarettes in his hand and the only thing that showed any type of injury was the small pool of blood that formed by his head. He must have hit it when he fell down. 
 
    Unlike with the man by the ATM, I crouched down to take a look, to see if he was attacked. 
 
    It was apparent that he wasn’t. 
 
    The clerk was a mix between pasty white and gray. His eyes were wide open. Dried blood trickled not only for his nose, but his eyes and ears as well. 
 
    A small circle of foul looking regurgitation oozed from his mouth and formed a puddle near it on the floor. 
 
    It hit me that the ‘something’ that happened did more than make people rage and get out of control, it killed people instantly like the ATM guy and clerk. 
 
    I seemed to get everything I needed from the store except for answers. 
 
    I supposed those answers weren’t going to come to me that easily. And unlike the blue electrolyte drinks, I wasn’t going to let go what I saw in the store. 
 
    I needed answers. 
 
    Hopefully, I would find them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9 – BACK ON 
 
      
 
    That duffle bag was heavier than I thought it would be. It had to weigh at least forty pounds, filled to the max and bulky to carry. 
 
    I forewent parking my car in the lot which was across the street from the Lytle stop. I just parked, right here, on the road next to the tracks and waited. 
 
    Erez said they were coming, they were four stops away. 
 
    We had gotten there and hadn’t seen another train go by, that told me it really wouldn’t be long before they showed up. 
 
    I told Erez I needed help carrying stuff if I was going to make a seamless transition from the car to the train. He told me not to worry, they would help. 
 
    “The stuff is in the back seat,” I told him. “And we’re parked close to the tracks.” 
 
    We slid down in the seats, staying quiet and out of sight, waiting for the subway to make its way to us. Sawyer shared the front seat with me so that once we saw the train, he could easily jump out and run to it once I pushed open the door. 
 
    I was ready. 
 
    My son next to me, squished between me and the driver’s door, I held the handle with one hand and the bat with the other. 
 
    But we weren’t alone on that street. 
 
    There were people. Not a lot, but several that moved frantically around as if searching. They were in the parking lot, on the road. They moved in no particular order and I couldn’t tell if they were ‘enraged’ like my husband and Mr. Dawson or normal. I wasn’t about to take a chance. 
 
    Three minutes. 
 
    They were three minutes away and waiting that short time frame seemed like an eternity. I never realized how long three minutes was until I had to sit through every agonizing second, eyes shifting to the tracks then back to the people who oddly wandered around. 
 
    They didn’t see us, I knew that, but I also knew the second the train arrived they would be alerted. 
 
    I wasn’t wrong. 
 
    The squeal of the brakes, hiss of the opening door and automated announcer voice saying, “Now boarding,” drew their attention. 
 
    We were spotted. And those people began their deadly pursuit. 
 
    The driver’s door was already unlatched so it took a simple push to swing it open. I shoved Sawyer out and he ran top speed to the train just as everyone emerged. 
 
    Even the quiet woman. 
 
    She, College Boy and Security Man ran to front of the car as Linebacker Man and Erez raced to the other car. 
 
    Mark had missed his position and stopped the train short of the ramp, causing everyone to have to climb and jump into the train. 
 
    I couldn’t figure out at first why everyone disembarked, then it dawned on me in my race to the them, that when Mark switched to the North car to take driver controls back at Reading when they dropped me off, he was the only one in that carriage. The group remained in the original car. 
 
    Now we needed to be together again. 
 
    This was their chance. 
 
    “In the back seat,” I shouted as I ran to the train. My son had made it inside and stood there waiting, holding out his hand to me as if I needed help. 
 
    I climbed aboard safely and watched Linebacker Man and Erez grabbed the supplies from my car. They ran back. 
 
    On their heels were those people who sauntered around the cars and streets. They switched on a dime from calm to out of control enraged. They moved with purpose, and that purpose was to get Erez and Linebacker Man. 
 
    There was such a short distance between our people and them we cheered for them to hurry as if it were a sports game. 
 
    “Get ready to go,” I told Mark. “Go when I say.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Linebacker Man carried the heavy duffle, which slowed him down. Erez passed him, running into the train with the bags in hand. 
 
    One of the pursuing people, an enraged man was close to Linebacker Man. My new ginger friend threw the duffle bag into the train, then slammed his hands to the floor and lifted himself inside, just as the enraged man grabbed for his feet. 
 
    I shouted, “Go!” to Mark. 
 
    Without missing a beat, Linebacker Man grabbed the baseball bat from my hand, swung out and down, nailing the enraged in the side of the head just before he boarded. 
 
    The man flew back, the train rolled forward and the doors closed. 
 
    We had made it. 
 
    We were safe … at least for the time being. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10 – PICK UP 
 
      
 
    If we were going to be in a life or death situation, have each other’s backs, then I really needed to know everyone’s names. 
 
    Linebacker Man, guzzled a half bottle of apple juice before he told me his name was Paul. Security Guy was Wilson. College Boy merely gave us a nickname of Pip and Quiet Woman was still Quiet Woman. She nibbled on a Pop Tart, sipped on a bottle of water, seemed to pay attention while we conversed about names, yet, still she didn’t give hers up. 
 
    She gave nothing up. 
 
    I figured she was just scared like the rest of us, traumatized and she’d come around. She accepted my offer of food with a gentle smile of thanks and nibbled on it as she sat in the very back of the train. 
 
    Everyone else hungrily enjoyed the hot food I grabbed out of the convenience store warmer, and after Erez finished his muffin sandwich, he took over for Mark as a driver. 
 
    Pip stayed up front with Erez, watching everything he did, wanting to take his turn. 
 
    I offered to take the helm, but everyone wanted and needed to take a turn. There was very little to do on the train other than watch the world roll by. 
 
    Maybe it was better that I didn’t drive and was just available if I was needed. I now had my child onboard. 
 
    Sawyer curled up on a seat, he didn’t seem to want to eat or drink. He just stared out the window. I figured the reality of what happened was just hitting my son. 
 
    I couldn’t offer him the comfort of knowledge, I couldn’t tell him everything was okay, because I didn’t know. I, like everyone else, was in the dark. 
 
    The brightness of the train dimmed and I knew we were headed into the city. The sky was darker there, growing worse by the hour from out of control flames. 
 
    I hated the thought of going into the tunnel. 
 
    “Okay,” I turned to the group. “When Sawyer and I were making our way to the train, I put on the radio and the Emergency Alert System was playing on the AM stations.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Paul said. “AM stations are the source towers for FEMA. What did they say?” 
 
    “Unfortunately nothing about what is happening, but they are, at least were naming safe places to go. The nearest one to us is about thirty miles out at a decommissioned base.” 
 
    Mark looked at me with a bright smile. “That means there’s people out there. At least enough to warrant help stations.” 
 
    “Slow down there, Hoss,” Paul said. “All it takes is one person to throw the alert switch. It could have been recorded a year or so ago and there are no help centers.” He looked at me. “Was it a recording?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah, it was.” 
 
    “We still should try,” Wilson said. “Try to go there.” 
 
    “How?” Paul asked. “We’re playing a game of all around the mulberry bush the monkey chased the weasel. We stop, pop goes the weasel, we break this nice little safety game we have going here.” 
 
    Mark answered. “Not exactly. Not if we go to the end of the line.” 
 
    “We’d need transport,” Paul said. “Her car’s not there. Can the seven of us fit in there? If so, one of us could get dropped off at her car and take it to the end.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “That could work.” 
 
    “What about the junction?” Erez asked. “The main junction, Port Authority hub. There are buses there.” 
 
    I cringed. “It’s also one of the busiest stops there is. People change buses there. It could be bad.” 
 
    “It’s not like we’re going anywhere,” Mark said. “We can work out a plan.” 
 
    “Approaching Everest,” Automated Sally said. 
 
    Paul groaned. “Can we shut that off?” 
 
    “I thought I did.” 
 
    “Hey, uh, Andi,” Erez called my name with trepidation. “There’s a guy up ahead on the platform.” 
 
    “Keep going,” Mark instructed. 
 
    “You have to look at him. He’s not moving, he’s holding a briefcase. Bet he woke up and doesn’t know what’s going on.” 
 
    I could see the man, business suit and all, standing as if waiting on the Subway. But Erez’s suggestion that he was ignorant to the event wasn’t possible. Unless he was blind, he had to see the crashed cars right behind him on the road. I opened my mouth to tell Erez that, when I felt the train slow down. “What are you doing? Why are you slowing?” 
 
    “What if he’s normal and needs help?” 
 
    Paul stepped toward the front. “I hardly think he’d be waiting on a subway for that.” 
 
    We all shouted at the same time, in one form or another for Erez not to stop. 
 
    “No, don’t.” 
 
    “Don’t stop.” 
 
    Too late. 
 
    The voice on the PA announced to back away from the door, the brakes sounded off and the door hissed upon opening. 
 
    Pip, so close to the door, spun around as Erez called out, “Oh shit.” 
 
    The man lunged on board and went for Pip. 
 
    It all happened so fast, my first instinct was to get to my son, but as I turned to do so, Paul charged back from the front. His brawny body bumped into me, then all I saw was him barreling forward with that bat. 
 
    He was fast, I could see the blood on Pip’s face. Paul arrived, with a grip half way up the bat, he careened it down so hard on the man’s head, I heard the ‘crack’, and blood splattered everywhere. And the man loosened his hold on Pip. 
 
    Paul swung the bat again, this time, using the thin end he nailed the man square in the face then without missing a beat kicked him in the chest and out the door. 
 
    The second the man flew out, I grabbed hold of a bar to get my balance when with a hard jolt, the train moved forward. 
 
    I couldn’t help but look out the window, to the body of the man lying on the platform. 
 
    He didn’t move, he didn’t recover. 
 
    I slowly shifted my eyes to the front. Paul was still standing by the door, his shoulders heaved up and down and he swiped the back of his forearm over his face to clear the blood. “Close the door,” he told Erez as he tossed the bloody baseball bat and crouched down to Pip. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11 – FRAZZLED 
 
      
 
    His anger was directed at Erez and so were his words, as Paul blasted out, “What the hell were you thinking! Why did you stop?” 
 
    “I don’t. I don’t know. I just ...” 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” Paul placed his hand over Pip’s face. 
 
    “I got this.” Mark made his way through. “I’ll grab his feet, grab his head.” 
 
    “He’s bleeding too bad to let go,” Paul said. 
 
    Mark looked over his shoulder. “Anyone have an extra shirt. Something.” 
 
    Shirt. I did. “Yes,” I yelled out and grabbed the duffel bag, I reached in and pulled out one of the convenience store tee shirts. I handed it to Mark. 
 
    Quickly he folded it as small as he could, then moved it to Pip’s face. “When I say, you lift your hands. Got it?” he asked Paul. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Andi, I need you to come here,” Mark said. “Get ready to put pressure on this so we can carry him.” 
 
    I didn’t want to do that, but what choice was there. I squeezed in close and brought my hand near his face. I couldn’t see the damage, just Paul’s blood covered fingers. 
 
    “Now,” Mark ordered out. 
 
    Paul lifted his hand, Mark put down the shirt and I placed my hand as tight as I could over it. 
 
    “Hold it tight,” Mark instructed, then grabbed Pip’s feet. “We need to move him near the middle door. I need room.” 
 
    Paul nodded and with me holding the shirt, I tried to keep up as they quickly carried Pip back and lay him on the floor. 
 
    “You can let go,” Paul put his hand over mind on the shirt. “I got this.” 
 
    I was more than willing to step back. 
 
    “His pulse is racing.” Lifted his hand from Pip’s wrist. “Hey, Pip, you with me?” 
 
    Pip nodded as he shook, he tried to speak, but blood came from his mouth. 
 
    “Try to stay calm. I know it’s hard. I’m gonna help you.” Mark reached for the shirt and slowly lifted it. “Jesus, someone get me a bottle of water.” 
 
    I believe it was Wilson who handed one down. 
 
    “Under where I was seated, you’ll see a case, it’s like a thick brief case,” Mark said. “Can someone get it for me? Hurry.” 
 
    I knew exactly which case it was. He carried it every day on my train. I hurriedly retrieved it and took it to him, setting it on the floor. He wiped off his bloody hand on his pants, then extended his fingers to the case. It beeped and the locks shifted. 
 
    “Can you open it for me? Wide open.”  
 
    I opened the case exposing a wide variety of medical supplies. 
 
    “Top half, second row,” Mark said. “You’ll see a package called Quick Clot. Grab me a pack and carefully open it without touching it.” 
 
    I searched the case and found what he spoke about with ease. 
 
    “Like peeling a banana,” Mark said. Then lifted the bottle of water. “Once you’re done Andi, bring that close.” 
 
    My hands were shaking as I peeled open the pack. 
 
    Mark lifted his eyes to Paul. “When I bring this water close, lift the shirt.” 
 
    “Got it.” Paul exhaled. “And here I thought you were snapping into first aid action because you were a boy scout.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Mark said. “Lift.” 
 
    Paul lifted the tee shirt and the wound oozed horribly. Mark quickly poured water on it trying to wash away some of the blood, then grabbed the opened package of Quick Clot from me. He placed it down across the facial wound on Pip’s cheek and held it there. 
 
    “Will it work?” Paul asked. 
 
    “For now. Enough for me to calm him and stabilize him. Then we’ll worry about fixing it later.” 
 
    Once I knew Pip was in good hands, I stepped away. I checked on Sawyer to make sure he was alright. He seemed fascinated by watching Mark work on Pip. 
 
    Then I had to check on another person … Erez. 
 
    I knew more than anyone what it was like to accidentally hurt someone. He had to be a mess. 
 
    “Hey,” I said to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t mean it, I know that.” 
 
    “How is he?” Erez asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I think he might be alright. Do you need me to take over?” 
 
    “I want to drive. I promise not to do anything stupid again.” 
 
    I placed my hand on his back. 
 
    Paul’s voice carried to us. “At least we know now we aren’t dealing with stupid, mindless, raging fucks that act on pure instinct. Shit. Sorry. Didn’t mean to swear.” He nodded at Sawyer. “Whatever is happening to these people, they know exactly what they’re doing. He knew to trick us into stopping. Which means they think. If they think they can plot.” 
 
    Mark called out “Does anyone have anything I can cover him with? I don’t want him to go into shock.” 
 
    “My backpack,” Erez said. “If you go in there, inside pocket, I have one of those shiny silver, space blankets.” 
 
    Paul reached down for Erez’s backpack. “Why do you have a Mylar blanket in your back pack?” He unzipped it. 
 
    “I also have that quick clot stuff, but that was covered. My father made me have it with me always.” 
 
    “Smart man.” Paul pulled out the square and opened it as he walked it to Mark. “You going to leave him on the ground?” 
 
    “I have to while he is stabilizing.” 
 
    “What about the uh...” Paul pointed to his own cheek. 
 
    “I’ll leave that on there until we get somewhere I can suture or maybe even that Help Station.” Mark stood up. 
 
    “At least we made it through that ordeal. Everyone seems okay.” Paul looked to the back of the train at Quiet Woman. “You alright back there?” 
 
    She just looked at him, then lowered her head. 
 
    “What is her deal?” Paul whispered. 
 
    I replied. “Maybe she just doesn’t want to bother, or she’s scared. Leave her alone.” 
 
    “Do you know her?” Paul asked. “I mean, I don’t recognize her as a regular.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Paul glanced down at his watch. “He’s been driving an hour, maybe I should take over, let him get a break since all this happened.” 
 
    Very quickly, Mark barked out. “No!” 
 
    “Okay …” Paul sang the word. “Why? I can do this. It’s seems easy enough.” He glanced at me. “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “It’s just …” Mark explained. “The way you jumped into action. The way you handled that situation, I would feel much better with you ready and waiting here in this car, than occupied behind the controls.” 
 
    “I’m not a hero or protector,” Paul said. “Wilson’s the protector. He’s a security guy with a Taser. Which, by the way, why didn’t you use it?” 
 
    “You already played Negan with the bat,” he said. 
 
    “What do you do?” Mark asked. “For a living. And don’t say bank teller because I won’t believe you.” 
 
    “I am a probations officer for the juvenile corrections program. Before that I was a guard.” 
 
    “Most qualified,” Mark said. “You don’t drive. You have to be ready.” He shifted his eyes down to Pip. 
 
    “You think he might …” 
 
    “He might.” 
 
    After a single nod, Paul stepped back, lifted the bat and sat down. 
 
    “And until we figure out what we’re doing or come up with a plan,” Mark said. “We keep rolling.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12 - DERAILED 
 
      
 
    At that point, Mark’s medical care and treatment of Pip was the only entertainment we had. We watched as he checked his vitals, administered antibiotics and a sedative. Then Mark would stand up, pace a while before sitting down for a few minutes. 
 
    “What is a doctor,” Paul said. “Doing riding public transportation? I mean I have been seeing you for over a year.” 
 
    “And I was almost done,” Mark replied. “A doctor rides public transportation when he gets drunk and passes out in the driver’s seat of his car in his ex-wife’s driveway. She called the police. Did you know, if your blood alcohol is above the limit and you’re in the driver’s seat with the keys in the ignition, parked or not, you get a DUI?” 
 
    “Yep.” Paul nodded. “I do. Was it a first offense?" 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ARD that shit and get it done in six months?” 
 
    “I would have, had I not driven on a suspension.” 
 
    “Ah.” Paul nodded. 
 
    “It was a medical emergency,” Mark said. “The cop wouldn’t cut me a break.” 
 
    “The law is the law. How do you still have your medical license?” 
 
    “I wasn’t physically driving, that was the only thing that saved me. Although I did lose my primo position in the suburbs. Inner city is more conducive when traveling by subway.” 
 
    “So, with the medical knowledge you have, any ideas what is going on?” Paul asked. “Obviously, you think it might be something contagious.” 
 
    “I just don’t want to rule out anything.” 
 
    “No wonder you were always in a hurry,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Every day you got on this train, you were always rushing. Never pleasant. Always complained. Too early, too late.” 
 
    “You shoved through people,” Erez added. 
 
    “But you never sat down,” Paul said. “You’d look at your phone. Huff.” 
 
    “Wow,” Mark said. “You guys really paid attention.” 
 
    “You were that one,” Paul said. “The one person everyone wondered, ‘what is his story’, just a jerk, it seemed.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Now we know, you were headed to the hospital.” 
 
    “I was always running late and angry with myself that I had to take the subway.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I misjudged you,” Paul said. 
 
    “Me, too,” I repeated the sentiments. 
 
    “Now.” Paul stood. “We’re all in this together. All of us.” He started walking toward the back of the train. “We have been on this train for almost ten hours.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 
    “Finding out why she isn’t part of this group. She’s here with us.” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” I said. 
 
    “I’m not going to be mean,” he spoke low. “Watch.” He made his way to her. “Hi.” 
 
    She glanced up. 
 
    “You’re sitting back here,” he said. “Why don’t you come up there with us? I don’t understand.” 
 
    She just stared at him. 
 
    “Paul. I’m Paul.” He held out his hand. 
 
    She shook it. 
 
    “And your name?” 
 
    She drummed up this look, it was odd. Almost fearful and uncomfortable, then she lifted her hands, pointed to her ears and motioned them about. 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Paul said with revelation. “She can’t hear.” He looked at her. “Why didn’t you tell us?” 
 
    She signed. 
 
    Paul shrugged. 
 
    “She knows what’s happening,” Mark said as he stood, signing as he spoke. “She knew things were bad and didn’t want us to think she was weak.” 
 
    The woman smiled. 
 
    Mark signed to her. “It’s okay. What’s your name?” 
 
    She moved her lips as she moved her hands. 
 
    “Lisa, I am Mark. It’s okay. Come sit with us.” He held out his hand. 
 
    “Uh, guys,” Ezra called out. “Andi. We have a problem.” 
 
    “Another person at a stop?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he replied. “3201 … is at a standstill up ahead.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peering over Ezra’s shoulder, I looked at the GPS. 3201 was stopped. It blinked red, which meant it had been stopped for nearly three minutes.  
 
    “This isn’t good,” I said. “We’re all supposed to be moving. All around the Mulberry bush, remember.” 
 
    “Pop goes the goddamn weasel,” Paul said. “What do we do?” 
 
    “The question is, why are they stopped?” I lifted the radio and made several attempts to reach them. It was unsuccessful and we were drawing closer. 3201 was at a freeze at the next stop. 
 
    “Do you think something happened?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Either that or they all got off,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not the case,” Paul pointed at the window. 
 
    We had no choice but to slow down. 3201 blocked the tracks and at least a dozen affected people had climbed up and attacked the train. 
 
    “Why aren’t they moving?” Mark asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I said. 
 
    “I have to stop,” Erez said. “I have to stop here. I can’t get too close.” 
 
    Our train slowed and came to a halt. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Wilson barked. 
 
    His words made my heart jump, I thought maybe he saw something. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “The last radio call from them said they thought they had a sick person on board. What if they did,” Wilson said. 
 
    I had forgotten about that. 
 
    “This one,” Paul pointed to the train behind us. “How far back is it? How long until it reaches us.” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” I replied. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to back up,” Mark said. “They see us.” 
 
    “We can’t back up,” I said. “We can’t. We’ll ram right into the train behind us eventually. The whole entire thing is screwed now. Everything is going to stop.” 
 
    “Is there any way to get on the other set of tracks where this one train is going opposite of us?” Paul asked, pointing to the GPS. 
 
    “That’s the blue line. Only way to do that is the main junction.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Well, we just passed the main junction. Just passed it. Is it conceivable that we go full speed and switch over at the junction?” 
 
    “Full speed? For six miles? I asked. “Backwards? No. I’d have to put this in reverse to do that.” 
 
    “So we’d need to get into the south controls in the other train?” Paul asked. “And push it that way?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do.” 
 
    “We don’t know what’s at south junction,” I said. 
 
    “But we know what’s here.” Paul backed up and grabbed the bat. “Andi, get in the driver’s seat. I’m going to go to south controls. When I say, open the door.” 
 
    Erez stood making room for me, and when I looked, I realized I couldn’t open the doors. 
 
    They were upon us. 
 
    The first ‘slam’ echoed in the train as one of them hit us. 
 
    Another banged at the door, trying to get his fingers in the crease. 
 
    “Back her up,” Paul said. “Move about twenty miles per hour, they can’t run that fast. They aren’t track stars.” 
 
    “At twenty miles per hour, we’ll collide.” I spoke loudly, hearing them attack our train. 
 
    “No, we won’t,” Paul said. “Open the door. I’m gonna scale the car to the other train. I don’t need to make it far.” 
 
    “Are you nuts?” Mark blasted. 
 
    “Pretty much so.” Paul set down the bat and moved to the very last set of doors. “Open them when I say, close them right away and open when you see me get to the second car. But move this one now.” 
 
    I placed the controls in reverse, jolting the train in hopes of knocking some of them off and slowly started backing up. 
 
    “Open the doors.” 
 
    I pushed the lever. 
 
    Hiss. 
 
    I watched through my side mirror as Paul stepped out, clinging to the door as we moved. 
 
    I hated to do so, but I closed it. He was inching along, we weren’t moving fast. It wouldn’t take him long, I knew it. 
 
    I believed it would work, until I watched one of the enraged leap from the top of the train, slam into Paul and they both sailed to the ground at the side of the tracks. 
 
    For the first time, since it all started, I screamed. 
 
    “They got him,” I said and stopped the train. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Wilson asked. 
 
    “We can’t leave him. We can’t.” 
 
    “Open the door,” Erez said, holding the bat. “Open the door now, then continue to back up slow. We’ll catch you.” 
 
    I nodded my agreement. There was no other choice in my mind. Despite Mark and Wilson shouting at me, I opened the door and Erez jumped out.  
 
    I could see Paul ahead, he and the enraged entangled and rolled. 
 
    I watched Erez run toward him, batting like a Little League champ, swinging and connecting when an enraged ran to him. 
 
    He moved like a man on a mission, like someone who had something to prove. 
 
    And I guess in his mind, Erez did. 
 
    Against what I was told, once I was a good hundred feet away, I closed the door and stopped the train. 
 
    “Wilson,” I said. “Go out there with the Taser.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know how to use it. Set it high or whatever it takes. Do it. Please. Paul wouldn’t leave you.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Wilson said. 
 
    “I do,” Mark held out his hand. “Give me the Taser.” 
 
    “No.” Wilson lifted it from the holster. “You all can’t be saviors and make me look like the coward. Open the door, Andi.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and waited until he was up front with me and I opened it. My eyes never leaving Erez, he swung the bat downward when he arrived at the fight between Paul and the deranged. 
 
    Wilson was nervous, I could tell. He came into my line of vision just as he tasered one of them. 
 
    Then I heaved out a breath of relief when I saw Paul stand up. His balance was unsteady, but he was strong enough to take the bat from Erez, pat the young man on the back and run our way. 
 
    “He’s okay. He’s okay.” I said, hands on the lever, waiting to open the door. 
 
    When I saw they were almost at the train, I swung open the door, Erez flew in, followed by Wilson, then Paul. 
 
    Paul had marks on his face, his shirt was bloody. 
 
    As soon as I saw him, I pushed it in reverse.  
 
    No sooner had the train start to move, when there was a loud, piercing scream. It was long and loud and a woman jumped onboard. 
 
    She screamed again as her hands reached out. 
 
    Zap. 
 
    She froze then jolted violently as the blue streaks from the Taser zapped her in the chest. Her body, out of control, lost balance and sailed out the open door. 
 
    I quickly closed it. 
 
    I kept a slow speed, driving backwards until I was at a safe enough distance to stop again. 
 
    I shouldn’t had driven that long in reverse, but I didn’t have a choice. I let no one stop me. After kissing my son, I opened the door, and ran as fast as I could to the south controls. 
 
    Once there, I sealed up the train, put it in full force and barreled ahead, hoping it wasn’t too late. Hoping against hope we could make it to the switching tracks at the south junction before the train behind us caught up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13 – NEWS 
 
      
 
    It was like something out of an action thriller movie. I had the train going full speed, but those several minutes dragged by and my heart raced out of control as I watched the GPS and saw the other train coming our way. 
 
    The switch over to the junction was somewhere in between us and it would be a matter of luck and timing if we didn’t collide. 
 
    The other train showed no signs of slowing down. Which baffled me. I kept trying to reach them by radio but they didn’t respond. Was something wrong? Or did they see us coming their way and in response were also trying to haul ass to the switch over at the junction. 
 
    I hoped to God that wasn’t the case, or whatever was happening outside wouldn’t matter. We’d all be dead. 
 
    Closer and closer we drew to one another. I could see not only the train, I could see the switch over. 
 
    In one last attempt, I grabbed the radio, “5503, this is 440, I’m switching to the junction.” 
 
    My hand sweat as I gripped the controls, it would be a high speed veer off, followed by an abrupt slowing of the train so as not to hit the end of the line wall. 
 
    I grabbed the PA and announced. “Hold on.” And with a quick prayer, a close view of the driver of 5503, I veered to the left, made the rail switch and sailed into the junction. 
 
    It was swarming with people. At first it was hard to tell if they were fine, then they headed toward our barreling train as if together in a mass, they could stop it. 
 
    Hell, I wasn’t even sure I could stop it. 
 
    I couldn’t say how many of them I hit as I flew through, so many I worried we’d derail. I engaged the brake and to add a safeguard I lifted my foot from the Dead Man’s switch. 
 
    We came to a screeching halt inches before the wall. 
 
    But it wasn’t over. 
 
    In order to get on the opposite set of tracks, someone with knowledge had to drive the train over the correct switch. 
 
    That had to be me and I was alone in the wrong car. 
 
    I needed to get back into the north end controls. 
 
    And by the looks of things outside, that wasn’t a possibility. After taking a moment and getting my thoughts together, I spoke into the PA again.  
 
    “We need to get out of here and I can’t make it back to that train to do it. Someone needs to take controls and I’ll walk you through it.” 
 
    Within a few seconds, Mark was using the PA to communicate with me. “Okay, I’m in the seat,” he said. “What do I do?” 
 
    “I’ll switch over control to you. When I do, you need to move forward.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Do you see the two platforms ahead of you?” I asked. 
 
    “You mean the ones covered with people.” 
 
    “Yes. You need to aim for the one on the right. You’re going to need to activate the rail switch.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” 
 
    “Top of the control panel on the right you will see three switches.” 
 
    “I see them,” Mark said. 
 
    “Once you are moving, hit the last switch to your right. That will switch the tracks. You’ll need to slow down and wait for the light on the track to turn green, then you can proceed. Got it.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Listen to me, once you go through, I need you to push it full ahead. Full speed so they don’t jump on us. I want to get back up there with you guys and the only way to do that is to stop the train after we clear the junction.” 
 
    “I got it. Hang tight and keep your fingers crossed.” 
 
    My fingers were crossed. A lot of things could happen. He could hit the switch too late and we could jump tracks. Too many of those people could land on the tracks making it impossible for us to move forward. 
 
    Fortunately, we did. 
 
    I heard the slams and bangs as our train cars were physically attacked. I could hear them running on the roof of the train. 
 
    After walking Mark through what I referred to as the ‘shake them off’, stopping, going and jolting the train, we were able to stop about a mile from the junction. Even though one of the affected people was hanging tightly to the train, I managed to make it from the first door of the south car, to the last door of the north. 
 
    Inside. 
 
    Safe. 
 
    Erez took the controls so we could keep going. But I knew, as did they, it couldn’t continue. 
 
    I was grateful when I saw that Paul had only sustained a few cuts and bruises. Pip was still on the floor covered with the Mylar blanket. I checked on my son, he was fine. But I had to think about him, what was best for him and the rest of us. 
 
    “We have to stop,” I said. “We can’t keep doing this.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Mark said. 
 
    “We need to get off,” I replied. “We’re playing Russian roulette. If we don’t get off before the power goes down, which it will, we don’t know where we’ll end up.” 
 
    “I’m taking it you have an idea.” 
 
    I nodded. “About six minutes from here there is a stop. It’s not a big early morning commute stop so I don’t think it will be overrun. Right at the stop is a fire hall and a restaurant across the street. If we can make it in there, we can hole up for the night in one of those places until we figure out what to do.” 
 
    “If we stop,” Paul said. “Break the chain. Then we are doing to that other train exactly what 3201 did to us.” 
 
    “I don’t think 3201 decided to make a break for it at that stop,” I said. “I think they didn’t have a choice. Something happened on that train.” 
 
    “I agree. We need to stop,” Mark added. “For Pip. I have to fix that wound. He needs to rest without movement. And if this train dies before then, I don’t know how we’ll handle it.” 
 
    “I don’t know about everyone else,” Paul said. “I am ready to get off this tube.” 
 
    “So we’re stopping now?” Erez asked. “Should I get ready to stop?” 
 
    “No.” I walked to the window. “Not yet. We’re gonna pass it. Slow down so we can see. Assess and see what our options are. Hopefully, that area will be like Reading and be clear. Then the next pass around, we end it.” 
 
    A few miles down the track, Erez slowed the car on the approach to the Tower stop, a haze had set in, giving the area an eerie appearance. The street lights blinked as if it were still early morning. 
 
    As we rode by, we didn’t see a threat. That area, like Reading, seemed to be, for lack of a better word … dead. 
 
    We had fifty three minutes until we made it again to that stop. We grabbed our bags, put them near the door and made plans on how we would carry Pip. 
 
    It was decided, if clear, we’d head for the fire hall simply because it had less windows. 
 
    What we would do after that, I didn’t know. 
 
    Sawyer was quiet. 
 
    With all the excitement, I hadn’t been paying as much attention to him. I promised my son, once we stopped, I wouldn’t leave his side. 
 
    He was so brave and showed that he was growing up. 
 
    “I’m okay, Mom. I really am.” 
 
    He didn’t mention his father, but I knew that had to be heavy on his mind, because it was weighing on mine. 
 
    We were ready to leave that train. Where our adventures would take us, we didn’t know. But it was, without a doubt, time to get off. 
 
    I continuously tried to radio the other train on the same line. I informed them we were bailing. They didn’t reply. 
 
    Shortly after my final radio attempt, I realized they heard us, but couldn’t respond. Their train, 8828, stopped and didn’t move. It was six miles from the Tower stop, our planned destination. 
 
    Even if we wanted to keep going, we didn’t have a choice. 
 
    Knowing that they probably heard us, I then radioed to tell them where we planned to go and how long we’d be there. I also told them about the Emergency Alert System and the help centers. 
 
    But they picked a good destination. 
 
    They stopped near a mall. 
 
    The sky started to darken, and I kept praying that the power held on. 
 
    Something about leaving that train was scary. 
 
    I planned to sit with Sawyer, explain what we were doing and see if he had any questions. Get him to eat something. 
 
    Just as I was readied to sit next to my son, I heard a single musical tone, then another. I knew it came from a phone.  
 
    Before I could ask about it, Erez called out, “That’s my phone. That’s mine. Can someone check it?” 
 
    “Is someone texting you?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he replied. “Those are alerts. Social media.” 
 
    Mark rummaged through Erez’s things. “Found it.” 
 
    “What’s it say?” Erez asked. “How many replies?” 
 
    “It says six,” Mark said. 
 
    “I posted that an hour ago,” said Erez. “I asked if anyone knew what was going on.” 
 
    Mark read Erez’s post. “Erez wrote … Some sort of catastrophic event happened in my city. People acting crazy. Attacking. City is burning. Nothing is on the news. Are we alone,” he read. “Anyone know what’s going on?” 
 
    “What are the replies?” I asked. “You said there were six.” 
 
    “Seven now,” Mark said. “They’re saying the same thing. ‘Here, too’. This one says, ‘Anyone know what happened’ A woman commented that it started last night.” 
 
    “Click on the profile,” Erez suggested. “See where they are.” 
 
    Mark shook his head and I could tell he didn’t think of that. “Oh, man, this one is from Seattle. This one is local … this one … Florida ... And …” He sighed out loudly in defeat. “Malaysia.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Malaysia, that was across the world. It wasn’t just a local event, it was global. What happened? Someone out there had to know. 
 
    “Wait, wait,” Mark said. “This one …” he looked around at all of us and read it. “They’re only Ragers if they didn’t die right away. They will eventually seize out. Wait it out. Be safe.” 
 
    “Who was it?” Erez asked with excitement. “Who wrote that?” 
 
    “Edmund Bodner,” Mark replied. “Do you know him?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. That’s my mom’s brother.” 
 
    “Your uncle,” Paul said. “You mean your uncle.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s my uncle.” 
 
    “Then why not say ‘your uncle’ why say your mother’s brother.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It just came out.” 
 
    “Guys.” I stopped them. “Stop. Erez, would your mother’s brother …” 
 
    “Don’t encourage that,” said Paul. 
 
    I ignored him. “Would your … uncle know something for certain, like based on fact or is he guessing?” 
 
    “Meaning is he a professional?” Paul asked. “A professional at something or an everyday Joe like us.” 
 
    “He could know something. He’s in the National Guard down in Kentucky. I don’t know what he does with them.” 
 
    Mark walked to Erez and handed him the phone. “Try to call him. Get in touch with him. He could be our answer. At the very least he might just give some sort of explanation on what’s happening.” 
 
    Erez took the phone and immediately dialed. “It went straight to voice mail.” 
 
    “Then try to get him on social media,” Mark suggested. “He just replied. He’s on there.” 
 
    Erez nodded his agreement and Mark walked back to the group of us. 
 
    “You said he gave a sort of explanation” I quizzed Mark... “How do you figure? I mean what did that tell you?” 
 
    “It makes sense if you think about it. Their behavior. Whatever it is,” Mark said. “Whatever occurred hit the brain. The ones that attack, they’re going mad, insane, maybe it’s pain, I don’t know. The bleeding ears and eyes. That’s the brain. They’re seizing. For some reason, somehow they didn’t get the full dose or effect. We’ve been on this train, we don’t know how many people just died like Edmund mentioned.” 
 
    “A lot,” my son spoke up. “We saw them in their wrecked cars.” 
 
    Mark looked at me. 
 
    I nodded. “At least on the road. It was early when it happened so not many people were out.” 
 
    “So it happened fast. Really fast,” Mark said. 
 
    Wilson asked. “Why not us? Why are we okay?” 
 
    “Are we?” Paul added. “Maybe we are infected and just don’t know it yet.” 
 
    “Maybe we were shielded,” Wilson suggested. “In this metal tube or when we went through the tunnels or bridges.” 
 
    Paul also said. “And the ones that were attacked at First Avenue, they were underground. If you recall those … what term did he use … Ragers, came down the stairs.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. No. He was home.” I pointed to Sawyer. “In his bed, asleep on the first floor. Nothing special. He didn’t get anything. But my husband did.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s an immunity thing.” Paul said. “We’re immune. Those who are crazy have some immunities but not enough to save them.” 
 
    Wilson turned to him. “I thought you said we could be infected.” 
 
    “I’m tossing things out here like everyone else,” Paul defended. 
 
    “Maybe we all have metal plates,” Wilson said. 
 
    Paul spun to him with a, “What” that sounded as if he thought Wilson was ridiculous. 
 
    “I know I do. Right here.” He pointed to the side of his head. “Like you, I’m tossing things out. Trying to figure out why we all didn’t get this brain eating virus.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Mark said. “Maybe it’s not a virus. What if it’s not some airborne thing? Not some virus, biological or chemical. What if it’s something else?” 
 
    “How?” I asked. “I mean, it obviously hits the brain, right? What other way is there to infect the brain?” 
 
    “Lots of ways to get a direct route to the brain,” Mark said, pacing as he spoke. “If the train or even being in the subway underground protected us, then there are other ways than breathing it in. The eyes. A flash of light we didn’t see. The noise, something we couldn’t …” he paused and lowered his head to Pip. “Oh, wow.”  
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    Mark crouched down to Pip. Despite all that he had been through, they still hung around the neck of the young man. Mark reached down for them. “I got it.” He lifted the ear buds. “Auditory” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “No,” Paul argued. “There’s no way.” 
 
    “Think about it,” Mark said. “It makes perfect sense. Some sort of sound wave caused this. The degree of how it affects each individual depends on the exposure.” 
 
    “I don’t wear headphones or earbuds,” said Paul. “I’m okay.” 
 
    “So am I,” said Erez. “And I don’t wear them.” 
 
    “Because you guys and me,” Mark said. “Were on this train before it happened. We were protected, either by the train or when we went underground. Think about it, it makes perfect sense. If someone wasn’t wearing headphones or ear protection … they died instantly. The level of sound barrier determines the level of how they were affected.” 
 
    “Sawyer had sound canceling headphones.” I said. “When I left for work, he was wearing them.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “He was fully protected. Think about this. How many people do you see, every day, wearing headphones or earbuds? If they had no headphones, they died. Full ear protection they were fine. Half ass ... they become …” he waved his hand outward. “What we are facing? The brain is damaged. They become enraged while the brain seizes out.” 
 
    “What about her?” Paul asked, pointing to Lisa. “Did her being deaf save her?” 
 
    “It’s hard to say. If it was simply a sound, then maybe, but I’m thinking it’s more than that. Lisa could have suffered damage from a loud sound, she just wouldn’t hear the ringing that you and I would.” 
 
    I tapped Mark’s shoulder when I saw she was signing. 
 
    Mark turned to her and translated. “I think this phenomenon might deal with sound or something come into the ear.” 
 
    She nodded her understanding. 
 
    “The point is, we don’t know,” Mark said. “We can only guess. Someone out there does know.” 
 
    “But you think,” Paul said with a slightly sarcastic tone. “It all happened when some big sound heard all around the world at the same time, mind you, rang out.” 
 
    “Pretty much. And we were shielded or protected.” Mark said. “Problem is, was it a one time deal or will it happen again? Just as we would wear face masks for a virus, we need to protect ourselves.” 
 
    “So you’re suggesting,” Paul said. “We all wear really good headphones or earbuds. Which is going to be impossible to get because we’re riding around on a goddamn train.” 
 
    I listened to their conversation and then I knew where we were when I looked out the window. Immediately I ran to the front of the train. 
 
    “Where’s she going?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Watch out,” I told Erez, inched over to share the controls and brought the train to a stop. 
 
    Mark rushed my way. “Did you see something? Why did you stop?” What’s wrong?” 
 
    I pointed out the window. It was one of the few sections of tracks in the whole loop that went through a small suburbia commercial section. “Guitar Jam,” I said, showing him the single window store front. “Music Store. Ear plugs.” 
 
    Mark smiled and turned to Paul. “Grab the bat.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14 – CONTACT 
 
      
 
    I half expected Paul to say something to Mark about why it always had to be him, but he didn’t. Mark offered to go with him as a backup, I did as well. It ended up being Erez that followed behind the big man. 
 
    It was a strange intersection. A section of the borough with a handful of small shops. An ice cream store, a neighborhood bar and barber shop were among them. 
 
    A four way intersection with the subway lines running diagonal through. I had driven that route a bunch of times and hated it because there were days where I waited up to four minutes to catch the light. When running on a schedule, four minutes was a lot and it flew by. 
 
    But those four minutes waiting on Paul and Erez, dragged on. 
 
    It was unnerving and I could feel my insides quiver, the anticipation and fear for them was killing me. Everyone, my son included with hands pressed against the windows watching and waiting as they slipped into the store through the broken glass on the huge window. I knew as soon as he broke the glass, an alarm would sound. 
 
    It was so loud and seemed even louder because we knew the noise would attract them. Sure enough, four of them came running down the street just as Paul and Erez raced from the store. Paul had this huge jug in his arms and Erez had items in his hands. 
 
    I had stopped the train in the middle of the intersection and they had very little distance to run. As soon as I saw them, I flew into the driver’s seat, sealed the door the second they got on board and took off. 
 
    “They were right on the counter,” Paul said. “An impulse buy.” 
 
    I looked in the mirror to see what they were doing.  
 
    Mark looked at the jug. “Ear plugs. Good job, Noise Reduction number is twenty-seven.” 
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t know what that meant,” Paul replied. “So I grabbed a couple of these with higher numbers.” 
 
    “They’ll work. We probably won’t need them while we’re in this. But let’s not take a chance when we get off,” Mark said. 
 
    “I got a radio,” Erez stated. “It was on the back counter of the store. You can tell it’s an older store. I mean, who uses a radio right?” 
 
    “Batteries?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Yep. Fresh pack. Let’s fire this up.” 
 
    While they examined the ear plugs, I saw Sawyer stand up and slowly make his way to me. I smiled at him through the mirror and when he arrived he sat on the floor next to me. 
 
    “What’s up, Bud?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just bored.” 
 
    “I know.” I reached over and ran my hand over his head. “Seems odd, doesn’t it. All that’s going on and you’re bored.” 
 
    Sawyer nodded. 
 
    “Wanna talk about it? Something’s up.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Is it okay to feel bad about Dad?” 
 
    “What? Of course it is.” 
 
    “Even though he wanted to kill us?” 
 
    “Your father was sick. Never in a million years would he want to hurt us if he was well.” 
 
    “Do you feel bad?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” 
 
    “About … about killing him?” 
 
    Hearing him say that took my breath away and, before saying anything, I inhaled deeply through my nostrils. “I hate what happened. I hated that he turned into that. But I had to choose your safety. The last thing I wanted to do was kill him.” 
 
    “Would you have left him like that?” 
 
    “I didn’t think that far into it.” 
 
    “I mean would he eat, drink, I mean do they know enough to do that?” 
 
    “Here’s the thing, Bud, I’ll never know. None of us will. They’re not well. Something with the brain.” 
 
    “Too bad we can’t catch one and learn from it,” he said. “Sounds stupid, right?” 
 
    “No, just …” I lowered my head and whispered. “Don’t tell the red head guy that. I’m pretty sure he’d be up for the challenge.” 
 
    Sawyer snickered then turned serious. “I am sad Dad’s gone.” 
 
    “Me, too. Just know, please, that I didn’t mean to hit him.” I paused. My mind thinking back. Those words. ‘I didn’t mean to’. I said the same thing about Marcy Willem. It didn’t matter, she still died. It didn’t even help that she had some sort of cerebral abnormality. When that thought crossed my mind, I reactively blurted out, “Shit.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Sawyer asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Shit. Remind me when we stop, there’s something I need to talk to Mark and Erez about.” 
 
    “Why don’t you talk to them now?” 
 
    I peered up to the mirror, they were fiddling with the radio. There were a few reasons I didn’t want to bring up Marcy. I didn’t know if what I was thinking was ridiculous or not. What if what happened to Marcy, the mysterious brain thing was related to what happened now? What if it was a prelude and it was going on longer. Then the thought hit me that maybe I was just trying to alleviate more of the guilt that I still carried. Guilt and shame were other reasons I didn’t want to bring it up at that moment. Erez and Mark were on the train that morning. The others, I didn’t recall if they were and I didn’t want to explain why I was asking.  
 
    “Mom?” Sawyer called my name, snapping me from my thoughts. “Talk to them now.” 
 
    “Nah, I’ll wait. I’m hanging out with you, Bud.” 
 
    He looked at me, forced a smile and rubbed his eyes.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked. I knew he hated when I asked him that. He said I always asked him that.  
 
    “Uh huh,” he nodded. “I have a headache.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we know you never could ride the subway for very long. Remember take your child to work day.” 
 
    “I threw up.” 
 
    “You threw up.” 
 
    “I won’t throw up now.” 
 
    “Good.” I leaned toward him and instantly sat up when I heard a tone from a phone go off. “Erez, is that yours.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah it is,” he replied then stood and walked to his bag, reaching in. “It’s from my mother’s brother.” 
 
    “Uncle,” Paul said annoyed. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” I asked. “Uncle, mother’s brother.” 
 
    “Who the hell calls their uncle their mother’s brother?” 
 
    “Maybe someone who isn’t close to their Uncle,” I suggested. 
 
    “We’re a normal close,” Erez said. “He’s my mother’s brother, or Uncle, He’s cool. I like him. Anyhow … he’s on the computer at base, that’s why he didn’t answer my call. He said his phone was broke when things fell apart and shit … my phone is going to die.” 
 
    Mark said, “Hurry and read what it says before it does.” 
 
    “Okay,” he moved his fingers scrolling the message, then he read it out loud, “Hey, Pickle, I am so glad …” 
 
    “Pickle?” Paul asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “That’s what my family calls me.” 
 
    “Pickle?” 
 
    “Dude.” 
 
    “Guys,” Mark said. “Why does it matter? Erez, read.” 
 
    He continued, “I am so glad you’re okay. I was happy when I saw your post, but wasn’t sure if it was you or someone on your phone. I didn’t get your call, my phone broke with all the shit that happened. To answer your question, we don’t know. Yet. We will. We’re trying. Right now I have a couple minutes to use this computer. I’m on base. Was working when it happened. I’ll message you tonight with what I know. Be safe. Love you. Uncle Eddie.” 
 
    “See,” Paul held out his hand. “Uncle Eddie. He didn’t sign it ‘Your mother’s brother Eddie’.” 
 
    “Will you stop?” Mark said. “Erez, message back. Ask him about it being auditory.” 
 
    Erez nodded. “Any other questions?” he looked around. “Anyone need to know something?” 
 
    No one said anything, then I did. “Ask him … is it over?” 
 
    I could hear Erez’s fingers moving rapidly. “Damn it,” he said. “My phone died.” 
 
    Everyone groaned. 
 
    Mark shook his head. “Now, we’ll never know.” 
 
    “Dude, please.” Erez walked again to his bag and reached it. “I do social media. My job is to be online. My phone is never dead for long.” He pulled out a small square object and cord, lifting it. “Portable charger.” He plugged it into his phone. “Give it a minute to restart. I’ll finish then.” 
 
    I was impressed with how prepared Erez was. His phone wouldn’t die, not for a while. But that would mean nothing if everything else, the internet, power, cell towers, shut down. 
 
    Hopefully, if that was going to happen it would happen after we got the information from his Uncle, or we, like everything else would be forever in the dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15 – TOWER ROAD 
 
      
 
    It was time to go. 
 
    Just to be safe, I radioed out again to 8828, telling them our immediate plan to stop. That we had an injured man and needed to dig in. I also informed them and anyone else who could be listening about Mark’s ear transmission theory. After all, like survivors of an old Dawn of the Dead movie, it appeared they had taken refuge in a mall. Surely they could find ear plugs or head phones. 
 
    The last several miles of the final loop dragged. Everyone was quiet, ready to leave that train and I suppose fearful on not only what waited for us outside, but what would lie ahead for us. 
 
    I brought the train to a crawl, as we approached Tower stop. 
 
    None of us spotted any affected people, but we placed the ear plugs in and walked as a group, backs to each other after stepping off the train. Paul and Erez carried Pip, one at his head, the other at his feet. They stayed center of our circle. 
 
    It was getting dark and that made it even more worrisome. But the power was still running and the automatic streetlights had switched on, giving us light. 
 
    Our options were limited on where to go and hunker down. 
 
    On one side of the street there was a nightclub, but it wasn’t your typical one. The entire building was mostly windows. Across from that was the fire hall building I had spotted. 
 
    A long rectangular aluminum building with only a few windows. 
 
    We opted for that. 
 
    The large parking lot was an obstacle because it left us wide open and vulnerable. Fortunately, we made it without any problems and without being attacked. 
 
    We did, however, have to find a way in. 
 
    Paul and Erez were talking about how they had to put down Pip, even though he was a thin man, he started to get heavy. 
 
    The locked down hall was our next hurdle. 
 
    There we were standing in the open, that was when my son noticed it. 
 
    “They sold pizza slices,” he said. “Maybe they have them inside and we can make some. I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Honey, what are you talking about?” I asked. 
 
    He pointed to the sign. It was posted on the side of the building near the far end of the hall. Next to the sign were two elongated narrow windows with what looked like boards over them. 
 
    But they weren’t boards, we learned quickly, when Wilson walked over to them, they were awnings. He lifted the one and a small ledge counter folded down, the end of the board had a stick that propped it up. “It’s a food counter,” Wilson said. “We just need to get through these.” He pointed to the metal shutters that covered the openings. “Bet it leads to the kitchen.” 
 
    Mark walked over to the one on the right, he tried to lift it.  
 
    Locked. 
 
    He moved to the other window, lifted the shutter awning and reached inside. “It’s not locked. Someone hold this.” 
 
    Wilson propped up the awning and Mark rolled up the metal shutter. 
 
    It was so loud, it caused me to look around. Surely, if any of those people were in the area, they would have heard it. 
 
    Hands to the ledge of the window, Mark hoisted himself up and climbed inside. 
 
    I wanted to wish him luck, but he was far gone. 
 
    Within seconds, he opened the doors. 
 
    I ushered my son inside after Pip, and I waited until Wilson closed the awnings. We then went inside. 
 
    There were six windows on the parking lot side of the building. They weren’t big and were spaced apart. 
 
    We used folding tables, propped against them to block them. 
 
    The hall was huge and empty and we camped tightly in the corner close to the kitchen and next to a hallway where the bathrooms were. 
 
    A quick search of the hall bred catering tablecloths which we used as blankets. 
 
    Pip was placed on a table on the floor. He started regaining consciousness, but Mark sedated him again so he could work on the sutures. 
 
    Sawyer said he wasn’t hungry, but I knew he didn’t feel well. He didn’t handle traveling very well. He was always fast to get motion sickness and I was sure that was what he had.  
 
    I found the pizza squares in the freezer, but then I couldn’t get the gas stove to work and I ended up putting them in the microwave. 
 
    They looked gross, but Sawyer tore them up. 
 
    As the night really settled in, everyone grabbed something to eat. There was plenty in the kitchen off the hall. Frozen pizza squares, hot dogs and pretzels. Everyone had something, hunger satiated and feeling safe they settled for the night. 
 
    I think a lot of that had to do with the ear plugs. They didn’t block the noise completely, only lowered the volume. Forcing everyone to really listen when someone spoke. I suppose that wasn’t a bad thing. 
 
    The hall was dark. Even with the tables against the windows, we didn’t want to take a chance of being seen. We knew the shutters over the kitchen windows would keep the light from being seen, so we kept those lights on. They along with the hallway light provided us with our only brightness. 
 
    Sawyer was the first to fall asleep, followed by Lisa, then Paul. I guessed Paul was more exhausted than he let on. His face was bruised and scratched from his entanglement. He was hurt, but he would never admit it. 
 
    Erez stared at his phone waiting for a reply from his Uncle. I watched him nod off and catch himself. Wilson held the emergency light for Mark while he worked, but I could tell Wilson was fighting sleep. 
 
    I wasn’t tired. I wasn’t sure I could sleep with worrying about what lurked outside and where we would go next. Earlier, I downed a can of soda for the caffeine that gave me energy. After Sawyer had passed out, I pulled out the alcohol I had taken from the convenience store, uncapped it and took a long drink. 
 
    It had been weeks since I had a drink, weeks since I swore it off. But I fell off the wagon there and then believing it was for a good cause. 
 
    I had every intention of sitting next to my son, wishing he was young again so I could cuddle with him. I had to settle for my hand on his back and sitting near him. I would have been content to stay that way but I saw Wilson struggling to stay awake, so I got up and tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “I got this. Go to sleep,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Wilson unknowingly loud. 
 
    “I got this.” I pointed to the light. “Go to sleep.” 
 
    “Oh okay, you’re taking over?” He handed me the light. “I get it. I think I’ll go to sleep now.” 
 
    Either he really wasn’t hearing anything with those ear plugs or he wasn’t trying. 
 
    I just nodded and he got up, walking away. 
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked Mark, holding the light. 
 
    “Good. Almost done. Been drinking?” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. “Yeah, sorry. I needed one. How about you?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m good. I try not to touch it since my incident.” 
 
    “I hear you. Are you hungry?” I asked. “There’s food in the kitchen. The hot dogs are good.” 
 
    “I’ll get something when I’m finished.” 
 
    “I honestly didn’t mean right now,” I tried to joke. “How is he?” I asked. 
 
    “He’ll make it.” 
 
    I looked closer at the injury site. It was a huge circle wound that took up Pip’s entire cheek. “That’s bad.” 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    “What caused it? I mean, how that happened. Was he hit, bit …?” 
 
    “Looks like a claw mark. He was scratched … extremely bad.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure,” he said. 
 
    “I can hear you. You can hear me. These don’t cancel sound. Will they work if it is a noise causing it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Mark replied working on the sutures. “I could be wrong about it. If I’m not, I don’t know if it’s the noise itself or maybe it’s the vibration that happens with it. We can only speculate. Hell, I don’t even know how long someone would have to be exposed to the noise before they pass away.” 
 
    “It’s the only explanation we have.” 
 
    “And unfortunately it’s my theory. Theory being the operative word.” He pulled the suture and cut it. “There. Done.” He had been balancing on his knees and he took a second to sit back. “I know it makes sense as an explanation, but the whole thing is so out there if you really think about it.” He wiped off his hands and gathered his instruments. “Pretty much impossible. What was it that Paul said, the sound heard around the world? When he said that, I thought, wow, yeah, that does make it sound impossible. I mean ... the whole world heard the same sound?”  He shook his head. “I think I may make that hot dog now.” 
 
    I simply nodded, deep in instant thoughts, I stood walking to the window. 
 
    It was blocked, but I could still see a speck of outside. I was certain the parking lot lights would mask any of our light that seeped out. 
 
    Mark tapped me on the shoulder. “What’s going on? You just got up and walked away.” 
 
    “Sorry. I just started thinking. Everything just hit me.” I looked over my shoulder at our group.  My son was sleeping, and it looked like the others were. It was hard to tell. It was so late. I was tired. “Sometimes I feel bad for her.” 
 
    “Who? Lisa?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, you’re the only one who signs, right? Most of the time we forget she’s deaf, she has to feel really out of the loop.” 
 
    “I think she lip reads and is following everything well,” Mark said. “Just my guess because she only asks us to sign when none of us are looking at her.” 
 
    “Do you think she understands about this noise theory?” 
 
    “I think she’s deaf, not dense.” 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant,” I said. “I mean, do you think she picked up enough of the conversation?” 
 
    “She’d ask if she didn’t. And you got up, walked away without saying anything. I don’t think the comprehension abilities of Lisa is why.” 
 
    I shook my head, turning from the window. “This whole thing had me thinking about Marcy Willems.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
     I exhaled heavily. “Marcy Willems. That was her name. The woman I hit with the train.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. She slipped my mind.” 
 
    “She never slips my mind,” I said. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “You were there that day,” I said. “Did you see anything?” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “I was looking out the side windows to the platform. I didn’t even know you had hit anyone until after I heard all the commotion. Why are you thinking about her?” 
 
    “Did you know she just stepped off the platform? Like a suicide. Only she wasn’t suicidal. The autopsy showed she had some sort of brain anomaly. I mean, Mark, she just stepped off.” 
 
    “That’s insane.” 
 
    “And I was thinking what if … what if this sound or whatever this noise is actually caused Marcy to do that? She wasn’t the only one. When I was trying to find some sense in it, I found similar stories.” 
 
    “You know that wasn’t your fault, right?” 
 
    “I know. It just really tore at my soul. Still does.” 
 
    “It was a traumatic experience for a lot of people on that train. Trust me.” 
 
    “So what do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “That it started early? Let’s look at this. Let’s say there is an ongoing event. It starts small and grows bigger affecting more people. More people get hit as time goes on, building to this one event.” 
 
    “What if it’s not just the reason for Marcy and others who did mindless dangerous things, what if this same phenomenon was the cause for all the increased stories of people slaughtering their families and coworkers? The ones that did it for no apparent reasons.” 
 
    “The ones they slapped money troubles on as the cause?” 
 
    I nodded. “The news did that to me.” 
 
    Mark scratched his head. “This is really deep. I mean … are there more unexplained murders lately or do we just hear more about them lately? And again, the sound heard round the world, that would be the only way for a sound to cause all this in one day, and at the same time. Now, that’s an impossibility.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” I said. “It’s been happening. I’ve heard it.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Mysterious sounds from the sky. Erez told me about them months ago. They have been happening for years. All around the world.” 
 
    “What’s it sound like?” he asked. 
 
    “Some say it sounds like out of tune trumpets blowing, but it sounds mechanical to me. In fact, on the videos that said it sounded like trumpets, I only heard metal grinding sounds.” 
 
    I looked up to the sound of a hand slapping on the ground. 
 
    It was Lisa, vying for our attention. 
 
    “What is it?” Mark asked her. 
 
    She stood and walked toward us, signing as she did. 
 
    “Yes,” Mark answered. 
 
    “What did she say?” I asked. 
 
    “She asked me if we were talking about the noise from the sky.” 
 
    I nodded at her and asked. “Did you hear them? Wait.” I cringed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shook her head, her hand moving quickly. 
 
    Mark spoke what she signed. “When I was a girl, I could hear. So I know sounds. I lost my hearing when I was seven. It’s been twenty years. Last month I heard a sound for the first time. But that was all I heard. I was taking my dog out. It felt like it was coming from inside my head. I called the doctor, he dismissed it since I was not hearing anything else.” 
 
    “Ask her if it sounded like metal scraping,” I said. 
 
    Mark signed to her. 
 
    She shook her head and replied. 
 
    “She said it sounded like a high pitch squeal. She has heard it three times and heard it the morning before all this happened. Wow.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I wonder why she heard it differently? And how did she hear it?” 
 
    “If Lisa heard this phenomenon, then it is auditory, the ears are just a vessel for it to reach the brain,” Mark explained, then looked at Lisa who was communicating with him. “No, no, that’s fine. Thank you.” 
 
    “What did she say?” I asked. 
 
    “She didn’t mean to intrude, she saw what we were talking about.” 
 
    Again, I told her, “Thank you,” as she returned to her spot near my son. 
 
    “Hearing,” Mark said. “Is determined by how it is processed as it flows through the ear. Lisa doesn’t have that, so if it is a brain related signal, it’s bypassing her hearing.  If this thing is going straight to the brain, the way the ear perceives it could explain the difference in how people hear it. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yes. Like the ‘I see Blue, I see a white dress’ thing.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “Exactly. And you heard this?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I did. On my way to work. Could this be it?” 
 
    “Andi, I am not that type of scientist. I’m a doctor. Have you read up on it?” 
 
    “Erez said NASA dismissed it to atmospheric sounds.” I shook my head. “To me, it makes sense with your theory.” 
 
    “Let’s say this is the cause,” Mark, is this a deliberate event, like the incidents before this were tests for the big one, or is it a natural phenomenon?” 
 
    From across the room, Paul blurted out a groggy, “Yes.” 
 
    We both looked at him. 
 
    “If this theory is right, and this … sound is the cause, I think it’s nature thinning the herd,” Paul said. 
 
    “What if it’s God?” I asked. 
 
    For some really strange reason, both of them laughed. 
 
    “Why is that funny?” I questioned. “People heard trumpets.” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” Mark said. “I think it’s something natural. It could be what NASA said. It could also be the way things sound when the poles flip. Who knows, but the sound is now having an adverse reaction.” 
 
    “Could it be aliens?” I suggested. 
 
    “Oh, good lord, darling,” Paul stood. “You wanna toss Godzilla out there as well.” 
 
    “You know,” I said. “No one invited you into our conversation.” 
 
    “Lisa joined in.” 
 
    “She was contributing,” I said. “Not being sarcastic.” 
 
    “You’re talking in the middle of the room in front of everyone. Slightly louder, mind you because you’re wearing ear plugs.” 
 
    “They’re not working on you. I’m not being rude,” I said. “I just don’t want to be made fun of when none of us know what’s going on. Anything is fair game.” 
 
    “Including Gods, aliens and monsters?” 
 
    “I didn’t say monsters, you did. Now …” 
 
    Crash! 
 
    I had stopped looking out the window, had I not, I would have seen it coming. 
 
    Straight through the pane of glass came a set of arms. They flew in with such a force, it pushed the table into Mark knocking him over and the hands reached for me. 
 
    Before I knew it, the windows were breaking all along the buildings, the tables were dropping and there was a continuous pounding at the door. 
 
    I didn’t scream, I didn’t panic, I just did my best to break free. As I felt the skin tear on my arm, I knew I wasn’t doing that great of a job. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16 – DROPPED 
 
      
 
    He must have been sleeping with the bat, because Paul had it with him when he raced my way. On the way, he flung the table from Mark, yanked him to his feet then headed to me. One swing of that bat and he freed me. 
 
    “We have to use these tables,” Paul yelled. “Keep them out.” 
 
    Grab a table? Although his suggestion was noble, in the heat of the moment a table or two wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    The people outside the building wanted in. They wanted us. 
 
    After clobbering a few of those trying to get in, Paul lifted the table by the window and moved me to it. “Hold it,” he instructed, then ran toward the back of the room. “Pickles!” he yelled. “Go to the kitchen and grab knives. Hurry!” 
 
    Erez slipped in his run that way. 
 
    Mark stammered to stay on his feet, holding his head. “Lisa.” He waved her attention then signed. “You and the boy grab Pip, hide in the storeroom. Do not come out until we come for you.” 
 
    Lisa acknowledged her understanding with a nod, Sawyer was half awake. He looked at me, locked eyes, and then helped Lisa. He grabbed Pip’s feet. I knew it was a lot for both of them and I hoped they were able to get to the back storeroom. It was a safe area we had discussed earlier when we first arrived. 
 
    Now, it was mass confusion. Erez was in the kitchen shouting, “I can’t find them! I can’t find them!” 
 
    Wilson sloppily held a table against a window. He faced it using his arms and upper body strength. 
 
    Paul was a madman at the last window, a whirlwind of motions putting as many tables against the windows as he could. He had to. There were six windows and only five of us to keep them out. Actually, three until Erez returned and Paul took a window. 
 
    I used my back to hold mine. It took everything I had to hold pressure against the table, my feet kept sliding in my own blood. 
 
    It wasn’t going to work. They were relentless and angry, they weren’t growling or groaning. It was a silent, violent attack. This was it, the end. They were going to get in, I knew it. 
 
    I felt it. 
 
    They were stronger, there were more of them. 
 
    They would get in and tear us apart. 
 
    I wondered if they were in enough control of their faculties to be driven by hatred or was there no motivation, only rage. 
 
    Holding the table, my body bounced back and forth from the pressure. I looked for my son. I saw as he and Lisa, carrying Pip, disappeared into the hallway. They would make it. Even if they broke in, they would survive. 
 
    “Found some!” Erez shouted as he ran from the kitchen. 
 
    My God, I saw him holding those knives and then I envisioned some sort of scene in a movie where he fell and they all impaled him. 
 
    Luckily that didn’t happen. 
 
    “Pass them out,” Paul yelled. 
 
    Erez did. Because Wilson’s hands were busy, he put a knife in his back pocket and grabbed the Taser. 
 
    I couldn’t hear if Wilson told him to use it or not. 
 
    He gave a knife to Mark and a huge butcher’s cleaver to me. He ran to Paul and that’s when Paul told him. “Go in the back. Lock the bathroom door. Go.” 
 
    “But …” 
 
    “Go.” 
 
    What was he doing? Then it hit me. Sawyer, Lisa, Pip, Erez, they were all young people. Paul had sent the youngest people in our group to safety.  
 
     “This isn’t going to hold,” I shouted. “They’re gonna get in! There’s too many of them.” 
 
    “Andi,” Paul said. “Let your door go.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Run toward the back. Go.” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “No, you need me.” 
 
    I suppose Paul would have argued with me, but at that moment he had other things to worry about. His barricade in the back of the room broke and four of those enraged climbed through the window. 
 
    “We all go,” Mark said. “Or none. Call it. Someone.” 
 
    Paul growled. It was one of frustration. He didn’t want to give up the fight, but he had no choice. “On three, run to the kitchen! We can seal that door. It’s a fire door. Ready? One, two … three.” 
 
    I was closest to the kitchen with Paul being the furthest. On his call, I charged forth, but the second I moved my weight, the table flew into my back, and like what happened to Mark, it slammed me hard to the ground. 
 
    I tried to free myself. Still holding the cleaver, I flipped from my stomach to my back and the table slid from me. 
 
    One of the enraged lunged on me and with instincts to raise my arms in protection, the corner of the cleaver caught the side of his neck and it slid into his skin as if it were butter. Only it stuck. It wasn’t a slick fighter move, it was by pure accident and I lucked out. I kicked my legs to hurry to my feet and Mark grabbed ahold of my arm, pulling me. 
 
    “Paul! Let’s go!” he yelled. 
 
    Paul was batting his way toward us. 
 
    “Hurry,” yelled Wilson from the kitchen. 
 
    Mark pulled me back. Were we even going to wait on Paul? Just as we almost made it to the kitchen one of the enraged seemed to come out of nowhere. 
 
    He jumped so hard at Mark it separated us and then as he raised his fist to strike ... he froze. 
 
    He completely froze for a second, then he started to violently shake. His arms went out, as if he were being electrocuted. His head shook back and forth, so much that it seemed like some sort of special effect. As blood poured out of his nose he fell to the ground. 
 
    I saw he wasn’t the only one. 
 
    There were at least two dozen that made their way in and all of them behaved the same way. 
 
    “Andi, come with …” Mark tugged me again. “We don’t know if this will last. We can’t take that chance.” 
 
    “Wait. Wait.” I held up my hand. They were no longer a threat, at least at that moment. 
 
    Sure enough it was there. Whether a coincidence or confirmation, I heard the sound. The same one I had heard the morning of the event. 
 
    It was very faint, a combination of being inside my head and the ear plugs, but it was there. 
 
    Had the windows not been broken, I wouldn’t have heard it in the aluminum building. Like a metal dumpster dragging against the concrete.  
 
    “Do you hear?” I asked. “Do you hear it?” 
 
    “The trumpets,” Erez said. 
 
    Mark shook his head. “Doesn’t sound like that to me. It sounds like a hum.” 
 
    “I hear metal,” Paul added. “What does this mean? We aren’t in the tube or underground. Are we done for?” 
 
    “I … I ...” Mark shook his head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Wilson stepped from the kitchen. “Maybe we should lock ourselves away from the windows.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” When I turned and looked at Wilson, I saw and my heart fluttered with panic. Perhaps I was overreacting, my panic was all over a theory. But if it was true ...” Wilson,” I said nervously. “Where is your ear plug?” 
 
    All of us had those green things that protruded from our ears. In the midst of everything, one must have fallen from Wilson’s ear. 
 
    Slowly, Wilson raised his hand to his ear. His eyes drifted down and there it was, the small wire hung over his security guy badge and the green plug dangled. Then with a slight tremble and a nervous laugh, he lifted it. “It’s fine. I’m fine.” 
 
    I believed at that second, that very second, that everything we theorized, the noise, the ‘direct from ear to brain’ thing, everything was wrong. We were wrong. Something else was causing it. 
 
    I believed that because I didn’t hear the noise anymore. I believed that … until Wilson jerked his head upward, his eyes shifted, and he smacked the side of his head four times, rapidly with the palm of his hand. 
 
    He twitched his head as if he were shaking off confusion, rigidly he moved his eyes, before he charged for Erez. 
 
    The only one ready for it was Paul. He intercepted Wilson, showing us that perhaps at one time he really did play football. In a slightly bent over run, he rammed his shoulder into Wilson’s gut, sending him back against the wall. 
 
    Before Wilson could fight, Paul had him pinned, chest and face to the floor, arm behind his back in some sort of hold that he probably learned in prison guard school. “Doc,” he shouted to Mark. “You have sedatives in that bag?” 
 
    “I do. Yes. I do.” Mark ran over to where he had his set up, sliding on the floor as he grabbed for it. 
 
    Wilson struggled, his body going back and forth, and it really did look as if Paul was having a hard time. 
 
    “Come on, buddy, calm down,” Paul said. 
 
    Saliva spewed from his mouth, almost like foam as he spoke in raged. “F… f … fuck you. You piece of shit.” 
 
    “That all you got?” Paul asked, calmly. “You know thirteen year old girls are tougher.” 
 
    Was he nuts, he was baiting him? 
 
    Mark raced over with a syringe, injecting Wilson. “Give it a minute.” 
 
    “How much did you give him?” Paul asked. 
 
    “More than I should, not enough to kill him.” 
 
    “Good call.” 
 
    Wilson started to calm, he fought less and less, and then finally he was out. 
 
    “Can someone find me something to restrain him?” Paul requested. 
 
    “Restrain him?” Mark asked. “He’s out.” 
 
    “Do you want to take a chance?” 
 
    Quickly, Mark answered, “No.” 
 
    Erez was just as shocked as me. I had a second to catch my breath and my head stopped spinning from all that had ensued.  
 
    Paul still hovered over Wilson, his hand holding Wilson’s arms behind this back. He was sweating and his face red. “Table cloths might work.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll get some, we can cut them.” 
 
    Turning, Mark walked by me out of breath. “Once we get him secure,” he spoke softly, “I changed my mind. I’ll take that booze.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17 - MORE 
 
      
 
    Everything was a mess. 
 
    Broken windows, tables thrown all around and glass across the floor along with the bodies. 
 
    Those who had invaded the fire hall had all fallen. 
 
    We thought maybe it was just a pause, that they’d revive. 
 
    They didn’t. 
 
    They were dead. 
 
    Had the noise finally finished the job? 
 
    I know I teetered between feeling secure and wondering what was outside. We were exposed and vulnerable. If more of them came, we’d never survive. 
 
    Mark hollered back to Erez, my son and Lisa to stay put. We needed to assess what happened and think about what could happen next. 
 
    We had to make the fire hall safe, at least for the time being. With Pip’s injuries, we couldn’t leave.  
 
    We had an hour before daylight. 
 
    Twenty-four hours since this hell began. 
 
    And what of Wilson? 
 
    Even though he was still sedated, he was triple tied to a table. Flat on his back, his legs were tied, arms tied tight to his body and then his body was tied to the table. He wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    A part of me hoped when he woke up he’d be normal again. Not like he was. One of those people, enraged. 
 
    It happened fast. Too fast. He was exposed maybe a minute. One ear completely blocked off and yet, it still affected him. 
 
    Mark deducted that had he not had any plugs in, Wilson would have died. 
 
    I wondered what would be better. 
 
    Would he want to be like this? 
 
    Then again, Mark said the sound could have been a coincidence. That those who were enraged were reaching the end anyways, it was twenty-four hours. 
 
    I didn’t buy it. It was far too much of a coincidence to be dismissed. 
 
    We had our work cut out for us. 
 
    I had passed the bottle of whiskey around to Paul and Mark, both of them taking healthy swigs, with Mark taking another before returning it to me. 
 
    I was beyond exhausted, and we were far from finished. 
 
    “We’ll get this done,” Mark said. “We'll take shifts resting then figure out what we’re going to do.” 
 
    “We’re going to have to venture out,” Paul added. “We can’t stay here very long and we have to find a means of transportation.” 
 
    “We need to get these bodies out of here,” Mark pointed. ‘If we’re going to stay even a few more hours.” 
 
    “What happened?” Paul asked. “I don’t care about the sound, how did they go from raging to dead?” 
 
    “The brain had to have been affected enough that it was having mini seizures all along,” Mark said. “Then something occurred and their brain seized out completely causing an aneurysm maybe. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Will we ever?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Doubt it.” 
 
    “Do you guys mind,” I asked. “If I go check on Sawyer before we move bodies. I want to make sure he’s alright.” 
 
    “Sure,” Mark said. “Go on. We’ll start.” 
 
    I nodded with a thanks and headed back toward the hall. 
 
    It was odd. Our little section, our corner where we set up camp near that hallway was untouched. All the bodies and the mess, but that corner was just fine. 
 
    As I crossed over the makeshift beds for the hall, I stopped when I saw it on the floor. 
 
    The green tubular ear plug with the grab wire. 
 
    It was on the floor near the hall. 
 
    Immediately and internally I panicked, lifting it. Who lost it? Who didn’t have an ear plug? 
 
    It wasn’t far from the jug of plugs and I had to stop myself from over reacting. It probably just fell out of the jar. 
 
    But that explanation didn’t feel right. 
 
    It belonged to someone, I knew it. 
 
    I didn’t want to say anything or alert the others, not yet. I placed it in my pocket and moved on. 
 
    Just as I took a step into the hall, the first door open and Erez blasted out. I jumped a foot in the air. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I came out to see what was happening. I stopped hearing things.” 
 
    I saw he was wearing the ear plugs and I nodded. “Things … things happened.” 
 
    “Did we beat the attack?” 
 
    “In a way. You can go talk to them, it’s easier to see than explain.” 
 
    He tilted his head with a look of confusion. “Okay.” 
 
    “Is my son, okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Probably. He’s in the storeroom with Lisa and Pip.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m gonna go check on them. Be right there.” 
 
    Erez walked one way down the hall and I walked the other. The storeroom was at the end, a closet mainly for clearing and paper products. It had an open floor and we had planned that if needed it could be our safe room. 
 
    It was quiet in the hall which was a good sign. I didn’t want to wake them if they were sleeping, though I didn’t see how it was possible with all that had just happened. 
 
    I arrived at the end of the hall and to the storeroom which was cattycorner to the emergency exit. “Hey,” I said softly, knocking once on the door. “It’s me.” 
 
    They were told to lock it, but I decided to check just in case. I know had it been me, I wouldn’t have locked the door until I knew the others weren’t coming. 
 
    I turned the handle and pushed it open. 
 
    It stuck some not wanting to open more than a couple inches, so I pushed harder. “Sawyer?” 
 
    The door freed a little more and when I saw inside, it took everything I had not to pass out. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    There was blood everywhere, on the floor, on the walls. Thick, smeared blood. Then I saw an arm, palms up, the flesh on the forearm ripped to the bone. 
 
    My stomach flopped and churned. With a rush I shoved the door open as wide as it went. 
 
    Lisa’s was propped slanted against the shelf, her eyes closed, face torn apart. Pip was on the floor, his was the arm I had seen and blocked the door. 
 
    His midsection was wide open. Hands inside the gut, squishing, pulling and playing with his organs as if they were play slime was my son Sawyer. 
 
    The second he saw me he lunged my way and I slammed the door closed. 
 
    Holding the handle, it all just hit me and I screamed. I screamed like I had never done before in my life. 
 
    I didn’t stop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18 – WHAT NOW 
 
      
 
    When they came down the hall for me, which really only took a few second, I was still crying out. Blood curdling screams I couldn’t control. One right after another. A form of shock I suppose. My legs were like rubber, bending and shaking, but I didn’t let go of the door. 
 
    “Andi,” Mark called my name. “Andi, what is it?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    The horror of it, it was far more than I could emotionally handle. I thought killing Marcy was traumatic, until I rammed that car into my own husband. They were nothing compared to seeing my son, not only enraged, but seeing what he had done. 
 
    He was just a child. Not even twelve years old. 
 
    It was his ear plug on the floor, he had lost it. 
 
    “Andi, let go of the door.” Paul told me grabbing for my hand. “Andi let go.” 
 
    “What is it?” Mark asked. 
 
    “We have to get in there,” Erez said. 
 
    “Grab her,” Paul stated. 
 
    Mark wrapped his arms around me from behind, locking his arms tight to mine so I couldn’t move. I still struggled to hold that handle, but he yanked me hard and away from the door. 
 
    I screamed out a long and crying, “No!” Then I saw Paul reach for the handle. “No! Don’t open that door. Please, don’t open that door!” 
 
    He did. 
 
    In that quick moment, I hoped and prayed that what I saw was wrong. Maybe I was dreaming, delusional from being tired. 
 
    Anything but what I witnessed. 
 
    Paul opened it but for only a second and then he slammed it shut, holding the handle and his back against it. He had a look on his face that I hadn’t seen yet. 
 
    Sheer horror. 
 
    He swiped his hand down his face and shook his head as he looked at Mark. 
 
    Mark didn’t know what was in that room, but he must have seen enough on Paul’s face to shake him because his grip loosened. When I felt that, I broke free and ran to the emergency exit. 
 
    I pushed with my whole body on that bar and raced out. 
 
    I didn’t care what or who was out there. In fact, I hoped and prayed that someone or thing would descend upon me and kill me. In fact I took out my earplugs and threw them. 
 
    I didn’t care. 
 
    I wanted to run and I wanted to die. 
 
    Not for just what happened to my child, but seeing what he did. 
 
    I made it around the back of the building to the front, ready to shout out, “Come and get me. Please come and get me.” But when I turned and hit the parking lot, all I saw were bodies. 
 
    Bodies everywhere. 
 
    They were scattered in the parking lot, but mainly in front of the building. Some overlapped, looking as if they just dropped. 
 
    I could tell by looking at them, the blood on the eyes and ears, that they had been part of the wave of enraged. Their clothes were dirty, a mixture of blood and soil. A foul and strong stench of feces came from them, it was the final straw. 
 
    After I took another step to run away, my body heaved back and involuntarily I vomited. 
 
    My stomach felt as if it were being squeezed to get every last drop out. 
 
    With the final heave, I cried again. 
 
    Staggered a few more steps and dropped to the concrete. 
 
    I found myself curled like a turtle, my back arched as I cried looking down to the ground. I don’t know how long I cried, but I managed to stop. Maybe it was because I was spent both emotionally and physically. 
 
    Lifting my head, I looked around. 
 
    It was my new reality. 
 
    My son hadn’t died, I had to remember that. 
 
    I lifted myself from that position on the ground and sat with my back against the car. 
 
    I could barely see the fire hall, I was hidden in between two cars. It wasn’t on purpose, but I didn’t care. 
 
    No one had come out. I guessed they were trying to figure out what to do with Sawyer. I supposed they would kill him. Wilson was saved because he didn’t hurt anyone. My son killed two people. And he didn’t just kill them or tear them to shreds, he played with the mess he created without batting an eye. 
 
    I found myself staring at the body of a woman in what looked like a mix between a station wagon and SUV. The windows were closed and she was seated in the driver’s seat, her body leaned toward the door. 
 
    She had on a blouse, at least from what I could see, and a suit jacket. Her hair was as close to perfect as it could be and her face was smashed completely against the window. 
 
    I would have believed she was trying to get air, had she not had a smear of lipstick from her lips to her chin. 
 
    The poor thing was probably putting on her make up in the car when it happened.  The driver’s side visor was down, the mirror giving her a good enough light. She was probably just applying that subtle shade of mauve when the event hit. 
 
    I don’t know how anyone died, if they convulsed, suffered or just keeled over. Her body did something to make her face smash against the glass like that. 
 
    Even dead, she was a beautiful woman. I could see the rear window shade, which told me she had a child that was young enough to be in a car seat. 
 
    Her world ended in a second. 
 
    Was she lucky or unfortunate? 
 
    Luckier than those who were attacked on the subway platform. 
 
    What was my infatuation with her? 
 
    I realized I stared at her to avoid facing what I ran from. As much as I did want to leave, go off and never be seen again, I had to at least face what my child had done, in control of his own faculties or not, he had done it. It was up to me as his mother to take care of him. 
 
    I just had to figure out what ‘taking care’ of him was. 
 
    Slowly, using the car to steady my balance, I stood. When I turned to go back to the building, Erez was standing there. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Andi,” he said. 
 
    I believed his words of condolences were in reference to my son’s death and I lowered my head. 
 
    “I’m sorry you’re going through this. It had to be hard to see,” he said. “If you want to come back, we …. we got him settled.” 
 
    I gazed up to him. “Settled?” 
 
    “Sedated like Wilson.” 
 
    “They didn’t need to do that.” 
 
    “Yeah, we did.” 
 
    “He killed Lisa and Pip.” 
 
    “Whatever happened to this world made him kill them. No one blames you or him.” 
 
    “I found it, you know.” 
 
    “Found what?” 
 
    “The ear plug,” I said. “You were in the back when we saw what happened to Wilson. His ear plug fell out. No protection. And when I found it on the floor by the hall … I knew. I didn’t know whose it was, but I knew one of you … one of you wasn’t lucky.” 
 
    “We need to come up with a plan. We need you inside. But if you want to stay out here for a little bit more, that’s fine, too.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’ll come in. I have to face it sometime.” 
 
    Erez nodded and with my arms folded tightly to my body, scared out of my head, I followed him back into the fire hall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19 – WOUNDS 
 
      
 
    When I left my house the morning that it happened, my son was in his bed with those headphones on. I kissed him and he kissed me. 
 
    Before that, I had gazed at him looking so peaceful. 
 
    I didn’t expect to see a peaceful looking child when I returned. For some reason, in my mind, my son not only transformed behaviorally, he would look feral as well. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    Being sedated, he looked exactly like he did when I left him twenty-four hours earlier. His eyes closed tight, mouth parted. Only difference now, he was restrained. 
 
    The look on Paul’s face told me he wanted to say something to me, but he didn’t. 
 
    Mark said nothing about what had happened, he focused more on my arm injury. I had forgotten about it. It stopped bleeding, and the stinging pain was gone because I buried in beneath my sadness. 
 
    He wanted to tend to my arm, and I let him. I extended my arm on a table for Mark to clean and work on, while I just stared at my son. 
 
    “Do you think he’ll be the same when he wakes up?” I asked Mark. 
 
    “Same as what?” 
 
    “The same as he was before he … before.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We don’t know. None of those who were affected were sedated. Who knows, maybe it’s what the brain needed.” 
 
    “But you don’t think so.” I looked at him. 
 
    With a sad pouting look, Mark shook his head. “I’m not hopeful.” 
 
    Sadly, I nodded. 
 
    “Just a little more and I’ll have this done.” 
 
    I glanced down to my wound. He repaired and sutured a section of arm that had been clawed. 
 
    “I want you to take antibiotics,” he said, as he began to bandage it. “A full course. We don’t need you down with infection.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Yes, Andi it does. Whether we like it or not, we are a team. A group. We stick together. We very well may be all we have left in this world.” 
 
    “And we’re a group,” Paul said. “That is tired and exhausted. We all need to rest. We can’t tackle anything without rest. How much longer on that, Doc?” 
 
    “A couple more minutes,” Mark said. 
 
    “Good. Pickles and I will head out to the lot and look to see if one of those cars out there has keys. We’ll start there. Once we secure a ride, we’ll take some supplies from here. Water, food.” 
 
    “Not like we can’t pick them up on the road,” Mark said. 
 
    “I don’t plan on being on the road for the next twenty-four hours,” Paul replied. “We won’t be any good. Vehicle first, then we find a safe place where we can hunker down for the day and rest. This place looked great, but it was our only option at the time. Let’s face it, it was out in the open and we were vulnerable.” 
 
    “Think maybe it’ll be easier if one of us scoped out the area first?” Mark asked. 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea. How long until they’re awake?” Paul pointed to Wilson and Sawyer. 
 
    “Couple hours. Then I’ll need to hit them again.” 
 
    “Then I have my time frame. We either have to be settled in a couple hours or leave in a couple hours after you hit them again. Got it.” 
 
    “Can you look for a pharmacy?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Will do. Can you do me a favor as well? I know there are a lot of dead Ragers in the parking lot, that doesn’t mean more aren’t out there. Can you and her stay in the kitchen, it’s easier to lock that down if there’s trouble.” 
 
    “We can do that.” 
 
    “Pickle,” Paul shouted to Erez. “Ready?” 
 
    His reaction was delayed, and then Erez looked up from his phone. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m ready.” He put the phone in his coat pocket. 
 
    “Nothing from your Uncle?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “He’ll respond. I’m sure of it. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Good luck and be careful,” Mark said. 
 
    Paul gave a nod and a ‘you got it’ as he and Erez walked out. 
 
    Mark finished the final piece of tape on my bandage. “Done.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I slowly stood. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I know Paul suggested the kitchen, but while he’s sedated, I want to be with my son.” 
 
    “I’ll stay close.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I know,” Mark said. “But just in case he stirs.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, Mark, keep sedating them?” 
 
    “You have another option?” Mark asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “You can’t do it forever.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I need for as long as it takes,” Mark said. “We don’t know if there’s a treatment or cure out there. We don’t. We have left the city and we haven’t examined our options. I’m not giving up. Are you?” 
 
    I didn’t reply to his question. I just lowered to the floor and slipped in close to my son. Even though they tried to clean him, I could see the blood under his fingernails and in between his fingers. I brought the covers up over him so I didn’t have to look. It killed me to see it. Crushed me. I thought of Mark’s question about not giving up. I didn’t have an answer, because the second my son turned into one of those Ragers, I had already quit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20 – NEW PHASE 
 
      
 
    Ragers. 
 
    Using that word sounded all well and fine being tossed about when it wasn’t about my child. As odd as it was, to me it just sounded ugly. Truth was … the actions of a ‘Rager’ were ugly. 
 
    Paul and Erez returned just under the two hour mark. They had found a safe place to stay and a pharmacy. After they returned we used some time to load up supplies into the van he located. By the time we were ready to go, Wilson stirred first and then Sawyer. 
 
    Mark sedated them again. 
 
    I was numb and in a state of disbelief. Because Sawyer was heavily sedated it was hard for me to believe he was volatile. 
 
    It was time for us to leave. We loaded the supplies along with Wilson and Sawyer in the back of the van. It was an empty ‘rent per day’ work van. Mark and I stayed in the back end. 
 
    First stop would be the pharmacy. Mark had a few ideas of things he wanted to try. He said the best way to treat them would be to look at Wilson and Sawyer as if they came into his ER. What would he do? How would he handle them? 
 
    While he did that, Erez would continuously try to find people online and Paul wanted to reach out to the airwaves. 
 
    There was a thrift store nearby and Paul found a CB radio and planned on hooking it up in the car. Even if he spoke to no one, he thought it was a good idea to get the word out about the ear plugs. 
 
    Getting the word out was a good idea. 
 
    Before we ventured out or hit the pharmacy, I had Paul drive the van to the tracks where we left the train. 
 
    It was still there. No dead Ragers around. I guess they didn’t want the train if no one was in it. 
 
    I went inside and checked the GPS. All trains had stopped moving. I didn’t know if they pulled the radio or were still on the train, but I reached out. 
 
    I made a radio call letting them know what we were doing, urging them to find a radio. I informed them that we would be scanning all channels, but calling out mainly on channels thirteen and sixteen. At least that was what Paul told me. 
 
    I felt as if I were calling out to dead air and maybe I was. 
 
    We stopped at the pharmacy, which was more of a store, I went inside with Mark. 
 
    The store was empty, it hadn’t been open at all before this started. 
 
    We had to break in. Fortunately an alarm didn’t sound. At least one not audible. I imagined it triggered an alert at some security place or police station. 
 
    Once inside, Mark made his way to the pharmacy. He scanned the shelfs looking at every label. 
 
    “I’m a doctor not a pharmacist,” he said. “I’ll find what I’m looking for and then we’re out of here.” 
 
    “What are you looking for?” I asked. 
 
    “Antibiotics for you and for future use. I want to find something that will sedate them longer and … anti-seizure medications.” 
 
    Brightly, I looked at him. “Do you think that will work?” 
 
    “It might. If they are having seizures, it could calm them enough. We can try.” 
 
    “Thank you for that.” 
 
    “Andi, listen.” He walked over to me. “I am going to try to beat this, to get your son and Wilson back. But … Erez’s uncle mentioned something. He said something about they’d be this way until they seized out. There could be damage to their brain that we can’t do anything about. I need you to be prepared.” 
 
    “I was prepared to hear that you guys had … that he had to be …” the words were so hard to say. “That my son was dead.” 
 
    “That we put him down?” Mark asked. “No. We wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    “The seized out thing. Do you think that’s what happened last night?” 
 
    “They all just dropped,” Mark said. “There are two possible reasons. One … the noise hit the brain again and caused their passing, or the brain just had enough.” 
 
    “If the later of that is true, then my son could pass no matter what we do.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “That’s correct. So just …” 
 
    “Be ready.” I sighed out. “I can prepare for it, I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to lose my child. Ever. I appreciate anything you do.” 
 
    Allowing him to return to his medication search, I browsed the aisles aimlessly while waiting. 
 
    I stopped at the magazines and looked. 
 
    As silly as it seemed, I grabbed a stack. News, sports, gossip, fashion. Anything with people on it, stories of people. 
 
    I had a feeling it would be a long time until I heard about a baby being born, a new movie or a draft pick. If I ever would again. 
 
    The magazines had people, normal people that were at one time alive. 
 
    Everywhere I looked now was death. 
 
    I wondered if the Ragers were a phase, or a glitch in Mother Nature’s extinction level plan. A glitch that was rectified with a creepy metal sound that echoed in the pre-dawn sky. 
 
    If they were done, if the Ragers were over with, we were now tossed into a different world. 
 
    That was, if indeed it was the next phase. 
 
    Paul didn’t believe it was. He had told us that while he stayed pretty much in a three mile area, he didn’t see any Ragers, that wasn’t to say there weren’t any. 
 
    We had to assume there were. We couldn’t let our guard down, not for a moment. Believing we were safe was a mistake. Until we knew anything different we had to stop, move and act as if at any moment we could be attacked. 
 
    There was some truth to that. We were traveling with Wilson and my son. Both of them could at any moment reject the sedative and attack. 
 
    I didn’t want to think about that. I really didn’t. 
 
    While Mark retrieved his medications, I grabbed a few bags from behind the counter and collected things that we needed, things I spotted as I walked through the store. 
 
    In the toy section there were walkie talkies, I didn’t know if they would work, but I took them and a load of batteries. 
 
    Candy, energy drinks and cigarettes. Not that I smoked, I hadn’t in a decade, but like with my recent return to the bottle, I figured, what the hell. 
 
    As I walked down the aisle with ibuprofen, I grabbed a huge bottle, and as I turned I saw the sleeping pills. I grabbed those as well. 
 
    I didn’t plan on taking them, but then I just wanted them … just in case. 
 
    My eyes were heavy and burning. I could only imagine they were probably swollen. They felt it. Every part of my body felt like dropping to the floor. I grabbed an energy drink from my bag. 
 
    “Are you shopping?” Mark asked. 
 
    He scared me and I jumped a little. “Just grabbing things.” I popped open the can. 
 
    “You know, you really shouldn’t drink that.” He pointed to the can. “You need to sleep.” 
 
    “We all do. I highly doubt this is going to make a dent. I just need it right now.” I took a sip, then I chugged it. I drank it too fast and could feel it in my chest. Like a huge lump rolling slowly down my esophagus. 
 
    “Feel better?” 
 
    “I will in about two minutes. You ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” He held up his bags. “Let’s …” 
 
    We both turned our heads quickly to the sound of a beeping horn. It beeped twice, then again. 
 
    My first thought was something was wrong. 
 
    Mark ran to the door, holding his hand out to keep me back. But I ignored it and followed. 
 
    He looked left to right. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    “Maybe they do.” 
 
    Erez stuck his head out the window and shouted. “Come on. Hurry up. Hurry.” 
 
    Believing that some sort of large group of Ragers was coming, both Mark and I flew from the store. 
 
    He slid open the side door of the van, I got in with my bags. Mark got in and barely had his hand on the door to close it when Paul took off. He lost his balance, rolling some before he was finally able to close it. 
 
    “Did you see them?” Mark asked, out of breath. “Did you see more Ragers?” 
 
    “No,” Paul answered. 
 
    “Then what the hell is this about? Why did we have to run?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to lose them.” 
 
    “Lose who?” Mark asked. 
 
    “The car. They drove by. I want to find them,” Paul said. “Others are alive.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21 – SLEEP 
 
      
 
    Paul hightailed it behind that car, following him for miles, beeping the entire time. We must have followed him for at least fifteen minutes. The car seemed intent on not stopping and losing us. 
 
    “Maybe he thought we were Ragers,” said Erez. 
 
    “Ragers driving a car?” Paul asked with sarcasm. 
 
    “We don’t know. They don’t know,” Erez said. “How do we know they weren’t a Rager?” 
 
    “A road Rager.” 
 
    To me it wasn’t the time for jokes, they laughed. I didn’t. Then again it was my grief and anguish. 
 
    We did, however, see a Rager. He ran after us when we passed him. But he was the only one. The sight of him told me it wasn’t over, not yet. 
 
    They debated on the driving capabilities of a Rager and was it possible. 
 
    “My husband answered the phone,” I told them. “He answered and he screamed at me. Said horrible things to me and then to Sawyer. There is thought process, whether skewed or not, it’s there. They know what’s going on.” 
 
    “I wonder if we can reach them,” said Paul. “I mean really reach out to them.” 
 
    “I want to try anti-seizure medication,” Mark said. “That might open a window to trying.” 
 
    We pulled over to a gas station and added more gas to the van. The power was still on, and we wanted to make sure we had all we could before we were unable to get any. 
 
    After filling a few cans to have as extra, we headed to the place that Paul and Erez had found. 
 
    I was surprised that they actually chose the place they did. I expected a business or a garage, instead they picked out a house. 
 
    It was the only one that stood alone, a huge for sale sign out front, a large yard and a cemetery almost as a backyard. 
 
    Most of the houses in the area were close and crammed together, and like the fire hall, it stood out, making me question the safety of it. 
 
    “The windows have shutters, it is a good distance from the road and we can see what is coming. Plus, it has a really great basement.” 
 
    That was where I wanted to go. The basement. 
 
    Although it wasn’t like we’d get attacked by hundreds or thousands of Ragers, that wasn’t the case. Even on the first day, we never saw more than a few dozen in one place. 
 
    We drove to the house, pulling the van close to the backdoor. Paul and Erez had already been there and checked it out. It wasn’t empty, the house had furnishings and food in the cupboards. More than likely the owners were just not home when things hit. 
 
    My initial thought of going to the basement dwindled when I saw the large sitting room with the Joan Crawford chaise lounge. 
 
    A homemade quilt draped over it. That looked like my spot. 
 
    Mark and Paul carried Sawyer and Wilson inside, placing them in the den. 
 
    More than anything, Mark wanted to run an IV line, but held off until they started to stir. He would sedate Sawyer again while trying the seizure medication on Wilson. He didn’t want my son to be a guinea pig. 
 
    Once I saw my son was situated, I grabbed another energy drink and explored the house. I inwardly thanked the people who lived there for providing us with shelter, and I found myself staring at the photographs that lined the staircase all the way to the top. 
 
    As I walked around, I could hear Paul outside. He had hooked up the CB and was calling out from the van. 
 
    The same message every time. 
 
    “This is Red Line, calling out to anyone listening. Do you copy? Over. Anyone there?” 
 
    He seemed determined since seeing that car. 
 
    My head started to hurt from lack of sleep, and the fact that anything of substance I consumed ended up on the black top of the fire hall parking lot. 
 
    “You need to sleep,” Mark said to me as I passed the den. 
 
    “I know. I will. After you give Sawyer the sedative. I promise. What about you?” 
 
    “I’ll grab a nap after I hit them up. The meds I gave Wilson will knock him out as well. I want to be awake when he comes to and see if it works.” 
 
    It sounded like a plan and I moved on. Erez was in the living room, his phone and quick chargers were plugged in and he just fiddled with his phone. “Are you going to sleep soon?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah. In a minute. I just wanted to check again.” 
 
    “He’ll get back to you. I believe it.” 
 
    I then wandered outside to where Paul sat in the van, the door open. 
 
    He had just tried to call out again. 
 
    “Nothing?” I asked. 
 
    “No. Not yet. I figure top of the hour is always a good time. I mean, that’s when I would listen.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing this.” 
 
    “What else do I have to do, right?” Paul asked. “Besides, I want someone to be there. I want someone to have an answer. And I want Mark’s seizure medicine to work.” 
 
    “I do, too. Wouldn’t that be awesome if that was the answer? So simple.” 
 
    “Yep.” He twirled the spiral wire to the CB. 
 
    “Good luck. Keep us posted.” I turned. 
 
    “Andi,” he called out. 
 
    “Yeah.” I stopped and looked back at him. 
 
    “I need to tell you. I think you are the bravest person I know.” 
 
    His words shocked me.  
 
    Was he really just saying that to me? To me. This from the man who rushed to help without hesitation, who wields a bat like no other and who can restrain a Rager calling me brave. 
 
    I was far from brave. 
 
    “I don’t understand why you would say that to me. You of all people,” I told him. 
 
    “Really? You’re here with your son. You haven’t quit. You went home, alone, through all this. Knowing damn well your husband had changed.” 
 
    “My son was there.” 
 
    “You knew though and you still went. You came back, Andi after we hit Marcy Willem. That is the epitome of strength.” 
 
    “We didn’t hit anyone, I did.” 
 
    “No, we did. I was on that train, too. Everyone on that train hit her,” he said. “I followed the story. I went to the hearings. I was one of the witnesses that spoke to the police. I couldn't step foot on a subway for months. Let alone go home and check on the person I loved most in this world.” 
 
    I looked at him, his head lowered and he clenched the CB. “I called home, like you. It took forever for my wife to answer. When she did, she was screaming at me, saying the worst things imaginable, and telling me to come home so she could rip out my throat.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, too. Maybe I should have gone to the house.” 
 
    “And do what?” I asked. “Would you have spared her? What would you have done? The only reason my husband is dead is because I didn’t put the car in reverse. Otherwise, he’d still be out there.” 
 
    “But you know his fate.” 
 
    “And so will you. Let’s go.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Let’s go. I’ll go tell Mark and we’ll go look for your wife.” 
 
    “Andi, she’s probably …” 
 
    “You don’t know. You need to know. And I need to go with you.” 
 
    Mark, as a doctor wasn’t crazy about me foregoing sleep and heading off with Paul. But with Erez sound asleep he didn’t want Paul making the trip to a neighborhood alone fifteen minutes away. 
 
    I didn’t know until Paul told me. He showed no signs of struggling emotionally. Maybe the reason he was our resident hero was because he needed to hide behind that bat. 
 
    I truly felt bad for him, because I knew how he felt. 
 
    Helpless 
 
    I hoped that when we arrived at Paul’s home we found his wife was fine. I knew that possibility was slim 
 
    It was as if I were his priest and he was confessing his deepest sin and his belief that he abandoned his wife. 
 
    He apologized to me 
 
    I had to tell him and I wasn’t sure it even made a dent in how he felt. I told him that if it wasn’t for my son, knowing how things were, I wouldn’t have gone back for Barry.  
 
    Chivalry was allowed to be dead in a world filled with Ragers.  
 
    The drive wasn’t bad, we spotted another four Ragers, but not together. 
 
    The first one was only a couple miles from our safe house.  
 
    He stood outside the drive thru window of Burger World. His hands against the glass, trying to pry it open. It was by chance that we spotted him as we drove by. Paul stopped and turned around  
 
    If a Rager was trying to get in, there had to be someone inside. 
 
    There were cars in the parking lot. And since everything happened early it made some sense there were workers prepping for breakfast.  
 
    “Hand me my bat,” Paul said 
 
    “Are you doing a drive by?” 
 
    “No, because I want to check to see if anyone’s in there after I get this asshole.” 
 
    Paul stopped the van, put it in park, quietly exited the van, then holding the bat he did a short, single whistle to get the Ragers attention. 
 
    The Rager turned from the window, spotted Paul and ran his way. 
 
    Paul lifted the bat. I was beginning to think it was his therapy. One way to work out the anger with himself. 
 
    He clonked the Rager once to the side of the head and then when he went down, mid fall, Paul hit him again, rendering him out. 
 
    Paul then went over and peeked in the drive thru window. “I’m not seeing anyone.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re hiding in the back,” I suggested. 
 
    “I’m going to take a look.” 
 
    I reached over, shut off the van, grabbed the keys and opened my door. 
 
    “What are you doing?” He asked. 
 
    “I’m not staying out here. I’m going with you.” 
 
    “If you lock the van, you’ll be fine.” 
 
    Ignoring him I shook my head, shut the van door and walked his way. 
 
    He pulled once on the door, it was open. “I don’t know,” he said. “If someone is in here, then why is the door unlocked.” 
 
    “Again, maybe they’re in the back.” 
 
    “Someone has to be here, right?” Paul asked as he stepped in, ready and waiting with the bat. “I mean, why try to get in here?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Maybe he was hungry.” 
 
    Paul stopped walking. “As odd as that sounds it makes sense. They’re human. They aren’t dead. They have to be hungry.” 
 
    “And you think he just popped by Burger World for a Goliath Burger?” 
 
    “Instinct.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Paul shouted out a few times, hoping to draw a Rager if they were in the store. But there weren’t any. In fact, no one was really in the store. There was one employee in the back on the floor, she looked like a manager and probably died early on. She showed no signs of violence or being a Rager. 
 
    He piddled around the store, and I called him on it. He was procrastinating. 
 
    I understood, I really did. He didn’t want to find out the truth. 
 
    We listened to the loop recording on the emergency alert system during our ride there. His neighbored was one of those named housing plans. ‘Willow Woods’. Knowing that Paul was a county worker, it looked a bit pricy for a probation officer. 
 
    “Did you wife work outside the home?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, she was a Pampered Chef rep.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s impressive. She was a big wig in the company?” 
 
    “Hardly,” he chuckled. “She was the Pampered Chef equivalent to Tupperware Lady. Sometimes I think she spent more than she made. 
 
    “I used to say the same thing about Barry … my husband. I swore he spent more than he made.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “He never really had a ‘thing’, he was a job to job guy. Always switching.” 
 
    I felt the van slow down and Paul reached over shutting off the radio. He stared ahead to the house with tan siding that looked exactly like the one next to it. 
 
    “Is that it?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    I could see the front door was wide open. We pulled up the driveway, parking as close to the pathway as possible. 
 
    “You don’t need to come in,” he told me. 
 
    “I want to. But if you don’t want me to, I’ll stay here.” 
 
    “No, no, that’s fine.” He leaned closer to the steering wheel, looking left to right. “I’m not seeing anything.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    “Let’s do this.” Paul opened his door and stepped out. 
 
    I was just about to open my door, when I saw it between the seats. The bat. I started to call to him, “Paul, you forgot …” But I stopped myself. Of course he wouldn’t take it. We were looking for his wife. He wasn’t about to bludgeon her. More than likely, he’d restrain her like he did with Wilson. 
 
    I stayed close, but walked behind him when we stepped into the house. 
 
    Paul groaned and I knew it couldn’t be good. 
 
    “Oh my God,” he said as he walked from the foyer. “What did you do?” 
 
    A foot inside the house, and I saw the mess. 
 
    Tables were over turned, throw rugs twisted. The house had been trashed. 
 
    “Maybe this wasn’t her,” I said. “Maybe it was someone that came in here.” 
 
    “No. No. Scavengers wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    I finally moved to his side to see what he witnessed. Paul was pointing to the body of a cat. It lay on the floor near a wall. On the wall above it the dry wall was broken and covered with blood, and a streak smeared down to the floor. 
 
    It was easy to determine that she or someone threw the cat against the wall. 
 
    “Is she yours?” I asked. 
 
    Paul nodded and bent down to it. “She’s been dead at least a day.” 
 
    The poor thing. Its neck was twisted and her head looked as if it spun backwards. Her legs went every direction, she was flat in the middle. There didn’t appear to be a single bone not broken. More had been done to that poor animal than thrown against a wall. That wall was the final blow. My God, what that poor animal endured. 
 
    Paul sniffed, cleared his throat and stood. “Let’s go check the house. I don’t think she’s here, but let’s go check.” 
 
    If his wife turned into one of them, then it was safe to say, unless she was wearing ear plugs, that she had the same fate as the ones in the fire hall parking lot. 
 
    We checked the whole house, top to bottom and as suspected she wasn’t there. We were able to piece together somewhat of a picture of what occurred. 
 
    In the basement her exercise bike was toppled over. Earbuds twisted around the seat, and her phone was smashed on the floor. 
 
    She was working out, wearing headphones when it happened and like many others it wasn’t enough protection. She probably broke the call after she talked or rather screamed at Paul.  
 
    I asked him if he wanted to ride around looking for her, he declined... 
 
    “I’m not sure what I’d be capable of doing it we found her,” Paul said. “I’ll just … let it go.” 
 
    I knew that would never happen. He could say it, but there was no way he was ever letting go of his wife and what could have become of her. Not that easily. 
 
    He grabbed a bag and gathered some things from his house before we left. 
 
    When we got back in the van, he handed me a notebook and pen. I saw him take them from the kitchen counter and didn’t know why until that moment. 
 
    “I want you to write down every location that recording says. Every one. It won’t play forever.” 
 
    “What if they don’t have a help center set up?” I asked. “What if it’s like you said. A prerecording.” 
 
    “I don’t think that matters if there is an official set up or not,” Paul said. “They’re playing it. Someone besides us is going to hear it. They’ll go there. Maybe one of them knows more than we do.” 
 
    It was good thinking and as the computerized voice read the locations, I wrote them down. 
 
    I could see us going to each and every one of them. Why wouldn’t we? What else did we have to do? 
 
     We arrived back to the safe house, Erez was fast asleep holding his phone. Wilson and Sawyer were sedated and Mark’s head bobbed up and down as he fought dozing off. 
 
    For as tired as he was, he jumped up when we walked in. “Hey, how’d it go?” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “Not good. We didn’t find her.” 
 
    “Maybe we should look again,” Mark suggested. 
 
    “Nah. I have enough to prove to me she was a Rager,” Paul said. “I’m gonna get some rest. Wake me if you need me.” 
 
    “Before you do,” Mark said. “I have a radical idea.” 
 
    My attention was peaked. “After we get some rest. Not much because we can sleep tonight, but after, I need to go somewhere.” 
 
    “Where?” Paul asked. 
 
    “We think the brain is seizing and this thing is hitting the brain, right?” Mark asked. “Why not look at the brain?” 
 
    “You want to cut Wilson opened?” Paul asked. 
 
    “What? No. There’s an imaging place not far from here. I want to do a scan. I want to scan the brain. If whatever is occurring is physically affecting the brain, there are more options to help.” 
 
    Mark watched us for a reaction or an argument. But he didn’t get one. It was a great idea. 
 
    “We’ll need to do it before the power goes off,” Paul said. “And I don’t think that will be too long.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” 
 
    “Okay, wake me when you’re ready.” Paul walked away. 
 
    “Is he alright?” Mark asked me. 
 
    “As good as he can be.” 
 
    “What do you think about my idea?” 
 
    “I think it’s great and makes things sound hopeful. I’m curious to see what you find.” 
 
    I excused myself from the rest of the conversation, telling him I only needed a couple hours to refresh. 
 
    I needed to sleep. I was starting to ‘wide awake dream’ and that wasn’t good. The world was horrible enough, closing my eyes was the one and only escape. 
 
    I headed to the sitting room to get some rest. I really had no choice. If I didn’t get the sleep I needed then I would be useless to everyone, including my son. 
 
    And while in that heavily sedated state he didn’t look like he needed me. I knew and I felt … he did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22 – RISE AND SHINE 
 
      
 
    There was no rest in the world we lived in, or at least there would never be peaceful rest. I closed my eyes filled with exhaustion, and passed out quickly. Only to dream of an exaggerated form of the world I was trying to shut out. 
 
    I dreamt of Lisa and Pip on the floor, victims of my son’s rage. Over and over I dreamt of his playing and mashing the innards. When I wasn’t dreaming of that, it was of Paul’s house and the cat. 
 
    Then there was the ridiculous part of my dream where the Burger World Rage Man was eating a Goliath Burger and waving to us. 
 
    Then I woke up.  
 
    I felt as if I had been sleeping forever, when in reality it was only two hours. The Joan Crawford chaise lounge was so comfortable, I melted into it and was out. I jumped awake with that feeling of being late. I did feel rested even though I thought that was a psychological thing. 
 
     As I headed out of the sitting room, I saw that Erez was still asleep. I heard voices coming from the den and figured it was Paul and Mark. 
 
    I stopped to splash my face in the powder room and followed the smell of coffee. There was a full pot in the kitchen and I grabbed a cup. It felt like the next day instead of the middle of the afternoon. 
 
    The den was adjacent to the kitchen, and with my coffee in hand, I went in to check on my son. 
 
    He was still out, laying on the couch, his head to the side. He looked pale, but maybe that was my imagination. 
 
    I stepped inside and froze. 
 
    I expected to see Paul and Mark, instead I see Mark talking to Wilson. 
 
    Granted Wilson was still restrained and Mark was giving him sips of coffee using a straw, 
 
    “Oh my God,” I gasped when I saw him. 
 
    Wilson, like my son, looked really pale. His eyes dark, dried blood on the side of his nose. He looked as if he were in the midst of a bout with the flu. 
 
    “I’m …” Wilson flinched and contorted his face. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Andi.”  
 
    “For what?” I asked. 
 
    “For being like that. For feeling like that.” 
 
    “Wilson. No you … you are not to blame.” With hope I looked at Mark. “You did it. You fixed him. Excitedly, I turned. “I’m gonna get Paul. He has to get on the CB, get the word out, this is how we beat it.” 
 
    “Stop, Andi,” Mark held up his hand. “Unfortunately, I didn’t beat anything. Not yet. Trust me, I am not that lucky to have picked a common sense treatment that squashed an apocalyptic event.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. “Look at him.” 
 
    “I am,” Mark said. “I don’t believe he’s cured. Here’s an analogy. If you would shoot someone with a shotgun …” 
 
    “How is this related?” I asked. 
 
    “Just listen. When you fire a shotgun, the fragments inside of the shells burst everywhere. If I hit someone in the chest, you may see an open wound, but inside those bastards scattered. We can fix the wound, but the pellets are still inside.” 
 
    “So just because he looks healed, he isn’t?” I asked. 
 
    “Holy cow, what the hell?” Paul walked in. “He’s calm. Why is he restrained?” 
 
    “He’s really not calm. Only somewhat.” Mark said. “More like he’s almost in control.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Paul,” Wilson said. “I’m really sorry for how I was.” 
 
    “Buddy, that’s okay.” Paul walked to him and laid his hand on his shoulder. “So is he fixed or not?” 
 
    “Not. Well …” Mark said. “I don’t know. I want to do the brain scan. We’ll see. I mean the anti-seizure meds may have done the trick until he starts to seize again.” 
 
    “What do you remember?” Paul asked Wilson. “Do you remember anything?” 
 
    “Yes, I remember it all,” Wilson said. “Me not worried about the ear plug, the sudden headache that was like nothing I ever felt. Then the feeling of rage. Everyone was an enemy. I hated everyone. Even though I knew she was Andi and she wasn’t bad. I felt she was a threat and I wanted to rip her to pieces.” 
 
    “Okay. Wow,” Paul said. “That’s angry. What about now?” 
 
    “Now I’m still angry, my head still hurts, but I feel I can reason myself out of gouging out your eyes.” 
 
    “Considering your arms are tied.” Paul winked. “That would be tough to do.” 
 
    Suddenly, Wilson’s voice changed from calm to gurgling and emotional. “Why don’t you untie me and let me see what you’re thinking, really see what you’re thinking when I tear your skull apart.” 
 
    “That is original,” Paul nodded. 
 
    “Sorry. Sorry,” Wilson said. “It doesn’t take much to make me rage.” 
 
    “See.” Mark nodded toward Wilson. “I’m not there. I’ll be there when he stops having homicidal thoughts.” 
 
    “What now?” Paul asked. 
 
    “I want to do the brain scans,” Mark replied. “On both. See where we stand. See if I can tell what the brain is doing. This is far from my specialty, but it will give us an idea. Hopefully.” 
 
    “How long will it take?” Paul asked. 
 
    “The power is still on so the Lion Imaging should just be a matter of firing up the machines. So about two hours tops.” 
 
    “Oh, we better get moving, it’ll be dark soon.” Paul glanced down at his watch, he recoiled instantly. “Maybe not. Holy crap it’s only two o’clock, what the hell time did this day start.” 
 
    I answered. “It’s sort of been the world’s longest running day.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Paul said. “I really need coffee.” 
 
    He reached over and took mine. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “I think I’m gonna wash up and change my clothes,” Paul said. “I brought some from home.” 
 
    “Take your time.” Mark said. “Sawyer is gonna stir soon and I want to hit him with the anti-seizure medication.” 
 
    “Can we … can we just wait,” I said. “I mean does it make a difference if he’s sedated or medicated.” 
 
    “I’d like to see his awake activity,” Mark replied. “On a child his size, it shouldn’t take the medication that long to kick in.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should do a comparison?” Paul suggested. “I mean. You have Wilson on the meds, you should see the brain not on them.” 
 
    “Good point.” Mark nodded and then looked at me. “Do you mind if we wait?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” I replied. 
 
    Truth was I wanted to wait. I wanted to see what the prognosis was for my son. Yes, I wanted his eyes to look at me. I wanted to tell him I loved him and hear his reply, because I didn’t get a chance to tell him that before he was transformed into a maddened creature. But also, as a mother, I wanted to protect my child. I knew that if he woke, if he was lucid, then Sawyer, like Wilson would remember what he had done. And to me, that was far too much for a child to handle.  
 
    Keeping him from experiencing those memories as long as possible was more important than hearing my son say he loved me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23 – HEAD GAMES 
 
      
 
    There were several factors that played into my decision to pillage the closets and drawers of the Stafford Street house where we were staying. 
 
    The number one reason was cleanliness. I had been in the same clothes, my Port Authority uniform for a day and a half, and while that would probably be ‘alright’ under normal circumstances, that uniform had run the gauntlet during the day from hell.  Sweat, my own blood, Mr. Dawson my neighbor’s blood, not to mention my quick, ‘drop, squat and go’ probably had a lot of aiming inaccuracies. 
 
    Another reason was hot water. If I didn’t take advantage of the hot water while the power was still on, I wouldn’t get another chance. At least not for a while. 
 
    It definitely was a late middle aged couple that owned the house. Empty nesters from what I could see. It had a lot of memories, they probably were selling to downsize. Beggars shouldn’t be choosers, but I just didn’t have the desire to be running around the apocalypse in an oversized shirt and yoga pants. 
 
    I settled on a pair of jeans and tee shirt from the husband’s wardrobe. Same drawers that Mark grabbed his change of clothes from. 
 
    I was grateful for the Smyth Family and for what they unknowingly had done for us. A place to stay, clothes and food. 
 
    I truly hoped that out there, somewhere they were safe and fine. 
 
    Everything was not how I pictured the end of the world to go. Not that I thought that I’d see it in my lifetime. 
 
    In every book or movie, there would not only be a group of survivors, but the quintessential required one percent surviving population. Hundreds of millions of people would be alive across the globe. The survivors just had to find them. Of course that would be after running into bands of marauders, rapists and a deranged, rogue military personality with a Napoleon attitude with a Genghis Khan agenda. 
 
    It wasn’t shaping up to be that way. Not from what I had witnessed. An extinction level event had occurred and it was without a doubt headed toward the true meaning of extinction. 
 
    There were no animals, no people, and whatever it was that was ongoing was meticulously taking out everyone. 
 
    I wondered if we would be next. 
 
    The biggest problem we had was that we just didn’t know what exactly was happening and why. If the culprit was some sky generated noise, what was causing it? 
 
    We had to focus first and foremost on what we could control and have knowledge of. 
 
    That started with the anti-seizure medication that seemed to lessen the rage in the Rager. 
 
    The second part was to see exactly what was going on in the brain. Was it physiological or did some sort of chemical attack cause it all. 
 
    The trip to Lions Imaging wasn’t a long one. 
 
    Erez was sleeping, after waking him to tell him where we were going, half awake, he told us he wanted to stay behind. 
 
    We made sure he was safe and secure. 
 
    On route, it was like everywhere else. Scattered cars crashed into each other, telephone poles and buildings, bodies of drivers and passengers were not only in the cars, some had been ejected. 
 
    Mixed with them were the bodies of Ragers. They were easily discernable. 
 
    It was good thing it didn’t happen at eight in the morning. Things would have been far worse. The amount of Ragers would have at the very least multiplied because the amount of headphone wearing, telephone staring, society would have been tripled. 
 
    Instead, most people were home in bed or just getting up and having their coffee. Children were asleep as well. 
 
    We arrived at the imaging center fairly fast. Once again, it was another building to break into. Once inside, we turned on the lights and Mark fired up the computers and equipment before we brought in Sawyer and Wilson. 
 
    Wilson was still under the effects of the medication, but he continued to bounce between sane and sad, then outrageous and mad. The way he went from calm to blasting at us made me think of the highly fictionalized accounts of Tourette’s.  
 
    Mark was like a kid in a candy store. 
 
    “They have this … they have that … wow, this is gonna be brilliant and tell us a lot.” 
 
    Okay. 
 
    We let him do his thing. 
 
    Paul was there for the brawn, to make sure there were no problems. Mark did all the work. 
 
    The scans on both Wilson and Sawyer, along with looking at the results, would take an hour and a half combined. 
 
    While he did that I had fought my hunger long enough. I walked across the street to the convenience store and grabbed something to eat. I was careful and didn’t worry about Ragers because we hadn’t seen any. 
 
    When Mark was finished he brought me and Paul into what I called the control room. Whether that was the technical name or not, I didn’t know. 
 
    The monitors were black and Mark had such a professional, almost teaching presence to him when he asked us to sit down. 
 
    “The scans didn’t take that long,” Mark said. “And the imaging is brilliant.” 
 
    “What did you find?” Paul asked. 
 
    “See … before I get into that, I think it’s important to know why and how I made my diagnosis. Because if I don’t explain to you what I think, you’re going to ask me why I made that conclusion. Got it?” 
 
    We both nodded. 
 
    Mark continued, “The reason I was so excited was because this place has SPECT. Which I thought was only in hospitals. I was pleasantly surprised.” 
 
    “Me, too,” said Paul. “Now what is it?” 
 
    “SPECT. Single-photon emission computerized  tomography. It’s a form of a CT scan, only it uses color. Very helpful. It’s done by injecting a radioactive material … very short lived radioactive material into the arm. In a nutshell, it goes into the arm and shows blood flow throughout the body, and in our case the brain. Usually it’s done at the time of seizure. Now since I only sedated Sawyer, we should assume he is seizing.” 
 
    “What about Wilson?” I asked. 
 
    “Wilson is showing signs of seizing, but the medication is giving him lucidity, which leads me to believe it is lessening the seizures,” Mark answered. “I know this all sounds boring, but it’s vital. If this were a chemical or biological attack that caused a virus or something to affect the brain. Such in the case of zombies.” 
 
    “Zombies?” Paul laughed. 
 
    “Not us,” Mark said. “Our patients are very much alive. If this was such a case, the SPECT would only show us lack of full brain activity.” 
 
    “Because the brain is dead,” I said. “In zombies.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Mark replied. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Paul argued. “If that were true, and the brain was dead, why shoot them in the head?” 
 
    “Most of the brain would be dead. If a fictional doctor did a scan of a fictional zombie,” Mark said. “It would only see specks of color. Now …” he reached behind him and flicked on the screen. 
 
    It showed a brain, from four views. Left, right, front and back. It was black and white imaging with dark and light shades of gray. “I was able to access scans. Which is so helpful. Meet Mr. Antonio. Fifty-three year old healthy male with epilepsy. Well, as healthy as you get with epilepsy.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay.” Paul held up his hand. “Why are we looking at Mr. Antonio’s brain?” 
 
    “Because he is an important teaching tool for you. I want to show you the scans I took of Wilson and Sawyer.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    “During a seizure, the blood flows to the parts of the brain that are seizing.” He turned another switch the images went from grayscale to colorful. 
 
    The brain was now a mixture of blue, purple, yellow and green, all brilliant shades, but I could see red. 
 
    Mark pointed. “The yellow, green, blues, they are normal brain activity.” 
 
    “The red is a seizure,” I guessed. 
 
    “Exactly. This tiny spot of red right here.” He pointed to the front of the brain. “Is a seizure. Not a very big one. This …” he switched the image to another set of brain images. The one there was slightly redder. 
 
    “Mrs. ...” Paul leaned forward. “Lafferty.” 
 
    “Yes,” Mark said. “She is having seizures following a traumatic brain injury. Notice the pink, that’s blood flowing to heal. And now we have …” he switched again. “Mr. Logan. Seventy-four and a stroke victim.” 
 
    Though Paul seemed confused on why we were looking at other people’s brains, I found it fascinating. Especially the image of Mr. Logan. His brain was the normal colors I was supposed to be looking at, but on the right side it was a deep purple. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with the scan?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope. That deep purple, and or lack of coloring, is a lack of blood flow to the brain. Okay, so, if you’re ready, now that we had our quick lesson. I’m going to show you Wilson’s brain.” 
 
    It was completely different from what we saw. Wilson’s brain wasn’t primarily happy shades of yellow, green, blue and purple, it was about fifty percent shades of red with dark, almost black spots throughout. 
 
    Paul and I were both speechless. It must have shown on our faces. 
 
    “Yeah, my thoughts, exactly,” Mark said. “He is seizing primarily in the frontal, temporal, and parietal lobes. Which control behavior, reasoning and emotion. You can see he also has small, very small seizures in the cerebellum, as well. Which would explain why the Ragers behave as if they think they are invincible.” 
 
    “What are the dark spots?” I asked. “Is that where blood is not going?” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “Those are our zombie spots. Now …” He held up his hand. “I’m using that word instead of—” 
 
    “Dead,” Paul finished the thought. “Those spots are dead spots.” 
 
    Mark nodded. “The brain was injured, I don’t know, for some reason, those areas are dying. If I were to venture a guess, the seizures are killing the brain. The longer they seize, the more the brain dies until they eventually go so ballistic, they stroke out and die.” 
 
    “The medication can’t be working,” Paul said. 
 
    “Oh, but it is. Sawyer hasn’t had medication. Look at his images.” 
 
    The moment the images changed to my son, Paul blurted out a shocked, “What the fuck?” 
 
    He pretty much stole the words right from my mouth. My son’s scans showed absolutely no yellow, blue or green. It was entirely shades of red with the same black spots as Wilson. 
 
    “I don’t think I need to explain this,” Mark said. “I will assume, this is the same in most of the Ragers. Andi, your son is seizing out. I need to give him the anti-seizure medication. At least something, because if I don’t, in three days, he will pass. Maybe a little longer, I don’t know. The seizures are killing the brain.” 
 
    I couldn’t speak, I just stared. 
 
    “What about Wilson?” Paul asked. “You gave him medication and he is still having seizures. Does that mean you can’t stop them?” 
 
    Mark shrugged. “I don’t know. I can try, there are so many. I can try different ones, but without scanning him every twenty-four hours, we will only be able to tell if they’re working by his behavior and by what Wilson tells us. And he is telling us what he’s feeling.” 
 
    “How long does Wilson have?” Paul questioned. 
 
    “If he continues to seize like he is, with medication, a month, maybe.  Even if I stop the seizures, control them one hundred percent. There is already damage. So there will always be an extreme change in behavior that maybe some medications could curb.” 
 
    “Worst case scenario,” Paul said. “Medicate and they stay alive a month.” 
 
    Mark nodded. 
 
    Paul turned to me. “Andi, I know this might sound hopeless to you. But this is a month you can have with him. A month to find another solution.” 
 
    I felt like a horrible mother because at that moment, I just didn’t know what would be best for him. I knew one thing. I wasn’t ready to lose him … not yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24 – RECALL 
 
      
 
    The home store offered us better audio protection. We stopped there, smashed a window to get in, and found noise cancelling headphones. 
 
    I wasn’t taking any chances. I planned to trim my ear plugs and wear the headphones as well. 
 
    I would do the same thing for my son. 
 
    We hadn’t heard the noise all day. I remember when I researched the strange noises from the sky, people speculated that the only reason they could be heard at night, dawn, or other off time was because it was quiet. They theorized the noise was always present, but not heard due to the day to day hustle and bustle sounds. 
 
    There were none of those now. 
 
    If the noise happened during the day, they would be heard. 
 
    Until we determined that they were only happening at a certain time, the ear plugs stayed in. 
 
    When we made it back to the Stafford Street house, Erez was wide awake, seated at the kitchen table, staring at his phone while eating a bowl of ramen noodles. 
 
    I was never a big fan of ramen, but as hungry as I was, it smelled awesome. 
 
    He continued eating when Paul walked through to the den, carrying Sawyer. 
 
    Then Wilson walked in with Mark. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Erez jumped from his seat. “Wilson.” 
 
    “Hey, there, Erez,” Wilson said. “Sorry for the way I acted. Even though I don’t think you saw.” 
 
    Erez’s eyes widened, looking in a state of shock. 
 
    I realized at that second, we failed to tell him about Wilson and the anti-seizure medication. 
 
    “How … how ...” Erez stuttered. 
 
    “We gave him anti-seizure medication,” Mark explained. “We’re getting ready to do the same for Sawyer. He … he still has moments.” 
 
    “Moments?” Erez asked, as he sat down again. 
 
    “Um … outbursts. Spurts of rage,” Mark explained. 
 
    “Is that why he’s in a makeshift straight jacket?” Erez asked. 
 
    Paul answered as he stepped back into the kitchen. “We can’t take a chance, and he’s fine with it.” 
 
    “I’m in this goddamn room!” Wilson blasted. “You’re stupid, worthless, fucking idiots.” He then calmed down. “Sorry. Hey, can I have some noodles?” 
 
    “And that …” Paul said. “Is what Mark meant by spurts of rage.” He inched Wilson through the kitchen toward the den. “Come on let’s get you situated and I’ll get you some noodles.” 
 
    “Thanks, Red, appreciate it,” Wilson followed Paul’s lead. 
 
    Mark pointed back to the dean with his thumb. “I’m going to try a med on Sawyer now. Give it an hour or so, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    “And Andi,” Mark laid his hand on my arm. “I’ll go back to a pharmacy and try another if this one doesn’t work. Keep the faith.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Once Mark had left the room, I sat at the table.  
 
    “Everything go alright?” Erez asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Mark can explain to you what he saw. I think he likes explaining it. How are you?” 
 
    “Actually, really good,” Erez replied. “I feel rested, clear headed and … I heard from my mother’s brother.” 
 
    “Uncle!” Paul shouted from the other room. 
 
    “Here.” Erez slid his phone to me. “Take a look.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “Twenty,” Erez told Mark and Paul. “There are twenty of them in the bunker.” 
 
    I had read the uncle’s message and after Erez informed them of how many were in Kentucky, he then shared his phone allowing Paul and Mark to read it. 
 
    We were all joyful over the number twenty. 
 
    Twenty people! Yes! 
 
    What? 
 
    Twenty people was nothing. Absolutely nothing, yet we were cheering as if it were a million. 
 
    His Uncle Edmund apologized for taking so long to get back. The internet was down on base and someone had to go and reboot the server. It was dangerous to do so with so many Ragers running about. 
 
    But they restarted it and were up and running at least until everything went down. 
 
    The message was long and it seemed as if Edmund was trying to get everything out in case they lost contact. 
 
    He thanked Erez for the question about whether or not the event was caused by something auditory. His men were wearing gas masks believing it was chemical and hadn’t ruled it out completely, but were not taking any chances. When above ground, not in the bunker two hundred feet below ground, they wore both a gasmask and ear protection. 
 
    Those who survived, those who were Ragers, all seemed to have been protected. Four of the soldiers in the bunker were out on the night range, wearing noise canceling headphones. 
 
    The ones running rampant around the base were mainly civilians and many of whom stormed the gate once the guards had dropped dead. 
 
    It wasn’t until they were watching in the late night, early morning hours, that many of the Ragers seized out and dropped dead.  
 
    At first they thought it was a time frame thing, where they just expired, until the ones they had in the bunker for observation remained alive. 
 
    When they played back the CC footage, they heard a sound, a strange sound. The description of it varied between men. Some called it mechanical, some squealing metallic and others claimed it was out of tune trumpets. 
 
    He asked if they had heard anything similar or witnessed the same. 
 
    “Good luck, stay safe, and please try to find a way to make it here. We are not leaving the bunker.” His uncle ended the message. 
 
    “I have to go,” Erez said. “I have to find him. He’s my family. I can’t be the only one in this room with family out there.”  
 
    Mark sighed out. “My parents are in Florida. I am going to assume they weren’t wearing headphones.” 
 
    “But how do you know Florida was hit?” Erez asked. 
 
    “Come on, man,” Mark said. “How can I not?” 
 
    “My point is. If we have people we love out there, alive, we have to find them,” Erez said. 
 
    “I agree,” Paul stated. “But not a single one of us should make the trek alone. We don’t know what’s out there, or what will happen next, and if this noise from the sky is the culprit, not only do we not know when it will stop, we don’t know what’s causing it. Hell, Andi here thinks it’s Godzilla.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. 
 
    Erez turned to me very seriously. “As cool as that sounds. One big monster isn’t going to cause this.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was a monster,” I said. “Paul did. I suggested God …” 
 
    Erez laughed. 
 
    I tossed up my hands. “Or aliens.” 
 
    “Now that makes sense,” Erez pointed. 
 
    Mark scoffed. “No it doesn’t. What makes sense is it’s some sort of natural phenomenon and the repercussions are a freak thing.” 
 
    “Whatever the case,” Paul said. “We don’t know. I think... I think a course of action should be to get rested, get Wilson and Sawyer in shape to travel and hit the road. Stop at the help stations named on the radio, make it a point to head to Kentucky because we know there will be people there.” 
 
    “They don’t have the answers,” Mark added. “Or else he’d mention solutions.” 
 
    “Maybe there are folks like you,” Paul said. “Together you put your minds together. It’s a military base, they have to have tech.” 
 
    “I’m up for it,” I said. “There’s no reason to stay here.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mark said. “I’m game, too. Why don’t we all make a list of places we know we have family. Come up with a route. Who knows what we’ll learn along the way.” 
 
    “Gas will be tough once the power goes out,” Paul added. “Let me see if I can think of a way around it. Until then, I say let’s get as many gas cans filled as we can. Me and Pickles can do that now. What do you say?” 
 
    “After I finish my ramen, Prince Harry.” 
 
    Paul looked at him, then laughed a short laugh. “That was good. The red hair. I like it. I’ll take that as a compliment.” He gave a swat to Erez’s back. 
 
    Paul pushed it. He pushed the limits of presenting an upbeat and optimistic personality. I got the chance to see a bit of the man inside, who fought his emotions. I was learning everyone quickly, people who I saw every day, but never knew their names or what they did. I just judged them, and I am sure they judged me. We were all different, but our goals to move forward were the same because we had one thing in common … we were all people with pretty much,  nothing left to lose. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    The evening rolled in with a dinner prepared by Mark. He defrosted meat and made a really great meal. I believe it was his way of keeping busy and his mind off of the fact that Sawyer hadn’t responded yet to the medication. 
 
    I wasn’t worried too much about it. 
 
    We sat around the table and even had Wilson join us. Everything was fresh and I said grace silently to myself because I just wasn’t in the mood to be ridiculed. 
 
    Wilson was like the baby in the highchair, having to be fed, not allowed to have any of the wine. 
 
    For a moment I forgot how bad things were. It was just a moment. 
 
    Mark sipped his wine, not wanting to drink too heavily in case he was needed. I was about to comment that I didn’t realize he was such a good cook, until I realized I didn’t know much about Mark at all. Other than he didn’t handle the divorce well. 
 
    And I conveyed that to him. 
 
    “Not much to know,” he said. “I graduated high school knowing what I wanted to do. My first major was social science.” 
 
    Paul laughed. “We’re not asking for your resume. Tell us about you.” 
 
    “Like favorite color?” 
 
    “If that’s all you got. We’ll take it.” 
 
    Mark released an airy laugh, then playing with his wine glass he spoke. “What’s the point, really.” 
 
    “Dude, this is the way I look at it,” said Erez. “I don’t plan on dying. None of us plan on dying.” 
 
    Wilson growled stumbling his words, “F… F… Freaks! I plan your deaths when you talk. Sorry, didn’t mean that.” 
 
    “My point,” Erez gave a cross look to Wilson. “We are all gonna be around awhile, and by the looks of things, as a family. So we need to know each other. You’re gonna be like my big brother. Paul, like a father.” 
 
    “What. Hey. Wait,” Paul said. “A father? I’m not old enough to be your father.” 
 
    “I’m twenty-two,” replied Erez. 
 
    “Okay, I can be your father.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Technically I could be his mom.” 
 
    “And Wilson.” Erez pointed to him. “He can be that foul-mouthed uncle that says inappropriate things at inappropriate times.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean your mother’s brother?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Oh my God,” groaned Erez. 
 
    “I get the point.” Mark took a swig of his wine. “I’m not a social person.” 
 
    “No,” Paul said sarcastically. 
 
    “And you’re always in a hurry,” I added. 
 
    “That’s true, I was always in a hurry. I didn’t speak unless spoken to and I complained a lot.” 
 
    That I knew from his days of riding my subway. 
 
    “I think I’m a nice person. Just sometimes I lack patience. I was married once, I think you guys know. We married at nineteen, she supported the house when I went through college, then once I got my first real doctor job with great pay she left me for another guy, she took half of my pay because, according to courts, she earned it by supporting me.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “Got to be careful on that one. Especially you. They take half the pay, then after you pay your malpractice, you’re living in a studio apartment in a less than desirable neighborhood.” 
 
    “At least,” Erez said. “That type of neighborhood is on the public transportation line when you lose your license.” 
 
    Mark laughed. “Absolutely. Don’t get me wrong. I loved my neighbors. I think about them. Did they survive? Were they Ragers? I’d like to go back. At least get some things from my apartment.” 
 
    “Then we’ll do that,” I said. “There’s no reason why we can’t.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the evening talking in that kitchen, finishing off the food and drinking wine. Mark was tired, I could see that. He was the only one of us that hadn’t gotten any sleep. 
 
    Paul and I offered to stay with Wilson and Sawyer, keeping an eye on them. 
 
    Mark was insistent that he stay, because Sawyer wasn’t responding to the medication. There was no reason for it, maybe it was just fate. 
 
    We convinced him to go to sleep and he did so begrudgingly. He knew that he would be no good medically to any of us if he kept going without. 
 
     I stayed in the den with Wilson and Sawyer. Paul took watch in the big leather chair, while I made a bed on the floor. I didn’t mind resting on the floor, I wasn’t sure how much sleep I would get. But Wilson and Sawyer were quiet, there was no noise at all, and falling asleep was easy. 
 
    I never slept hard, I was in and out. Every time I woke up, I checked on my son and concentrated on if I could hear the noise again. 
 
    That was a big question on our minds. 
 
    Would the mysterious noises return? 
 
    I thought a lot about those noises. The people who just happened to survive by chance, like us. Did they put two and two together fast enough like us, or did they live only to die when the next wave of sound arrived? 
 
    Of every single type of extinction level event that could occur, this one was truly unfair to every living species. 
 
    Had it been a virus, a war or a meteor … anything else really, there was a chance that life would continue on earth. Even the extinction of the dinosaurs took tens of thousands of years. This … this showed no mercy, no prejudice. It was almost as if whatever it happened to be was relentless. It would keep going until every living and breathing thing succumbed to it. There was no warning, no way of knowing what it was. It was an enemy we couldn’t even began to think about defeating, because we didn’t know what we were up against. 
 
    The anti-seizure medication was a temporary fix, but it wasn’t a cure for what we faced. 
 
    Every single one of us was vulnerable, and not one of us was safe. 
 
    I spent a lot of time checking on my son, making sure his ear plugs were secure, looking at him, kissing him when I could. 
 
    Eventually my catnaps turned into a full-fledged round of sleep. One that lasted a couple hours. I woke frightened that I missed something and with a feeling of just being scared. 
 
    My head hurt a little and my mouth was dry, I attributed it to the wine. I got up from the floor and stretched my back. It ached some. Paul was asleep in the chair and I didn’t hear any sounds of Mark or Erez walking around. 
 
    I made my way to the kitchen. I should have sought out water, but that ice cold can of soda in the fridge just sounded refreshing. I popped the top on the can and took three good guzzles. I felt it form a lump as it made its way down my chest from drinking it too fast. 
 
    It was in that second, that the single scream from my son startled me and the liquid ejected up when I inhaled in shock, I choked. 
 
    Unable to breathe, I wanted to run to him, but I couldn’t. Holding onto the counter, I forced myself to cough, barely making a dent in my chest. My hacking cough aided in my confusion, but coughing was breathing and I raced back into the den. 
 
    Sawyer sat up on the couch, his legs restrained at the ankles and upper body in the makeshift straight jacket. He moved from left to right, head back screaming. 
 
    He heard my coughing and he stopped and looked at me. 
 
    His face turned bright red with a look of sheer horror. 
 
    “Mom,” he sobbed. “Mom.” 
 
    I hurried to him and the second I sat on the couch, he leaned forward into me and I wrapped my arms around him. 
 
    “Mom, what did I do?” He cried, “What did I do? I killed those people. Help me, Mommy, please.” 
 
    I gazed up, Paul was there. I was utterly lost at what to do. What to say. 
 
    Paul sat down behind him. “I’m undoing this,” he said of the restraint of his arms. 
 
    “But …” 
 
    “I’m here if there’s trouble. He needs to hold onto you.” 
 
    Paul quickly undid them and once his arms were free, Sawyer clutched to me tightly. His sobbing didn’t stop, nor did his pleas for answers. 
 
    I had none. 
 
    I felt helpless and heartbroken and all I could do was hold him and let him cry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25 – REALITY 
 
      
 
    What was I to do? When Mark awoke and came flying in the room, it took him and Erez to pull Sawyer from my arms. Paul didn’t do anything. I think he wanted to be on guard in case anything went wrong. 
 
    “Come on, Andi,” Mark pleaded, “Let go. Let me help him.” 
 
    I can only imagine how it appeared to them. My crying, Sawyer’s anguish. I just clutched him wanting to take it all from him. 
 
    Finally they freed him from me and he cried out, “Mom!” from the depths of his soul. It killed me. An unimaginable feeling of helplessness. 
 
    I spun away when Erez held him down. 
 
    “A little help here, please,” Mark called out. I guessed he meant Paul. 
 
    Paul placed his hand on my shoulder. “Go into the living room.” 
 
    “Please don’t hurt him.” 
 
    “Go, we have this.” 
 
    I nodded and without looking, I raced out, hearing Sawyer call for me over and over. 
 
    As horrible as it sounded, I pushed my ear plugs in tighter, I wanted to block it out so badly. Even with the ear plugs and my hands … my soul heard his voice calling for me. 
 
    I cried because I knew. I knew the second he had a memory of what he did that was it. 
 
    Sawyer wasn’t your typical pre-teen kid. He never was typical. 
 
    I was far from a coddling and overbearing mother. 
 
    I promoted independence and wasn’t one of those mothers who pacified, I didn’t believe in getting awards for participation, my husband Barry used to yell at me for that. One of us had to be the deliverer of tough love. 
 
    I suppose I learned that from my own mother, who raised me alone. No one knew where my father was. At ten I was home while she worked, I learned to cook and never call for help unless I needed it. 
 
    Sawyer was the apple that didn’t fall far from the tree. Or so I thought. 
 
    When he was a baby, he never cried, he was perfect. So much so I thought something was wrong with him. 
 
    The doctor’s response was, “He’ll make up for it in his terrible twos.” 
 
    But he didn’t.  
 
    Sawyer was the most sensitive child. His teacher would call him empathic. He was a mix of old soul and new, so grown up with things like chores, and helping out with the neighbor’s baby, yet he teetered on whether to believe in Santa or not. That was the dreamer in him, he didn’t want to believe something magical didn’t exist. 
 
    There he was torn apart by the instant memories of his horrendous actions. 
 
    I was so lost in my own thoughts and emotions, that I didn’t notice Paul coming in the room. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’re a mess as any parent would be.” He sat next to me. 
 
    “I knew it. I knew it.” 
 
    “Knew what?” he asked. 
 
    “I knew he was going to just lose it when he knew what he did.” The second that Wilson told us he knew everything I feared for Sawyer.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    “It’s what I do, right?” Paul asked. “I work with kids day in and day out. Good kids that made bad choices, and bad kids that don’t care. This was not a choice that Sawyer made. I had similar that happened to me, if you want me to share?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “I had a fourteen year old kid. This was when I was guard in the juvie system. There was something about him, you know. He wasn’t a criminal. He proclaimed his innocence.” 
 
    “What did he do?’ 
 
    “He murdered his father. Brutally murdered his father. He was detained, sobbing, mourning his father. A father that he loved to death. Excuse the pun. I knew he wasn’t a criminal, yet he was caught mid act. Smashing him over and over with a meat tenderizer.” 
 
    “Maybe his father did something to set him off? Abused him.” 
 
    “I thought that too. Seems some kids in his class thought it would be a fun thing to do, to slip him LSD. The kid hallucinated that he was playing a video game and he was beating the monster. When he came down from the high, he was a like a drunk with a black out. No recollection. But it came back to him. He remembered what he had done. He remembered thinking it was a video game, and he remembered slaughtering his father.” 
 
    I had no reaction other than a gasp. 
 
    “He was a mess. An emotional mess as you can imagine. Just like Sawyer.” 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    “It took a while, you know,” he said. “He was institutionalized and finally years later, when I had him for parole, he had come to terms with what occurred. He was never the same, I suppose, but he understood.” 
 
    “That’s years of therapy,” I said. “Sawyer doesn’t have years.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And his last days on earth, unless we find a cure for this will be him feeling horrendous guilt. Him remembering what he did to Pip and Lisa.” 
 
    “I know. I have a suggestion. Something that we can do.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I have a question to ask you before I say it.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Can you live with what he did to Pip and Lisa?” 
 
    “I know it wasn’t his fault,” I said. “I know what I saw, but I also know my son and this wasn’t his fault.” 
 
    “Good, then …” 
 
    Before he could say it, Mark walked in the room. 
 
    “He’s sedated,” Mark said. “I hated to do that to him, but it looks like I didn’t have an option. His heart rate, everything was out of control. Do we know what happened?” 
 
    “He remembered.” I replied. “He remembered what he did.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Mark said. “I am so sorry. I was so focused with making him lucid and stopping the seizures, I didn’t think about that.” 
 
    “I did,” I said. “And I worried about this reaction. Paul … Paul thinks he may know what we can do.” When my eyes shifted to Paul I saw him wince. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s not going to approve,” Paul replied. “It’s not exactly ethical.” 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Guys,” Erez burst in the room. 
 
    My first thought was something happened to Sawyer and I stood. 
 
    Mark asked, “Is Sawyer alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Erez answered. “Just make sure your plugs are tight. I checked Sawyer and Bill. The noise is back.” 
 
    I had been so engrossed I hadn’t heard it, but after pointing it out, I did hear. Immediately I lifted the noise canceling headphones that hung around my neck. 
 
    The others did the same, and after Paul lifted his, he checked his watch. 
 
    I knew the night or early morning before, the noise didn’t last long and it was a matter of waiting. I went into the den and checked out Sawyer, holding his ear plugs against his ears. 
 
    Wilson was asleep. He didn’t stir. 
 
    It was the same sound, at least from what I could make out. Then like Paul, I check out the time, like the number of my train, it was 4:40 in the morning. 
 
    I didn’t know what time it happened the day before, but I knew that first morning, when I got into my car and looked up at the sky, it was around that time. 
 
    Was it something happening at the same time every day? 
 
    But when it happened that first day at 4:40 I wasn’t underground, I wasn’t in my train, nor did I have headphones on.  
 
    Something else occurred that day, about a half hour later. 
 
    I had to see the sky. Knowing I was doubly protected, I went outside and looked. 
 
    There was no pulsing light. Nothing. Just the sound. 
 
    When the 4:40 noise died down, we listened and waited for another. 
 
    Everything seemed on pause while the noise was happening. 
 
    “It’s a cleansing,” Mark said. “Like when you spill rice on your carpet it doesn’t all come up the first sweep. So you go over and over the same spot until it’s gone. That is what’s happening here.” 
 
    It made sense. 
 
    Still, what was causing it? 
 
    We gave it some time and realized it wasn’t happening again. 
 
    The house had quieted down. 
 
    “Maybe we should try to sleep again,” Paul suggested. 
 
    “I had enough sleep,” Mark replied. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “You need to tell me what your idea is.” 
 
    I don’t know if he thought I had forgotten. But I wanted to know, because I didn’t see any other option than to let my son have a breakdown. 
 
    “Okay,” Paul said with a nod. “Mark is going to be against it. But hear me out. This is a child. Granted he’s almost a teenager, but he is still a kid. A kid that if we can’t figure out how to stop the seizures, has at most, a month on this earth. That’s if we don’t sedate him.” 
 
    “Puts us between a rock and a hard spot,” Mark said. “Sedate him and he leaves us earlier, Andi doesn’t have any last moments, or medicate him and have him spiral mentally.” 
 
    “From what I gathered,” Paul said. “He remembers killing Pip and Lisa, right? We talk to him about it. We ask him what is freaking him out, why is he crying, and then …” Paul shifted his eyes to each of us. “We lie to him.” With him 
 
    “Excuse me? What?” Mark asked. “Lie about what?” 
 
    “About what he remembers. We tell him that isn’t what happened. We convince him of it. We tell him a whole bullshit story. Doesn’t matter what. We can say a Rager attacked them. We can say anything, we convince him he did not do it.” 
 
    It was an option that hadn’t crossed my mind. “We tell him he’s not remembering it right. Maybe blame it on the seizures,” I said. 
 
    Paul nodded. “Explain his ear plug fell out. He seized, and we killed the Rager that did it. But we lie. For the sake of Sawyer and any time Andi has left,” Paul said. “We have no real other choice.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 26 – WHAT LIES AHEAD 
 
      
 
    An early morning trip back to the pharmacy gave Mark the opportunity to get mood stabilizers to Sawyer before he woke up. Something that wouldn’t knock him out, but take the emotional edge off of him, make him care just a little less. 
 
    On the way back, we stopped for clothes at the local Walmart. 
 
    It was something I didn’t think about before we went. I didn’t imagine many people were at the twenty-four hour store when the event occurred. There were bodies throughout the store, a reminder that daylight truly brought back the reality of the situation. 
 
    Every time I closed my eyes I wanted to wake up from the nightmare. 
 
    It wasn’t happening. 
 
    I wasn’t optimistic about the plan to lie to my son, but I was afraid of what would happen when he woke up. 
 
    Mark conveyed to me that he was also worried about the fact that not only was Sawyer devastated by guilt, but he also would experience the fits of rage that Wilson did. He was twelve, not a small child and he was strong enough to be dangerous. 
 
    By the time we arrived home, Sawyer was up. 
 
    “He’s calling for you,” Paul said. “I didn’t want to say anything until you were back.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him and after setting down the clothes from the store, I went into the den. Paul and Mark followed me. 
 
    “Mom?” Sawyer wept the word. 
 
    “Hey, Bud.”  
 
    “I have it don’t I?” he asked. “Whatever happened to the people that made them angry and attack? I have it. I’m one of them.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are. Sort of. You have what they have, but Mark is controlling it.” 
 
    Mark added, “You’ll still feel very angry and want to lash out, but you can control it.” 
 
    His head lowered and he burst into tears again. 
 
    “Bud, listen. Mark is going to give you some medicine,” I told him. “Okay? It’s gonna make you feel less sad.” 
 
    Sawyer shook his head. “Nothing will make me feel less sad.” 
 
    Mark stepped forward. “This will. And maybe less angry.” 
 
    “I’m a monster,” he cried. “I … I hurt that lady and Pip. Mom, she looked at me. Asked me what was wrong and I hit her so hard in her throat. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No,” I shook my head. “Bud, that didn’t happen. Look at me. That’s not what happened.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. You opened the door and I was there with ...” 
 
    “No. “I stopped him. “I opened the door, yes, you were there. You were okay, but when you came to me, your ear plug fell out and that’s when it hit you. It hit your brain and made you like them.” 
 
    “But the lady and Pip were dead when you came in,” Sawyer cried. 
 
    Paul interjected. “No they weren’t. We were still fighting them. Your mom called for us. And we were so concerned with getting you under control that Lisa and Pip were attacked by the ones that made it in. Don't you remember?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I remember carrying Pip and getting into the room, that’s when I went after her. I saw their bodies.” 
 
    Again, I shook my head. “No, you saw them after.” 
 
    Mark added. “We heard screams and came. I’m a doctor. Right? You are a normal size kid, but you don’t have the physical strength to do that to someone.” 
 
    Sawyer lifted his head and stared. “Are you guys telling me the truth?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Then why do I remember doing it?” 
 
    “When the brain gets affected,” Mark explained. “It causes delusions. Ever have a dream that seemed so real? This is the same thing. In the after moments of you becoming a Rager … you imagined it.” 
 
    “Son,” Paul inched forward. “Do you know what I did for a living? I worked with kids. I worked with kids that made some bad choices. Did some pretty horrible stuff. I know how those kids are. You’re not a bad kid, and sometimes the young mind just plays tricks. I think you should take the medication and let me help you get cleaned up and dressed. Your mom will make some breakfast.” 
 
    Sadly, Sawyer nodded. 
 
    Paul looked at me. “Why don’t you make him breakfast and I’ll get him showered and dressed.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I sniffed and walked over to Sawyer kissing him.  
 
    Biting my bottom lip to keep in my emotions, I walked out. 
 
    Erez was in the kitchen making coffee. 
 
    He inched to me, his eyes shifting to the den door. He whispered, “Did you guys tell him?” 
 
    “We did.” I pouted. “It’s not solid.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, I don’t know.” 
 
    “So you don’t know if he believed you or not?” 
 
    I shook my head. “He said he did.” I looked over my shoulder. “I just don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    I could hear the water running in the upstairs bathroom and I focused on making food. I prayed that Sawyer believed what we told him, but a part of me just felt differently. That my son was pacifying us. A point I believed even more by the simple scraping of his fork through his food. He pushed it around, not eating. I knew he had to be hungry. 
 
    I was so grateful to everyone for their help. 
 
    Everyone did their part. 
 
    Over breakfast we spoke about places we wanted to go, family we wanted to find. Rather, they spoke about family to find. Sawyer was all I had. All that mattered really. 
 
    It boiled down to what did we want to do? What was our goal as a group? 
 
    Surviving was a given. But did we want to travel from one place to the next being a pack of roamers. Or did we want to find one place, settle and make a go of it. 
 
    One thing we did know was we wanted answers, answers to what happened and a way to beat what had occurred. 
 
    We did have a course of action. After Mark’s apartment, we would hit the three help stations announced on the radio before heading to Kentucky to find Edmund. After that it was Florida for Mark’s parents. 
 
    Paul did have family out there. Or at least none that probably were thinking about him. If we happened to be in the vicinity of his family, then we’d look, if not, Paul was happy to just keep going. 
 
    We loaded the van with supplies, then we prepared for our journey. 
 
    Before we left I placed a thank you note on the table in the hall. 
 
    The owner would probably never see it, but I wanted to put my gratitude out there. 
 
    Mark’s neighborhood was first on the list. He wanted to go to his apartment and get some things. 
 
    The way he talked, I expected a high crime neighborhood with dilapidated buildings. Instead, he lived in one of the upper class boroughs, only in a portion of it crowded with apartment buildings. 
 
    It was a far cry from than the less than desirable housing he alluded to. 
 
    One thing was for sure, that neighborhood had not been spared. Papers and garbage scattered about the street, apartment windows were open, the drapes blowing in and out with the wind, and numerous household items littered the courtyard. 
 
    We didn’t see any Ragers, but there definitely was evidence that they were there. 
 
    We parked in the loading zone. Mark said he’d only be a few minutes. I waited in the van with Erez, Sawyer and Wilson, while Mark and Paul went into the building. 
 
    Sawyer hadn’t said much at all. He had stopped crying and had a blank look on his face. It was the mood stabilizer doing that. 
 
    Sitting in the car waiting not only on Mark and Paul, but waiting on another angry outburst by Wilson. They were somewhere between disturbing and funny. 
 
    Paul wanted to experiment with him. Put him on a leash and let him get angry to see if Wilson could control it enough not to attack. 
 
    Wilson was all for it, telling Paul, “Do it. I will break the chains and tear you apart.” 
 
    Mark stated that because of Wilson’s reaction, maybe it wasn’t a good idea. But the prospect of experimenting wasn’t bad, considering they still needed to know about the thing happening to people, if they knew more, they could be better equipped to battle it. 
 
    Erez wasn’t in a talking mood, so I studied the CB radio playing around with it. 
 
    Until the noise of Erez’s phone drew my attention. 
 
    Immediately his fingers were flying across his phone keyboard. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, just replying to my mother’s … my uncle.” He smiled. “He was just saying they aren’t going anywhere and that there are still Ragers on base.” 
 
    “That actually tells us a lot,” I said. “The sounds from the sky didn’t wipe them all out.” 
 
    “Couldn’t tell that around here.” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” Again, I reached down fiddling with the CB channels. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “He’s gonna get mad that you’re playing with that,” Erez said. 
 
    “He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Change channel … nothing. 
 
    “Maybe you should try calling out, you may have better luck,” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” I lifted the microphone. 
 
    Changed channel … a voice. 
 
    Stopped. 
 
    We caught the man midsentence. 
 
    “… Goes just the same. Ha, ha,” he said and laughed. “Anyways, I’ll be back at suppertime. It will be over in three, two … anyone?” 
 
    Static. 
 
    “Arnie, this is Tinfoil one,” another voice came on. “Any closer time frame on this so we don’t have to spend all day going … what?” 
 
    I flinched some, totally confused on what they were talking about. 
 
    “Nope, Tinfoil,” Arnie replied. “I have it still with a six hour window. Waiting on more data. Gonna sign off. Talk to you all at suppertime. If I miss you, don’t forget to plug those ears, we all want to be together again tomorrow. This is Arnie, signing off.” 
 
    “Wait. Hey.” I spoke into the microphone. “This is …” 
 
    “Press the button.” 
 
    “Red Line 440.” 
 
    “Press the button,” said Erez. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “The button.” 
 
    “Shit.” I pressed the button. “Hello?” 
 
    “He’s gone. He said he’ll be back at suppertime.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what is suppertime. I know what it means, but when?” I asked. “I mean—” 
 
    My door opened and it scared me. I jumped a little and peeped out a short scream.  
 
    “Remind me,” Paul said. “Not to leave you two alone. Clearly you are not paying attention. Had I been a Rager, you’d be screwed. Fortunately, there aren’t many left.” 
 
    “Nope.” Erez lifted his phone. “According to my uncle they have them again. They came back.” 
 
    I gasped. “Came back. As in they’re zombies.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Paul exclaimed and grabbed the microphone from my hand. “And why are you playing with my CB?” 
 
    “Having better luck than you,” I said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “We made contact.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me?” Paul asked, then looked over his shoulder. “Mark, they made contact.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Mark made his way over.  
 
    “And get this,” I said. “He mentioned plugging ears. So he figured it out as well.” 
 
    “I think it’s more than that,” Erez said. “Tinfoil asked him a time frame, and Arnie said he was looking at data and would know shortly. Data. He’s following this.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Tinfoil and Arnie?” Paul asked. 
 
    I pointed to the CB. “That’s the names they used” 
 
    “Did you try to break in?” Paul asked. “Contact.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “But it was useless,” I said. 
 
    “She didn’t press the button,” Erez added. 
 
    “Who the hell doesn’t know to press the button?” Paul blasted. 
 
    Erez pointed to me. 
 
    “I was nervous and excited,” I said. “Sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Mark interjected. “Where are they?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “They have to be local,” Paul said. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I replied. “They can’t be from around here. He mentioned about talking to someone on the radio in Tucson.” 
 
    “And you heard him on the CB?” Paul asked. “Maybe he has another radio. He has to be local.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t think so. He said he would be back on the air at suppertime.” 
 
    “Okay.” Paul shook his head. 
 
    “No one around here says suppertime,” I replied. “So he has to be elsewhere.” 
 
    “That has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    “No, dialect and word usage has everything to do with it. And the other problem is knowing when suppertime is.” 
 
    “Supper is the same thing,” Mark said. “Just slang now. Before it actually meant the size of the meal.” 
 
    “Who cares?” Paul said. “We don’t need to know if the guy has dinner or supper, or even the time. We just leave it on the channel. Now … out.” He pulled the door open wider. “I’m driving.” 
 
    I slid out, noticing that Mark had a bag over his shoulder. “You alright?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” He walked around to the back of the van with me and opened the door. “I just wanted to get a few things.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” I climbed in. “Where are we going now?” 
 
    “First, help stop.” Mark closed the door. “Callensburg. Reserve base.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Whether it was prerecorded or not, people heard the message. The exit was a short distance off the highway, which was riddled with wreckage from cars. A small country road that led to an unnamed side street that wound up a hill. 
 
    I would have asked if we were in the right place, but I didn’t need to. Rows of cars just parked and abandoned blocked us from driving any further. 
 
    “What do we do?” I heard Erez ask. 
 
    “We walk,” Paul replied. “Are Sawyer and Wilson awake?” 
 
    “Kind of,” I said. “They’re very out of it.” I looked over at my son, who stared at me blankly. “Personally, Wilson was a lot more fun when he had his outbursts.” 
 
    “Doc, can they walk with us?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they’ll be slow if we have to run. They’re medicated and restrained.” 
 
    Erez said, “I’ll stay. I want to see if my … Uncle gets back to me.” 
 
    Paul looked over his shoulder at me. “Is that okay with you?” 
 
    I nodded and leaned forward, kissing Sawyer. 
 
    Mark opened the back and helped me out. 
 
    I thanked him and walked around the front to meet Paul. 
 
    Erez took the driver’s seat. 
 
    “If he radios,” Paul instructed, “If anyone radios, find out where they are. If they won’t give that information, at least see if they know anything.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Be diligent. Hightail it out of here if there’s a problem. And try to keep an eye out and not just on your phone.” He reached into his back pocket and handed him a pink princess walkie talkie. One of the ones I had grabbed at the pharmacy. “Use this. Radio if there is a problem.” 
 
    Erez nodded and Paul shut the door, turning to us. “Ready?” 
 
    We both started following him. 
 
    “Do you want to carry it or me?” Mark asked Paul. 
 
    I thought he meant his medical bag, but that wasn’t what Mark showed Paul. It was a gun. 
 
    It kind of shocked me. “Is that what you wanted to get from your apartment?” 
 
    “It is. Amongst other things.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind.” Paul held out his hand. “I’m a licensed instructor.” 
 
    “Then by all means.” Mark handed it to him.  
 
    “Do you want the bat?” Paul asked. 
 
    “No. No, I’m good.” Mark waved out his hand. “You’re good with that and probably a better shot than me. I’m pretty terrible.” 
 
    “Why …” I squeaked out the word. “Do you have a gun if you can’t shoot it?” 
 
    “Protection,” he replied. “You saw my neighborhood.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah, it’s like a step down from the Stepford Wives. If you walked in my neighborhood you’d cower in fear if you think yours is bad.” 
 
    Paul laughed. “That was good. Stepford Wives.” 
 
    “Make fun. But we have it now,” Mark said. 
 
    “We’re headed to a military base, we don’t need it,” I replied. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s up there.” Paul pointed then concealed the weapon under his shirt and in the waist of his pants. “We don’t know if it’s really a help station.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be now?” I asked. “I mean look at all these cars.” 
 
    “And they may need help. That’s why Mark brought his bag. Plus him being a doctor works in our favor. He’s an asset.” 
 
    Our conversation carried on for a little while, at least from me. I started to get winded walking up the hill and talking. My silence meant I was able to hear what was going on. That was the strange part. I heard nothing. 
 
    Not a sound. 
 
    All of those cars meant a lot of people. They lined up like a parking lot all the way up the hill. I also peered in a lot of cars as we passed them. 
 
    It was clear, like us, they walked. 
 
    “Guys,” I finally spoke up. “This isn’t good. I mean, I know they left their cars. Why can’t we hear anything?” 
 
    Paul stopped walking. 
 
    I whispered. “What if they’re Ragers? We're dead.” 
 
    “Shit.” Paul said. 
 
    “What do we do?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Stay here. I’ll sneak up and look. Try not to be seen. It’s not that far.” Paul crouched down and started walking between the cars. 
 
    “Paul,” I called out. 
 
    He shushed me and kept moving. 
 
    “The biggest guy in our group is attempting to be stealthy and invisible,” Mark said. “This is not good.” 
 
    “I know.” I took a deep breath and watched Paul. My eyes never straying far from him. 
 
    I stood next to Mark, close to an abandoned Subaru. Once Paul was to the crest, I couldn’t help but look inside. There was a toddler car seat in the back and one for an infant. Round oat cereal spilled in the backseat. It broke my heart. Even if this family was alive, those poor children, and how scared their parents had to be. 
 
    I thought of horror movies, zombie movies and how they’d flash to a bloody car seat, just a second, but enough to make every person cringe. 
 
    “Why is he taking that long?” Mark asked. “Or am I imagining it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I issued what had become one of my stock phrases. 
 
    I was in that mode. 
 
    Looking around with the ultimate feeling of lost, desolation. I was void of any hope in the situation. It was too quiet. 
 
    Then as I looked back up to the hill, I kept thinking it was the quintessential movie moment. Taking the hill with hope, waiting behind for one of the group to check it out, then instead of the group member returning, a huge hoard of Ragers would race down after us. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” I said immediately after that thought. “Let’s go back.” 
 
    “But Paul is up there.” 
 
    “Things are gonna go bad, I feel it.” 
 
    “You’re wrong. Give him a minute.” 
 
    “In a minute we could be Rager Romp.” 
 
    “Andi, you’re scared. I know, but we need to wait on Paul.” 
 
    A short whistle caught our attention and we both turned. 
 
    Paul waved for us. 
 
    “See.” Mark nodded at me. “It’s fine. He probably was talking to the guard up there. You don’t hear the people because they are deep in the base protected.” He took my arm to inch me forward. “You’ll see. Everything is fine. He wouldn’t call us up there if it wasn’t.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    My first thought was why in the world Paul would call us up there. That was my first inclination. After that I realized it was what I needed to see. I had to know firsthand the reality of things or else a part of me wouldn’t have believed it one hundred percent. 
 
    All of us had said at one point that perhaps the messages were just recordings that kicked in. That maybe there wasn’t any help place. 
 
    Yet, we held on to the hope there was, somehow a bigger picture of help out there. 
 
    There wasn’t. 
 
    People heard the message, they went there with their families and belongings. They put their faith in the messages that played over and over. 
 
    In desperation they created a mini pilgrimage. 
 
    The first people to arrive discovered a locked down base. And when the next people arrived, they saw people there and stayed. 
 
    It was a chain reaction that would have worked, had the noise from the sky not rung out in a deadly manner, killing not only the Ragers that were exposed, but the healthy human beings as well. 
 
    Tents were erected. People made camp where ever they could find a spot. It wasn’t that they couldn’t mow down the fences, but clearly they opted against it because of the armed guards. 
 
    There were campfires once.  
 
    Food still in coolers, some even on plates. 
 
    There was no life, no movement. 
 
    There were plenty of people, but they were all dead. 
 
    The smell of decaying bodies hit me before I even saw the tents. Many of them were out in the open, laying where they could find a spot. 
 
    I covered my mouth and nose with my hand, but it didn’t make a difference. The smell was horrendous. 
 
    I had seen all I needed to see, and I just wanted to leave. 
 
    Mark was crouched by a body, examining it. “Some sort of aneurysm, they’ve been dead about twenty-four hours. Maybe thirty-six.” he said. “All of them. Definitely our noise caused this.” He sighed as he stood. “There are no Ragers. Why? I find it hard to believe that not a single one of these people weren’t wearing headphones.” 
 
    “No fun attacking the dead,” Paul said. “So why stay? They were probably wiped out by last night’s sound.” 
 
    “Let’s head back,” Mark suggested. “Should we even attempt the other places?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Paul answered. “We want to stay in the area until we hear from this Arnie guy and find out where he is. He may be on the way to Kentucky or not. People have to come together. We have to. We may be all that’s left.” 
 
    His words were true. But I had a feeling we were a little different than any other group out there. We had Ragers that we actually were helping. I knew Erez’s uncle said they had some, but were they working to make them better, or making them into some cruel experiment. Who would do that? 
 
    They were still human beings, someone’s mother, father, sister, brother … child. If they weren’t able to be helped, then we had to let them go, the world would take them eventually and quickly, too. 
 
    ‘It’s a graveyard here,” Mark said. “Let’s head back.” 
 
    Clank. 
 
    We stopped cold in our tracks. 
 
    The noise rang out again. Like someone walking through tin cans. 
 
    Paul whispered. “Someone is out there.” 
 
    “Think they were scared and hid?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Should we find them?” I questioned. 
 
    “Fuck.” Paul blurted out. “Rager.” 
 
    He called it, but where. I looked left and right, trying to see where he was looking. Then I spotted him. He wore a military uniform and was about a hundred feet in the distance. 
 
    The Rager shook his head quickly, outstretched his arms and clenched his fists. 
 
    “I’ll take care of him,” Paul clenched his bat. 
 
    I had to wonder if Paul carried around a lot of deep-seated hostility, because he was really quick to lift that bat. 
 
    “Wait.” Mark said. 
 
    “Wait?” Paul question. 
 
    “Why is he waiting?” I asked. 
 
    “Think you’re good enough to catch him alive?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Why would he want to do that?” I questioned. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” Paul repeated.  
 
    “To see if we can help him,” Mark said. 
 
    “He’s been a Rager longer than Wilson or Sawyer,” Paul said. “Too much time may have passed.” 
 
    “We’ll never know if we don’t try.” 
 
    I noticed the Rager running our way. “He’s coming.” I told them. 
 
    Mark looked at Paul. “Your call.” 
 
    Paul breathed out loudly and gave Mark the bat. “You better fix me if he tears my eyes out or something.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Were they doing this? Was Paul really going to try to catch the Rager? Immediately, Mark set his medical bag on the hood of a car and opened it. He grabbed a syringe as Paul moved toward the Rager. 
 
    Paul didn’t run to him, he allowed the Rager to come his way. Once  at a good close distance, Paul stopped. 
 
    He took some sort of stance. One leg ahead of the other, he revved back his extended arm. Just as the Rager rushed to him, Paul sidestepped, swung forth his arm, and connected into the throat of the Rager. He immediately latched onto the out of control man. Locking him in the V of his folded arm. 
 
    The Rager thrashed his arms and violently fought, Paul swept his foot under the Rager’s feet, knocking him over and bringing him to the ground. It was evident Paul had done this move before, probably not on anyone like the Help Camp Rager. 
 
    It truly was a struggle for Paul, but once he had him down he pinned him chest down, like he had done with Wilson. 
 
    “If you want this, you need to do this now,” Paul yelled to Mark. 
 
    Syringe in hand Mark raced over, after a few attempts he finally landed the syringe into the Rager. It seemed like forever until the Rager finally calmed down and passed out. 
 
     “Okay, we got him,” Paul said. “What now?” 
 
    That was my thought. What now? 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    The limp body of the Rager landed with a hard ‘thump’ when Paul placed him in the back of the van. I was the first to climb in, and when Paul put him inside with us, his smell permeated the entire back of the van. Especially when Paul shut those back doors. 
 
    Mark opened his bag again and searched through it. 
 
    “Mom?” Sawyer called to me. “Who is this?” 
 
    “Last name Brannon,” Mark answered. “It’s on his uniform.” 
 
    I kept my hand over my nose. “He smells.” 
 
    “I know. He’s not exactly practicing good hygiene. He doesn’t care.” Mark injected. “Let’s see if this works on him.” 
 
    Paul got in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Erez looked back at us and then to Paul. “What are we doing? Collecting Ragers now?” 
 
    “It’s insane, I know,” Paul said, backing up the van. “But Mark wants to see if he can help him.” 
 
    “Where to now?” I asked. 
 
    “The camps are a bust. I say we move around, look around,” Paul said. “Until we find out where this Suppertime man is. I don’t want to head to another highway and be wrong when we go to find CB man.” 
 
    “What about Kentucky?” Erez asked. 
 
    “We’ll get there.” Paul maneuvered the van and turned it around. “It’s not like we don’t have all the time in the world.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what if we don’t,” Erez said. “What if it is hitting us slowly? What if all of us are a ticking time bombs on the road to Rager World?” 
 
    “Then there’s nothing we can do.” Paul moved the van down the hill. 
 
    He was right. 
 
    As much as we wanted to beat our unseen foe and save the world, we were at a loss until we figured why the noise was doing what it was doing. 
 
    There was no way to fight the noise, we could only fight the ‘why’. 
 
    I was also pretty certain that Mark’s wanting to help the Rager had nothing to do with the fight at all. He was skipping straight to trying to save the world. 
 
    Thinking like that gave me hope. As long as Mark was trying to save mankind, he was trying to save my son. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 27 – WHERE ARE YOU 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was early in the morning when we left, and pushing lunch time after our first few stops. The two other announced help stations were more of the same, and going to the third seemed useless. 
 
    We stopped for lunch to take a break, the new Rager guy was still out. Mark had also given him a dose of anti-seizure medication, so we were waiting to see if that worked. 
 
    The power was surprisingly still on and we pulled over at a Burger World. No Ragers were around, it didn’t seem as if any employees had opened the store. 
 
    Erez turned on the light and fired up the conveyor belt grill. It was hot and ready in twenty minutes. The meat was still in the freezer, buns were semi fresh and we cooked burgers. 
 
    I helped him and made the sandwiches up with fixings and passed them out. 
 
    Mark was watching his patients and would eat his sandwich while helping.  
 
    While the rest of us had gotten out of the van, Paul stayed inside, continuously calling out on that channel. I guess hoping he could get someone to reply so we could have a direction. He just didn’t want to head south to Kentucky if Arnie was close by. 
 
    “Here you go,” I handed him his sandwich. “Eat up. Each meal may be the last real world meal you have.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He took it. 
 
    “Any luck?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head and took a bite out of the burger, “But I’m not giving up.” 
 
    “I know you won’t.” 
 
    I headed over to the others. Paul wasn’t really that far removed from us. We sat at the picnic tables near where the van was parked and Paul kept the door open. 
 
    I sat down next to Sawyer, passing him his burger. Sawyer was restrained differently from Wilson. Where Wilson was wearing a homemade straight jacket, Sawyer had his upper arms bound to his chest leaving his forearms and hands free. He hadn’t shown any aggression signs or angry outbursts, unlike Wilson. 
 
    “Here you go, Bud. Eat.” I put the burger in front of him. “Do you need my help?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “You are hungry, though, right?” 
 
    Again, Sawyer just shook his head. 
 
    “Sawyer, you have to eat. One bite. Just one bite, please.” 
 
    I aided him in lifting it to his mouth and he did take a bite, chewing slowly then he swallowed. 
 
    “I just …” his voice cracked. “I just want to be normal, mom. I want to be normal. I want these thoughts …” his voice inched up. “Out of my head. Out.” he grunted. 
 
    “What thoughts?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “And you are on your way to being normal. The medication is working differently on you than Wilson.” 
 
    Wilson laughed. “You think?” 
 
    I glanced over at him. 
 
    “I think he is just afraid to express it when it snaps in his head. Can I have another bite of that burger, Doc?” He opened his mouth for a bite. 
 
    I tried to ignore Wilson and turned to Erez. “Anything from Edmund?” 
 
    “I’m talking to him now.” Erez shook his head. “He said keep an eye out for Ragers. They seem to have them back in groups on base. He doesn’t know where they’re coming from.” 
 
    “Fucking hate that word,” Wilson said. “Rager. Sounds so racist against my kind.” 
 
    Mark chuckled. “He doesn’t mean disrespect. He’s only passing on the information his uncle gives. And they’re the ones who started the name.’ 
 
    “Yeah,” Paul shouted. “I highly doubt that when naming them they sat back and said, ‘Will this hurt their feelings?’ No one is feeling the PC bug in regards to insane murderous people.” 
 
    “I resent that,” Wilson said. 
 
    “Who cares?” Paul continued with his radio. 
 
    Erez’ phone beeped. “I told him I would message back when we knew when we were coming. That way we can prepare when we get on base.” 
 
    “That’s a super freaking phone,” Wilson said. “It never dies.” 
 
    “That’s because I have rapid chargers. I made sure they were all charged last night,” Erez said. “I’m good. Just when you think it’s dead … it’s not.” 
 
    When I heard that, I had the strangest thought. “Mark, when all the Ragers—” 
 
    “I hate that word,” Wilson said. 
 
    I flung my hand his way, dismissing him. “Back to what I was asking. When the … they all dropped at the fire hall, did you check to see if they were dead?” 
 
    Mark laughed. “They were dead, Andi.” 
 
    “I mean did you check. Like feel for a pulse.” 
 
    “You saw them. They were dead.” 
 
    “But maybe …” 
 
    “Andi,” Paul called my name. “He is the medical professional. He knows.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right,” I said. “I just … when Erez was talking about his chargers, and his uncle mentioned about having Ragers down there, I thought maybe one evening the sound knocked them out, the next recharged.” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “That’s not possible. I don’t think.” 
 
    “Mario Brothers say …” Wilson spoke up. “Nothing is impossible, highly improbable but not …” He switched tone. “I hate you. You arrogant prick. So full of yourself, we’ll see how full of yourself you are when …” He cleared his throat. “Sorry. Sorry. When are we going to do that experiment where Paul pisses me off and sees if I attack him?” 
 
    “Soon,” Paul answered. “Maybe tonight when things—” 
 
    Static came from the radio. 
 
    We all jumped when we heard it. Erez and I raced to the van. 
 
    “What’s your handle?” the man on the radio asked. “The guy calling out. What’s your handle?” 
 
    “What’s my handle?” Paul looked at us confused. 
 
    “Red Line 440,” I said. “That’s what I used.” 
 
    Paul shrugged. 
 
    “Push in the button,” Erez said reaching for it to show. 
 
    “I know how to use a microphone.” Paul smacked his hand away. “This is Red Line 440. Is this Arnie or … Tin hat.” 
 
    “Tinfoil,” I corrected. 
 
    “Tinfoil.” 
 
    “No, this is Speed Racer.” 
 
    Immediately I was excited, it was someone else. 
 
    “Nice to meet you Speed Racer,” Paul said. “We caught a little of Arnie this morning. You know how to reach him?” 
 
    “He comes on at suppertime,” Speed Racer said. 
 
    “What time is that?” Paul asked. “We’re on the road. Headed to Kentucky. A military base. Didn’t know where Arnie was at. He seems informed.” 
 
    “Arnie is. He is the big source of information,” Speed Racer said. “What base? Knox? Campbell?” 
 
    “Good Lord, I don’t know,” Paul said. “Where ever it is, it’s secure. He’s a family member of one of our group. In the National Guard.” 
 
    “You aren’t finding a secure national guard base down there. They’re mainly buildings and armories. Nothing behind a fence or guard. I spent nine years in the Army. Down there a bunch.” 
 
    “Somewhere with an underground base?” 
 
    “Probably Knox. But be careful. I heard Ragers are everywhere down there. Where are you traveling from, Red Line?” 
 
    “Pittsburgh. And the Ragers kind of took a nose dive one night. Haven’t seen but a few.” 
 
    “You will. They come back.” 
 
    “See.” I whispered. “See.” 
 
    Paul scoffed. “Do you know where Arnie is located? We’ve been running some tests of our own. We want to talk to him. We have a doctor with us.” 
 
    “A real doctor?” Speed Racer asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’ll be welcome anywhere.” 
 
    “We’ll take ya,” another voice entered the conversation. 
 
    “Is this Tinfoil?” Paul asked. 
 
    “No, Tinfoil is probably sleeping. Always did like to sleep in the day, even before all this. I’m Hulkster Two. Just call me Hulk.” 
 
    Paul hesitated before saying anything. He looked as if he were blown away by talking to people. 
 
    “Still there Red Line?” Speed Racer asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m still here. Just shocked to hear people.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Arnie,” said Hulk. “He put the message out right away. He saw it coming. Been seeing it coming for about two weeks. His data got a little messed up because the signal shifted. He’s working on more Intel now. You say Pittsburgh? I think he’s in Akron or Cleveland. He’ll be on at suppertime. You can wait to talk to him then. We all kind of join in now. Some reason the radio signals are super boosted. We don’t know for how long, but we’re keeping in contact. We all want to meet up. We all have our little groups.” 
 
    “Hey, there Red,” said Speed Racer. “I’m signing off. But you will keep us posted on Kentucky. We all share information, that’s the only way we’ll get through this.” 
 
    “I will. I guess I’ll catch you later.” 
 
    “Later. Over.” Speed Racer said. 
 
    “Over.” Repeated Hulk. 
 
    “Out.” Paul put down the microphone. “Erez, you need to ask your Uncle where he is.” 
 
    Erez nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t bother to ask which base.” 
 
    “Well, now, none of us thought to ask, so it’s not on you.” Paul said. 
 
    “Guess we start heading to Ohio?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Best way to get to Kentucky.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. There were more than just those two men this afternoon. It was so encouraging. Excited I made my way back to my son and hugged him. “Did you hear?” 
 
    Sawyer nodded. “How’s that gonna help us?” 
 
    “Someone knows something,” I said. “A military base, Mark, Arnie is probably some big scientist. We’ll figure it out. We’ll get you better.” I kissed him on the cheek. “I believe that.” 
 
    I did. I truly did at that moment. Not long before I feared we could be the only ones. We weren’t. We made contact. We weren’t alone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 28 – NEVER A BLANK 
 
      
 
    It would probably be considered cruel, possibly inhumane, but it came to a point we didn’t have a choice. Our newest addition, the unconscious Rager stunk. 
 
    He grew worse by the minute and the smell of him was just making us all sick. 
 
    Finally we stopped to take care of it. 
 
    We estimated his size and picked up some clothing at a local store, then pulled into a self-serve car wash. It was the only thing we could think of. 
 
    None of us had money, so we broke into the little car wash air freshener machine to steal some change. 
 
    In stall three, Paul and Mark undressed the stranger with a deliberately shaved head, and used the foaming brush to scrub him down, like he was some sort of animal. He was caked with not only dried blood, but he had soiled himself to the point they had to add more money. 
 
    He woke up when they were rinsing him, and he woke up screaming. 
 
    I really didn’t think it was the pulsing water that caused the reaction, it was something internal, something in his head. The look on his face said it all. Wide eyed, he looked scared. Scooting his naked body across the concrete stall and propping against the wall, holding out his hands. 
 
    “What ... what’s going on? What’s happening? How …”He started screaming again, this time burying his face in his hands. “What have I done? What have I done?” 
 
    I handed Paul the clothes and towels and walked back to the van. 
 
    “Mom?” Sawyer asked. “Is that man … what’s he saying?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, honey. Don’t worry about it.” I closed the van door. The man’s reaction was so similar to Sawyer’s I didn’t want my son to see it. 
 
    I returned when they had him dressed. He was shaking as they led him over to the short wall that was built around the garbage cans at the self-vacuum station. They sat him down. 
 
    He was probably in his late twenties. He shook out of control. 
 
    “Someone shoot me,” he said. “Please someone just shoot me.” 
 
    Mark stood before him. “I need to know what you’re feeling, what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I’m thinking I am a danger to you. Shoot me.” 
 
    Mark shook his head. “I can’t do that. You have been having seizures. They’ve made you behave in a manner that you normally wouldn’t.” 
 
    “You’re joking, right?” he said. “A manner I wouldn’t? I wouldn’t ...” He lowered his voice and leaned to Mark. “I wouldn’t have beat my wife to the point where there was nothing left of her head. I wouldn’t have taken my own baby daughter and…” he grunted out a cry of pain. “Please, please, please. Kill me.” 
 
    Paul stepped forward. “Okay. I will.” 
 
    “Paul,” Mark snapped. 
 
    “Hear me out,” Paul said. “I will help you die. But you have to help us. Help us understand what this thing is doing to people. Help us learn. Just a little longer. We need to know if we can control this, if you can control what rages in you. We need to know so we can help others.” 
 
    “Others?” he asked. “You mean the ones like me who changed?” 
 
    Paul nodded.  
 
    “Brother,” he said. “I don’t think they want your help. Not if they’re gonna feel like this.” 
 
    “I get you. I hear you,” Paul said. “Give us forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “Paul,” Mark said. “I need more time.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he didn’t ask to be turned and he didn’t ask to be turned back. There are others. We’ll get another.” 
 
    Mark reluctantly agreed. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Paul asked him. 
 
    “Dallas. Dallas Brannon.” 
 
    “Dallas,” Mark said calmly. “Because this … this thing that’s happened to you, because it’s still a part of you, we need to take precautions. You will experience bouts of rage, anger. You’ll try to control them, but we can’t take that chance. We’ll have to restrain you.” 
 
    Dallas nodded. “I understand. I feel it, you know. I feel it brewing. Under this guilt, this horrible sadness and guilt, I feel it there. It’s still there.” 
 
    “We need mainly to control your arms. We can do your legs once we’re in the van,” Mark told him then looked at me. “Did you get the shirt from the store?” 
 
    “I came up with another idea,” I said. “I think it will work. I got one for Wilson.” 
 
    “What?” Mark asked. 
 
    I reached into the bag and pulled out the cream color object. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Paul asked. 
 
    I explained. “When I was in my friend’s wedding a couple years ago. I had a little extra weight. I just wasn’t confident. So I thought, I’d get one of those.” 
 
    “What is it?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Shapewear.”  
 
    Paul laughed. “Shapewear. You want us to put shapeware on Dallas to restrain him?” 
 
    “Have you ever worn shapewear?” I asked. “Because when I first tried it on in the fitting room. I didn’t get one big enough. Call it ego. Who knows? But, there I was in just my bra …” 
 
    “Do we need to hear this?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Yes, listen to me.” I continued. “I never put one on before. I did it wrong and I got stuck. I mean. I couldn’t move. I tried, too, because how embarrassing was it for me? Not only did I have this thing half way over my arms, it was pushing all the extra weight into one big section and it didn’t look good. So, I had to swallow my pride and get help. Walk out of that damn dressing room in my bra, shapewear half on, arms tight against my body with my gut hanging out. They had to cut me out of it. A sixty-three dollar shapewear. I was not happy.” 
 
    “Shapewear.” Mark stated. 
 
    “Trust me,” I said. “He won’t be able to move. It’s like a full body girdle. Just make him hold his arms against his side, put it over his head and pull it down.” 
 
    “Okay.” Mark took the shapewear. 
 
    It was almost comical watching them put it on Dallas. It took both men to pull it down over his arms. Tugging, pulling, breaking a sweat. 
 
    But they did it, and Dallas couldn’t move. 
 
    I was pleased with my idea, but Paul and Mark were not. 
 
    “Next time we stick with an oversized shirt on backwards,” Paul said. “This shit was insane.” 
 
    “Paul,” Erez called out. “It’s suppertime. Arnie is on the radio.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Arnie was more than willing to sidestep his daily updates and talk to Paul. Even asking those listening to feel free to ask questions. My guess was Arnie was just as excited to talk to us as we were to talk to him. 
 
    He sounded rough, a raspy older voice. It was hard to gauge anyone over a radio. 
 
    Arnie came on the radio, said he was in Ohio and had an update as to what was happening there. The moment he stopped talking and asked if anyone had anything to add, Paul didn’t hesitate to cut it. 
 
    “We’re out here. You haven’t spoken to us,” Paul told him. “We’re a small group. Just moving. Looking for people we know. I guess like everyone else. We’re in the dark. We’re just trying to piece this together and you sound like a man that knows something.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Arnie replied. “Right now we’re all organizing. Trying to figure a way and place to meet up. A safe time. We just don’t know what caused this. I have theories. We all do.” 
 
    “We have been experimenting,” Paul said. “Trying to help the Ragers.” 
 
    “Anti-seizure medication?” Arnie asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I put that out there yesterday. Haven’t heard from anyone if it worked. Does it?” 
 
    “In a way. Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you have them with you? The ones you treated?” Arnie asked. 
 
    “We do. We’re headed toward Kentucky from Pennsylvania. Is it possible to meet up and talk to you?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Arnie replied. “I welcome survivors. Haven’t had any. We have plenty here. You are welcome to come.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    It was a breath of relief, and I stepped back as Paul took the information to meet up with Arnie. 
 
    We were to meet in the front of some old building on South Main Street in Akron. 
 
    He’d meet us out front and to watch out for Ragers. There weren’t a ton, but enough to be bothersome. 
 
    Arnie explained that he had info on the noises and it was too in depth to get into on the radio. 
 
    We were no longer this rogue group of lucky people surviving, there were others. I was happy to be part of a network. 
 
    Despite making contact and hearing about others out there, the mood though was solemn. My son was in a massive state of depression, and there was very little I could do to help him. Erez was obsessed with reaching his uncle. And Mark, in the middle of the radio exchange, shuffled off to the side with his phone. 
 
    ‘We’re heading to Akron,” I told him. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard. This Arnie sounds cool.” 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, Erez rapid charged my phone. I’m trying to reach my parents.” 
 
    “Any luck?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Maybe we should take Florida off the agenda.” 
 
    “No, we’ll go,” I told him. “You don’t know.” 
 
    “They aren’t answering.” 
 
    “You still don’t know,” I said. “And if we don’t go, you’ll spend the rest of your life wondering.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” He exhaled and put the phone away. “Right now it’s one day at a time. One step at a time. And the next step …” he said. “Is a man named Arnie in Akron.” 
 
    We were searching for answers none of us were sure were out there. 
 
    But we had to try. What else did we have to do? 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    A part of me wondered if we were doing the right thing. Not about going to find this Arnie guy, but by giving the medication to the Ragers. 
 
    It gave them lucidity, but it wasn’t curing them. Slowing down the inevitable death that would come and in the meantime, they suffered emotionally. 
 
    They had committed heinous crimes and were not criminals. The guilt was a lot to handle. Except for Wilson, he never had a chance to do anything. 
 
    He dodged a guilt bullet on that one. Although out of the three of them, he was the only one who kept blurting out his distain. It made me wonder if Sawyer and Dallas were just holding it in. 
 
    Or maybe Sawyer and Dallas were both overwrought with pain and guilt. Even though we lied to my son, I wondered if he really did believe us. 
 
    Instead of airing out the back of the white van to make travel more tolerable, we traded it for another van. A conversion van. Paul spotted it parked in a driveway. An older model with a ‘for sale’ sign on it, which made it seem less like thieving for me. 
 
    It was in pristine condition and a call back to the glory days of decades earlier. Complete with crushed blue velvet, bucket and bench seats, along with shag carpeting. 
 
    I liked it. 
 
     We switched over our items and supplies, placing the red gas cans on top. 
 
    It was much more comfortable and better than flopping around the back of that white van every time Paul made a turn. I did worry whether or not it would be road worthy. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Mark asked Dallas, charting answers in a notebook specifically for him. 
 
    “I have a headache,” he answered. 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    Dallas shook his head. 
 
    “My head feels funny,” said Sawyer. 
 
    Mark grabbed a different notebook and opened it. “How so?” 
 
    “Weird,” Sawyer answered. “Like I’m half dizzy.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah,” added Wilson. “Ever have your blood pressure up? That’s what it feels like.” 
 
    Immediately, Mark pulled out the blood pressure cuff and then paused, when he realized their arms were bound. “We’ll try later, Sawyer. Anything else?” 
 
    “Just sad,” Sawyer replied. 
 
    “It’s an understatement,” Dallas added. “I want it all to be a dream. In a way it feels like it was a dream. Like it never happened.” 
 
    “Maybe it didn’t,” Sawyer said. “Maybe you didn’t do what you think you did. Maybe you imagined it.” 
 
    “Nah, kid, I did it,” Dallas said. “What’s in my head is real. Too real.” He lowered his head, shaking it, silently crying. 
 
    I watched my son. 
 
    Sawyer looked at him, staring at the newcomer.  
 
    “Hey,” I said softly to him. “Why don't you try to rest?” 
 
    “How do you know?” Sawyer asked Dallas, ignoring me. “How do you know they’re real? How can you tell if no one was around to say you did it or not?” 
 
    “Sawyer,” I tried to stop him. 
 
    Dallas lifted his head. “There are dead people out there. People who didn’t just drop dead either. They were killed. What do you think did that? We all can’t be imagining things.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Wilson said. “I didn’t kill anyone. They conked me before I got the chance to. I would have killed Paul or Pickles. Sometimes I feel like I still will.” 
 
    “What about you?” Dallas asked Sawyer. 
 
    “Please don’t ask him those kind of questions,” I said, motherly. 
 
    “Why not? Aren’t we doing research?” Dallas asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Sawyer answered. “Yes. I do.” He looked at me. “I’m sorry, Mom.” 
 
    It killed me to hear that. As if some part of me was hoping that with the medication, the bad thoughts just went away. But they didn’t. “It’s okay,” I said. 
 
    Dallas shook his head. “For me it will never be okay, and I can’t wait until the ginger guy ends this for me. I know … I know I wasn’t in control. I know this. But it doesn’t make it feel right or better.” 
 
    Mark asked. “Did you go through the transformation right away? Wilson and Sawyer, it happened to them the next night.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think,” Dallas replied. “I think it happened to me right away. I mean I don’t remember seeing crazy people and being afraid.” 
 
    “How did you feel?” Mark asked. “Can you remember the transformation?” 
 
    “Yeah, I was walking, listening to music and all of a sudden, I got this sharp pain in my head. I felt my nose bleed and I became angry, I was so angry. It was a distorted anger. I saw a guy, he waved and I went after him. I went after him and felt so strong.” 
 
    “You mentioned your wife,” Mark asked. “Was she on base? I mean, that’s not a big base. I didn’t think people lived there.” 
 
    “They don’t. I was there for training and she and the …” He paused, closed his eyes with a painful look. “Baby. Were there at the hotel on base. I wish she wasn’t. I wish she wasn’t. My phone rang. It was my wife and I hated her for calling me. I was able to think, you know, reason. Like … I hated her, I had to find her, I knew what I was doing.” 
 
    Almost hypnotic, Sawyer spoke up. “Like a stupid reason was good enough. Their hair color. The way they looked at you.” 
 
    Speaking the same way, Wilson added. “The way they smell.” 
 
    The three of them locked in an agreeing stare. 
 
    There was something frightening about that moment, really scary. I know Mark felt it because he did that, ‘uncomfortable’ clearing of the throat and moved on. “Dallas, did you run into any other Ragers?” 
 
    “Ragers?” 
 
    “That’s the name given to those who were transformed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did.” Dallas said. 
 
    “Did you want to hurt them?” Mark asked. 
 
    “No, I didn’t feel rage for them. They didn’t …” He looked down. “Smell.” 
 
    “Do you communicate?” Mark questioned. 
 
    “No, we didn’t need to. They … we are ... normal. Those I wanted to hurt … were the bad ones. I see you …” he sneered, then tried to get his emotions in control. “You’re the bad person to me. Like I want and need to stop you.” 
 
    Speaking of stop … 
 
    Instantly I felt my stomach flop then rumble. I was physically feeling the unsettling conversation. I closed my eyes, swiveled my bucket chair to face the front and tapped Paul on the shoulder. “Can you pull over?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “Please, just pull over.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    It didn’t take him long, a couple of seconds and he stopped the van. He didn’t need to actually pull over, we were on the highway and there were no other cars. 
 
    As soon as the van stopped, I slid open the side door and rushed out, giving myself a good ten feet from the van. 
 
    I stumbled to the side of the road, wanting badly to throw up, wishing I could, but I realized that knot, that sickening ache, wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “Hey,” Paul approached. “You alright?” 
 
    I nodded, hands on my knees staring down to the ground. 
 
    “Car sick?” he asked. 
 
    “I wish.” I glanced up at him. “It’s just this. All of this. Them. I know Mark’s trying to help them. I know he is. The medication is only subduing what they have become. They’re still Ragers. Including  ...” I huffed and stood upright. “Including my son.” 
 
    “We know this,” Paul said and stepped closer, bringing his face close to mine. “We know this. But it’s not to say they will always be that way. Who knows what lies ahead, right?” 
 
    “Even if it stopped right now. A magic pill and it’s over, the fact is they still did those repulsive, heinous injuries to others, things they can't forgive themselves for, even though we can.” 
 
    “Except Wilson.” 
 
    “Except Wilson, yes. But they did abhorrent things. They can come back from a Rager state, but can they come back from their actions as Ragers and forgive themselves?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you on—” 
 
    “Paul!” Erez shouted. “Heads up. Rager. Coming from the blue cruiser.” 
 
    We both looked around. Erez wasn’t specific with his direction. Then I saw her, a woman walking away from a blue car that was off to the side of the road. The door was open. She wasn’t too far, but far enough for us to get away. 
 
    She started running our way. 
 
    Paul had the bat. He always did. He held it at his side as he made his way toward the woman. 
 
    At first, I hoped she was normal. And she was running to us because she was scared or happy to see people. Then as she got closer, I knew she wasn’t. 
 
    Paul stopped a few feet from her, typically he would raise the bat. Instead, he almost hid it behind him. I couldn’t help but wonder if that had anything to do with what Dallas said about how when he was a Rager, he knew and was aware. 
 
    Obviously, Paul wanted to take the Rager Woman by surprise and he did. She jumped for him when she was within a few feet. Paul shoved her back, using his hand like a bat in motion before lifting the actual bat and hitting her once on the head when she attempted to get him again. 
 
    I guess I was so focused on what Paul was doing with the Rager, I didn’t even think about the van, until I heard the slamming of car doors. 
 
    That was the first noise, I turned around when I heard a series of banging. 
 
    Loud thumps and bangs. 
 
    Mark and Erez were outside the van, stepping backwards and away from it, as they watch it shake. 
 
    Slowly, I walked back toward the van to stand near Mark and Erez. 
 
    What was happening? 
 
    When I was close enough, I saw. 
 
    Wilson, Dallas and my son, all still restrained were absolutely going ballistic in the van. Using their tied bodies to ram against the doors and the side of the van. 
 
    I could see their faces. 
 
    They were outraged. 
 
    For some reason, the medication instantly stopped working. 
 
    They weren’t just trying to get out of the van, they were trying to get … to ... us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 29 – DUNKLIN 
 
      
 
    It was hard to determine whether it was the medication that coincidentally wore off of Wilson, Dallas and Sawyer all at the same time or if perhaps some sort of Rager connection triggered by the action of Paul’s bat impacting the head of the woman Rager. 
 
    Dallas had said the Ragers were ‘normal’ to other Ragers and those not influenced were the bad guys. 
 
    It was disturbing. Watching the van move and shake. Faces slamming against the window. 
 
    My son included. 
 
    It was the first time Wilson and Sawyer had been around a full-fledged Rager in motion, not one like Dallas who had been subdued. 
 
    We all stood there staring at the van, then intermittently looked to each other. 
 
    Erez and Mark were closer to the van than I was. Paul was slightly behind me. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked. “Anyone?” 
 
    “Back away from the van,” Paul said. “Mark … Erez. Back away.” 
 
    “They can’t get out,” Erez said. 
 
    “They’re subdued. They’re trapped,” Mark reiterated. 
 
    “No, they aren’t under control” Paul said. “Look at their faces. They’re plotting.” 
 
    Even I thought that was ridiculous. Yes, I thought about them knowing enough to open the door. But they were held down tight, Dallas was in shapewear. Paul said they were plotting on how they would get us, when all I saw were three restricted people mentally out of control. I peered back to Paul with a scoffing, “What?” when I heard the door open. 
 
    I quickly looked. The front passenger door was open and Dallas no longer restrained, blasted out, throwing his body at Erez. 
 
    Erez wasn’t a big person, nor was he weighty. The impact of Dallas connected with Erez and both of them dropped to the ground rolling three times before Dallas was above Erez in a dominant attack mode. 
 
    Poor Erez didn’t have time to defend himself, or probably even comprehend what was happening. I know I wasn’t thinking about Wilson or Sawyer raging toward us. Even though I couldn’t do anything, I raced toward Erez to try to help. 
 
    Dallas gripped Erez by the front of his coat, lifting him some from the ground and slamming him down hard. In a hovered vicious manner, he revved back his right arm to strike and then he froze. His back arched, and I could see every vein in his strained reddened face and neck. As if fighting the strongest inner demon, Dallas screamed once, long and hard before crying out emotionally. “Kill me. Someone please kill me now!” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    The shot came from the right and landed at the side of Dallas’ head. The impact of the bullet jolted him from Erez and he fell to the ground. 
 
    The gunshot not only stopped Dallas, it stopped Wilson and Sawyer’s commotion in the van. 
 
    There was silence. 
 
    After a second, I flew over to Erez. “Are you okay?” My hands searched him for injuries. 
 
    “I’m okay. I think. I don’t think I’m hurt.” 
 
    “What was that!” Paul shouted. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    It was at that second, I realized Paul didn’t fire the shot. Slowly I glance to Mark who stood there, still extending the gun. 
 
    “Mark?” I called to him softly. 
 
    “I’m supposed to save lives not take them.” 
 
    “Trust me, Doc.” Paul made his way to him. “You did all that you could.” He placed his hand over Mark’s lowering the weapon, and then he gently took it from his hand. “I thought you said you couldn’t shoot.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Paul tilted his head with a shrug of his shoulders, and placed the weapon in the back waist of his pants. I didn’t even know Mark had the gun. I thought Paul was keeping it. 
 
    “We should get going,” Paul said. “If we want to make Akron before dark.” 
 
    For a moment, the behavior of my son and Wilson escaped me until I took a step to return to the van. 
 
    I was scared. They seemed calm and weren’t trying to break out, or they weren’t going insane inside, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t change at any given moment. The threat of it occurring while we were driving was a frightening prospect. We could do one of two things, leave them behind, or take a chance in the van driving to Akron. 
 
    There really wasn’t a choice. 
 
    I hated to admit it, but I was not only scared to get back in the van, I was scared of my son.  
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dallas said even in the height of his derangement, he knew. He knew what he was doing. Whether it was the medication or not, an inkling of human being remained and was strong enough in his mind that he cried out for help before he hurt anyone else. 
 
    Did that realization hit my son and Wilson? 
 
    Or did they only fail to attack because unlike Dallas, they were unable to break through their restraints. 
 
    The rest of the drive to Akron was quiet. I was numb, not knowing what to think or how to feel. Like children who were caught doing something wrong, Wilson and Sawyer had a look of regret and my son even rested his head against my shoulder. 
 
    It was torment. 
 
    Was Sawyer still the son I knew or was he gone, buried beneath whatever happened to his brain? 
 
    I wanted my young innocent child back again, I wanted to believe and see that innocence, but any shot of that went out the window the second he ripped apart Pip’s gut. 
 
    Pip was just easy prey. 
 
    Mark was still in shell shock mode. Movies made it look easy. Books talk about it like it would be a natural thing. Hey, it’s the apocalypse, everyone takes a life. It’s easy. It’s a need. 
 
    It was not that way, at least not for Mark. 
 
    He was genuinely traumatized over it. He kept wringing his hands and shaking his leg. 
 
    I felt the van slow down and then stop.  
 
    I noticed the Akron sign on the highway not long before, I knew we were close, but it didn’t seem like we were in the downtown area. 
 
    “Are we okay?” I asked. “Is the road blocked?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Paul said. “I just … should we sedate them?” 
 
    Sawyer’s head lifted from my shoulder as he took interest in what Paul was saying. 
 
    “Why should we do that?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Arnie said there were Ragers in the area. I just don’t want to take a chance there’s some sort of connection, or kinship, and have those two start freaking out.” 
 
    “They only freaked when you killed the one,” Mark replied. “Just don’t kill any Ragers.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Paul mumbled. 
 
    “They’re restrained,” Mark said. 
 
    Paul chuckled a laugh. “Yeah, so was Dallas.” 
 
    “Dallas was wearing shapewear,” Mark argued. “He wasn’t tied, straightjacket style with a shirt.” 
 
    Paul nodded. “And you felt the fabric of shapewear. If he got out of that, if he was strong enough to rip that, the shirts are nothing.” 
 
    “It ripped at the seams,” Mark said. 
 
    He was right. It did. I saw the shapewear. It broke apart at the seams. Still, knowing how strong it was, I knew it took an incredible amount of strength to do that. 
 
    “If you think we’re fine …” Paul said. 
 
    “We’re fine. I just want to get there.” Mark looked out the window. 
 
    I wished I had words for him. Something I could say to make it better, but I don’t think there were such words. 
 
    Following the directions Arnie gave us, we arrived east of downtown. We were looking for a newer building, something impressive. After all, it had a name. Instead, the Dunklin building looked as if it had been built in the forties or fifties. A cream color, concreate building, eight stories, with big bank style windows out front. 
 
    It was on the cusp of night fall, and when I saw the first Rager, I watched my son’s reaction. 
 
    He fussed some, but stayed close to me, finding comfort on my shoulder. 
 
    “There’s the entrance,” Paul announced and turned the van. He picked up the radio and called out. “Arnie, this is Red Line. We’re headed in.”  
 
    We pulled down a ramp into a garage under the building. 
 
    I peered out the back window and sure enough Ragers made an attempt to follow us. There were maybe a dozen, they ran, but Paul picked up the pace to the next ramp and we arrived two stories below before they were able to catch up. 
 
    As instructed, Paul drove straight across the lot to the far end where there was a set of double metal doors. 
 
    It looked like some kind of storage or a loading dock. No sooner did we pull up, parking the side of the van to the doors, then one side opened. 
 
    A middle aged man in a white, button-down shirt stood in the doorway.  
 
    Mark opened the side door of the van. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” he said. “Hurry. Grab what you need and move.” 
 
    I recognized the voice, it was Arnie. 
 
    We didn’t need to take our food or other supplies, or so I thought, and I just grabbed my bag along with my son’s arm as we stepped out of the van. 
 
    I expected Arnie to say, “No Ragers. Leave him.” But instead, he stepped from my way to allow us in as he beckoned the others to hurry. 
 
    Inside was a small hall, very short with another door directly in front. I scooted inward. 
 
    Paul was the last one in, then Arnie shut and locked the door. He peered up to what looked like a camera and gave a wave, one more of acknowledgement. Then he took a wild guess and faced Paul. “You must be the guy I was talking to. You look like you match the voice.” 
 
    “I am,” Paul said. “I’m Paul.” 
 
    “We can introduce ourselves below. Come on.” Arnie shuffled by us to the door and opened in. “Another flight down.” 
 
    “We’re going further below?” Erez asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes, it’s better that way,” Arnie said. “I’ll explain.” 
 
    He led us down two flights of stairs to another door, he opened the door and held it for us. 
 
    It was bright inside, a long hall with lights lining it. 
 
    “What is this place?” Mark asked. 
 
    “One of the original bomb shelters from the cold war era,” Arnie said. “One of the reasons I bought this building. That and the great apartment rental opportunity.” He closed the last door. “Bet you didn’t know that Akron is not only home to Devo, but the pioneer in fallout shelters.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” I said. 
 
    “What’s Devo?” Erez asked, honestly. 
 
    This bred a chuckle from Arnie. “Which one of you is the doctor?” he asked. 
 
    Mark lifted his hand. 
 
    “I am looking forward to talking to you,” Arnie said. “I take it the two who are bound up, they’re the ones you medicated?” 
 
    “They are,” Mark replied. 
 
    We didn’t know much about Arnie, the thing that brought us to him was a voice on the radio. To be honest we were looking for anything, literally grasping. We were a group of people with really no place to go. No final destination. No plan. Just to keep moving. To find family. Arnie was on that list of stops. Upon meeting him, he seemed like a nice man. I had him pegged as some sort of scientist. Probably had been for a while. An older man, still wearing his work dress shirt. He led us down the hall and showed us where to stow our gear. It was a larger room midway down that hall with three sets of bunk beds. He wanted to talk to us in what he called the main room. 
 
    “How many people are here?” asked Paul. 
 
    “Me and my wife. That’s it,” Arnie answered. “You folks are welcome to stay as long as you like. Right now we have plenty.” 
 
    “Do you mind leaving the patients in this room,” Arnie asked nicely. “I would rather not take a chance.” 
 
    We didn’t see a problem with it. Sawyer and Wilson were ours to deal with. Not Arnie.  
 
    I hated the thought of leaving Sawyer alone. Even though he wasn’t, Wilson was there, I felt I had to be there, too. Sawyer‘s mood had dipped even further down. He had this far off gaze to his eyes, a dazed look. I left him in the room and I promised him I would be right back in. 
 
    He nodded and took a seat on the floor. 
 
    The common room with its long metal table and old fashioned green chairs looked like it could’ve been a meeting room from some sort of nineteen fifties sci fi movie, with the exception of the two computers and tiny old black and white TV monitors on the back counter. Arnie had said that he owned the building. I asked him, “Are you a prepper? Is that why you bought the building with the bomb shelter? “ 
 
     “The bomb shelter was the selling point,” he replied. “Not because I’m a prepper. More so nostalgic. In fact, I’m probably one of the most grounded and logical people you would ever meet. Or at least I was.” 
 
    “So, you and your wife have been here since this started?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Actually,” Arnie answered. “Two weeks.” 
 
    We all responded, shocked with a, “Two weeks?” 
 
    Arnie nodded. 
 
    “How?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Because I watched this coming a long time ago,” Arnie said. “And I am as right as I was the last time, this is going to get a lot worse.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 30 – MUFFLED 
 
      
 
    After his bombshell, I figured Arnie was a scientist or a fiction writer, because he left us hanging. He told us he saw it coming, then looked at his watch, excused himself to wake his wife. I knew someone else was there, the way he waved to the camera, but she oddly went right back to sleep when she saw he was fine. He got up and left. 
 
    He did explain that his wife preferred to be awake at the height of the signal each night. 
 
    Signal. 
 
    He called it ‘a signal’, not noise, and yet, another thing we had to wait to hear about. 
 
    I suppose that wasn’t a bad thing for me. Waiting passed the time. 
 
    Erez was tired and refused to sleep until he heard. 
 
    While waiting, I went back to talk to Sawyer. 
 
    He sat on the floor, back against the metal bunk bed and seemed sort of shocked when I walked in. 
 
    I don’t know why I was suspicious of his reaction, but I was. I immediately looked at Wilson who was sound asleep. 
 
    Sawyer appeared as if he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. Despite us lying to him, my son was smart. He didn’t buy it. At least, I didn’t think he did. 
 
    He was the one person I had left. The only person I had in the whole godforsaken world, and he was suffering. As a mother I wanted to take it all away. I wanted to make it better, but there was no way I could. Nothing I could do or say would make it go away. He was too young to be dealing with this. Three weeks shy of his thirteenth birthday, Sawyer was dealing with grownup agony before he had a chance to experience teenage angst and acne. 
 
    He wasn’t a baby, he wasn’t a child, and he was mature enough that I was certain his mind, when clear, was processing it all. My hope was that maybe out there, someone knew how to make the treatment permanent. 
 
    According to Mark and the brain scans, the medication wouldn’t make him well, it just slowed down the degenerative process of the seizures. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, sitting on the floor by him. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Sawyer shook his head. 
 
    “Do you wanna talk?” 
 
    Slowly, Sawyer raised his head. “That guy. The one we picked up. The one that was shot.” 
 
    “Dallas.” 
 
    “Him. Yeah,” Sawyer spoke slow and sadly. “He remembered, Mom. He … remembered everything he did.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “He killed his wife and baby.” 
 
    “Sawyer …” 
 
    “If this thing made him kill people he loved, then it can make you kill people you don’t even know.” 
 
    “This is a medical thing, honey, like a disease. A sickness.” 
 
    “My memories. They don’t feel like dreams. They don’t feel like my mind is playing tricks on me.” 
 
    “Sawyer, we told you …” 
 
    “I know what I did. I know I did it. Why did you and Paul say I didn’t?” 
 
    I hesitated before answering. “We wanted to spare you this pain.” 
 
    “It’s there. It’s not going away. I have headaches. My head hurts so bad all the time. The thoughts …” he banged his head off the edge of the bed. “Won’t go away. I don’t want to feel like this.” 
 
    “I know you don’t. I can talk to Mark …” 
 
    “And make me sleep. I dream. I dream of killing.” 
 
    “Sawyer, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Why did you save me?” he asked. 
 
    “I love you. You’re my son.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not your son anymore.” 
 
    “Sawyer …” 
 
    “Sawyer’s dead.” 
 
    “Don’t say that.” 
 
    “Sawyer’s dead!” He screamed, then calmed down. He rested his head against the bed and started to cry. 
 
    I reached out to him. 
 
    “Can I be alone?” 
 
    I withdrew my hand, curling it into a fist. “I’ll leave you be. I’ll be back though, okay. After we finish talking, I’ll be back.” 
 
    He wouldn’t even look at me. He just nodded. 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed him on the head, leaving my lips there.  “I love you,” I whispered before I stood. 
 
    Sawyer didn’t respond.  
 
    I backed away and walked to the door. “I’ll be back,” I told him, then stepped into the hall. 
 
    Mark was standing there and I jumped.  
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes and no. It’s Sawyer. He’s ... he’s sick, in pain and in this depression. I’m at a loss.” 
 
    “The headaches will be there,” Mark said. “And the depression. Whether or not we told him it was true, as a good person he is remembering a really bad thing he did. Unfortunately, it’s a burden of guilt he is going to carry until he can push through and realize, it wasn’t his fault.” 
 
    “He’s not going to live long enough to push through it, is he?” 
 
    “I won’t make a call on that. Each day we learn more, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Arnie’s back. Let’s go talk to him,” Mark said. “He has something he wants to show us.” 
 
    I followed Mark back to the common room, and truly hoped Arnie had good news, something optimistic. I really needed something positive at that moment. 
 
      
 
    He called her Clares, but she introduced herself as Clarissa. She wasn’t what I expected as Arnie’s wife. Not that I knew Arnie, but I thought it would be someone more his age. Instead, she was young, maybe early thirties. She came across as a gentle person, but she also came across as ill. 
 
    She was frail. Her cheeks slightly sunk in, her eyes dark, her skin looked way too big and she sat at the table holding a mug. Whatever was going on with her, happened long before the noise began. 
 
    “Apparently all of you know about the signal,” Arnie said. “Or noise, you’re wearing earplugs, which is good. You don’t need them down here. But if you want to feel more confident, just put them in between two and five in the morning.” 
 
    “So, you figured out a time frame?” Paul asked. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m here, right?” he replied. “No, the signal is consistent. It cycles through every twenty-four hours. On the dot, exactly.” 
 
    Mark asked before I could. “Is that why you call it a signal instead of noise?” 
 
    Arnie laughed a little. “Well, noise is general. This is a signal. It’s buried beneath a noise. Some hear the noise, some don’t. But it’s there, it’s always there. “ 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Clares said. “I always said signal is a bad word choice. I mean, it’s not signaling anything, it’s aiming. I always called it a pulse that operated on a higher frequency using sound to mask it. You have two different things going on here, we always said that. It’s a pulse, especially now.” 
 
    “Yeah, but,” Arnie waved his finger. “That depends. Is it a freak occurrence or deliberate? If it’s deliberate, then it’s a signal.” 
 
    Clares shook her head. “We know it’s not a natural phenomenon, it’s too regular. It’s deliberate, the question is, what or who is doing it?” 
 
    “Okay, hold on,” I said. “You two have obviously been discussing this. All we know is that some noise caused this. Something from the sky. The noise has been around a while. A decade at least. I did some research.” 
 
    Arnie nodded. “Yes, it has been. I learned about the …” He used air quotes. “Strange noises around the globe, after I found the signal or saw it.” 
 
    I looked at him curiously. 
 
    Arnie clarified. “I didn’t hear it when I found it. I saw it.” 
 
    “What scientific field are you in?” I asked. 
 
    Arnie shook his head. “None. I’m not the scientist, Clares is. She’s a physicist.” 
 
    “Was,” she corrected. “I had to take time off. I was sick. But I helped Arnie from home.” 
 
    “I’m a sound guy,” Arnie said. “Sound engineer if you want to be fancy, when I was young I ran sound for bands, then I moved to sound editing. Cleveland has a big filmmaking community, there’s work there. Steady, too. About a year ago, I was working on a film. We were doing a night shoot and I hung back after we wrapped to get ambience, tone. Just recording sounds of the night. I was going through the clips when I noticed it.” He pulled a lap top forward. “Running sound for bands took the edge off my hearing. So I use spectral analysis to look for noises in the track that maybe I didn’t hear. To give you an idea … watch this “He pulled up a sample.  
 
    The computer screen showed a sound wave, but nothing like a jagged heartrate looking thing, more like valley’s and peaks in different tones of brown and yellow. 
 
    
“The top is high frequency,” Arnie explained. “Humans can only hear at max, twenty thousand hertz. As we get older we hear even less. See this yellow line that is at the bottom?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “That’s a low noise. It’s consistent. It’s a fan. I heard it, hard to get rid of. But you can see it.” He switched the files and the screen showed a new sound file. That one had less valleys and curves. “This is the file I recorded the night I found it.” He pointed to the screen and to the thin horizontal red line that ran consistently through the file. “This is a noise. Only I couldn’t hear it. I isolated it, nothing. I played it for many people. All ages. No one heard it. Then I thought maybe it was my equipment. So I went back, same spot, same time, with different audio equipment. It’s a Friday night, busy with more street noise. I used a different software and still the red line was there.” 
 
    “He became obsessed,” Clares said. “He started recording different times, different days and areas.” 
 
    “Different times of days,” Arnie said. “The color was different, it was lower frequency, unheard, but there in the same line. However, it was always red at night.” 
 
    “Unless it was pre-dawn,” Clares added. “Then the thin, red line widened for about an hour, and then went thin again before changing colors.” 
 
    “I pinpointed the changing time.” Arnie said. “Four a.m. our time.” He looked down at his watch. “Which will be happening soon, so you’ll see for yourself.” 
 
    “Did you research it?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Arnie replied. “That’s how I learned about the strange sky noises. For shits and giggles I downloaded the videos I found on the net, extracted the audio and ran it. Sure as shit, the red line was there. The noise created a yellow, jagged, mountain looking range, but the red line went through it. There’s something else buried in that sound.” 
 
    “Still,” Paul said. “What made you go below?” 
 
    “I watched it,” Arnie said. “For a year. That thin red line started to grow wider. It went from pencil thin, to an eighth of an inch, to an inch. Even not hearing it, it grew. It was building to something. Then daily it grew wider and wider, same time every night. Morning time it would be thin and yellow, then bam, wide and red for an hour. It got to a certain point where I knew it was leading to something. I was always a realist, offering the logical explanation. On this, I couldn’t. I mean it went from slowly growing, to suddenly getting bigger daily. I wasn’t the only one who saw this or knew about it.” 
 
    “Who else?” I asked. 
 
    “Others across the globe,” Arnie said. “We had a group on social media. We all saw it. When the fella said he couldn’t pick up the red line if he was twenty feet below the surface, I thought of this place. And I moved us here to be closer in case we needed to get below. I set up recording equipment on the roof. Each night I would monitor it from down here. The night it all went to shit.” He switched the screen again. “This is what it looked like.” 
 
    I didn’t know anything about sound waves or spectral analysis, but when I saw the screen shot, it was self-explanatory. The red line was lighter, but it encompassed the entire wave from top to bottom.” 
 
    Mark looked at Arnie then Clares. “It’s a good thing you both were down here.” 
 
    “I was,” Arnie said. “She wasn’t. She was in the second floor apartment and the reason I knew it affected the brain.” 
 
    “I’m confirmation of it,” she said. “There’s a pulse in that wave that does something to the brain. Damages it.” 
 
    “Fixes it, too.” Arnie added. 
 
    Mark held up his hand. “Were you wearing headphones?” he asked Clares.  
 
    “No,” she said. “Not at all.” 
 
    “My wife was on hospice,” Arnie explained. “End stage cancer. Multiple brain tumors. She had been sick awhile, the tumors grew. Chemo does nothing for the brain so we accepted her fate. I watched her whittle away. Physically and mentally. She went from lucid and intelligent to hallucinating, she lost her ability to speak and walk.” 
 
    “I recall never understanding,” Clares said. “He would speak to me. Hold my hand. I didn’t know him or understand a word he said.” 
 
    “Shortly after I moved us into the apartment,” Arnie said. “She slipped into a coma. It was an ‘any day’ situation. She was not responding. I felt bad. I moved her from our home to a two bedroom apartment.” 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Clares said. “I just knew I feared him and trusted Edith.” 
 
    “Edith was our live in, hospice nurse,” Arnie said. “Anyhow, the night it happened, the night it went big, I watched it occur on the computer. Edith was upstairs in the apartment, playing on her phone with earbuds, like she always did. When the signal died down, I rushed upstairs to tell her. Even though I knew she wouldn’t hear me. Edith was in the living room. The second she saw me she went after me. She was out of control. It took everything I had to fight her off. I shoved her, she hit her head and was unconscious. I raced to the back bedroom to find Clares and there she was. Wide awake. My Clares was back.” 
 
    “Well, not completely,” Clares said. “My muscles had been atrophic for a few days and I couldn’t walk. Arnie had to carry me.” 
 
    “We came right down here. We didn’t run into any of the crazies in the building,” Arnie said. “I didn’t really see them until I went into the coffee shop of the building and saw them on the surveillance. So I took their system and brought the monitors down here. It has a good street view. We can see what’s happening.” 
 
    “This is …” Mark stuttered. “This is astonishing. I would love to do a scan of your brain if we can to see what happened.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what happened,” Paul said. “That signal, that pulse, whatever it is that attacks the brain, attacked her tumors.” 
 
    “I didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to put two and two together,” Arnie said. “I was below, I couldn’t hear it. Edith had headphones, she partially heard it. It was an audible attack. That’s when I started reaching out on the radio. Telling people what I thought. What I didn’t expect was for people as far as three thousand miles away to reply. Whatever the signal or ... pulse is, at certain times of the day, it carries radio waves like a massive tower.” 
 
    I looked up to the ceiling as if it were the sky. “That means it definitely comes from the sky. Like radio waves from the sun are causing this.” 
 
    Paul gave a nudge to my arm. “Now that is a reasonable guess. Good job. Glad to hear you didn’t say monster.” 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha,” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    Finally, Erez spoke up. “Do you know?” he asked Arnie. “Do you know what’s causing it?” 
 
    “Not a monster,” Arnie said. “But we have been going back and forth. Me, Clares and the people on the radio. Something up there is causing this. It’s not natural, I believe that. The signal is too steady, too predictable. And it’s building. It’s building to something else. Something bigger. Fast, too.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Paul asked. 
 
    “The first night it was all red. The second night … it pulsed.” 
 
    “Hence the name,” Clares said. “And last night, the pulses increased.” 
 
    “I’ll show you.” Arnie clicked on the computer. “This is last night. Watch the red.” 
 
    I did. The red line widened and it grew deep then light every second. It literally pulsed. He played the sound, the metallic sound, I could see the sound and its prickly wave within the wide red band. 
 
    “I’m curious,” Paul said. “Why can we listen to a recording and not be affected?” 
 
    Mark answered. “Because it’s more than a sound, it’s a frequency, it’s a vibration that is hitting the brain.” 
 
    “Exactly. That …” Arnie said. “Is the red. The sound you hear are these gold and blue mountains you see. The vibration is the red band. We’re below it. We are under it. Safe.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Erez scratched his head. 
 
    “Yep,” Arnie nodded. “Something is causing it. A few tossed out Sky Quakes. The vibration of the sky quakes are hitting the brain. But it’s too regular. It’s synthetic. It’s made.” 
 
    “Any theories?” Paul asked. “You said you were talking with others.” 
 
    Arnie nodded. “Whatever it is, it's so regular it hits at the same intervals, so it’s locked in with the earth’s rotation. The internet is still up and running, so I started looking at the space station footage. Did you realize that it randomly shuts down the cameras every day at the same time? The same time, every day, the camera has a technical malfunction, software update, something. As if the camera on the space station is picking up what it doesn’t want us to see.” 
 
    “We have theories,” Clares said. “Two decades ago, President Reagan was ridiculed for wanting to build an anti-missile defense system in space. Just above the troposphere. Some say the project was done anyhow. Completed. I mean, what are they working on at the space station? They are always sending crews up. What if they completed it and it is malfunctioning? Instead of the defense beams against missiles it’s sending deadly signals. Same time every day.” 
 
    “A defense system,” Arnie said. “Inadvertently turns into the ultimate weapon of mass destruction.” 
 
    “Okay,” Paul said with hesitancy. “That’s one. What’s the other? You said you have two theories.” 
 
    After a beat, Arnie replied. “Aliens. They’re cleaning out to terraform the planet for themselves.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and Paul just laughed. “I’m sorry. Aliens? Andi, this is right up your alley.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “You make fun,” Arnie said. “Do you have another idea what it is?” 
 
    Erez replied. “I definitely think it’s a weapon. But I think it went too far. Like it was supposed to only target the US, but it hit everywhere.” 
 
    As if I were the one who said, ‘aliens’, Paul nudged me. “Now see, that makes sense. More sense than aliens.” 
 
    I held back from saying anything about that and slowly stood. “You guys can discuss theories. To me, I’d like to know what’s happening, but does it matter? It happens. Right now, I want to focus on my son and how we can help him be normal again.” 
 
    “I believe it’s possible,” said Clares. “Anything is. Look at me. Have faith.” 
 
    I nodded and thanked her, then excused myself to return to Sawyer. I had been gone long enough. 
 
    Arms folded tight to my body, I walked slowly down the hall back to the room where I had left Sawyer and Wilson. It was quiet and I expected my son to be sleeping. I wasn’t expecting when I opened the door for my son to be gone. 
 
    The blue men’s shirt we placed on him backwards as a restraint was on the floor by the metal bunk bed. 
 
    It was torn and a piece of the fabric was still stuck to the frame of the bed right where he was sitting. 
 
    The entire time he was there, he must have been working on the sleeves to free himself. 
 
    I lifted the shirt, spun around and looked at Wilson. “Where is he?”  
 
    “I don’t know. He just ran out.” 
 
    Panicked and holding that shirt, I yelled out, “Sawyer!” as I bolted from the room. “Sawyer!” 
 
    I didn’t know where to look. I didn’t see him walk by the common room. Immediately I feared, not only for my son, but for anyone else. What if he reverted, was loose and dangerous. 
 
    “Sawyer.” 
 
    Paul, Mark and Erez raced into the hall. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mark asked. 
 
    I showed him the shirt. “He’s gone. He got free. He’s somewhere.” 
 
    “He couldn’t have gone too far,” Paul said. “It’s a bomb shelter.” 
 
    “We need to start looking, now,” Mark said. “I’ll get my bag, just in case I need to sedate him.” 
 
    “Where?” Erez asked. “Is there more than this all?” 
 
    “Guys,” Arnie called us from the door of the common room. “Come here. Look at this.” 
 
    I rushed into the common room and Arnie stood at the back table. 
 
    “Look.” Arnie pointed to the two black and white TV monitors. “He’s topside.” 
 
    My heart screamed out a huge, “What?” I wouldn’t have believed it if I didn’t see Sawyer standing in the middle of the street. Not moving, just standing without a direction to go. 
 
    “How the hell did he get up there so fast?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Not fast,” Arnie replied and with a click of his keyboard, the other monitor showed him running through the parking garage. “He’s been gone about seven minutes.” 
 
    “Shit.” I turned quickly and raced from the room. 
 
    “Andi!” Paul shouted. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Going after him. Those … things are up there. I have to get my son.” I raced for the inner door of the shelter. Just as I reached to open it, Paul stopped me.  
 
    “Those things will get you. Not him. You can’t run out there.” 
 
    “It’s my son!” 
 
    “I know!” His tone matched mine. “Give me a second. I’ll go with you.” He turned and ran down the hall. 
 
    “We’ll go too,” Mark said in reference to him and Erez. 
 
    “No, stay put. Stay safe. Just follow us to the doors and lock them behind us.” He dashed into the room where we had placed our things and came out with the bat under his arm while he put the gun in the waist of his pants. He moved quickly to me and grabbed the door. “We’ll take the van up top. Okay?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded rapidly. 
 
    Paul opened the door, he and I slipped through. With Mark behind us waiting, Paul undid the lock on the next, opened it slightly, peeking out. “There’s two about twenty feet from the van. Run your ass off.” 
 
    All I could do is mutter, “Okay.” 
 
    “Be safe,” Mark told us. 
 
    The second the door was open enough, I ran out. The van was only a few feet away and I knew I’d easily make it. 
 
    But it was close. 
 
    I flung open the passenger side and got in, just as a Rager slammed into the side of the van. 
 
    Paul had gotten in about the same time as me and had the van started before his door was even closed. 
 
    I didn’t see the shelter door close, I only assumed Mark had locked it. 
 
    There was zero hesitation on Paul’s part. He tossed the van in gear and hit the gas, creating a squealing sound as the tires ripped against the concrete. 
 
    We drove quickly through the garage up to the next level, but as we hit the ramp that led to the street, I heard it starting. The noise. 
 
    Paul heard it too. “Check your plugs, Andi.” 
 
    I brought my hands to my ears to make sure my ear plugs were in tight. 
 
    We flew out of the garage, bouncing over the speed bump, the roof of the van hit the opening edge of the garage with a bang, it jolted the van, but Paul kept going, cutting the wheel to go around the front of the building where we had seen Sawyer. 
 
    The dozen or so Ragers on the street began to convulse with the effect of the noise. Just like the ones at the fire hall. 
 
    Sawyer stood alone in the street, unaffected. 
 
    I sighed out in relief that he was wearing his ear plugs. 
 
    His arms were extended slightly from his torso and he turned left to right watching those around him as they fell to the ground. 
 
    Paul stopped the van a few feet from Sawyer. 
 
    My son turned to look, he seemed surprised that we were there. 
 
    “Sawyer!” I screamed as I bolted from the van. 
 
    I wasn’t thinking about danger, about problems, I was focusing on my son. 
 
    Sawyer shook his head at me. “Mom, go back.” 
 
    “Sawyer, get in the van.” I ran to him. But he backed away from me. 
 
    “I can’t,” he said. 
 
    “Sawyer, honey …” 
 
    “Mom, I’m not the same.” 
 
    “We’ll make it better,” I said. “Paul, can you get him?” 
 
    “No!” Sawyer yelled, then brought his voice down. “No. Mom. I can’t.” His head was down and his shoulders bounced as he wept. “I can’t.” 
 
    I extended my hand to him, slowly stepping his way. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    “No,” he whimpered and lifted his head. “I can’t. I can’t. I’m sorry, Mom. I love you. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I saw it coming. 
 
    My heart was beating so fast and my adrenaline pumped a million miles an hour, everything around me moved in slow motion. 
 
    The Ragers convulsing and dropping. 
 
    My son … lifting his arms. 
 
    I was there, right there. No more than a foot from him. My arm extended to grab him and my fingertips grazed against his chest as his hands moved to his ears and he pulled out the plugs. 
 
    “No!” I cried out, lunging for my son. My arms grabbed for him, clutching him, but it was too late. 
 
    It happened too fast. 
 
    It hit him. 
 
    The weight of his body and the force of his convulsions sent us both down to the ground. 
 
    What was happening to my son was violent, it was painful. I could see that on his face. My son, my baby boy, locked eyes with me as he lay dying in my arms. 
 
    There was nothing I could do. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    With everything I had and was, I just held him. I held my son in my arms as he gasped his last breath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 31 – MOMENTS 
 
      
 
    I didn’t recognize the sound of my own voice. For the first thirty seconds, clutching my son, I was utterly confused over the sound that filled my head. Then I realized it was my own agonizing screams. 
 
    His wide eyes no longer looked at me, they stared blankly forward without any life. The second he passed away in my arms, it was a like a cannon shot through my body, hollowing me out instantly. The sharp ends of my empty soul scorched with a pain I never knew existed. 
 
    That was it for me. I was done. There was absolutely no reason to get off that street, to leave Akron, to even live. 
 
    Everything I had and loved was no longer on this earth. 
 
    I suppose it would have been easier to just pull out my ear plugs. As I thought about doing that, I also thought, what if it doesn’t work? What if instead I turn into a Rager? 
 
    The strangest thought in my immediate grief. 
 
    I didn’t want to lose my son, and I didn’t want to walk the earth without him. 
 
    There was no reason. 
 
    My boy, my sweet boy. 
 
    I couldn’t stop screaming. I just couldn’t. 
 
    Then Paul stepped in front of me. As he crouched down, I saw it, the gun in his waist. Before he even knew it, I grabbed hold of it, put it to my head and without hesitation, wanting it over, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    It wasn’t that the safety was on, Paul hadn’t chambered a round. 
 
    I growled in frustration at my inability to die, lowered the gun and before I had a chance to rack the chamber, Paul grabbed it from my hand. 
 
    “No!” I cried out. “Give it back. Please give it back.” 
 
    He could have been full of scolding words, trying to talk reason to me. Instead, he lifted Sawyer from my arms. Before I could protest or scream out, asking what he was doing, he carried Sawyer to the van. 
 
    To say I was sobbing would be such an understatement. I was beyond hysterics, unable to breath, move or think rationally. 
 
    After placing Sawyer in the van, he returned to me, held out his hand until I took it. 
 
    I used him as leverage to stand and wearily made my way back inside the vehicle. 
 
    Still, he said nothing, he just returned both me and my son to the shelter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    It was so quiet. No one said a word to me when we returned, no one. And I was okay with that. I didn’t want to speak to anyone, nor did I think I wanted to hear condolences. It was too soon to hear anything comforting. 
 
    About the only thing I wanted to hear was, “Wow, if it were me, I’d want to die, too.” 
 
    Arnie opened a back sleeping room for me. Paul carried Sawyer in there placing him on the bed. I sat on the bed, Sawyer’s head on my lap. Clares brought me a pan of warm water and a cloth, and I cleaned the blood from my son’s nose and eyes. 
 
    The only word spoken the rest of the night were for me to take whatever time I needed with Sawyer. 
 
    I did. 
 
    I held him all night, well into the morning. Not once closing or resting my eyes, I didn’t want to sleep, because I didn’t want to take my eyes off of him. 
 
    I wanted every last moment with him, because this was it, after he left my arms, I would never see his face again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 32 – HOLD ON 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that I was ready … I would never be ready. But I knew it was time to let go of my son. Just before the twenty-four hour point, Mark came in to talk to me. He came not only as a friend, but as a professional. 
 
    “You haven’t eaten, you haven’t had anything to drink,” he said. “Hell, I don’t even know if you left to go to the bathroom. All of this is understandable. Those things aren’t the main reason I’m here. I hate to say it, Andi, but we have to take him now.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We can put him in the van, take him from the city and bury him or ... or there is a funeral home a couple blocks from here. We could … we could cremate him.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes to him. 
 
    “Arnie knows how to start the furnace …” 
 
    He said those words and I closed my eyes. 
 
    “That to me is what, in my opinion, I think you should do. I say this because it’s your child. Instead of burying him, you could take the ashes with you. It sounds harsh, I know.” 
 
    “No. No. It’s reality.” 
 
    “Are we ready to do this?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll never be ready. But, yes,” I whimpered. 
 
    They offered to take him for me or I could go with them. I felt horrible about it, but I stayed behind. It was too hard, I wouldn’t be able to watch him go into the furnace. Watch my child go from flesh and bones to dust. I couldn’t do that, nor could I watch them put him in the ground. 
 
    I kissed my son for the final time and told him that I loved him. The second they took him and walked out the door, my gut twisted and turned in a painful cramp. Arms wrapped tight around my own waist I slid to the floor of that room, and there I stayed. 
 
    For the hours that Paul, Arnie and Mark were gone, I didn’t move. I sat on the floor, unable to do anything other than cry then stare. 
 
    When they returned I knew it was already daylight and they were out during the noise. 
 
    Paul was the one that came to the room with me when they returned. He placed a shiny, cherry wood box on the floor next to me and then he sat on the floor as well. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he spoke to me for the first time since Sawyer died. 
 
    “I know. Thank you for this.” I sniffled, lifting the box. 
 
    “You probably don’t want to hear this, but, Arnie you know, said whatever is happening is building to something.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “He thinks it’s gonna be soon. He doesn’t know what it will be or what will happen. The signaling is widening. That red strip, pretty much took up the entire screen.” 
 
    “Does he even know what it's building to? Any guesses?” 
 
    “It’s up there.” Paul said, pointing to the ceiling. “Whatever it is, it’s happening in the sky. Wilson …” Paul chuckled airily. “He said we’re all Chicken Little and the sky is falling.” 
 
    That made me smile sadly. 
 
    “I don’t know that it’s falling. It’s doing something. All as if it is part of an event. We … we need to get moving. We need to go south. Erez wants to be with his uncle.” 
 
    “When do you want to go?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, first thing.” 
 
    “You don’t want to go today?” I asked. 
 
    Paul shook his head. “No, no. We’re gonna take one more day and rest. It’s only a few hours’ drive from here. You rest. You need it.” He paused. “You are going with us, right?” 
 
    I looked down to the box. “Yeah, I am.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Andi, there’s something else I’d like to talk to you about. I need to talk to you about what happened last night. Between you, me and that gun.” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that.” 
 
    “I get it. I do. I need to talk about it. Was it the moment or do you still want to die?” 
 
    My lips puckered and I looked at him. “I wanted to die at that moment. And I still do.” 
 
    “It’s the pain. It’s the grief.  If you are with us, I will not let you do this, Andi. Not on my watch.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I have nothing left. I don’t want to live in a world like this.” 
 
    “I have nothing left either, and I don’t want to live in this world. But I will. Nothing I say to you at this moment will make a difference—” 
 
    “Then don’t,” I cut him off. “Save the grief counseling for another time.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. There may not be another time. It’s a different world now,” he said. “Sweetheart, there is nothing that me, Erez or Mark can say to make you not want to die. Hell, you have every fucking reason to want to die. I don’t blame you. But I want to give you a reason to live.” 
 
    “What would that be?” 
 
    “Us. Yeah …” Paul nodded. “We’re all strangers. Strangers bound by a tragedy six months ago when we struck Marcy. Don’t you think it’s ironic? I mean, the ones that were on that train that day are the ones, here, still standing through this. You are all I have. You, Mark, Erez and even fucking Wilson. We started this together and we need each other to get through this. Each one of us is one more life on this earth. And this world right now needs every life it can get.” 
 
    “How? How do we do this?” 
 
    “We figure it out.” He placed his hand over mine and his demeanor changed slightly. “Oh.” He leaned back to slip his hand into the front pocket of his jeans. “I hope it didn’t knot. I’m terrible at getting out knots.” He pulled out what looked like a folded paper towel and placed it on his lap, unfolding it. “When my pap died, the funeral home gave one of these to my grandmother. Hers was a heart. Married, you know, like fifty-three years. He was as much a part of her as any vital organ.” He lifted a thick, silver chain necklace, dangling on it was a two inch tube, encircled by silver twine. “They didn’t have a heart.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful and odd.” 
 
    “Yeah, I had to pick one from the case. Wear this.” He extended it over my head and the pendant the end hit against my chest. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Sawyer.”  
 
    My eyes watered again and I clutched that pendant with a gasp, 
 
    “Not that you won’t anyhow, but you now always have him with you. When you miss him, need to speak to him, touch him, you hold that.” 
 
    Immediately, I reached out to him and threw my arms around him, he returned the embrace, holding me tightly in his arms. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. The words ‘thank you’ were stuck in my swollen throat. 
 
    It was the first time since the entire thing started, the whole thing, that I emotionally touched another human being other than my son. That hug, that holding me, felt so good. I needed it. Along with that amazing, thoughtful gift he gave me, I had comfort. While I wasn’t convinced yet that I wanted to live, for the time being, I had enough strength that I didn’t want to die.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 33 – FLEE 
 
      
 
    It came as no surprise.  
 
    I finally fell asleep, without needing the sleep medication from Mark. I slept nearly twelve hours. 
 
    The moment I opened my eyes, the second or two of sleep whisking away, I felt the gut punch of reality. My son was gone. I curled into a ball to fight the pain, when it just seemed different in the room. 
 
    The white of the fluorescent wall light was gone and replaced with a small, yellow tone light coming from the corner of the room. When I sat up, I heard the slight hum. 
 
    It was clear, sometime while I slept, the power finally went out. I couldn’t figure out how it stayed on so long. It was almost a week since everything started. 
 
    Swinging my legs from the bed, I grabbed the pendant, closed my eyes and in my mind I told my son I loved and missed him. 
 
    Just as I stood, there was a knock on my door, and it opened. 
 
    Mark stepped in. “Hey, I was coming to wake you.” 
 
    “I’m up.” 
 
    He placed a cup of coffee on the table next to the bed. “Gonna be a long day. How are you feeling?” 
 
    I mustered up a nod, really not knowing how to answer that. 
 
    “Arnie said there’s enough hot water in the tank if you want to shower before we hit the road.” 
 
    “I will do that, thank you.” I lifted the mug. “And thank you for this. When did the power go down?” 
 
    “Sometime while we all slept. Arnie said about three hours ago. We’re on the generator now.” 
 
    “Is everything down?” I asked. 
 
    “Everything. Erez can’t get a signal at all.” 
 
    I sat on the bed with my coffee. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’re still heading there. The last he communicated with Edmund was yesterday. The plan is the same, to head to the flag pole center of the actual base, the cameras and security will see us. They have to have alternate power. I’m going to guess it’s top of the line. It’s Fort Knox.” 
 
    “And if not?” 
 
    Mark exhaled and lifted his shoulders. “Your guess is as good as mine. We'll figure it out when we get there. After all, what else are we doing?” 
 
    “Finding your parents?” I suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re finding them. We can look. I just don’t think we’re finding them.” 
 
    “What about Ragers?” I asked. “I’ve been so out of it. Are there any left?” 
 
    Mark nodded. “How. I don’t know. They keep coming. I can’t for the life of me figure out how some are killed and some are not. The base has them. Which is scary because last I heard over ten thousand people lived on that base.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see when we get there.” 
 
    “Yeah, we will. And I’ll let you get ready. There’s food if you’re hungry. We’re leaving in an hour.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Mark left and I began the process of getting ready. 
 
    I just felt so empty, moving was just something I did automatically. No thought process, just moving. We were preparing to make this five-hour road trip, but we really didn’t have a game plan. Nothing long term and not one of us brought up long term.  
 
    I worried that perhaps that lack of feeling of need to plan for the future was more of an intuition that there was nothing really to plan for. 
 
      
 
    The van was loaded and the last of the gas placed on top on the roof. We had enough, Paul said, to get us there. After that, we needed to figure a way to get gas if we were going any further. 
 
    What surprised me was Arnie and Clares. 
 
    They weren’t coming. 
 
    I didn’t understand why they wouldn’t. 
 
    Clares was clearly recovering and Mark was a doctor. They hadn’t any power and the generator wouldn’t last very long. 
 
    Why stay behind? 
 
    “Someone needs to run an underground hub,” Arnie said. “I have enough battery power to keep the radios going. I have to keep calling out. Keep people together and have a place underground where people can go.” 
 
    Go in case of what? I wondered. What did he think was going to happen? 
 
    Going underground told me he believed we were headed toward a disaster of unpredictable proportions. 
 
    But we were headed underground. At least according to Erez’s uncle they were in a bunker. It made no sense to me that they’d not want to set up base there, at no less … a base. 
 
    Over breakfast, Paul suggested to me it was a matter of control. Arnie was controlling his world, his place, his radio transmission. If he left and went anywhere else, the rules would no longer be his. 
 
    That made some sense to me. 
 
    I guess I wasn’t thinking all that clearly. 
 
    We said our goodbyes and started our journey out of the garage. A part of me was glad to leave a place that brought me so much heartache. When we hit the first level, I wondered if maybe we were wrong about the time of day. The orange hue from the sun looked more like late day summer, than late morning spring. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    Paul noticed it because he slowed down before going topside. 
 
    “Is something on fire up there?” 
 
    That was it. Flames. It looked as if the entire area above us was in flames and the color of the fire carried down. 
 
    “Doesn’t feel it,” Mark said. “We’d feel the heat of it, wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “Smoke, too,” added Wilson. 
 
    I didn’t say anything, to me, the answer would easily be found out by driving on. I saw Paul’s point in stopping. The last thing he wanted to do was drive into a ball of flames. I looked over at Erez who seemed genuinely distraught over the loss of his phone. It kind of bothered me at first. He held that phone, staring down to it with such heartache. Then I realize it was what the phone symbolized to him. His connection to the world, to life. 
 
    I felt the van move again, slowly and cautiously up the ramp. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Paul said softly. 
 
    That was the same time the entire interior of the van illuminated orange through the windshield. 
 
    Was the city on fire? It was hard to see though the tinted side windows. 
 
    Paul stopped the van. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    I didn’t get an answer. At the same time, Paul and Mark opened their doors and stepped out. 
 
    Seeing this, Erez opened the side down. 
 
    I squinted when the bright orange light hit my face. Erez, too, stepped out and I moved to follow. 
 
    “Can I see too?” Wilson asked. “I’d like to see, too.” 
 
    I undid his seatbelt, stepped backwards from the van and took hold of his arm to help him out. 
 
    Paul and Mark were staring at the sky. Erez went from his phone to looking up, and then finally I peered at what engrossed them so. 
 
    The second I saw the sky, I knew it was over. 
 
    Life on earth was done. 
 
    There was no other foreseeable outcome. 
 
    If ever anything could be described as apocalyptic, it was the sky at that moment. 
 
    A thick blanket of clouds covered the sky. They were shades of gray, but swirled viciously. Small and looping, expanding and flowing like the inside of a lava lamp. Intertwined in the gray were red and orange, sparks of electricity and occasional flames. It was ongoing, meticulously steady, it almost seemed as if it repeated its pattern.  
 
    Wilson had told Paul the sky was falling. He would have been more correct if he said the sky was exploding, because it looked as if something was burning in the stratosphere. 
 
    There was also a hum. A soft hum. It was hard to tell or hear with my ear plugs. I kept them in, we all did. 
 
    “Anything?” I heard Paul ask. 
 
    I didn’t know what he was talking about until I saw he had walked to Erez. 
 
    “It’s yellow,” Erez held up his phone. “No red line. Just all yellow, like the fan noise. Whatever that hum is, is strong.” 
 
    I stepped to him and glanced down to his phone. He had a sound app, similar to what Arnie had showed us. 
 
    “Obviously,” Mark said. “This is what Arnie meant. But I don’t think this is the end of it. Whatever is going to happen is going to happen soon. So … what do we do?” 
 
    “Can we survive this?” I asked. 
 
    “We don’t even know what this is,” Paul answered. “But our best chances are probably underground.” 
 
    “Back down to Arnie?” Mark asked. 
 
    “No.” Paul looked at Erez. “Let’s continue. We radio Arnie and tell him and continue. At least, if we don’t make it, we’ll get to see it happen. All in?” 
 
    There was no disagreement. 
 
    Everyone got back in the van. 
 
    I didn’t know if we’d make it to Kentucky. There was an unspoken sense of urgency, as if we were trying to outrun what was happening above us. 
 
    I had a feeling there was no way we could. 
 
    We would try. 
 
    That’s all we could do ... was try. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 34 – LAST STANDING 
 
      
 
    One of the big explanations for the strange noises across the globe, the ones that sounded like trumpets to some, metal to the others, was people claiming it was God. Angel’s blaring their trumpets,  
 
    When things started happening, I even made the suggestion that it was God’s end. Only to be met with ridicule. 
 
    Half way into our journey, when we stopped to refill the tank, the low hum turned into a low bass, humming tones. Four of them. Each tone lasted two seconds, melting into the next one. Never a stop. An unending loop. 
 
    Sounding like a slowed down recording. 
 
    It wasn’t loud, it sounded far away. 
 
    It gave me chills. 
 
    “Hmm,” Wilson paced around. He started humming himself. “You know what it is. It’s ‘A long far doe’,” 
 
    “What?” Paul asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “You know, ‘Doe a Deer a Female deer’?” Wilson asked. “Take those words and switch them around … A …. Long…. Far …. Doe.” He started singing with the tones from the sky. “A … long … far … doe.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you,” Paul said. 
 
    “A, G, F, C.” Erez held up his phone. “I pulled up Garage Band. That’s the notes. A, G, F, C.” 
 
    “And that means what?” Paul asked. 
 
    Erez shrugged. “It’s the notes.” 
 
    “It means,” Mark said. “All get in the fucking car. We need to move.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” Paul put the gas cap back on. “Let’s head out.” 
 
    I asked if I could ride up front, I hadn’t the entire trip. I guess a part of me wanted a front seat to the end of the world. 
 
    The tones, the sky, how fitting it would be to actually be God’s end. I would welcome it. I’d see my husband, my son … it would be a glorious feeling. 
 
    But it wasn’t God’s end. As much as I wished it was, it wasn’t. 
 
    Instead of glory I felt petrified. There was such an ominous and doomsday feel to everything, this wasn’t a religious end with a happily ever after in heaven. It was an ending with nothing after. 
 
    It seems so cliché to call it a desolate world. But it was. 
 
    Every mile was bleak, abandoned of life and almost as if earth had been forsaken. 
 
    When the first event brought the world to a grinding halt, it was at a time that most people were in their homes. Cars on the road were minimal, so travel on the highway was easier than if it happened mid-day. 
 
    Any congestion of abandoned cars or wreckage was easy to go around. 
 
    I wondered about the Ragers, because no matter where we went, we saw them. 
 
    They staggered about the highway looking for something. I suggested it was food. They were human, they had to be hungry. 
 
    Did they notice what was happening around them? 
 
    Did they notice the sky? 
 
    Did they even care? 
 
    No one in the van spoke much, except for Wilson. He rambled nonsense, hateful stuff, occasionally being lucid. 
 
    At one point he sounded so sincere when he said, “I’m sorry about your boy. He was a good kid,” Then he went and crushed that when he immediately said how he hated Erez and was going to rip him apart first chance he got. 
 
    He of course, like always, followed up with an apology. 
 
    The entire trip, the sky hadn’t changed. It continued its pattern as did the tones. 
 
    We arrived at Fort Knox choking out our last bit of fuel to stay alive. It was our destination whether we liked it or not. 
 
    Just as we saw the large tank with the ‘Welcome to Fort Knox’ sign outside the security gates, we also saw the insane amount of Ragers. 
 
    There were hundreds, they were everywhere. 
 
    How was that possible? 
 
    How were they still moving and alive when the signal seemed to wipe out Ragers left and right. 
 
    Yet, they moved, they looked different, not so much maddened as lobotomized beings moving aimlessly. 
 
    Before the power went down, Erez had downloaded a map from his uncle showing exactly where to go. 
 
    Paul had studied that map so when we did drive through, we could go straight there. 
 
    I hoped what little gas we had would get us there, because we were doomed if we had to get out and run for it. 
 
    The Ragers ignored us as we drove through the gates. Almost as if they didn’t see us. 
 
    I felt a false sense of security, even thinking maybe they were different. 
 
    Then as fast as a snap of a finger, they were aware and turned their attention on us. 
 
    We rolled through until the van made a puttering noise about a hundred yards from the flag pole. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    We were stopped. 
 
    Paul put the van in gear. “Okay, now we wait. Edmund is supposed to see us on camera and send for us.” 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    “I don’t think anyone is coming,” I said. “Look at this place. It’s overrun. How are they gonna get us out?” 
 
    “Should we run for it?” Mark asked 
 
    The first ‘bang’ against the van was the answer to Mark’s question. 
 
    A Rager banged against the window, and with a ‘click’, Paul hit the ‘lock all’ button. It was a good thing he did, the Rager grabbed the door and kept pulling and pulling it. 
 
    The single Rager turned to two, then five and within seconds a dozen had encompassed the van. 
 
    This was it. 
 
    I wasn’t going to have to worry about anything happening with the sky, my death was coming at the hands of the Ragers. 
 
    The van began to rock from the weight of them all. 
 
    Interior grew dark as they climbed on the hood, banging against the windshield. 
 
    “We have to do something,” Mark said. “We can’t just sit here.” 
 
    “What if we hide?” Erez asked. “If they can’t see us, they’ll leave.” 
 
    “Then what?” Mark asked. “We’re stuck. No one is coming. We have no gas.” 
 
    “Run for it,” Erez suggested. “They aren’t in the town. They’re here on base. We run for it.” 
 
    I kept looking at Paul. He was thinking, I could see it. 
 
    Then the first crack appeared in the windshield. 
 
    “Go in the back, Andi,” Paul said calmly. 
 
    “For what?” I asked. “To delay my death a few more seconds.” 
 
    “The sunroof,” Wilson shouted. “Untie me. Let me out the sunroof. Give me the Taser. They won’t attack me. Let me go fight them. Distract them. Give you guys a chance to run.” 
 
    I hurriedly looked at Paul. “That’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    Paul lifted his eyes to the roof. “No, it’s not. They aren’t up there.” He looked back. “Wilson, are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Undo me.” 
 
    Paul stood from the seat. 
 
    “Wait,” Mark reached out to him. “Paul, it you untie him, he may attack.” 
 
    “Give me his Taser,” Paul held out his hand. “I won’t give it to him until he’s on the roof.” 
 
    “I won’t attack you,” Wilson said. “I hate you all. I want to rip you to shreds, but I won’t. Sorry I said that.” 
 
    Paul, holding the Taser, undid Wilson’s restraints. “I swear I will take you down if you do anything.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Wilson shook his arms. “And guys? Don’t leave me. I don’t want to die out there with them.” 
 
    “We won’t,” Paul assured him, then lifted his arm and opened the sunroof. “I’ll push you up. Once on the roof, I’ll hand you the Taser.” 
 
    I was watching them until I spun to look forward when I heard another crack in the windshield.  
 
    So many faces, so many hands pounding, slamming, trying to get us. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Paul said, and took a knee. “Step on to my leg, I’ll hoist you up.” 
 
    “Hey,” Erez called out. “Thank you for doing this.” 
 
    Wilson nodded and stepped up on Paul’s bent leg. Paul lifted him up and Wilson, with some struggle, managed to pull himself to the roof of the van. 
 
    “Hand it up,” Wilson reached his arm through. 
 
    Paul gave him the Taser. “Let me know what you see.” 
 
    A second later, Wilson spoke through the sunroof window. “They are concentrated mainly in the front of the van. If I can get to the back, I can make a clearing. There aren’t that many.” 
 
    I heard Wilson’s footsteps on the van. 
 
    Another crack in the windshield. 
 
    Then I heard Paul say, “Hand me the bat.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” Erez shouted. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Man, you can’t do this,” Mark said. 
 
    I spun around in my seat to see Paul reaching for the sunroof. 
 
    “No!” I shouted. “Stop. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m going out there. You heard Wilson.” Paul said. “There aren’t that many in the back.” 
 
    “You can’t take them all out with a bat,” I argued. 
 
    “That’s not my intention,” he replied. “Wilson will fight. I’ll be the diversion. I’ll have them chase me. Once they think the van is empty, they’ll leave it. You can make a run for it.” 
 
    “Please, no,” I begged. “Please don’t do this. We don’t make it … if we don’t make it together.” 
 
    “I … I can’t accept that. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    I hoped that window was too small for his big body to get through, that he wouldn’t be able to climb out, but before I could try to convince him, before any of us could, he was out of the van and on the roof. 
 
    I raised my eyes to the roof, hearing a triple thump of footsteps, then nothing. 
 
    My eyes closed for only a second, when another crack, caught my attention. 
 
    The windshield now looked like a spiderweb of cracks. Any second, it would collapse. How long would it take them to get in? 
 
    I got up from the seat and moved to the back. Just as I did, I thought I heard a gunshot. 
 
    “Was that a shot?” I asked. 
 
    Mark looked up. “I think so.” 
 
    “Was it Paul?” 
 
    “No.” Erez lifted the gun. “I have it.” 
 
    I smiled when I heard another shot. “It’s the soldiers.” I grinned. “It has to be the soldiers.”  
 
    Hurriedly, I rushed by Mark and Erez to the back of the van and looked out the rear window. It wasn’t clear. Not yet. 
 
    I could see the backs of the Ragers, like they were looking at something. They weren’t moving. They weren’t taking Paul’s bait. That was of course if Paul made it very far. 
 
    We could hear the shots increasing. 
 
    The hopelessness of the situation seemed to lift with every shot, until it all came crashing down when the windshield folded. 
 
    We had no option at that moment. 
 
    Within seconds the Ragers would be in. 
 
    Trapped in a tin can, we’d be torn apart. 
 
    It was either stay in there and accept fate or try to make a run for it and die that way. At least we would die trying. 
 
    “How many bullets are in there?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Four shots,” Erez answered. “Paul said there was four.” 
 
    “It’s not enough to take them out,” Mark said. 
 
    “I say we make a run for it,” I suggested, grabbing the handle to the back door. 
 
    Calmly, Erez said. “We have four shots.” 
 
    “It’s not enough,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t want to die being torn apart,” Erez said. 
 
    “Then run for it. I’m gonna open this door, then we go,” I told him. “It’s our only choice.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Erez replied. 
 
    As I mumbled a confused, ‘what’, I heard the thump, and then saw the Rager crawling into the van. “Mark, Erez, now.” I pulled the door handle. 
 
    Mark stood. 
 
    Erez did not. He stared at the Rager. 
 
    “Erez ...” I reached for him at the same time he lifted the gun. I thought he was aiming at that Rager, taking a shot at him, but there were Ragers behind him fighting to get in. “Come on. Get ready. Don’t waste that bullet.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    I couldn’t even muster an audible scream. The shock of it all took away my breath and all that emerged from my mouth was air. 
 
    Erez took his own life just as the Rager made it inside. 
 
    Instantly I went into fight or flight mode, and I chose flight. 
 
    Without time to think, cry or process what I saw, without knowing if Mark was behind me, I pushed open the back doors of the van, ready to give my all. 
 
    I’d run for it. 
 
    I had nothing. 
 
    No weapon. 
 
    Nothing to fight them with. 
 
    The second the doors opened, the ones with their backs to us a few feet from the van, turned and faced me. 
 
    This was it. This was my end. 
 
    Despite hearing the gunshots in the distance, they ran back for me. 
 
    “Andi.” 
 
    I heard my name. It was Mark. 
 
    “Andi, go this way.” 
 
    I was surrounded. 
 
    The moment I felt the grab of my arm, I swung out. 
 
    I kept swinging with all my might, fist after fist, arms flailing, legs kicking. I wasn’t going down without a fight. 
 
    The first real blow came to my face, then my chest, I felt the rip of my skin on my arm. There were so many arms, hands, faces coming at me, it was if I was experiencing some hallucinogenic. 
 
    Then I weakened. My arms wouldn’t move any more. I not only had lost all strength, I just didn’t have the room to move them. My legs weakened. 
 
    I was done. 
 
    I’m coming, Sawyer. I’ll see you soon. 
 
    I closed my eyes and accepted my fate. 
 
    Stop. 
 
    Everything stopped. 
 
    A dead silence swept over. 
 
    The tones stopped and so did the Ragers. 
 
    At that second they all just dropped. 
 
    No convulsing. 
 
    As if they had their spines ripped from their bodies, their legs went like jelly, and they collapsed to the ground. 
 
    Placing my back against the van for support, I caught my breath and watched them all fall down like dominoes. 
 
    I panicked, slowly starting to feel the pain of my injuries. 
 
    What was happening? 
 
    As the Ragers hit the pavement, I could see what else was around me. 
 
    Soldiers. I could see a couple soldiers. 
 
    I stepped forward, nearly tripping over the bodies of the Ragers. 
 
    “Andi,” Mark called me. “Andi.” 
 
    I felt him grab for my arm. I whimpered in relief when I saw his face. 
 
    “I got you,” Mark said. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah.” I nodded, catching my breath. “I’ll be fine. You?” I looked at him. His face was bloody, he had battled as well. 
 
    “I’ve been better.” He smiled. 
 
    “What happened? It’s the middle of the day. What happened?” I asked. Then reality hit me. “Paul. Wilson. Where are they?” 
 
    “I don’t … I don’t know. I just …” 
 
    When he stopped talking, I realized he saw something and I looked up. 
 
    He was unmistakable. Too big to be missed. 
 
    A bloodied and beaten Paul hurried our way. 
 
    My shoulders dropped in relief when I saw him. 
 
    He had made it. Somehow I didn’t doubt he would. 
 
    “You guys,” Paul said out of breath. “You’re alright.” 
 
    I nodded. “Wilson? Have you seen Wilson?” 
 
    Paul shook his head. “Where’s Erez?” 
 
    It registered at that second. 
 
    Like a baseball bat to my gut, my brain registered the fact that Erez had taken his own life. 
 
    My eyes widened, my hands shot to my mouth and I spun for the van. 
 
    “He didn’t make it,” Mark said. “He used the gun. He opted out.” 
 
    Paul closed his eyes and lowered his head. 
 
    “Hey!” a female voice shouted. “We have to get going. We have to go below.” 
 
    I glanced up to see a solider. A woman, standing there. She was one of six that came up to help us. 
 
    “We’ll get you medical attention below,” she said. “But it’s never safe to stay above ground. We don’t have far. We have to go now.” 
 
    I hated leaving the van. I hated leaving Erez. How was I supposed to face his uncle and tell him Erez led us there but didn’t make it? 
 
    I took a step to leave, but stopped. “Sawyer. Sawyer’s in the van.” 
 
    “I’ll get him,” Paul said. “Is he in your bag?” 
 
    “He’s up front on the seat,” I replied. 
 
    “Don’t …” Mark warned. “Just don’t go in the back.” 
 
    Paul nodded his understanding of Mark’s warning. I knew he was talking about Erez. 
 
    When Paul headed back to the van, I faced the woman soldier. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Bunker entrance is in there.” She pointed to a red building. “Not far. You need medical attention, so we need to get moving.” 
 
    I couldn’t move. I had to wait. I couldn’t go another step without my son. 
 
    Mark began walking with her, I lagged behind until Paul caught up to me and handed me the small urn box. 
 
    I clutched it in my arms and headed toward the red building. 
 
    Every step I took I could feel the pain of my injuries. I didn’t know how bad or how many there were. I was still standing, still alive, so they weren’t that bad. 
 
    We made it.  
 
    We arrived. 
 
    Still battle weary, processing what had occurred, head spinning, everything changed again. 
 
    It caused us all to come to a complete standstill. 
 
    The color around us changed. 
 
    It went from orange and bright to overcast and gray. 
 
    The silence, post tones, was broken by a loud electrical sound from above. 
 
    I didn’t want to look.  
 
    It took everything I had to summon the courage to raise my head and look at the sky. 
 
    The clouds parted, slowly and mechanically, like opening a gate. There was no sky beyond them. 
 
    A darkness descended upon us when the parting clouds exposed a long flat object, a vessel, black and about the size of a football field, it hovered in the sky. It was one of many that blocked most of the sun. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I gasped out. I spun around looking. They were everywhere. 
 
    A huge hum and shifting noise vibrated the ground, nearly knocking me from my feet, and after it, came another sound, a whirling. 
 
    “Let’s go, Andi,” Paul grabbed my arm. “We have to go.” 
 
    I didn’t want to. I wanted to see. 
 
    What was that noise? 
 
    Then finally I did. From a craft in the distance came a gold and red beam. It shot straight down to the earth. 
 
    Then another.  
 
    And another. 
 
    Paul pulled at me again. 
 
    I relented and followed him and the others to the red building to go below. 
 
    But truthfully … where were we really going to go? We could run, we could hide, but for how long? 
 
    We had been invaded and conquered, and it was only a matter of time until we could run and hide no more. 
 
    We as humanity were facing an enemy we were at a loss to fight.  Even with all the will in the world, we didn’t have the knowledge or the numbers to battle them. 
 
    All we could do was embrace whatever time we had left. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 35 – STILL HERE 
 
    Three Months Later 
 
      
 
    “We’re still fifteen hundred miles away, at least,” Paul said with some frustration into the radio. He shook his head as if he knew what Arnie was going to say next. 
 
    I actually knew what Arnie was going to say next. 
 
    The same thing he said anytime someone gave an update. 
 
    “I still don’t understand what is taking so long,” Arnie said. “We got here.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, again, there was only two of you. You moved under the radar. We have thirty four people to move, feed and protect, it’s not easy. It’s not fast,” Paul said. 
 
    “Well get here. It’s clear skies. Right now you are smack dab in the middle of the fossil fuel jackpot. At least start heading north.” 
 
    ‘Roger that, we’ll be back on the road tomorrow.” 
 
    “Safe travels. Out.” 
 
    Paul set down the radio. 
 
    “We are not going to be on the road tomorrow,” I said. “Anna is in labor. Mark said we go nowhere until she has the baby.” 
 
    “I’m not telling Arnie that. He wants us there.” 
 
    “And we’ll get there. Soon enough.” 
 
    Paul grumbled a noise of his agreement. 
 
    It wasn’t easy. 
 
    Things had changed a lot. 
 
    The day we first saw them, we retreated underground. We never found Wilson. Paul and Mark both went out and look for him among the bodies of the Ragers, but he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    It saddened me that I never thanked him for trying to help us, and I never got to say goodbye. 
 
    It was heartbreaking to face Erez’s uncle Edmund and tell what happened.  
 
    Erez was such a vital part of our group. He helped us more than he realized. 
 
    I wish he wouldn’t have given up so soon. 
 
    He would have made it. I know it. 
 
    All the science fiction movies and books had us believing that our annihilation would be violent and destructive. 
 
    Not a building was destroyed. 
 
    We didn’t know what they were doing. Those beams that came from the ships were specific. We didn’t know if they were just draining our recourses or preparing our planet so they could just move right in. 
 
    In the three months since they had arrived, the weather warmed up and humidity increased. 
 
    We never saw a single one of them. They had yet to touch our surface, at least as far as we knew. 
 
    Their weapon against us was our own species. 
 
    The Ragers were like robots. 
 
    Controlled with a signal. They’d fall, they’d rise, until the brain gave out. 
 
    That explained to us why there were so many. 
 
    They weren’t dead when they dropped. 
 
    Yet, my own son, was dead. He had no pulse, he didn’t breathe, his body turned cold. 
 
    Young people, the elderly, they were unable to survive another blast of the signal. 
 
    Of course, since they were closer to us, the signal was stronger, the ear plugs didn’t always work. 
 
    To survive you had to be underground, or you had to keep moving. Something we learned from others and making our own conclusions. 
 
    That was why we survived that first day. 
 
    The subway was moving. 
 
    The signal couldn’t take hold. 
 
    When we went out for supplies, it was a heart stopping race. 
 
    We never stood in one spot for longer than a few seconds and we had to keep going. They kept the signal on. It never stopped. Whether it was intentional or just an effect of their vessels, we didn’t know. 
 
    We did however, learn of a safe zone. 
 
    It was accidental. 
 
    It was when Cal from Nevada asked what we were taking about. He had seen nothing in the sky out his way. 
 
    Cal was in the desert. 
 
    There was nothing out there they wanted or needed. 
 
    It was clear. 
 
    Arnie and Clares immediately made their way west. As did many others. 
 
    We on the other hand were with a large group in Kentucky, even picking up a few here and there as we went. 
 
    Our pilgrimage was slow. 
 
    It was a process that wasn’t easy. 
 
    We lost several people just pumping gas out of reserve wells. We stood in one spot too long. 
 
    When we moved, we moved quickly, and when we stopped, we sought refuge in basements, parking garages, anywhere underground. And because of the difficulty moving such a large group, we stopped for days on end. 
 
    We had a goal. 
 
    We aimed for that sweet spot out west where no being was trying to drain the resources dry, where the weather hadn’t been manipulated and no vessels hovered close to the ground trying to wipe out everything alive with a blast of a sound. 
 
    I didn’t know what they were, where they came from or why they picked us. I didn’t care. I hated them. I hated them for what they did and took from us. 
 
    Like everyone else, I wanted to fight. 
 
    Show yourself, damn it. 
 
    They didn’t. They hid behind their power taking us down, one by one, until ultimately we’d all be gone. 
 
    Until then, we’d take it day by day. Mile by mile until we arrived at the safe zone. 
 
    There was no offensive plan, because we didn’t know what we were fighting or how to beat them. 
 
    The only defense we had was our spirit and will to survive. 
 
    I suppose across the globe there were others like us. Gathered in groups and finding safe spots. Still, there weren’t many. We were all that remained. 
 
    Their plan was to wipe us into extinction, clean the planet of all species while they drained our mother earth and changed it. 
 
    They hadn’t accomplished that. Not yet. And if we had anything to do about it, they never would. 
 
    Our biggest claim of triumph would be to survive. Every day we didn’t die was a victory. 
 
    Though not many, we were still alive. 
 
    We were still here. 
 
    I guess in some way, we were actually winning. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
      
 
    It isn’t unusual for me to run out to my car in the middle of the night, after all, that is my prime writing time. One July night in 2014, I went to my car for something and noticed the sky. It was pulsing red. 
 
    Even though I knew it was four in the morning, I got in my car and chased the light. About two miles up the road, I stopped to get a picture when I heard this strange noise. I thought it was the garbage men dragging a dumpster, but it wasn’t. No matter where I went in that area, I heard the noise. 
 
    It went on for hours. 
 
    Many people I told dismissed it as a steel plant twenty miles away, but I couldn’t help but think, if it was that loud near me, how loud was it twenty miles away. 
 
    It couldn’t be it. 
 
    I wasn’t satisfied with that answer, and let it go, until it happened again. Only the second time, no lights, just the noise. 
 
    I looked it up and sure enough, I wasn’t the only person in the world hearing these sky noise phenomenon. 
 
    All over the world, people were reporting hearing these noises. Describing them as anything from gears grinding to trumpets playing. 
 
    For years I have heard the sounds in the sky, sometimes with the sky illuminating, sometimes not. 
 
    It was my own experience and researching that helped me to cultivate the idea for this story. 
 
    The noises are real. 
 
    No one knows what is causing them. 
 
    I invite you to look them up. 
 
    In the meantime, thank you for reading this story. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Please visit my website www.jacquelinedruga.com and sign up for my mailing list for updates, freebies, new releases and giveaways. And, don’t forget my new Kindle club! 
 
      
 
    Your support is invaluable to me. I welcome and respond to your feedback. Please feel free to email me at Jacqueline@jacquelinedruga.com 
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