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  Chapter 1


  


  Detroit, Michigan


  


  When Firas Kabbani left the city of Mobile, Alabama, he wanted his trip north to be off-the-radar. Like his cousins in Iraq and Syria who shunned the use of electronic devices, Firas went as dark as one could when travelling by vehicle in the United States. He left his mobile phone sitting on the kitchen counter at his home. He also traveled in a 1995 Toyota Celica he’d bought off Craigslist. It was legally registered to him but it had no Bluetooth, no OnStar, and no other factory-installed means of tracking the vehicle. He did not speed or drive in any manner that would draw attention to him. He paid cash for his fuel and other purchases. He didn’t even carry a firearm. They didn’t make one nearly as dangerous as the plan he carried in his head.


  When he’d gone as far as he could for the day, he spent the night in a budget hotel outside of Louisville, Kentucky, operated by cousins of a friend. He paid cash and was not required to present identification. They had not even asked for his name. He noted with amusement that they didn’t fail to ask for the money though.


  He hit Detroit around two in the afternoon the next day. Although he had been to the city several times, he did not know it well. The city’s best days were behind it. All who remained were those too poor to move and the opportunistic few who still saw money on the table and had a plan to skim it off. Its bleakness reminded him of bombed-out and crumbling Middle Eastern cities, of which he’d seen many.


  He headed for Dearborn, where a man of local importance was expecting him. When he arrived, he was ushered into the dark recesses of an old stone building that had once been the offices of an attorney. The attorney was long-dead and his building sold for a sum that likely made him roll over in his grave.


  Firas descended several flights of gritty stone steps, feeling as though each took him back a century into the past. They were below the levels that had been wired for electricity and they used flashlights to navigate. Eventually, he stepped from the last smooth stone to the compacted dirt of a basement dug several stories beneath street level. A man in a black robe sat at a table in the center of a cavernous chamber, writing by the light of a candle.


  When Firas approached, he greeted the man in the traditional manner and the man slid the handwritten list across to him. He picked the list up and glanced at it.


  “These are the restaurants?” Firas asked.


  The cleric nodded. “And their owners.”


  “They are good men?” Firas asked. “Faithful men?”


  The cleric nodded again. “They will do as we expect.” He was a severe old man, his beard gray and wild, his face the texture of a crude leather pouch drawn from a beggar’s pocket.


  The addresses meant nothing to Firas. “You can find me a driver? I will need help locating these places.”


  “A young man from the community. I trust him. He is called Nizar. He is waiting outside.”


  Firas nodded. “I thank you. As-salamu alaykum.”


  “Wa-laikum as-Salâm.”


  Firas left and walked out into a gloomy overcast day. A thin Arab in a tan leather jacket leaned against a newer model Lexus, smoking a cigarette. Firas addressed the man in Arabic. He tossed his cigarette into the gutter and climbed into the vehicle. Firas joined him and they drove without conversation to the first address on the list.


  The restaurant, Masaa El-Khair, was in a 1970s-era shopping center in Dearborn that had seen better days. Everything from the pavement, to the roof, to the parking lot lighting was in need of repair or bulldozing. Besides the restaurant, the only tenants were a store that rented home electronics, a check cashing business, and a nail salon. With what constituted their lunch rush over, Firas found the gloomy interior of the restaurant to only have a few occupants. The place smelled of mildew and spices.


  Two older rotund men in expensive casual clothing and wearing lots of gold jewelry were the only remaining patrons. They spoke in low tones over a meal. They eyeballed Firas briefly then returned to their conversation. They may have been the patriarchs of organized crime families having an important meeting, or they may simply have been friends having a meal after a morning of golf. In this city, one never knew.


  A pretty young girl came from the back, sweeping through a burgundy curtain, and smiled at Firas. She greeted him in Arabic, asking how many were in his party.


  “I am here to see Tarek,” he replied. Unlike a westerner, he felt no need to explain himself to the woman. He’d stated what he needed and she knew her role.


  The girl nodded. “My father,” she said. “I will get him.”


  In a moment she returned with a bulky man with bushy white hair and thick glasses with black frames. He wore a stained white apron and was drying his hands on it. The man studied Firas but did not recognize him.


  “You don’t know me, but we have common friends,” Firas said. “They gave me your name. May we speak in private?”


  Tarek consented and led the stranger to a private dining room in the back. In the past, it had hosted important business meetings and wedding dinners. Now, no one had those kind of dinners here anymore and the room was where the owners stored the extra Styrofoam takeout containers. Tarek had his daughter bring them a pot of black tea. When she left, she closed the carved mahogany doors behind her and left them alone.


  Firas took a sip of the sweet tea that reminded him of home. “How is the restaurant business?” he asked in Arabic, already knowing the answer.


  Tarek waved a hand. “It’s been better,” he said. “I am an old man in a dying city. What am I to do?”


  “You could sell and move. The warmth of the south is easier on the bones of the white-haired.”


  Tarek shook his head bitterly. “I did that once. I left Tehran after the Iranian Revolution, moved here, and started over. I’m too old to do it again. All my money is tied up here and who would buy? Only a fool.”


  Firas looked at the older man intently. It was time to get to the point. “That’s why I’m here.”


  Tarek looked at him strangely. “You are the fool come to buy my restaurant?” he asked, smiling. “I am glad we meet, then.”


  The younger man shook his head. “No, but what if I had something to offer your sons besides a future in a dying city? I mean no disrespect to you. I appreciate what you have done here but it as you say, this city is dying around you. What if I could offer a new start to your sons in a new city?”


  Firas felt the old man’s stare burning into him. He knew the man was too wise and too experienced to expect that anything came free in this world. He was trying to figure out whether this was a trick of some sort. Perhaps Firas was one of the new generation of scammers here to feed off those who remained in the city.


  “I apologize for my bluntness,” Firas said. “I have a lot of places to go today and not much time. It makes me speak too quickly and perhaps without the respect you deserve. I have recently taken a position in my father’s company in Mobile, Alabama. We operate a welding and fabrication company, mostly doing business with the shipping industry. I want to diversify. I want to expand into the food service industry.”


  Tarek chuckled and sipped his own tea. “Perhaps you are a fool after all. Why would anyone want to go into this business? You invest your entire life and will still die poor. You work your children so hard they have no lives and hate you for it. They welcome your death because it’s the only way they escape.”


  “Perhaps, however, the business model is changing, my friend. Every day, I see my father’s employees go out and buy disgusting American or Mexican food from food trucks. The thousands of men who work the docks all eat from these trucks. My father employs a lot of our Muslim brothers. He gives jobs to many of the Syrian refugees. I would like them to be able to eat the food of their homeland. I would like to see Halal offerings for the devout.”


  Tarek was nodding, staring at his tea cup and tracing the lip with his finger, lost in thought.


  “I want to bring men from this city to my city,” Firas continued. “I want men with experience in operating restaurants to run my trucks. I will employ more of our refugee brothers and those with experience will train them in food service. It will provide a business opportunity to the experienced and a trade to the inexperienced.”


  Tarek cleared his throat and spoke thoughtfully. “Why would men leave a restaurant they will one day own to work in another man’s food truck? Why is this not trading a horse for a goat?”


  “If those who come give me a year to show me what they can do, I will sell them their truck on payments and we will become partners,” Firas said. “It’s no risk to them. If they don’t like it, they can leave at any point and come home.”


  Tarek sighed. “So you are here to wave money and steal my sons from me, knowing I have none to wave,” he said. It was not a question. It was an accusation.


  “With your permission, I am here to offer your sons a new future and new opportunity,” Firas said.


  A spark of anger rose in Tarek’s eyes. “Why did you choose to bless me and my sons with your offer?” he asked. “Is our business regarded so poorly you thought we would be easily swayed? Are we the low fruit on the tree?”


  “Not at all. You are not the only visits I have to make today,” Firas replied. “There are others.”


  “Who?” Tarek demanded.


  “With respect,” Firas replied, “I will not say nor will your name ever be given if others ask me the same question.”


  “I will not decide for my sons,” Tarek said. “They are men and must decide for themselves. How long do they have?”


  “If they accept my offer, I will need them in Mobile in two weeks,” Firas replied. “They must provide their own travel, but I will provide a place for them to stay.”


  “Do you have a phone number they can call?” Tarek asked.


  Firas stood and pulled a card from his pocket. “No phone. Only an address. Two weeks from today.”


  Tarek said nothing, staring into the emptiness of the room. He remembered choosing this wallpaper and carpet like it was yesterday. He and his wife had been so proud. Thousands had dined in this room since. Tens of thousands, even. He found the young man to be impudent and disrespectful, despite his attempts at the contrary.


  Firas pulled a twenty dollar bill from his pocket and tossed it onto the table. “For the tea. As-salamu alaykum.”


  Tarek did not reply to the young man who tossed money at him. He removed his glasses and wiped his eyes with the back of a meaty hand. Firas knew they were not tears of gratitude. He nodded gently at the elder, then departed.


  When he stepped from the restaurant, Nizar pulled up to the curb and picked him up. Firas consulted his list and read the address out loud. The driver flipped another cigarette butt out the window and pulled out onto the street, weaving through potholes that were, ironically, as deep as impact craters.


  


  


  Chapter 2


  


  Two weeks after that trip to Detroit, Firas hosted a meeting at a facility he rented for the occasion. It was a hall commonly rented for office Christmas parties, birthdays, and wedding receptions. The event was catered by some of the finest traditional Middle Eastern restaurants and bakeries in Mobile. No alcohol was served and a strict Halal menu was observed.


  From his visit to Detroit, Firas potentially had twenty-three men who might show up to accept his offer. Nine fathers were giving up their sons. In the end, seventeen had come, including Tarek’s three sons. The offer was not extended to daughters, so at least the old man had someone to wipe his chin in his old age.


  The men were all staying in houses on the outskirts of the city owned by Firas and his father. Over the years, they’d found that men who were just getting on their feet in a strange country were more reliable workers when they had stable housing. Once the men began receiving wages, they charged a fair rent in order to teach the men about budgeting, but they did not take advantage of them. This extra effort fostered a strong loyalty in their employees and now Firas and his father owned dozens of such houses.


  As the men milled about the entry foyer of the reception hall, Firas counted and made sure everyone was there. He’d met all of them by this point so the men had no doubt who was responsible for them being there and who was in charge. When he started to speak, they all deferred to him and were silent.


  “Gentlemen, I am pleased so many of you have come. When we go inside this room, there is a wonderful meal awaiting us. I want you to fill your stomachs and enjoy yourselves, eating food cooked by others for a change. I want you to get to know each other. There’s a lot of experience represented in this room and we can all benefit from sharing knowledge. After we’ve eaten, we will have coffee and dessert, and I will speak to you about what I have in store for us.”


  With that, Firas opened the door to the dining area and ushered the men inside. The room was elegantly set and the smell was intoxicating. There were elaborate place settings and candle light. As restauranteurs, the men may have set many tables like this but they did not often have the opportunity to be seated at them. Despite any reservations about the major decision they’d made, the men descended on the buffet without hesitation. Firas smiled. He had won their stomachs. As the saying went, their hearts and minds would follow.


  After a tremendous dinner, the men sipped coffee and sampled baklava, date cookies, caramelized dates, rice pudding, and a delicious semolina cake served with yogurt and syrup. Firas moved to the front of the room and smiled at the assemblage.


  “I hope you’ve enjoyed your dinner,” he said.


  There were nods and hearty assents.


  “By this point, you should all know why you’re here. Tomorrow, the hard work starts. Outside this building, your new trucks are waiting. In a few minutes we’ll go outside and you can see them for yourselves. In the morning, I need you all to return here where you’ll begin a short training program on how our business will work.” He allowed the word “our” to settle in. It was not just his business, they would be invested also.


  “We want our menus to be consistent from truck-to-truck at this point so we’ve come up with a basic menu we’ll all start with. Later, we can look at adding your own specialty dishes but we had to come up with a starting point so we could lock in our food prices with the suppliers. We’ll also discuss how you’ll handle the money and the business end of operations. You will also meet your employees. Does that sound okay?”


  One of the men raised a hand. Firas recognized him as Hayyan, although he couldn’t remember the last name. “Yes, Hayyan?”


  The man cleared his throat. “Can we not work together with our brothers?” he asked. “I had thought my brother and I might share a truck. We are used to working together. We know what the other needs even before he asks for it.”


  Firas smiled. “I understand your concern,” he said. “In a strange city, one wishes for the comfort of family. However, our business model is based on each of you experienced men being the leaders. Each of you could run a restaurant on your own. I am partnering you with men who cannot run restaurants. Many of them have recently arrived in the country and cannot even speak English. That’s part of why I selected the men in this room. Each of you can speak English as well as the language of your fathers and grandfathers. The answer to your question is no. To put two experienced men together would be a waste of valuable resources. Is that acceptable to you?”


  Hayyan nodded. “I only wanted to ask.”


  “No harm,” Firas said, rubbing his hands together. “Now, if there are no more questions, let’s see your trucks.”


  Firas felt the excitement as he pushed through the door and led the men into the otherwise empty back parking lot. Parked in neat formation were seventeen food trucks. Each was fully wrapped in colorful graphics with images of Middle Eastern street foods.


  In bold letters, all sides of each vehicle displayed the name of their venture: The Kibbeh Kart. It was named for the popular dish made of wheat, onion, spices, and ground meat which was often fried into easily eaten balls. To every man’s delight, each truck was personalized. There was Hayyan’s Kibbeh Kart, Akram’s Kibbeh Kart, Bassel’s Kibbeh Kart, Marwan’s Kibbeh Kart, and on and on through the remainder of the seventeen names. Each man’s name was written in elegant script right beside the name of the business.


  The men in this group had worked for so long under the shadow of his father that seeing his name upon a business inspired awe. Any reservations, any misgivings, any homesickness and doubt was allayed at the sight of their very own name written upon trucks each would one day own.


  Firas smiled proudly, watching the men touch the trucks with reverence. Including their names had been a stroke of genius. They were his now. Not just the trucks, but the men themselves. He owned them.


  


  


  Chapter 3


  


  The next morning, while Firas’ Kibbeh Kart recruits began their training, he went to the massive Kabbani and Son facility on the Mobile docks. While his father appeared outwardly to be a traditional man, he was very westernized in his business dealings. He had trouble relinquishing any control. It had taken forever for Firas to convince his father that he should be allowed to move from employee to partner. It was only at his mother’s intervention that his father conceded. Even that remained a sore spot for Firas; it had taken a woman for him to obtain what should have rightfully been his.


  Still, his father would not allow him to operate as a completely equal partner. His father retained the more lucrative and prestigious fabrication division for himself. Firas managed the welding and repair division, which was significantly smaller. He operated it himself though, with full decision-making autonomy. He could hire and fire, purchase equipment, and bid jobs. If the division lost money, he would have to answer to his father.


  Firas’ father, Victor, had come to this country as an immigrant and been helped along by an old Syrian machinist who took the young Victor under his wing. He’d taught Victor a trade and eventually pushed the young man out of the nest, helping him to start his own business. Victor Kabbani felt a need to return that favor and he was currently doing so by employing as many refugees and immigrants as he could.


  Firas was a different man than his father. Firas did not approve of the Western manner his father had adopted. Firas prayed facing Mecca five times daily, as did many of the men at Kabbani and Son, but his father no longer did. His father thought it looked unprofessional and was bad for business. He had come to this country a devout Muslim but could not even explain to Firas what his religious beliefs were anymore. Even worse, he allowed Firas’ mother and sisters to drive and shop the city uncovered in the manner of Western women. It was disgraceful.


  As an apprentice who started working in his father’s company as a child, Firas might have turned out exactly like his father if not for the influence of the Muslims he met on the docks. Many had no love for this country that now sheltered them. While they accepted its sanctuary, they only felt disgust at its lack of morality and its efforts to spill its filth upon the rest of the world. In their eyes, its primary exports were Godlessness, immorality, and greed.


  Firas came to believe all that and more. He also realized over time that he was in a position to be part of the remedy. He was not like those men the media referred to as radicalized. He had not learned about Islam from internet videos. He had no interest in returning to the land of his grandfather to get blown up for nothing. He knew early on that if there were ever anything he could do from America to further the cause, he would help. He felt it was his duty as a Muslim.


  As Firas earned his spot in the family business, he developed a core of loyal men in his welding and repair division. They were all men of faith and shared an interest in teachings they did not discuss openly among other employees. The only place they did discuss those interests was at a mosque they attended in the city. There, among others who felt the same way they did, they were free to share their thoughts openly. Among those thoughts was the consensus that the attacks on America of September 11, 2001, were an historic moment in jihad, but that it was shameful the holy warriors of Islam had failed to provide another such moment in the past fifteen years.


  A few months before his trip to Detroit, Firas was attending mosque when the Imam had asked to speak with him after the service. In private, he had asked if Firas might be able to find work at his father’s company for perhaps two-dozen Syrian men who would be coming over in a refugee group.


  “Are these able-bodied men?” Firas asked. “I have my own division of the company now and can hire my own employees, though not if they are incapable of doing the work.”


  “They are able-bodied men,” the Imam replied. “They are skilled, capable, and very strong.”


  Firas looked at the Imam skeptically. “Why would such capable men be leaving the country when it is at war?” he asked. “You would think they would be part of the jihad.”


  The Imam stared thoughtfully at Firas for a long time before responding. “Why are you so certain them coming to America is not part of the jihad? How can a war against America not eventually come to America?”


  Firas thought this over. This was perhaps the most profound and important conversation of his twenty-six years. Would he be loyal to his father and growing his business or would he honor what he felt to be the teachings of the Koran? He made a decision.


  “I will have work for them.”


  The Imam nodded gravely.


  


  


  Chapter 4


  


  When the Imam brought the Syrian men to Firas his initial reaction was terror. While he was strong and muscled from working in his father’s metal shop and lifting steel his entire life, these men were heavily muscled and fit in a way that belied thousands of hours of training. Firas had met enough scared and hungry refugees in his life to know these men were different. These men were hungry in a different way. If he met them on the street and were to guess at their profession, his immediate response would be to assume they were soldiers, hired killers, or bodyguards.


  The Imam left Firas alone with the men and he felt uncomfortable, as if it were a feast and he was the main course. He asked the men questions about their shop experience. Could they operate tools and weld? He was surprised to find they all possessed more than adequate skills for entry-level work in his shop.


  The men spoke no English, and the entire conversation was conducted in Arabic. At a certain point, the men began asking Firas questions. Not about his skills, but about his faith, his finances, and other resources he had access to. He felt like he was being interviewed too.


  As the evening wore on, Firas did not lose his terror but perhaps became accustomed to it. He learned to work around it, in the way people adapt to a missing limb. The men’s questions were clearly dancing around something that was not being spoken and Firas was not one for such games. He preferred for things to be plain-spoken. He finally asked a simple question of the men before him.


  “You are not here for employment are you? I’ve worked with hundreds of refugees over the years and you men are like no refugees I’ve ever seen before. They have a look in their eyes not present in yours.”


  Twelve men responded with the same hardened looks he’d been, in fact, referring to. Firas would not have been surprised had they risen as a group and proceeded to tear him limb from limb. The tension was that high. Instead, they turned their eyes to one among them. Firas knew now they had a leader, something not acknowledged previously.


  The man responded to Firas by shaking his head in response to the question. No, they were not typical refugees. The man watched for a reaction, waiting to see what Firas would do. Would he stand and run, on his way to call the authorities? Had they seen that in his reaction, they may indeed have had to kill him. The young man surprised them.


  “Do you require my assistance?” he asked. “What can I do to help?”


  The leader assessed him. “I would have thought your first question might be to ask whether we were going to kill you or not.”


  “I am not scared to die,” Firas replied. “Especially in jihad.”


  “Then perhaps we share more than I thought,” the man replied. “We do require assistance. The question is whether you want to provide assistance willingly or unwillingly.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “If you help us willingly, you allow us to operate within your company and do what we need to do. You provide cover for us and do not ask questions. In a few months, we will leave you. If you are willing to knowingly help us, you will become part of our mission and glory awaits you in heaven.”


  “I would like to be a part of your operation,” Firas replied without hesitation.


  “With no more thought than that?” the man asked, raising an eyebrow at him.


  “I have thought about it my entire life and made this decision long ago,” Firas replied. “The time for thought is over.”


  Those two dozen men became part of a project team that worked in Firas’ welding shop. When his father asked him how he justified hiring two-dozen men at a time without any big jobs pending, Firas replied by explaining they were refugees just as Victor had once been and they required his help. He assured his father they were skilled and would be assets to the company.


  “There is no need to worry, Father,” he said. “I will find work for them.”


  His father shrugged. “Two dozen men are expensive,” he said. “If it brings down the margins, we will have to talk.”


  Firas bit his tongue to keep from replying that he hoped his men would one day bring down more than margins.


  The new team of welders spent their first month in the United States collecting materials. As metal workers, Firas and his father had extensive contacts in the local scrap metal industry. One part of the team worked those contacts to collect over a hundred of the twenty gallon propane tanks used with gas grills. Another part of the team visited multiple scrap yards to come up with lengths of old six-inch water pipe and well casing. Another group used plasma cutters and a hydraulic shear to cut plate steel into a particular shape drawn onto a template.


  By the time of Firas’ trip to Detroit, his new welders had all of their welding and fabrication done. The fruits of their labor were hidden in a warehouse near their shop Firas had rented for his new food truck venture. Aware that each food truck only had limited floor space, the team had carefully constructed metal racks that could be slid through the back door of each truck with a forklift.


  Each rack held four six foot metal tubes with twelve inch bores. Each tube held an IRAM, or Improvised Rocket Assisted Mortar. A steel pipe with stabilizing fins was attached to the propulsion unit, a 107mm rocket motor procured from Iran and smuggled onto the docks aboard a Saudi freighter out of Riyadh. At the end of the steel pipe was the warhead. In this case, a twenty pound propane tank packed with high explosives. In the end of the tank, where the valve had been, a primitive trigger was constructed from a stub of galvanized pipe with a cap on the end. When the pipe cap took an impact, a detonating charge would ignite the payload, creating a massive explosion. A cell phone was all that was required to trigger the rocket motor and launch each IRAM.


  The Kibbeh Karts worked for many months, establishing their routes and becoming a familiar sight at fuel refineries, tourist attractions, and along the various roads and bridges of the Deep South. As members of the welding team finished their various duties with construction of the arsenal of IRAMs, Firas removed those men from the shop and gave them jobs on the food trucks. The truck operators were not exactly thrilled at having to train help that had no food service experience but Firas reminded them he’d explained this in the beginning. It was part of the deal. The Syrian welders now served food during the day and met privately at night to discuss their mission.


  Firas was eventually told their operation was not the only one underway. He was shocked to hear there were dozens of others going on simultaneously around the country. From one man operations to large coordinated teams such as his, they would all launch on the same night. There were mortar teams, bombers, and riflemen. They would hit vulnerable interconnects in the electrical grid, fuel refineries, major pipelines, dams, bridges, tunnels, and anything else to halt, and perhaps topple the giant nation.


  Their goal was not to cause a massive death toll but to do serious and lasting damage to the country. They would not kill thousands in the attack. They would kill millions as a result of this attack, leaving them to die of starvation, disease, and violence at the hands of their own countrymen.


  It was a worthy plan.


  


  


  Chapter 5


  


  On the evening before their operation was to take place, Firas had all of his Kibbeh Kart operators return to the warehouse for a meeting. Everyone was seated in folding chairs in the center of the warehouse. Propane lanterns were lit and the power to the building was turned off. All mobile phones were collected in a bucket and placed outside of the building. They would take no chances on the phones being remotely activated as listening devices. The food truck operators found this strange but were accustomed to their boss being a little intense. One of the Syrian welders swept the building for listening devices while others stood armed, watching doors and windows.


  Although some of the truck operators spoke among themselves, no one voiced any questions to Firas. Certainly what was taking place was unusual, but Firas had always had a flare for the dramatic. Perhaps he was preparing to reveal some new phase of his business to them? Perhaps he was going to turn over their trucks to them today and allow them to become partners instead of employees?


  When the Syrians declared there were no listening devices, one of them walked outside and returned with the Imam. Firas took a seat and the Imam stood in front of the gathering. He recited a prayer for the men. When he was done, he spoke to the group.


  “I wish I did not have to be here today. I wish you didn’t have to be here either. It is Allah’s will though, and we cannot question it. Our presence is required here because the United States wants to bring about the end of Islam.


  “Whether you are from Iraq, Iran, Syria, or Lebanon, all of the blood spilled in your countries is on the hands of America. They do not care how many of your women, children, and old people die. They just want to sell Coca Cola, Marlboros, and Big Macs to more people. They say they embrace Muslims and want peace but it is a lie. They want to crush our faith, destroy our culture, steal our oil, and make our countries an extension of their own. With that will come the moral and spiritual vacuum that characterizes this nation. Your mothers, your sisters, your female cousins will become tattooed whores who expose themselves to men on the street and bring disgrace to your family. Will you allow that to happen?”


  There was a murmur of dissent. The Syrians who were not guarding entrances gathered around the group. The truck operators glanced at them nervously, clearly seeing now that the men who had prepared kebabs on their trucks were more than merely refugees. They were used to seeing these men as inept cooks who fumbled in the kitchen, not as a skilled team of operators. The way they swept the room for bugs, the way they moved about so confidently with AK-47s, all belied a skill the restauranteurs had not seen before.


  “The Syrian refugees who have worked for you did not come to this country out of fear. They are not here to assimilate and become Americans. They are here on a mission. Their mission has also become your mission.”


  The Detroit men looked at each other nervously. They were men from family restaurants, not sleeper agents waiting for their terror cell to be activated. They were not radicalized young men looking to get in the news. That was not what they signed up for.


  A skinny truck operator named Marwan stood up. Firas had recruited him in the Hamtramck community of Detroit. “I did not come here for this,” he said. “If you are asking me to kill men, to bring shame on my family, I will not do it.” Marwan crossed his arms defiantly.


  From behind him, one of the Syrians drew a Kukri from his belt and lashed out with the long, curved blade. It was such a quick, fluid movement the eye could not follow it. The only indication it had even happened was the dropping of Marwan’s head to the floor. One second later, his body toppled and joined it, blood running from his neck like water from an overturned mop bucket.


  “Will there be anyone else?” the Imam asked, the corners of his mouth curling into the faintest smile.


  


  


  Chapter 6


  


  Oxford, MS


  


  Grace Hardwick was excited her first year away at college was winding down. It had been an exhilarating year full of new experiences and opportunities. She was a freshman majoring in English, like her dad, Robert, and she couldn’t have been more pleased with her decision to attend the university there at Oxford. She’d just taken her last exam. She’d had to write an essay on Medieval Literature for Dr. Reynolds and she was pretty sure she’d nailed an A on that one. She had liked Dr. Reynolds and enjoyed her class.


  With her last exam in the bag, Grace was going to meet her roommate Zoe for lunch in one of the common areas at the edge of campus. The next days should be fun. They still had three days in the dorm before they had to move out. From there, she and Zoe were planning on moving into an apartment together off-campus and becoming summer residents of the college town. She’d worked as a waitress through most of the year and planned on continuing the job through the summer.


  Walking across campus, Grace found the main Commons to be congested with protestors. Taught even as a child to avoid angry mobs for her personal safety, Grace skirted the crowd. It took little to ignite the mob mentality and it was a bad place to be caught if you had no means of self-defense. While not all students at the university might assess situations in terms of what type of weapon it would take to resolve them, Grace had grown up this way and it was second nature to her. Her dad had raised her with a tactical mindset.


  As she passed the mob, she estimated there could easily be a thousand or more students there. With many students done with exams, they had more time to drink, hang out, or protest. She couldn’t really even tell what they were protesting, although she assumed it to be tangentially related to the explosive political climate of the year.


  There was a presidential election coming and even though neither candidate was popular, they were the main choices. Their debates continued to ignite tensions and to highlight the growing divide between people in the country. To make matters worse, the current president had enacted a program to accept and resettle Syrian immigrants.


  The program was extremely controversial because many thought the government had not had adequate time to screen the immigrants and make sure there were no wolves slipping in with the sheep. Many states, including Mississippi, had refused to accept the immigrants. This had led to federal lawsuits and the favorite threat of the current administration: we’ll cut off your federal money.


  Although Mississippi had yielded in the end and reluctantly allowed Syrian immigrants into the state, the matter was far from settled. Many lawsuits were still pending and other states were threatening to use their National Guard forces, if necessary, to prevent the Syrian refugees from entering their state. This had become a very divisive issue. With the nation continuing to face terror threats on a regular basis, many Americans just didn’t want to take the chance on allowing in people who may not have been thoroughly screened.


  College campuses were often at the forefront of these protests, and this crowd appeared to have wrapped that topic into their protest. While the Democrat versus Republican contingents were hostile, the groups on either side of the Syrian issue were nearing blows. Campus police tried to separate them. They were woefully outmanned for this operation. This was nearly a daily occurrence now and no one could spare officers to simply stand there all day for the purpose of keeping the parties separated.


  Screams rose from the crowd as a pocket of violence erupted. A fraternity was clashing with a group of young men. One second they were yelling and pointing at each other, the next second fists were flying. Some surrounding the group surged forward to join the fight, throwing fists and pounding on whoever offended them. Other protestors spilled backward, trying to get out of the way to avoid being injured.


  The scuffle would be broken up soon enough Grace knew, and she wanted no part of it. She kept moving. She didn’t feel safe until she’d put several blocks between herself and the mob. When she had, she came upon a group more interested in eating than protesting. These were her peeps. It wasn’t that she was apathetic about the state of the country, she just wasn’t convinced it could be fixed by yelling in another person’s face.


  She saw Zoe seated on a concrete bench, engrossed with her phone.


  “How’s it going?” she asked, taking a seat by her roommate.


  The pair had been best friends since they were eleven years old. They’d met on a bike trail, each riding with their dad on a hot summer day. There was a small café on the bike trail and both dads stopped to buy their daughters snow cones. The girls had started talking on a bench in front of the café and the dads quickly followed suit. They figured out they only lived about fifteen minutes away from each other although they attended different schools. They’d made plans that day to get together again the following week and they’d stuck to it. It was the start of a friendship that led to many more bike rides, family camping trips, and eventually attending college together.


  Zoe looked up and smiled. “Great,” she said. “You done?”


  “Finally, yes,” Grace replied. “Now I’m starving.”


  “Oh my God, me too,” Zoe blurted. “I know I’m on a diet but that taco truck over there is calling my name.”


  “That sounds good. I haven’t even seen what’s here today.”


  This area off the edge of campus saw a variety of food trucks show up each day. There were breakfast trucks that sold coffee and breakfast in the morning, some only came for the lunch and dinner hours. Others stayed all day, selling everything from deep-fried Oreos to Chinese food to Moroccan delicacies.


  “Look at the picture of the kebab on that one,” Grace said, pointing to a truck with the name Kibbeh Kart.


  “It doesn’t even look like the Kibbeh Kart is open,” Zoe said. “I’m going to get tacos.”


  “Meet you back here in a sec,” Grace said. “They have to be open. Why else would they be here at lunch time?”


  Grace wandered toward the Kibbeh Kart. There was no line, and she saw two men were sitting in the front of the truck. When she got closer and could read the menu, she scanned the sign listing their offerings. The driver was looking at her in the rearview mirror but he made no effort to move. She’d thought he might roll down the window and say something. Had the kebab not looked so good, she’d have moved on to tacos.


  She approached the window and tapped on it. Two Middle Eastern men sat in the front of the truck trying their best not to look at her. Their refusal to acknowledge her only made her mad. She knocked harder. Finally, the driver rolled down his window.


  “We closed,” he said. “Not open today.”


  Grace frowned. “Not at all?”


  The other man, sitting in the passenger seat, was huge. He had the bulky muscle of a professional wrestler. He leaned toward the driver and looked at her. “We closed. Go the fuck away.” The driver then rolled his window up, staring hard at her.


  Grace stood in shock, unable to process what had just happened. She couldn’t believe he’d spoken to her that way. She’d eaten at the food court many times and had never been treated with anything but friendliness, even when there was a significant language barrier. She wandered off, unsure of what to do. There was a name and phone number on the back. Maybe she’d give Kabbani and Sons a call about the way she’d been treated.


  Zoe approached with a basket of tacos. “Where’s the kebab?”


  Grace shrugged. “I decided on fish tacos,” she said.


  “I love fish tacos,” she said. “I might have to have one of those too.”


  Grace went to the taco truck and bought two fish tacos, then the pair went to find a seat. They’d lost their earlier concrete bench but found another a little further away, placed on the far side of a massive sculptural fountain. They dropped their backpacks, taking seats on the bench. With school mostly behind them, their conversation turned to summer, and all of the things they wanted to do and see.


  It was going to be amazing.


  


  


  Chapter 7


  


  Oxford, MS


  


  Bassel was so upset by his predicament he threw up several times on the way to the university campus. His muscular companion, a Syrian named Elyas, would not allow him to pull over and be sick, afraid it may draw attention to them. Elyas grasped the wheel and assisted with steering while Bassel threw up on the floor between the front seats.


  When they reached the university campus, Bassel parked in his usual spot, yet the Syrian would not allow him to move from the seat. How could they open for business when opening the serving windows would clearly display whatever manner of weapon they carried in the back?


  Bassel wasn’t even really sure what it was. He hadn’t been allowed back there to examine it. Weapons were so far from his realm of experience as a cook back in Detroit he’d likely not even know what he was looking at. Thinking of Detroit brought another wave of sickness and he leaned over, pouring bile from his guts into the floor.


  Elyas grasped him by the collar and hissed in Arabic, “I am tired of your weakness. You stink up this truck. If you throw up again, I will mop it up with your body. Do you understand?” The man shoved Bassel away so hard his head bounced off his window.


  He rubbed his head and thought of his family. How he wished he’d opted to stay home with his sisters and baby brother. His parents would grieve for him with immeasurable pain. They would wonder if he’d been part of this plot all along, perhaps radicalized through social media and moving south just to be part of this day. He would never have the opportunity to explain himself to them, to show them he was a victim too. He did not want to be part of this.


  He understood, though, that the man beside him had a gun and a knife and would kill him if he tried anything. If he attempted to open the door he was dead. If he attempted to signal anyone he was dead. If he did anything other than carry out Elyas’ instructions to the letter he was dead. He looked out the window and saw students he’d served food to all year. Some of them he recognized, although most he didn’t. Still, they were his customers. He felt a loyalty to them and a sadness for them.


  A girl had come to the window at one point and Bassel had not known what to do. He tried to ignore her but she would not go away. In the end, Elyas had been rude with her. Bassel’s only hope was that the rude treatment would force her to go elsewhere and perhaps save her life.


  After the American girl left, Bassel decided to make an attempt to sway the Syrian. Perhaps he would respond to reason. Perhaps he would see the futility of this small action in a nation as large as this one. The Imam had said they were but a small piece in a large mosaic. There were many more of them. Multiply their fleet by tens, by hundreds, and the scale of the attack was immense. While Bassel did not know the plan, perhaps he could stop it.


  He turned to the Syrian. The man was looking at him, perhaps sensing he wished to speak. Bassel opened his mouth, still formulating his argument. He was met with a fist that fell with the force of a baseball bat. He was stunned, immediately lightheaded from the single blow. In his confusion, he wondered what a man must do to get so strong. What does he eat? How does he exercise?


  Then there was another blow and Bassel was pulled from his seat, shoved down onto the floor. The dampness of his own vomit was seeping into his shirt. He could smell his sickness. Then there were two more short punches and he lost consciousness. His last sight was the dark and impartial face of his attacker.


  Elyas checked his watch. He took his phone from the dashboard and unlocked the screen. He waited. At exactly 1 p.m. a text arrived. He clicked on the messaging app and read the message. He did not recognize the number but he fully understood the significance of the message:


  By the rocket’s red glare, the bombs bursting in air.


  Elyas went into the rear compartment of the truck and began removing thumbscrews from a panel in the roof. When he had all of them out, he lifted the lightweight aluminum panel and angled it so it could be pulled back inside the truck. It almost looked like a sunroof.


  He casually got out of the truck, locked his door, and walked away. After a distance of around a hundred meters he concealed himself behind a brick building, pulled out his phone, and dialed a number. Inside the Kibbeh Kart, a phone rang one time and then answered, triggering the launch of the IRAM array.


  The detonation of the multiple 107mm rocket motors sounded like an explosion to the inexperienced ears of the students gathered among the food trucks. In fact, the backblast of the motors firing simultaneously blew out the windows of the Kibbeh Kart and caused the thin sheet metal sides of the truck body to distort and ripple.


  The firing of the rocket motors was immediately followed by the Improvised Rocket Assisted Mortars launching from their homemade tubes skyward in a lazy arc. Students screamed and dived for cover. Others ran as fast they could. Some were paralyzed with fear, unmoving, tears running down their faces, urine down their legs.


  Elyas stuck his head out and watched the rockets leave. Their targeting was based on a series of imprecise calculations. It was assumed that if he parked the truck in a certain spot the angles pre-fabricated into the tubes would send them in the direction they needed to go. Still, it was an improvised weapon. When the first propane tank warhead hit, it exploded as designed. It was followed by the others in rapid succession. There was a chorus of screams and terror spread at electron speed. His weapons had worked as designed. There was a moment of pride, then the realization it was time to leave the area.


  His brothers around the country were assigned to more critical targets today and they’d received the better weapons. Some had American-made mortar systems and Rocket Propelled Grenades. There was no shortage of black market weaponry in the Middle East and ships left Dubai every day with containers bound for the United States. Over a period of months, it had been no problem to get what they needed onto American soil. If their plan today was even a partial success, this nation would find themselves pushed back decades into the past over the course of a few days.


  


  


  Chapter 8


  


  Oxford, MS


  


  Grace rose from the ground and tried to figure out what was going on. People were running in all directions. There were explosions coming from multiple directions. Whatever was happening, they were dead center of it.


  “What the hell was that?” Zoe cried. “What’s going on?”


  Grace took her roommate’s hand and pulled her to her feet. “We’ve got to get out of here,” she said. She grabbed her backpack and slung it onto her shoulder.


  “Where are we going?” Zoe asked. “I’m scared.”


  “I’m scared too,” Grace said. “We can’t stay here though. There could be more explosions.”


  They set off into the chaos toward their dorm. With the explosions scattered in several directions, people were not sure of the safest direction to run so they poured in all directions like ants disturbed from their nest. Grace saw people covered in blood. She couldn’t tell if it was their own or came from someone they’d been standing close to. Some were dragging wounded with missing limbs. Others were staggering around unable to see, calling out for help. It was like a battle scene yet without medical support and without the ability to return fire at a visible enemy.


  “Oh my God!” Zoe yelled. “What is this? What happened?”


  “Terror attack,” Grace said. “A rocket of some sort.”


  “It sounded like there were several,” Zoe said.


  “Help us!” a girl cried. “Please.” She was leading another girl whose arm was missing below the elbow, blood streaming from her wound.


  “You’ve got to stop the bleeding!” Grace yelled. “Use pressure.”


  The bleeding girl sagged to her knees. People streamed around them. It was not a safe place to be. Grace unzipped her backpack and removed a plastic pouch from a pocket.


  “What’s that?” Zoe asked nervously.


  “A CAT,” Grace said. “Combat tourniquet.” With a practiced hand, she applied the tourniquet, tightened it, then put two twists on the black rod. The bleeding stopped. She pulled an ink pen from her pack and wrote the time on the girl’s bicep.


  “That’s when this went on,” Grace said. “Get her to help.”


  “Why do you have a tourniquet?” Zoe asked.


  “My dad gave it to me when I was little,” she said. “It was always in my school backpack. He showed me how to put it on myself if I was shot. Said I wasn’t allowed to bleed to death.”


  Stunned, Zoe couldn’t think of anything to say to such a story.


  Grace didn’t want to think about it. She picked up the pace. “Let’s get back to the room. We can come up with a plan there.”


  “Is the room safe?” Zoe asked.


  “How the hell do I know?” Grace fired back.


  When they started to run, Grace’s phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and saw it was her dad. She grabbed Zoe’s arm and pulled her over against a building, out of the stream of scared and injured.


  “Dad?” she yelled into the phone.


  “Thank God I got through,” he said. “Are you guys okay? I hear screaming.”


  “We’re not hurt, Dad, but the school was attacked. They blew up some kind of rockets or something. There are injured people everywhere.”


  “It wasn’t just your school, baby,” her dad said. “There were terrorist attacks all over the country, all within minutes of each other.”


  “They hit other colleges, too?” Grace asked.


  “Not only colleges. They hit the power grid. They blew up the major fuel refineries. They hit bridges and tunnels with truck bombs. They’ve even taken out dams and levees, flooding parts of the country. ”


  “Oh my God,” Grace whispered.


  “What is it? What is it?” Zoe insisted.


  Grace held a hand up, urging Zoe to hold on for a second. Who did it?”


  “Who knows? ISIS, Al Qaeda, some other extremist group—in the end, I’m not sure it really matters. This one is bad.”


  Grace was stunned, trying to comprehend the scale of the attack, the scale of the death and suffering.


  “Do you still have power?” her dad asked.


  Grace looked around desperately. All she could see were running students and bloody bodies. “I can’t tell, Dad.”


  “Calm down. Focus. Assume it’s off,” her dad said. “Assume we’ll lose communication too. Do you still have the key I gave you?”


  Grace felt around her neck for the silver chain, following it to the key hanging below the neckline of her shirt. “Of course I have it.”


  “You remember what I told you, baby?”


  “If the crap hits the fan, go to the address on the key,” she recited. He asked her the same question nearly every time they talked. “Do I need to go now?”


  “Yes. Get out of there,” he said. “My guess is they’ll lock down the campus shortly and not let anyone in or out. If you’re still there when they do, it may be days before you can leave. By then, things will have disintegrated to a point it may not even be safe to travel. Get out of there before they lock it down.”


  “I’m scared,” she said.


  Her dad sighed. “Fear is normal, baby. You’ve grown up knowing what to do. You’re way ahead of most people. You use the key and you’ll get yourself home.”


  “How? I’ll need gear.”


  “Use the key,” he repeated firmly. “You think I’d drop you off halfway across the country with no resources?”


  “I’m not halfway across the country. I’m only about six hundred miles away.”


  “Don’t remind me,” he said. “What I’d like to do is come get you and bring you home myself. The thought of you being alone on the road scares the crap out of me in normal times. This is far from normal times.”


  “You can’t come, Dad,” Grace said. “You need to look after Mom and Blake. Without phones we might not be able to find each other out there on the road anyway. We’ve talked about that. We could pass right by each other and never know.”


  Grace’s mom had surgery the week before. She was still in a lot of pain and could barely get around. There was no way she could be left home alone to take care of herself and Grace’s brother.


  “I know all that. Doesn’t mean I’m happy about it. Are you bringing Zoe?”


  Before Grace could reply the line went dead.


  “Dad?” Grace asked. No answer. “Dad!” she yelled. “Are you there?”


  The call had dropped. She tried calling him back but a recorded message in her ear told her all circuits were busy. “Zoe, we have to get out of here.”


  “Now?”


  “That’s what my dad said. I have stuff in the room I need to get. Let’s go.”


  Zoe grabbed her arm, trying to keep up with her pace. “What if they blow the dorm up? I don’t want to be in there.”


  “Five minutes,” Grace said. “I need five minutes in there to get my stuff. You can go in if you want or wait outside. Either way, I’m going.”


  


  


  Chapter 9


  


  Although the fleeing crowds thinned the closer they got to their residence hall, they were not beyond the reach of the horror. Two girls escorted a limping man, his lower leg bleeding profusely. Grace insisted they stop so she could apply another tourniquet, fashioning this one out of the bottom three inches of her t-shirt and using an ink pen as a toggle. Another man carried a thin wisp of a girl, unconscious and bleeding from a head wound.


  “I can’t go in there,” Zoe said. “I’ll wait outside. Can you grab my stuff?”


  “I think so,” Grace said. “If something happens, meet me at my truck in five minutes.”


  Zoe wandered over to a lone maple tree and slid down its base, pulling her knees up to her chin, and trying to make herself as small as she could. When another weeping, bleeding group approached, she closed her eyes, unable to process any more horror than she’d already seen.


  Grace vaulted the front steps and entered the foyer, turning right to the stairwell. She pushed through the door and took the steps two at a time. Their room was on the fourth floor and she’d definitely be feeling the pace when she got up there. The lights were definitely out, with the emergency lights illuminating the powerless stairwell.


  At the fourth floor, she pulled open the stairwell door and stepped into the hall. Windows at each end of the hall let in some light and emergency lighting helped out. Grace sprinted down the hall and stopped at 409. She slung her backpack around and unsnapped her key chain from an interior pocket. She unlocked the door and entered her dark dorm room.


  The first thing she did was yank open the curtains and let enough light in so she could see what she was doing. Then she hit the power button on her bedside radio and turned the volume up. The radio had backup power from C-cell batteries. A reporter speaking over the broadcast indicated they were streaming live from CNN radio and the reporter was speaking from a briefing room at the Pentagon.


  “…what we know at this point. Over fifty separate incidents are known to have occurred at sites scattered around the country. We here at CNN feel safe at this point in saying those attacks are indeed acts of terrorism. We do not know, however, how many individuals are responsible for these attacks, nor has any group accepted responsibility. To make matters worse, with a blackout that has now spread across most of the nation, officials don’t know for certain they’ve even discovered all of the acts of terrorism that may have taken place. Due to some attacks occurring on infrastructure targets, some of which are geographically remote, it’s possible the terrorists have damaged important systems we don’t even know about yet.


  “What we do know, Wolf, is that officials are warning citizens in non-essential positions to stay off work today and avoid congesting the highways. Officials are also advising those with public water at their homes to avoid drinking it at this time. There is apparently some concern terrorists may have compromised the water supply in some major cities, although this has not been confirmed. The Department of Homeland Security has advised the public for some time to keep a minimum of three days of food and water in their homes. They are now recommending the public utilize those emergency resources if they get their water from a municipal source, and that they not drink the public water coming into their homes.”


  “John, you mentioned the national blackout most of us are experiencing now,” Wolf said. “Do you have any information on what people might expect as far as the restoration of electrical power to the major metro areas around the country?”


  Grace could hear worry in the reporter’s voice.


  “Uh, Wolf, there’s been no official word on that. Of course you know the national electrical grid is owned by many different private companies and they have not issued any official collective statement on the status of power restoration. However, I will say that officials here at the Pentagon have said off-the-record that some of the damaged components have no replacements available in the U.S. What they’re essentially saying is that power can’t be fully restored until these parts are actually manufactured abroad then shipped to us and installed. We, of course, don’t want to incite panic, but we’re being told that could take months, perhaps even years.”


  Wolf spoke again and there was disbelief in his voice. “John, what are officials in Washington telling folks they should do? Surely they must realize that months without power is simply unacceptable to most Americans. People will die.”


  “Wolf, when I asked my source what folks should be doing, he simply said they should pray. Back to you, Wolf.”


  “That was John Dingler coming to us from the Pentagon,” Wolf said, followed by a long moment of silence.


  While she listened, Grace pulled an empty duffel bag from the top shelf of her closet and tossed it onto the bed. Moving quickly, she filled it with clothes she thought she might need for the trip. Party dresses, job interview clothes, and anything formal was ignored. Jeans, fleece outerwear, t-shirts, hiking and camping clothes all went into the bag, along with socks, underwear, and a couple of bandannas. She tossed in her running shoes and a sturdier pair of high-topped hiking boots she only used when she was on backpacking trips. She topped the bag off with some basic toiletries and a towel.


  She dumped her textbooks out of her daypack and onto the bed. She refilled the pack with other things she thought she might need for her drive home. She grabbed chargers for her tablet and her phone. She took the portable Anker battery her dad bought her. It charged on a wall outlet and had a USB port that allowed her to recharge her phone nearly a half dozen times. She picked up every flashlight she could find and stuffed those into the bag too.


  She had a couple of bottles of water in their fridge and she grabbed those, along with some junk food she and Zoe shared. From the back of her closet, Grace removed a black tactical-looking pack covered in pockets and webbing straps her dad had given her when she started driving. He’d told her it was her Go Bag. She’d known since elementary school what a Go Bag was so he’d not needed to explain anything when he handed it over. She tossed the bag onto the bed with the rest of her gear.


  With her gear in order, Grace went into Zoe’s closet and stared at the jumbled mess. While Grace was meticulous and borderline obsessive about her organization, Zoe lived in the moment, storing her stuff in piles in the floor. The mess only increased Grace’s anxiety when added to the disaster unfolding outside and the dire news report playing on the radio. Would she even be able to carry out this gear without it being taken from her? Her dad had told her hundreds of times that urban settings were no place for women in the event of societal collapse.


  She checked her watch again and decided she’d been here long enough. They had to get out of here now. She found Zoe’s largest piece of luggage and stuffed it with the items she thought Zoe would need. She packed durable clothes, like the ones she’d packed for herself. She did not know what of Zoe’s other possessions would be necessary, but she grabbed her chargers, toiletries, and all of the same type of things she’d packed for herself. It took less than a minute.


  When she was done, she had a pile with Zoe’s suitcase, her own large duffel bag, her daypack, and her Go Bag. She took a deep breath and got her phone out, planning to ask Zoe to meet her in the foyer to carry some of it, but she couldn’t get through.


  She looked around the room one more time and decided she should start hauling gear to her vehicle. The sounds of chaos outside were increasing and it was time to go. She could hear sirens and her dad’s warning about the campus being locked down kept replaying in her head.


  Since Zoe’s suitcase had wheels, she extended the pull handle on it and slid the handles of the duffel bag down over it. It was heavy and cumbersome, but if she put on her Go Bag with her daypack on top of it and pulled the suitcase with the duffel bag, maybe she could make it in one trip.


  Her legs had stiffened from the run up the steps and she could feel it when she started descending the steps with the load. While it was awkward pulling the heavy load, one step at a time she managed it. She focused on going slow and trying not to fall.


  On her trip down, she ran into several other people coming up. In the dim light she could tell they were in shock, crying, staggering, and confused. Grace kept her head down and plodded on.


  Her arms and back were cramping by the time she hit the bottom of the steps. Her parking pass required her to leave her vehicle a short walk from the main door of her residence hall. When she reached the front steps, she found Zoe pacing anxiously.


  “What took you so long?” Zoe asked.


  Grace bit her tongue and gave her friend a hard look. “Having to carry your shit! Here, pull this.”


  In a moment, they were at the truck and Grace was digging for her key. Her vehicle was a 2008 Chevy Silverado 2500. It was a heavy duty, three-quarter ton truck with a lifted suspension and oversized tires. Her friends told her it made her look like a redneck, but she didn’t care. The truck had a diesel engine and four-wheel drive, with a winch on the front. The truck bed had a fiberglass cap on it that protected any load in the bed from bad weather and she could sleep in there if she needed to.


  The truck was her dad’s idea, of course. He emphasized the importance of being able to carry gear and sleep in your vehicle. He’d also told her diesel had some advantages over a gas engine, including that it had the torque to push smaller vehicles out of its path. Her dad had installed a heavy steel Road Armor bumper, in case she ever needed to.


  Grace unlocked the bed cap and the cab doors. She tossed her backpack and Go Bag into the back seat, then jogged to the back to help Zoe lift the suitcase and duffel bag into the back. She slammed the back shut and relocked the cap.


  “Let’s get out of here,” she said.


  


  


  Chapter 10


  


  Kabbani and Son dismissed most of their employees at noon on the day of the attacks. Although Firas would not have done so, his father thought it a good idea. He thought such shows of patriotism were good for public relations. Firas and his father watched coverage of the attacks on television, the older man shaking his head in disgust and amazement. Firas could not imagine his father’s response had he known his son had been integral to a small part of this operation.


  As the news anchor continued to reveal targets that had been successfully attacked, Firas had to fight back his excitement. Although he did not wager, he felt like a man who had bet the proverbial farm on a particular team during a sporting event and now his team was winning. It was truly a great day.


  Firas excused himself, telling his father he had some work that needed to be completed before he left for the day.


  “I admire your dedication,” his father replied. “I think I’ll be getting nothing done today. This whole thing is upsetting to me.”


  Firas walked from his father’s fabrication shop to his own shop, enjoying the sunlight. He passed workers heading out, nodding when they greeted him. His own shop was silent when he walked through the massive hangar doors. It was so unusual to find the shop quiet, without the sounds of grinding, hammering, and air tools.


  His offices were off to one corner and as he walked toward them, the power went out. Despite any inconvenience this would cause him, he smiled. It was another indicator of success. Americans loved their electric power. Without it, they floundered like infants.


  When he entered his office, he was briefly startled to find men in there waiting on him. It was the Imam and two of the Syrians. When he recognized them, he relaxed and greeted them in the traditional manner.


  “It is a great day, my brothers,” Firas said, walking past them and taking a seat at his desk.


  The Imam smiled. “It is indeed.”


  “I was watching the news with my father. It was story after story about the devastation to the country. I am proud to have played a small part. In fact, it is one of the proudest moments of my life,” Firas said.


  The Imam looked to one of the muscular Syrians. The man slipped on gloves, pulled a pistol from his waistband, and moved around the desk to Firas’ side. Firas watched with confusion, then a flash of understanding crossed his face.


  “Is this necessary?” he asked.


  The Imam didn’t reply, staring at him dispassionately.


  “I did what I was asked,” Firas offered more desperately. “I offered myself willingly. I put myself at great personal risk.”


  The Syrian raised the gun to Firas’ temple and pulled the trigger. The report of the pistol was loud in the room. Blood sprayed onto the wall before Firas fell heavily forward, the contents of his skull leaking onto his desk. The Syrian pressed the clean weapon into Firas’ hand, making certain each fingerprint fell where it should, then he dropped the weapon to the floor.


  The Imam stood and was ushered from the room.


  


  


  Chapter 11


  


  Oxford, MS


  


  The streets around campus were a madhouse. Lots of vehicles were trying to get onto the campus, and others, like Grace, were trying to get away from campus. Emergency vehicles poured toward them, lights and sirens going. A few were stopped in the road, blocking lanes of traffic. Pedestrians wandered around without regard for vehicles. The general mood this far from the scene of the explosions was stunned shock.


  Grace turned on the radio and scanned for stations, stopping on a news broadcast. Over the radio she heard crowd noises and people shouting at a speaker, trying to ask questions over top of each other. She’d clearly caught the tail end of a press conference and a reporter was summarizing what she’d missed.


  “White House Press Secretary Cory Tilley has just finished briefing reporters that the president is enacting an Executive Order allowing for the governmental seizure and redistribution of fuel and any other resources they deem necessary for the recovery efforts of the nation. Effective immediately all fuel, whether in possession of a refinery, a fuel wholesaler, or even your local gas station, is property of the United States government and will only be available to first responders and the military. He stated that all fuel sales to the public would be halted immediately and anyone caught selling fuel in violation of this Executive Order would be arrested.”


  “What did Mr. Tilley say when asked about the effect of this Executive Order on the public?” the anchor asked his reporter. “Certainly the president has to understand the hardship this places on the American people, most of whom need access to fuel in order to carry out their daily lives.”


  “Mr. Tilley had no comments on that. No questions were taken, Jeff. This was purely an informational briefing. Mr. Tilley read his statement and then left the room.”


  “Was there any mention as to the location of the president at this time?” the anchor asked.


  “No, Jeff, there was not,” the reporter replied. “My sources say, though, that the president and his cabinet have been moved from Washington, along with their families, to an undisclosed secure location and that continuity of government is in place.”


  At the mention of fuel restrictions, Grace’s heart sank. She pushed an information button on the dash and the digital display indicated she had 265 miles worth of fuel remaining. Home was nearly six hundred miles away, leaving her with a considerable fuel gap she had no idea how she’d fill.


  Her sense of urgency rose another notch, increasing her desire to get out of this town and get home where she knew her family could weather this storm. She liked it a lot better when her dad was the one solving the problems. He was so much better at it, and he never seemed to lose hope, no matter how dire things got.


  In the passenger seat, Zoe was speechless. She stared wide-eyed as first responders blew by them. Grace realized she was in much the same state, driving blindly and not focusing on the mission, her head lost in trying to analyze the big picture.


  “The key!” she said suddenly. She’d forgotten about it in all the chaos. Grace pulled the key around her neck up to her eyes and read the numbers engraved there. She powered up the Garmin GPS that was suction-cupped to her dashboard and found the menu that allowed her to enter coordinates directly.


  “What’s that?” Zoe asked.


  “My dad has a place he needs me to stop before I come home.”


  “Seriously?” Zoe asked. “With all that’s going on?”


  “I need you to input these numbers into the GPS,” Grace said. “I’m afraid I’ll run over someone if I try to do this while I’m driving.” She pulled the chain over her neck and handed it to Zoe.


  Zoe held the key up to her face and stared at the numbers. “What kind of crazy street address is this?”


  “It’s not a street address,” Grace said. “It’s latitude and longitude. My dad gave me this key when I moved and it had these coordinates engraved on it. He told me if I ever had trouble to go there. He reminded me again when he called earlier.”


  “What is it? What’s there?”


  Grace shook her head. “I don’t know. If I had to guess, I’d say it was a geocache. A pistol buried in an ammo can or something. We couldn’t have weapons at school but he wanted me to have one in case something bad happened.”


  “Really? In my family, parents mail you care packages with brownies and spending money,” Zoe said. “In your family, parents leave you coded messages leading to firearms buried in hidden locations.”


  “It wouldn’t be a hidden location if you’d put in the damn numbers,” Grace said.


  Zoe punched the last numbers into the tiny display and hit the Go button. The unit spent a moment calculating, then plotted a route to a point fifteen miles from their location. Grace slowed, turned right, and headed away from campus. After she straightened the vehicle, she extended her arm to Zoe.


  “What?”


  “The key.”


  “I’ve got it,” Zoe said. “I won’t lose it.”


  “No,” Grace said. “It stays on my neck. Always.”


  Zoe held out the key and Grace returned it to her neck, instantly soothed by having it back. To her it meant safety. It meant family. It was a reminder she wasn’t alone in the world.


  After several minutes, the GPS instructed Grace to follow four-lane Route 7 until the next exit and get off there. There was still light traffic on the highway, despite the attacks and the official encouragement for everyone to stay off the roads. Grace had changed the radio over to a local news station out of nearby Tupelo, hoping to hear if there were any other local occurrences that might impact her travel plans. She hadn’t thought a lot about her route yet, but her first instinct was to go back the way she came, which was to take Route 7 north to Tennessee and eventually get on Interstate 40, which would take her within a few hours of home.


  “Your destination is ahead on the left,” the GPS told her.


  Grace slowed. The area ahead and to the left was an industrial area, far enough out of town that the lots were large and there weren’t a lot of neighbors. It was a good place to have a business that required elbow room. Grace pulled off the road and into a parking lot. This was where her GPS showed a red pin marking her destination. She found herself at Maxine’s Mini Storage.


  She sat in the parking lot and looked around. It was the kind of mini storage facility frequently located in rural areas where security was not a huge concern. There were no fences, no gates, and no office, only a large gravel lot full of rows of units. You could drive between the rows and pull up right to your unit. If you wanted to rent one, there was a sign with a phone number.


  Interesting, Grace thought. What do you have up your sleeve, Dad?


  She lifted the chain off her neck and examined the key again. She turned it over and looked at the back side. There was an “L9” on the key, but it was stamped and not engraved. In fact, it was done so carefully that she had first assumed it to be a factory marking, perhaps designating which key blank had been used to this key. She wondered if, instead, it could refer to a unit number.


  She drove a little further into the storage complex and found a map painted onto a large plywood sign. One bank of units was labelled LOCKERS 1-20. If the L9 on the key was significant, that row was the place to start. If the clue proved to be misleading, she might have to try her key in every lock on every unit. She hoped that was not the case.


  The complex was like a maze. After a few turns, Grace found herself in a secluded row of units not visible from the road. Every ten feet was a heavy-duty steel door. The only other storage units she’d ever been to had roll-up doors, but these were regular hinged doors, like warehouse doors, made of steel with sturdy industrial lever handles and deadbolts. A white square on one unit had a black L9 painted on it.


  Grace stopped the truck, put it in Park, and set the parking brake.


  “Stay here,” she told Zoe.


  She left the engine running in case she had to leave quickly and hopped out with her mystery key in hand. She approached the door, said a little prayer, and slid the key easily in the deadbolt. She turned the key and the lock turned smooth as butter. She exhaled the breath she didn’t even realize she’d been holding and removed the key.


  “What the hell, Dad?” she asked aloud, turning the lever handle and swinging the door open. “What have you done?”


  


  Chapter 12


  


  The bright afternoon sunlight illuminated the storage locker as Grace walked inside and looked around. The unit was roughly ten foot wide and twelve foot deep. It had a concrete floor and the walls were made of ribbed steel panels. To her left was a massive red tool chest nearly as big as a coffin. It was rusty and the paint was peeling. Grace thought she may even recognize it as something that belonged to her dad.


  To her right were two assembled camping cots with sleeping gear piled on them. There were two pillows, two sleeping bags, two foam sleeping pads, and a nylon bag she recognized as being a two-man backpacking tent. Underneath the cot was a row of white five-gallon plastic buckets with screw-on lids.


  Two of the buckets were thirty day food supply buckets that could be bought from different retailers. They came already stocked with a variety of freeze-dried meals and a portable water filter. The other buckets had labels on them too, though she had trouble reading them in the poor light. The most intriguing contents of the locker hung on the back wall, even further in the shadowed recesses of the unit.


  Her dad had taken a full sheet of plywood and covered it with cork panels, converting it into a large bulletin board. At the top was a banner with large letters:


  


  CALL SIGN: The Girl From Locker Nine


  MISSION: To Get Home Safely


  


  In the center of the bulletin board was a map of the southeastern United States. Various routes from Oxford to her home in Damascus, Virginia, were highlighted in different colors. At intervals along the routes, her father had used push pins to stick index cards to the map. She leaned close to look at one of them in the dim interior of the unit. The card had a thumbnail picture of someone she didn’t recognize along with a name and street address. The card was labeled College Friend and contained a few more pieces of information.


  She looked at another card and saw it contained a woman’s name, address, and picture. It was labeled Facebook Friend. Others were labelled Relative or High School Friend. She noticed some had gold stars on them and they were labelled Friends Who Play Well With Others. She didn’t have to ask why those had gold stars on them. It meant those were preppers—folks likely to be well-prepared to manage whatever the world might throw at them over the coming weeks. Those were people with resources beyond what one might expect regular folks to have. People like her dad. She was sure he gave them that obscure label in case someone broke into the locker before she claimed it.


  There were other notes on the map she couldn’t read in the dim light, and a photograph pinned beside the map caught her eye. It was a print of a picture her dad had taken last summer of her whole family sitting on their kayaks at Douthat State Park in western Virginia. It was not a large park and there weren’t a ton of amenities, but it had been their favorite for years. They went there every summer.


  “Grace?”


  She spun, startled, and found Zoe standing in the door to the unit, the sun at her back.


  “What the hell is this place?” Zoe asked.


  “It’s my dad’s plan for getting us home,” she said.


  “Did you know this was here?” Zoe asked.


  “I had no idea.”


  “How could you not have come out here before? How could you not have tried to find where the key took you? That would have driven me nuts,” Zoe said.


  “My dad said I shouldn’t go unless it was an emergency,” Grace said. “I know him. He wouldn’t have told me that unless there was a good reason. I guess he didn’t want to compromise this location.”


  “I bet you never snoop around looking for your hidden Christmas presents either, do you?” Zoe asked.


  “Nope.”


  Zoe looked around. “I guess a pistol buried in the woods wasn’t enough for Dr. Doom?”


  “No, not for my dad.” Zoe was always calling her dad Dr. Doom because of his obsession with preparedness. He also wrote novels about survival and had destroyed society in a half-dozen different ways already.


  Zoe sat down on the cot while Grace went outside and turned the truck off. She locked it and came back inside with a flashlight, closing the door behind her. She flashed the light around the room and five yellow plastic jugs stacked in the corner caught her eye.


  “Cool!” she said.


  “What?” Zoe asked.


  “Diesel fuel,” Grace said. “Twenty-five gallons. It might be enough to get us home. There’s also a couple of spare tires and a decent jack.”


  “What’s in the box?” Zoe asked, pointing to the large tool chest.


  Grace hit it with her light and studied it. She noticed a battery-powered lantern sitting on top of the chest and turned it on. The LED lantern lit the room well enough she could see her way around. Leave it to her dad to think of everything. She could imagine him standing here, obsessing over every detail, poring over lists to make sure he didn’t forget something she may need.


  She set the lantern off into the floor and examined the lock on the chest. There was a sturdy padlock holding the chest closed and the construction of the toolbox shielded the lock in such a way it was impossible to get bolt cutters in there to cut the lock. That was why the boxes were secure enough for storing tools overnight on construction sites. She would need the key to open it and there was no way the key she’d used to get in here would open that lock. It was way too big.


  She studied the lock, trying to see what brand it was so she’d know what kind of key to look for. She bent down and looked at the bottom of the lock, noticing a round, white sticker covering the keyhole. There was writing on the sticker. It said “Douthat”.


  “A clue,” she whispered.


  She straightened up, went to the bulletin board, and looked at the picture of her family at Douthat State Park. Nowhere on the picture did it say anything about Douthat. If she were a stranger who had broken into this locker and found this strange scene, there was no way she could have connected the sticker on that padlock to this picture. She removed the push pin holding the photo in place on the corkboard. When she removed it, a key dropped from behind the picture, dangling on a string. When she put the beam of light on the key, she could see it was a Master brand key. Exactly what the padlock required.


  Bingo.


  In a moment she had the lock opened and unlatched the lid. Hydraulic lifts took over and slowly raised the heavy lid, holding it in place. She looked into the box and grinned.


  The first thing she noticed was the old laptop case on top of the pile. In her family, a laptop case was never just a laptop case. She unzipped and opened it. Inside, a Glock 19 lay cradled in a custom foam interior. There were three magazines, each resting in its own compartment. She removed a magazine and found it contained a full load of 9mm hollow point rounds. She put the magazine back and took the pistol in her hand. It was exactly like the one she shot at home, with an oversized magazine release and modified slide release, both of which made it easier for her smaller hands to operate the weapon efficiently. A closer look at the slide also revealed aftermarket Meprolight night sights.


  “Way to go, Dad,” she said.


  Noticing that the pocket of the laptop case felt heavier than it should, she opened it to find a molded paddle holster for the Glock, a holster for the two spare mags, and two fifty round boxes of hollow point ammunition. She replaced everything in the case and set it to the side. She would need to clean it at the first opportunity. It appeared her dad had oiled it a little heavier than normal to help it handle the temperature swings of the storage unit. A little extra oil wouldn’t stop a Glock, but she would feel better if she gave it a little TLC.


  Underneath the laptop case was a Hazard 4 brand messenger bag. She lifted the bag out, undid the buckles, and folded the top flap out of the way. Inside, she found an AR-15 pistol.


  The pistol was essentially a smaller version of the AR-15 rifle, with a shorter barrel and a short brace that replaced the stock. The brace could be strapped to the forearm to help hold the 5.56 caliber pistol steady. Even though the brace could theoretically be placed against the shoulder to allow you to shoot the pistol as a rifle, her father had taught her that to do so was a violation of federal law and packed some significant penalties if you were ever caught doing it. Translation: If you ever have to use this pistol as a rifle, there better be no one left alive to tell the tale.


  She pulled the AR pistol out of the bag and found it to also be oiled for storage. The messenger bag had six full thirty-round magazines, each in a pocket, and a sling for carrying the weapon. She also found an olive drab .50 caliber ammo can in the tool chest that held three hundred rounds of 5.56 ammo. Surely she’d not need that much to get home, but her dad left nothing to chance.


  The weapon was fitted with an inexpensive, very functional Bushnell TRS-25 red dot sight. She’d used one before and knew how it worked. There was also a Streamlight brand light mounted on the keymod rail. The pistol had no markings on the receiver. She flipped the weapon over and found both sides were indeed blank, letting her know her father had milled the receiver himself. Fully legal, the practice produced a weapon that had no serial number, no records, and no history. In a pinch you could toss it and it would be nearly impossible to track down who had owned the weapon, especially if the other components were all bought with cash.


  Further down in the tool chest Grace came across a cheap plastic tackle box. She opened it and smiled at the contents; more of her dad’s overzealous effort at protecting her. There was a Columbia River Knife and Tool brand neck knife. It was small and a plastic beaded chain let it hang around the neck. When you needed it, you raised your shirt slightly and the handle would be at belly-level, ready for a quick draw. There was also an ESEE Izula, one of her favorite knives, with a Kydex sheath that would hold the knife horizontally on her belt, right at the small of her back. As with the neck knife, no one would ever realize you had it until you needed it.


  The last item in the tackle box was a weapon of last resort, a neoprene ankle holster containing a North American Arms mini-revolver in .22 magnum. A metal Altoids tin held two dozen rounds for the weapon. After a moment’s thought, Grace went ahead and loaded the weapon and strapped it to her leg. She felt better immediately. While her dad may be a little weapon-obsessed, it was okay with her. She felt safer with them. After a day of being at the mercy of others, by taking up a weapon she had regained an element of control.


  There were several plastic totes in the tool chest. She opened those and found camping gear. There was a canister stove, cans of fuel, and a cook set. There was a larger pot for cooking two-person meals. There was a Gerber machete and a Schrade camp hatchet. There were waterproof bags with toilet paper, wet wipes, first aid supplies, and additional butane lighters. There was even an empty North Face backpack in case her drive home turned into a walk home. Another plastic bag held two headlamps, a pack of spare batteries, and two extremely bright LED flashlights.


  There was a lime green binder in one of the totes and Grace pulled it out. She opened it and found a more portable version of the map on the wall. All of the little cards he’d made with information about the friends and family she could contact on the way home had been copied and tucked into clear plastic sheet protectors. There were copies of the map and more detailed copies of sections he wanted her to know about. There were also notes about potential pinch points and areas he wanted her to look out for.


  Grace felt better about her prospects of getting home now than she had an hour ago. She still needed to finalize a route but luckily there were people along the way who might be willing to help her. She also had the gear to get where she was going and weapons for protection if things got crazy. The fuel lifted her spirits, too. She wasn’t sure how her dad knew she might need it, but she appreciated every little paranoid, overprotective, obsessive bone in his body. He would get her home.


  Although the unit was set up in such a way that they could spend the night there if they needed to, she knew from reading her dad’s books there was a value in getting as far as you could while the disaster was still in its initial phase. If there were going to be roadblocks and checkpoints, whether they were operated by good guys or bad guys, those would take time to set up. Better to get moving before people got organized; before they realized just how bad things might get.


  She started with fuel. Better to go ahead and fill up from the cans, then take the empty cans with her in case they came across more fuel. She picked the first up and was shocked at how heavy it was. She couldn’t recall that she’d ever carried a five gallon can of fuel before. She poured the entire can into her truck and checked the gauge. It was close to full but she ended up being able to pour most of another can in there before she could hear the fuel rising in the filler tube.


  Setting the empty cans by the tailgate, she went back inside for the remaining full cans. When she moved them, she found an odd looking hose tucked between the cans. She realized after picking it up that it was a siphon hose with a crank for transferring the fuel. She’d used something similar back at her parents’ home to fill up the tractor, but it had been much larger. From the size of this one, it would not be a fast process, but it beat sucking fuel into her mouth.


  She opened the tailgate of her truck and loaded the cans and siphon hose, pushing them off to the side, returned to the storage locker, and began to go through the food. The pre-packaged buckets listed the contents on the outside so she was able to read it without opening the bucket. Most of the contents were freeze-dried and required rehydration or cooking before eating. There were two more white buckets with screw-on orange lids. An adhesive label indicated the buckets contained MREs. You didn’t grow up with an apocalypse-obsessed father and not know what MREs were. They didn’t always taste the best, but it was food you could eat without cooking.


  She pulled out another bucket, an adhesive label indicating it contained “Special Food”. She used both hands and unscrewed the orange lid.


  “Oh my,” she whispered.


  “What is it?” Zoe asked, leaning off the cot and looking into the bucket.


  It was “special food” indeed. Digging through the top of the bucket, she discovered it was packed full of Extreme Sports Beans, a highly caffeinated jelly bean containing electrolytes to replenish your body during periods of high exertion. There were also dozens of sports gels, like those used by runners and cyclists used during long events. They contained caffeine, carbs, and electrolytes in a compact package you simply squeezed into your mouth. There was an entire bag of dark chocolate M&Ms. There were packs of gum, candy bars, hard candy, and two-dozen packs of beef jerky.


  While it may seem like junk food to some, to her this was fuel. She’d hiked enough with her dad over the years to know carbs could prop you up when you thought you’d walked your last mile. Sugar, carbs, and electrolytes could keep her going through long, intensely physical days if it came to that. She hoped it didn’t. As for the gum, chocolate and M&Ms, that was just her dad being a dad. He knew she loved those things.


  She pulled out a pack of jerky, ripped open the package, and offered it to Zoe, who declined. Grace took a piece, sat down on the toolbox, and stared at the bulletin board in front of her. She needed to pull together a plan. All of the fastest routes homes involved interstate highways. She could go north and catch I-40 east of Memphis and ride it east all the way to Knoxville. She could go southwest on I-22 to Birmingham, AL, and then catch I-59 northwest toward Chattanooga and eventually Knoxville. There was also a circuitous route east utilizing smaller state highways but would take her through numerous small towns. All the routes were projected, according to her dad’s calculations, to take roughly the same amount of time. In ideal conditions, less than ten hour drive from here to home. She did not expect the conditions would remain ideal.


  She didn’t want to go southwest to Birmingham. She’d never been that way and it seemed to her it took her too far in the wrong direction. That left the route her dad had mapped for her that cut east across the state. She looked at the map more closely. She would need to go east to Tupelo first, then turn north. She would take this in manageable bites. Oxford to Tupelo, then north, then east again. Depending on the time they made, it looked like they could be passing through Decatur, Alabama, after dark. Not long after, still in the dark, they would hit Huntsville, Alabama, and continue on Route 72 all the way to Chattanooga.


  Cities, after dark, post-disaster, were not a place for women. She’d been told that more times than she could recall. Night made it hard to see traps and predators. Night made operating in unfamiliar terrain more challenging. As much as she wanted to get home by tomorrow, logic told her she should move cautiously, get to a safe place, and hole up for the night. Wasn’t that the purpose of the network of safe houses?


  She examined the index cards her dad had tacked to the board. Along her selected route, there was a single card between Tupelo, Mississippi, and Decatur, Alabama. One of her dad’s Facebook friends lived in Russellville, Alabama, roughly two hours away. His name was Chin Gilbert and the card stated he was a contractor interested in Bushcraft. It also said he was a fan of her dad’s books. That always helped. She would head there. If Chin wasn’t home or his location was compromised, she had time to come up with another plan.


  She sealed the rest of the bag of jerky and put it back in the bucket. Getting on her feet, she tore down the map and started rolling it up. Even with the green binder available to her, she would leave nothing behind. A big ziplock bag she’d not noticed before was tacked to one corner of the board. It contained a half-dozen sharpie markers and a single index card reading:


  ONCE YOU LEAVE LOCKER NINE, I WANT YOU TO STOP AT EVERY DISTANCE SIGN YOU PASS IF IT IS SAFE TO DO SO. USING THE MARKER, WRITE YOUR INITIALS ON THE BACK OF THE SIGN. IF I HAVE TO COME LOOKING FOR YOU THIS WILL HELP ME TRACE YOUR PATH.


  “What can I do?” Zoe asked.


  “Let’s load up and get going,” Grace replied.


  In ten short minutes, they had everything loaded. Grace scoured Locker 9 one more time to make sure she’d left nothing behind. It turned out her dad had anchored the steel tool chest to the concrete floor with anchors he’d drilled into the slab. While she hadn’t planned on taking the heavy chest anyway, she had to smile again at his forethought and attention to detail. She turned off her headlamp and locked the door behind her.


  In less than a mile she came to a large green sign listing the distances to Endville, Sherman, and Tupelo. Grace pulled off near the sign and made sure there was no one around. She went to the back of the sign and quickly scribbled her initials in a lower corner. It was to be the first time of many.


  


  


  Chapter 13


  


  Outskirts of Tuscaloosa, AL


  


  Ray Walker woke to the smell of marijuana smoke, spilled beer, and body odor. There were four of them sleeping in the rusty Dodge van and it was tight quarters no matter how they arranged themselves. Ray’s girlfriend, Rox, had fired up a joint and was staring at him as if she could will him awake to join her. Apparently it worked.


  “Wake and bake,” she said, extending the joint to him.


  Ray felt like nine miles of rough road. His mouth tasted so bad he wanted to spit it out, tongue and all, and kick it out the door. His body hurt from not enough padding between him and the steel floor of the van. He rubbed the scratchy crust from his eyes, blinked, and reached for the joint.


  He hit it, knowing that whatever the weed did to him, he could feel no worse. He had nowhere to go but up. Maybe it might shine new light onto his day and make him feel a little better. When he returned the joint to Rox, he threw back the sleeping bag. All night he’d either been too hot or too cold. Beneath the bag, he’d sweated completely through his clothes for what must have been the tenth time since he’d put them on, which had been several days ago.


  Ray was short and scrawny, with dark hair that was longish and never quite combed enough, like he lost patience before his grooming reached the point of completion. His daily wardrobe always consisted of a gold chain, a white tank top, and a pair of knee length shorts hanging to a pair of knee high socks. While he was equipped with both intelligence and sound logic skills, he was distinctly lacking in the departments of motivation and pride of accomplishment. He was a native Tennessean. People often seemed to think he was from the West, perhaps a skateboarder or a surfer, but he was nothing so exotic. By profession, he was a dishwasher. By calling, he devoted his life to online video games, which he played under the persona of Gamma Ray, his own creative spin-off of his real name.


  Rox had thought him something exotic when she met him at a bar while attending East Tennessee State University. He was around her same age, though had no interests beyond video games and getting high. She was an art student from Cleveland, Ohio. She instantly recognized Ray as being the polar opposite of what her parents would want for her, which made him incredibly alluring. It had been nine months since that first meeting and now they were living together in a run-down rental house. Every night was video games, drinking, smoking weed, and hanging out.


  The group in the van had all been to Mardi Gras, where they’d stayed together in a cheap hotel. Sometime during that stay, Ray had his last shower and put on those same clothes he was still wearing. Since then he’d been hot, sweaty, and drunk numerous times. At least once he’d stumbled and fallen in an alley, landing in a fresh puddle of someone else’s urine. When he threw back the covers he accidentally struck Jeanine, his buddy Cody’s girlfriend, in the side of the head.


  “Hey, dammit,” she grumbled.


  There wasn’t enough space between Ray and Jeanine to suit him. He assumed Rox had somehow slept in the tiny gap, but maybe she hadn’t slept at all and it was why she was up so early getting high. If she wasn’t skinny as a tweaker, she’d not have fit in there.


  “What time is it?” he asked.


  “Around seven,” Rox said.


  “Some of us are still trying to sleep, asshole,” Cody said. “Put a sock in it.”


  “Wake and bake,” Rox repeated. “You can sleep when you’re dead.”


  “I feel like I’m dead already,” Jeanine said. “I just want to be back home and in my own bed.”


  Ray sat up. The van was getting hot inside, which only served to amplify the various odors fogging the interior. Clothes were strewn everywhere, mixed with trash and a few pieces of camping gear. On the way down from Tennessee they’d saved money by camping instead of staying in hotels. They’d wanted to save every penny so they could live it up in New Orleans. It had been fun, but they all had reasons they needed to get back home now. The party was over.


  “Gotta piss,” Ray mumbled, scooting toward the back doors of the van. He opened the latch and shoved the door open with his foot, brilliant rays of light cutting into the dark interior. His friends covered their eyes and cursed him, shrinking back like a pack of vampires.


  “Fuck all y’all,” he said, sliding out and landing on his feet.


  He looked around the Waffle House parking lot. It had been a lot less busy when they parked there last night. Now the lot was pretty full with the breakfast crowd and nearly every parking space was full. Ray was aware he must have presented a sight standing there barefoot, shirtless, in his stained shorts, his long hair like a crusty medusa swirling around his head.


  He took a step, did a little dance, and cursed. He raised his foot and saw it was bleeding. The parking lot was a minefield of broken glass.


  “Throw me my damn shoes,” he called into the van.


  Everyone apparently had the same idea at the same time. They all grabbed whatever shoes they could find and pelted Ray with them, forcing him to dodge and shout. When their supply was exhausted, Ray picked his shoes from among those littering the asphalt while bystanders laughed at him. He stood on one foot, then the other, while he laced them on. When his feet were safe again, he staggered off indiscreetly behind the dumpster, undid his fly, and started peeing.


  While it was not the most private of locations to relieve himself, it was not in anyone’s direct sight. That changed when a car load of elderly ladies pulled in beside the dumpster and parked. Expecting they’d be offended by him regardless of what he was doing, he paid them no mind and continued about his business. Some plans couldn’t be changed mid-stream. However, instead of shock, the ladies responded with amusement. The driver honked the horn at him and the rest of the old ladies pointed and laughed. He could hear their cackling from behind their raised windows.


  Giving them a scowl, Ray turned his back to them and finished in the other direction, facing a concrete retaining wall.


  “Go ahead and laugh, Grandma. I doubt you seen one in a good long time,” he said under his breath.


  When he was done, he zipped up and walked back around the dumpster. He found the old ladies still there and out of the car now, each of them holding an upraised dollar in their hands as if tipping a stripper.


  “Get the hell out of my way,” Ray spat, walking past them without meeting their eyes. He could hear them laughing at his back as he walked away. He wondered what this world was coming to when even old ladies no longer had any sense of decency about them. Surely it spelled the damnation of an entire society.


  When he got to the van, the rest of his crew was sitting in the back door like a row of doves on a powerline, watching him.


  “You give them old ladies a show?” Jeanine asked.


  The rest of them laughed.


  “They must have liked it,” Ray quipped. “You all saw those dollars they tried to give me.”


  “That was probably more out of sympathy,” Rox said. “They saw your lack of endowment and felt sorry for you.”


  Ray ignored them and went around the side door of the van, digging inside for the tank top he’d thrown off the night before. When he found it, it was still damp with yesterday’s sweat. It smelled like a cat had peed on it. He pulled it over his head, the sour smell closing around him like a rank envelope. It was a hell of a way to greet the day.


  “I’m hungry,” he said. “Anybody want to get something to eat?”


  Cody eyed him sideways. “You got money? I’m tired of picking up every check that gets handed to us.”


  “I got better than money,” Ray said. “I got weed.”


  Jeanine rolled her eyes. “It’s been the same damn story this whole trip, Ray. You said you’d sell enough weed while you were down there to pay your way, but we paid for camping, the hotel in New Orleans went on my credit card, and every time we buy food or drinks you end up asking us to cover the tab until you can get sell some weed and get some cash.”


  “You all been smoking my weed,” Ray said. “You think that ain’t worth something?”


  “I bet you I haven’t smoked fifty dollars’ worth of weed,” Jeanine said, “but I can tell you how much to the dollar I’ve paid out for food, drinks, gas, and hotel. It’s been over six hundred dollars and I’m about tapped out.”


  Ray threw his arms up in frustration. “I didn’t know we were going to be counting every damn dollar,” he said. “I thought I was among friends.”


  “That’s always what the people who ain’t paying their share say,” Cody said. “It’s always somebody else’s fault. Somebody’s being an asshole. Do you have money or not?”


  Ray shoved his hand into his pocket and dug around, pulling out a few crumpled bills. He unfolded and examined them. “I’ve got twenty-two dollars.”


  “That’ll cover your breakfast, but you’re going to need to come up with some gas money later or you’ll be thumbing your way home,” Jeanine said.


  Ray stared at her. “You’d take a man’s last dollar wouldn’t you, you greedy blood-sucker?”


  “Chill out,” Cody said. “Maybe you can try to sell some of your weed when we stop for gas and then you’ll have plenty of money for the rest of the trip home.”


  Ray turned and walked off, grumbling to himself.


  “Hold up,” Rox said. “We’re coming.”


  Ray stopped and waited but didn’t turn around. He was smoldering. He did that sometimes, fuming silently while he tried to restrain himself from an explosive and not-so-well-thought-out reaction. His friends scrambled for shoes and shirts, ran their fingers through matted hair, and eventually stumbled out behind him. Cody slammed the doors to the van and locked it.


  “I ain’t sure I’m fit to be seen in public right now,” Jeanine said. “I’m sure I look like hell.”


  Ray cut his eyes to Jeanine. It was on the tip of his tongue to agree with her.


  She picked up where he was going and cut him off. “I didn’t ask for any comments from you,” she warned.


  “It’s the Waffle House, for God’s sake,” Rox said. “You think they ain’t seen it all? As long as you pay, they don’t care what you look like or smell like.”


  They walked into the crowded diner and stood looking for a table. Expecting a bustling dining room, they instead found a somber atmosphere with everyone staring in near silence at the various televisions mounted in the dining room.


  “Shit,” Cody muttered, staring at the news feed.


  “What is it?” Jeanine asked. “What’s going on?”


  “There’s been a terrorist attack,” he said, reading the subtitles. “In America.”


  They found a booth and slid in. A waitress came over and wiped off the tabletop.


  “I hope they bomb the hell out of those people,” the waitress whispered.


  “What people?” Ray asked. “What happened?”


  The waitress set four mugs on the table and filled them without even asking if the group wanted coffee. She’d been doing this long enough to know people who needed coffee when she saw them.


  “They think it’s that ISIS bunch,” the waitress said. “They set off bombs all over the country last night. They blew up a bunch of crap and knocked out the power to a lot of the country. It’s going to be hard times for a lot of folks.”


  “Shit,” Rox said.


  “The news is telling everybody to stay home and stay off the roads,” the waitress said.


  “We don’t live here,” Cody said. “We’re headed home but we’ve still got like a thousand miles or something to go. I ain’t even sure how far it is.”


  “Then you better not fool around,” the waitress warned. “You best eat and get home while you can. There’s all kinds of rumors flying around. Things could get crazy.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 14


  


  Grace’s family had always been an outdoors family. Her father was a hiker and a backpacker, introducing her mother to the outdoors after they were married. When Grace was two, her father strapped her into a bright pink lifejacket, sat her in his lap, and took her on her first kayaking adventure. It was only a loop around a sixty acre impoundment near their home, but it had been the start of something magical. In less than a foot of water, they floated over beavers that angrily slapped their tails and splashed them with water. When she got a little older and her legs more able to tolerate long walks, her parents began taking her on hikes. There was always an objective at the end – a waterfall to play in, crawdads to catch, fish to be caught, rocks to climb, or snacks to eat. Though she wasn’t always excited about it in the beginning, the experience grew on her. She grew to see the adventure in it and became excited about it. She even relished the exhaustion after a long day on the trail.


  By the time she was eight, her brother Blake had been born and whole-family adventures were limited to those an infant could participate in. Grace’s dad took this opportunity to introduce her to overnight backpacking. He bought her a pink hydration pack that would carry a water reservoir, a couple of snacks, a stuffed animal, and her pocketknife. Everything else, he carried. Her only job was to soak in the experience and have as much fun as possible.


  Their stomping ground was the terrain of Grayson Highlands State Park and the Mount Rogers National Recreation Area in Virginia. It was close to their home in Damascus. Damascus was right on the Appalachian Trail and was known as the friendliest town on the AT. Each spring the town hosted Trail Days, a festival honoring the hikers. Grace was always excited to meet the hikers with their outlandish clothing, their wild hair, and their stories. She especially liked their trail names. No one out there used their real name. They all made up names in honor of the adventure they were about to undertake. Sometimes the names had personal significance. Sometimes they were goofy.


  “I want a trail name,” she announced to her dad, who was in the backyard working on a bike one day when she was in the third grade.


  “That’s serious business,” her dad told her. “I can’t just give you a trail name. You have to earn it.”


  “How do you earn it?”


  “By taking a really long walk,” he said.


  “Can we take one today?”


  “We can take a walk, but you can’t earn a trail name until you’re ready to take a long walk and camp on the mountain. Then we’ll give you a trail name.”


  “The mountain is scary. Sleeping in a tent on the mountain is scarier.”


  “It won’t be. You let me know when you’re ready.”


  Grace never forgot that conversation. When she was eleven, she proclaimed she was ready to earn her trail name. Her dad planned an easy overnight for them. They did about seven miles, with Grace only carrying her hydration pack and its contents. Her dad carried everything else.


  On the trip, they saw the wild ponies that roamed the mountain, they climbed rocks, and rested in fields of wildflowers. They ate peanut butter and jelly sandwiches washed down with water from mountain springs. In the evening, they pitched a tent at the edge of a clearing and Grace built a campfire using a ferro rod and dryer lint. They cooked two boxes of macaroni and cheese over the fire. When the sky blushed pink at sunset, they made s’mores and were alone in the world.


  She came home with the trail name Little Bug, bestowed upon her by her dad. While she was unsure about it at first, it grew on her. She told other hikers she’d earned her trail name and what it was. When they passed the Old Orchard shelter on the Appalachian Trail, Grace had insisted on signing the register even though they weren’t spending the night.


  “My trail name isn’t official until it’s in a register,” she insisted.


  Her dad took a picture of Little Bug scrawled in her handwriting in the grimy trail register. That picture was framed and on his office wall to that very day. It had been a special moment for both of them.


  By the time Grace was thirteen, they’d made the trip several times, including some chilly shoulder season trips, referring to the period of late fall and early spring where you’re either going into or coming out of colder weather. On those trips they often awoke to a dusting of snow. Grace couldn’t get enough of the mountains that summer. On the last trip of the year, a week before school started, Grace woke up on Mount Rogers with the sun illuminating the inside of the tent. Her dad was already awake. Somehow he’d crept out of the tent without waking her. She could see him outside, sitting by a fire, drinking coffee from a metal cup.


  Grace crawled out the tent with her sleeping bag, sitting close to him and wrapping her bag around her shoulders. Her dad looked at her seriously.


  “Last night, I had a heart attack and died in my sleep. You are up here alone. You have no cell reception. You have a map, a compass, and the gear we carried in. What are you going to do?”


  She laughed. “That’s creepy, Dad,” she said. “It’s too early to talk about stuff like that.”


  “It could happen anytime, Grace. It will happen when you least expect it.”


  “You’re weirding me out, talking like that.”


  “I’m serious,” he said. “I need to know you can do it.”


  “I could wait here and someone would come along,” she said. “It’s peak hiking season. There’s a lot of people wandering around.”


  “Nope,” he said. “That’s cheating. We’re going to pack up and the trip out is on you. You make every decision. You decide when to eat and when to drink. You navigate the trails. You make the call as to where to go. Is it closer to go to the Welcome Station, to Damascus, or back to the parking lot at the trailhead?”


  Grace was becoming irritated. “That’s not why I come on these trips, Dad. This is supposed to be relaxing. Can we even talk to each other?”


  “I will be with you the whole time. We can talk on rest breaks and at meals, but while you’re walking I want you to pretend like you’re out here alone.”


  “Can I ask for directions?” she asked. “If I meet someone?”


  “In real life I would expect you to do that,” he said. “I would prefer you don’t today. This is a challenge. Now let’s get some food in you and we’ll pack up.”


  They were walking by 8 a.m. Grace started out angry. She wasn’t happy at this experience being turned into some test. Her dad was always putting things off on her like that. Grace do this, Grace do that, Grace build the fire, on and on. She understood it was about him trying to teach her to do those things but she preferred having people do those things for her.


  After her dad gave her the map, Grace made an estimation of where they were based on what she remembered from the previous day’s hiking. She picked a direction and set off, her father falling in behind her. When they hit their first intersection of trails, she was able to use the map to confirm their location. Once she had confirmed where she was at, the real decision-making started. Where should she head? What was the shortest route?


  In the end she chose to return to the backpacker’s parking lot at Grayson Highlands State Park. She thought it was the closest of the possible destinations. She also knew with certainty there were rangers there who could get her help. The trails around Mount Rogers were tricky and she took a few wrong turns, ending up on spur trails. In each instance she was able to figure out what she’d done wrong and correct her navigation.


  By seven p.m., they’d made their way back to their vehicle, exhausted, and ate dinner on the tailgate of the truck.


  “I hope I don’t have to do that again,” Grace said. “It was kind of fun but it was stressful.”


  “You did an excellent job,” her dad told her. “We won’t have to do this every time, but this won’t be the last time. I want you to know how to survive. I want you to know how to make decisions. I want you to be capable of rising to any challenge.”


  And Grace did.


  She learned different ways to make fire and shelter. She learned which water was safe to drink and which she should be cautious of. She learned to navigate and how to conceal where she slept.


  On their last camping trip before she left for college, they hung hammocks and stretched tarps tight overtop of them.


  “What are you going to spring on me this time?” Grace asked over dinner that night. “Heart attack? Bear attack? Alien abduction? Broken leg? Spinal injury? Freak snowstorm?”


  Her dad smiled. “I don’t need to give you anything else, baby. I think you’re ready for the world.”


  “Are you running out of ideas?”


  “No,” he said. “I ran out of time.”


  


  


  Chapter 15


  


  The fuel gauge in the van showed they had a quarter tank of fuel when they left Tuscaloosa headed for Birmingham. Cody decided they had enough gas to get to Birmingham so he’d wait and fill up there. It was a larger city, and hopefully Ray would have better luck there selling some of the weed he’d brought with them. Cody was afraid there wouldn’t be enough left to sell at the rate Ray was smoking it. He’d also insisted that Ray drive. If the guy wasn’t paying his share, he could play chauffeur for a while. Cody rode shotgun and the girls planted themselves in the shabby velour captain’s chairs in the back.


  They had all chattered and laughed on the trip down, but they were worn thin now. They were all tired of partying and tired of each other’s company. They were tired of dirty clothes and body odor. They just wanted to be home.


  “You be looking for a place to unload some of that weed,” Cody said when they neared Birmingham.


  “I don’t even know this city,” Ray said. “How am I supposed to know where to go?”


  “Google maps,” Jeanine suggested.


  “You going to ask Google maps where to sell weed?” Cody asked. “You think they got some kind of farmer’s market for people who grow weed?”


  “No, smartass,” Jeanine said. “Search the map for check cashing stores. There are always more of those stores in poor neighborhoods and people in poor neighborhoods use a lot of drugs.” She announced it like she’d reached the pinnacle of deductive reasoning and someone should be standing nearby with a crown. She whipped out her phone and started punching buttons. “There are several exits we can take that will put us in bad neighborhoods.”


  “You say that like it’s a good thing,” Ray said. “Are you trying to get me killed?”


  “Come on, Ray,” Jeanine said. “I’m trying to help you live up to your financial obligations. You need to sell some dope and you need to pay for some gas. If you get killed, well, that’s an unexpected bonus.”


  “This whole trip was your fucking idea,” Ray griped. “If I’d known you were going to be riding my ass the whole time, I’d never have come.”


  “I didn’t make you come,” Jeanine said. “I’m not even sure we really invited you. The way I remember it, I was talking about a trip for Cody and I, then the next thing I know you’re coming along too.”


  Ray waved a hand to cut her off. “I’m tired of talking about it,” he said. “Where do we need to go?”


  Jeanine told Ray which exit to look for.


  “Rox, hand Cody a couple of those ounce bags,” Ray said. “If he can unload two or three of them then that should get us home.”


  “Wait a minute, wait a minute,” Cody said. “Me? When did selling your weed become my problem?”


  “It’s purely logistics, my good man,” Ray said. “You’re sitting on the street side of the vehicle.”


  Cody cussed and complained, not happy about the plan.


  Rox dug around in a grimy canvas backpack for a moment, then found a large zip top plastic bag. “Three is all you have left, babe.”


  “Three bags?” Ray said. “You got to be kidding me.”


  “You want all three?” she asked. “If you sell all three, what are we going to smoke on the way home?”


  “Give him two,” Ray said. “I thought we had more left than that.”


  “You got high and lost count of what you were smoking,” Jeanine said. “Sure sign of a drug addict.”


  Ray turned around and gave her a harsh stare. “You are one mouthy bitch, you know that? You can’t keep your mouth shut for nothing.”


  “Hey, not cool,” Cody said. “You got to be nice to her, man. She’s my girlfriend and you’re being a dick.”


  Ray looked in the rearview mirror at Rox. “Sweet Pea, am I being a dick?”


  She shrugged. “Yeah, kinda.”


  Ray clamped his mouth shut and pulled off the interstate, stewing. With Jeanine navigating, they worked their way into the Kingston neighborhood outside Birmingham.


  “See all the people hanging out on the street?” Jeanine said. “We’re in the right place.”


  “Yeah, the right place to get killed,” Ray snapped.


  “There!” Jeanine said, pointing to a group of guys standing in front of a graffiti-covered brick building. “Those guys look like they’re up to something.”


  Ray snorted. “Oh, suddenly you’re an expert on street life?”


  He pulled the van up beside where the group of guys were standing and stopped. The men checked them out, saw nothing of interest to them, and returned to their conversation.


  “Roll down your window,” Jeanine said.


  Cody rolled it down. The men ignored him.


  Ray leaned forward. “Hey!” he called out the window.


  One of the group of about a half-dozen turned. “You talking to me?” It was not an actual question so much as a warning that was lost on the group in the van.


  Ray slapped Cody on the arm. “You got their attention, Cody. Make a deal.”


  “You’re an idiot,” Cody told Ray. “This ain’t cool at all, man.”


  “What the fuck you want?” the man on the street demanded. “You got my attention now, you better fucking have something to say.”


  “Uh, you all smoke weed?” Cody asked, nervous and overly friendly.


  The group of men cracked up, some of them nearly doubling over. The man who’d addressed them walked closer to the vehicle and stood there tilting his head, assessing them, not impressed with what he saw. “Who the fuck are you to come into my neighborhood asking us if we smoke weed? Ain’t none of your damn business if anyone here smokes weed, crack, or anything else. You hear what I’m saying?”


  Another man walked up and stuck his head right through the van window, looking around. He backed up quickly, waving a hand under his nose. “They ain’t the police,” he said. “They smell too fucking bad.”


  The first man leaned down into the window, right in Cody’s face. “Then who the hell are you?”


  Cody held up a single one ounce bag of pot. “I got weed I need to sell.”


  The man laughed and turned back to his friends. “Look at this,” he said with amusement. “These motherfuckers come into our neighborhood trying to sell us weed. Ain’t that some shit?”


  The men on the street laughed at a joke Cody just didn’t get. In a flash, the man at the door shot out his hand, snatching the bag of weed out of Cody’s hand. He grinned at Cody and dangled it out of his reach.


  Cody pulled on the door handle and started to get out. The man dropped the bag of weed into his pocket and came back up with a Glock.


  “You sure you fucking want to do that?” he asked, the warning in his voice much clearer this time.


  Before Cody could even close his door, Ray stomped on the gas pedal, the tires squealing as he accelerated away from the group of men.


  “What are you doing?” Jeanine screeched. “He stole our shit!”


  “You want me to take you back there to get it?” Ray asked.


  She didn’t answer.


  “I ASKED YOU IF YOU WANTED ME TO TAKE YOU BACK!” he screamed, his face red.


  Jeanine looked away, sinking into her seat.


  “Then shut the hell up,” Ray said.


  


  Chapter 16


  


  Birmingham, AL


  


  “This time we’re going to find some college kids like we should have done last time,” Ray said. “I tried to tell you but you wouldn’t listen. You could have got us all killed.”


  They were parked on the outskirts of the University of Alabama’s campus at Birmingham, staring at a grassy common area where scraggly kids in t-shirts and shorts were playing hacky-sack and throwing Frisbees. Ray gestured at the kids. “That right there is what you call the target demographic for selling a bag of weed,” he said. “Bunch of hippie kids kicking a bean bag around. Terrorists blow up half the country and they’re still out here running around doing hippie shit. You know they all got to be high.”


  “Just sell your weed and let’s get out of here,” Jeanine said. “I need to get home, feed my cat, and I’ve got work tomorrow.”


  Ray turned in his seat and waved a finger toward her. “I’ve been holding back on you because of my friend here, but I’m about over it. You keep running your mouth and we’re going to have a situation on our hands. Do you read me?”


  She remained silent, staring at him acidly.


  “I asked you a question, Jeanine,” he pressed. “Are we clear?”


  She nodded, hate in her eyes. She was sick of him.


  He turned to Cody. “Are we clear too?”


  “Uh, clear on what?” Cody asked. He hadn’t been paying a lot of attention, so used to blocking out the constant back-and-forth between Ray and Jeanine.


  “I want to make sure you understand,” Ray said. “I’m about over your girl back there. She needs to turn it down a notch and get off my ass. She may wear the pants in your house but she doesn’t wear them in mine.”


  “I don’t know about that, man,” Cody said, shaking his head. “You’re kind of like our guest on this trip, and I’m not cool with the way you’re treating us anymore. You’re taking over and acting like you’re the boss or something. Last I checked, this was my van and my gas.” Cody kept his eyes forward, looking out the window and not looking at Ray. He was a laid-back guy and he hated confrontation.


  Ray didn’t have any problem with meeting people head-on. He stared hard at Cody, daring him to turn around and face him. He could have easily turned it into a real fight but this wasn’t the time or place. It was to his advantage to deescalate this conversation, at least at this point in time.


  “I’m sorry, Cody,” Ray said, sighing loudly. “I’m not trying to be a jerk. This whole situation with the country is making me a little nervous. We’re a long way from home and I just want us to get back safely.”


  “Look, I know there’s crazy shit happening, man,” Cody said. “That doesn’t mean you have to put out all this bad energy.”


  “That’s a good point,” Ray said. “I know I’m projecting bad energy. Can you see it?”


  Cody cautiously looked at Ray. “Yeah, man, I can see it,” he said. “I can. It’s like red lightning shooting out of your head.” Cody made wild gestures around his own head, like he was shooting out rays too.


  “Can you see it, Jeanine?” Ray asked, looking back at her.


  She nodded warily. “I see it, too. I’ve always seen it.”


  Ray shrugged. “Everybody can see it, I’m afraid. That’s why you two need to go over there and try to sell those guys a bag of weed.”


  “Me and Jeanine? I don’t know,” Cody said. “That didn’t work out so well last time. I told you, anyway, it’s your weed and your problem.”


  “I won’t be able to sell it,” Ray said. “You think those hippies won’t see my bad energy? Everybody knows hippies can pick up on stuff like that. They’re all sensitive and shit.”


  Cody was silent.


  “They’ll see it,” Ray assured him. “It will put them off before I even say a word. There’s no way they’ll buy anything from me. They’ll take their little bean bags and Frisbees and run away.”


  “He’s got a point,” Rox said. “Ray has bad attitude written all over him.”


  Jeanine shot her an angry glance. “It’s like Cody said,” she spat. “This isn’t our problem.”


  “We can waste all day arguing about this,” Ray said, his voice gentle and soothing. “Or you two can go over there with a bag of weed and come back with gas money.”


  “Why do I need to go?” Jeanine asked. “Cody’s a big boy. He can take care of himself. He may be willing to go along with you and sell your weed but I’m not.”


  “Dudes are less threatening when they have their girlfriends with them,” Ray said.


  The vehicle was silent for a moment, everyone thinking and weighing options.


  Cody slapped the dash with his palm. “Let’s do it,” he said. “Let’s sell the fucking weed, get the money, and get out of here. I’m sick of talking about it.”


  Ray smiled. “Now you’re thinking.” He tossed Cody another ounce bag of weed. “See how much you can squeeze out of them.”


  Cody stuck the bag in his shirt pocket, opened his door, and hopped out. He slid open the side door and Jeanine reluctantly joined him.


  “Good luck,” Rox said, but Jeanine didn’t even meet her eye.


  Cody slid the door shut, took Jeanine’s hand, and the two of them walked off across the grass. When they approached the college kids, Ray could see Cody gesturing in friendly conversation. He didn’t know a stranger. Jeanine had a smile glued to her face and was nodding supportively.


  Ray started the van, floored the gas, and squealed away. He never even looked back.


  “I can’t believe you just did that,” Rox said.


  “Can’t you?” Ray asked, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.


  She was quiet a moment. “Okay, I can totally believe it,” she said. “But why?”


  “Couldn’t you see the writing on the wall, baby? They were about done with me. They were getting ready to boot me out somewhere, probably the same way I did to them. They would have left you too.”


  “Maybe,” Rox allowed. “I can’t believe you’re leaving them with nothing. All their shit is in here.”


  “Then throw it out,” Ray said. “Let them find it in the street.”


  “We’re three blocks away now,” Rox said. “They’d never find it.”


  “Screw’em,” Ray decided. “They can use their wits to get home.”


  “What if they call the cops?”


  “I’d guess the cops are too busy to deal with this kind of thing right now. Either way, we’ll be out of town in a few minutes. Maybe we can stop at a Cracker Barrel and I can steal some tags off an out-of-state vehicle.”


  Rox climbed over and dropped herself into the passenger seat. “Steal tags? Do I even know you?”


  “Hell, baby, you’ve seen me in action before,” Ray said. “Good old Gamma Ray.” He was referring to the name of the character he used in Grand Theft Auto, Call of Duty, or whatever other game he was playing online.


  “Gamma Ray is a character, not a real person,” Rox said. “He only exists online.”


  Ray shrugged. “Maybe not anymore. Get us out of this city.”


  Rox opened the GPS app on her phone, attempting to guide Ray back to the interstate. Their plan was to take Interstate 59 toward Chattanooga, but when they arrived at the nearest freeway ramp they found city highway crews blocking the onramp with reflective barriers and signs that read ROAD CLOSED.


  The closure of the ramp caused congestion on the street since people had to alter their plans with no warning. Many had no idea which way to go, so used to using a particular route for their commute every day. A cop was directing traffic, trying to unsnarl the mess and keep traffic moving. He gestured at Ray to move on through the intersection because he was holding up traffic with his indecision.


  “What the hell am I supposed to do?” he asked Rox.


  “I have no idea.”


  “Where do I need to go?” he said, louder. “Give me something.”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “Ask him.”


  Ray rolled down his window and pulled toward the officer. “I’m trying to get to Chattanooga. How do I get back on the interstate?”


  “You can’t,” the cop replied. “Executive Order from the president. Interstates are now for official use only.”


  “Then how do we get to Chattanooga?” Rox asked, leaning over, hoping he’d be more helpful to a smiling female.


  “The old-fashioned way,” the cop said. “Highway 11.”


  “Is that the same Highway 11 that goes through our area?” Rox asked Ray.


  Ray shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “Get a move on,” the cop said, raising his voice. “You’re holding up traffic.”


  Ray drove through the intersection and pulled off into a shopping center parking lot. “Let’s take a second and chill. Tell me how to get to Highway 11.”


  Rox returned to her phone. “Looks like it’s only a few blocks over. Go two blocks that way,” she said, pointing, “and turn left.”


  “That road is going to be slow as hell,” Ray said. “It goes through every small town and stoplight between here and home and we’ve got, like, a quarter tank of gas.”


  The sound of shattering glass drew their attention to nearby storefronts. A crowd was massed in front of an electronics store. A man in a blue vest, obviously an employee, was trying to keep people from leaving the store with electronics they’d not paid for. Not to be deterred, someone broke out a tall storefront window and a steady stream of people were now carrying stolen electronics out through the empty aluminum window frame. When the employee made another attempt to stop the flow of stolen goods, he received a vicious blindside punch to the head and fell like a rock. People continued to walk across his body, grinding him into the sharp fragments of the shattered tempered glass.


  “What’s going on?” Rox asked.


  Ray pointed to a group of people stepping out of fast food restaurant and looking toward the power lines. “Power must have gone out.”


  Rox looked around, noticing that no traffic lights were working anymore.


  There was the sound of more glass shattering and folks grabbed jewelry from the window display of a jewelry store. There was the sound of gunfire and folks scattered when the business owner fired on the thieves, trying to protect his business.


  “Let the looting begin,” Ray said. “That didn’t take long.”


  With a squeal of tires, a skidding car smashed into a garbage truck at an intersection. With no traffic light, no one seemed to know what to do. Driving slowly and watching the actions of other vehicles was apparently not an option.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Rox said.


  


  


  Chapter 17


  


  Grace and Zoe were listening to the news on the radio. Grace obsessively soaked it all up, listening not only for what was being said, but for the subtext and what was not being said. She’d been raised to understand that media in the United States was as much a propaganda machine as it was in the Soviet Union. While it may not be overly controlled by the government, it was often manipulated by the government. Additionally, the media also seemed to have its own agenda based on the views of the deep pockets that paid for it. Her dad had told her to listen skeptically and with critical thinking.


  The news coverage of the attacks was primarily inventorying the scope of the attacks. There were a lot of human interest stories about people searching for missing family and about people killed trying to save other people. Very little was being said about the military response. There was still no news about who had launched these attacks or about any retaliation. Were we bombing another country? Were we at war? Was there any international aid? Listening to what was left unsaid on the news was just as confusing as listening to what was being said.


  “I can’t take this anymore,” Zoe said, leaning forward and turning the radio off.


  “That’s fine,” Grace said. “They’re repeating the same thing over and over.”


  “How about we listen to some music?”


  “Okay,” Grace agreed.


  Zoe hooked her phone up to Grace’s truck and began playing some pop playlist through the truck’s sound system.


  “This is more relaxing,” Zoe said. “The news was stressing me out.”


  There were still some cars on the road. People had been away from home when the attacks occurred and now they needed to get back. It wasn’t realistic for the authorities to tell travelers to remain wherever they were.


  They had begun to see more stalled cars, with more people walking since they had no prospects of refueling their empty tanks. On one quiet stretch of road, they saw two men sitting in lawn chairs by the side of the road. Each man had a shotgun in one hand and a can of beer in the other. Between their chairs was a five-gallon can of gas and a hand-painted sign that read $250 DOLLARS.


  “Two hundred and fifty dollars?” Zoe said. “Did you see that?”


  “They’ll get it too,” Grace said. “Unless someone kills them and takes it.”


  “You really think someone would kill them for gas?”


  “If that can stood between you and getting home to your family, would you consider it?” Grace asked.


  “I don’t know,” Zoe said. “I could see myself killing to save my life but not to steal.”


  “I agree,” Grace said. “Just remember, not everyone has a sense of morality about these things. That’s why we travel armed.”


  They rode in silence for a while, listening to music and processing events in their own way. For her part, Grace was thinking about her mother. She’d wanted to go home for her mother’s surgery but her mother assured her it was no big deal. Maybe it wasn’t, but it was a big enough deal that she couldn’t get by without assistance. She’d rather be home helping her mother than stuck out here on the road.


  She was pulled from her thoughts by a car she noticed had been riding alongside them for some time. When she slowed, they slowed. When she sped up, they followed suit.


  “Go ahead and pass,” Grace said under her breath. “What are you up to?”


  “Who are you talking to?” Zoe asked.


  “This car beside us,” Grace said. “Couple of Romeos, it looks like. Likely local guys. They’re keeping pace with us and they keep looking over here, laughing and smiling.”


  “Are you smiling back?” Zoe asked.


  “No,” Grace replied, like it was the most ridiculous question she’d ever been asked.


  “We do need to work on your approachability some time,” Zoe said. “People say you’re hard to talk to. People who meet you feel like they’re being interrogated.”


  “Trust me,” Grace said, “we don’t want to be approachable now. In fact, my preference is that I would be able to give people a look that would scare the shit out of them and make them run in the other direction. It would save me a lot of trouble.”


  “I think you about have that mastered,” Zoe said. “Just saying.”


  Grace decided to quit making eye contact with the other car. She’d been watching them to make sure they weren’t a threat and now they wouldn’t go away. Maybe if she ignored them, they’d get tired of the game and move on, find someone else to play with.


  “How old are they?” Zoe asked.


  “I’d guess our age,” Grace said. “What does it matter?”


  Zoe shrugged. “It doesn’t. Just curious.”


  With Grace not making eye contact, the other car seemed to lose interest. They floored it and accelerated away.


  “That’s not very fuel efficient,” Zoe warned.


  “No, it’s not,” Grace agreed.


  “I’ve been putting this off for a while, but I have to pee,” Zoe said. “Is it best to do it between towns or should I wait until there’s a convenient gas station?”


  “Gas stations are the last place we want to go,” Grace said. “My guess is that gas stations are home to a lot of pissed off people right now.”


  In a few minutes they came to another distance sign and Grace checked her mirrors, making sure there wasn’t anyone close to them. She pulled over and got out a Sharpie. “While you’re peeing, I’m going to leave my initials on the back of that sign. Don’t go too far.”


  Zoe looked offended. “I’m not going to pee right here on the side of the road.”


  “I’m not suggesting you do,” Grace said patiently. “Just don’t get so far away I can’t see you if you get in trouble.”


  “Trouble?” Zoe asked, eyes wide.


  Grace nodded. “Like attacked.”


  Zoe chose her spot a little more carefully with the possibility of being attacked fresh in her mind. “I think those weeds over there are tall enough, aren’t they?”


  “I think so,” Grace said.


  “I’ll be right back.”


  They were stopped right beside the sign and it was only a ten foot walk up the embankment to reach it. Grace scribbled her initials in green ink, hoping her dad never had to try to use this method to find her. If things got to that point, she’d probably already be dead.


  She heard the whine of a car engine accelerating and looked up. On the opposite side of the road, coming back toward them, was the small silver car with the two men – the same one that had stayed alongside them for so many miles. It was odd that they’d accelerate suddenly unless they’d seen something they were looking for.


  Something like two women alone on the highway.


  “Zoe!” Grace yelled, running toward the truck. “We need to get out of here!” She flung her door open and hopped in. She yanked the key from her pocket and tried to cram it into the ignition.


  They shot across the grassy median toward them.


  “ZOE! Now!” Grace yelled, finally getting the key in the ignition and twisting it. The engine roared to life.


  The passenger door flew open and Zoe hopped in, her clothes in disarray.


  The car skidded to a stop directly in front of them and the passenger door flew open. Grace saw the hand in the window, pushing the passenger door open, held a pistol. She processed her options in milliseconds. This was too close quarters for a shootout and there was no cover. They could not hide. They would lose this fight.


  She only saw one other option. She dropped the truck into Drive and shot forward. The first part of the car the heavy steel Road Armor bumper made contact with was the passenger door, squeezing it shut. The armed man was only partially out of the open door when Grace hit them. He was crushed instantly, his head right at hood level, his wide eyes inescapable as they watched the life drain out of him.


  Grace knew she could not give the driver time to turn his gun on her either. She whipped the wheel to the left and continued accelerating. The heavy diesel truck and its armored bumper easily pushed the car off to the right side of the road and off the shoulder.


  Once free of the vehicle, she hit the accelerator and pulled away. She did not think she’d completely disabled the vehicle, but in her rearview mirror she did not see the car coming after them. She sighed in relief. Then it started moving again.


  She slowed the truck. The car was working its way back and forth, trying to get back on the road, trying to get turned around. Trying to come after them.


  “Shit! They’re still coming,” Grace said. She’d killed one man, but in her head it was still a two-man team and she’d only eliminated half the threat. The fight was not over. She slammed on the brakes and put the truck in Park.


  “What in the hell are you doing?” Zoe screeched. “Let’s get out of here!”


  Grace threw open her door and opened the rear door to the extended cab. In the distance, the silver car was spinning its way back onto the road. She unbuckled the messenger bag and drew out the AR pistol, flipped up the sights, then chambered a round. She reached in to the armrest and lowered the power window. The half-open door gave her a shooting rest at the perfect height and she leveled the weapon at the car. She clicked the safety to the FIRE position.


  “I asked you what the hell you’re doing?” Zoe repeated.


  “I’m not letting them chase us down the road. What if they shoot out the tires? What if they hit the fuel tank?”


  “So you’re just going to kill them?”


  “I already killed one of them,” Grace said. “If the other turns this way, I’m killing him too.”


  There was the bark of rubber against asphalt as the spinning car met the road and gained purchase. The driver could have left them alone and run away, but he hadn’t. He turned toward the big truck and floored the gas.


  Grace gave him no time to close in on them. Once his decision was made, she began walking rounds into the moving vehicle. A burst of steam told her when she hit the radiator. She altered her hold-over and spider-webbed the windshield. A series of quick taps on the trigger punched a hole where the driver’s head should have been. When the vehicle altered course and drifted into the median, Grace made the weapon safe and slid it back into the messenger bag without wasting a second. She jumped back in her seat, dropped the truck into gear, and sped away.


  Grace looked over at her roommate and found her staring out the windshield, her mouth agape. “You okay?”


  Zoe closed her mouth into a frown. “I’m not sure.”


  Grace hit highway speeds and checked her rearview. The road behind them was clear.


  “First off, I can’t believe you did that,” Zoe finally said. “My childhood friend and college roommate just took road rage to a whole new level.”


  “I did what I had to do to keep us safe,” Grace replied.


  “I’m not questioning that,” Zoe said. “You’re much better at this sort of thing than I am. I can’t believe what I’ve seen today. The only violence I’ve ever witnessed in life has been on TV.”


  “Just because I trained to do this doesn’t mean I wanted to do it,” Grace said.


  “Then I’m sorry,” Zoe said.


  “It’s okay, Zoe. I’m not mad at you.”


  “I’m not apologizing because I might have offended you,” Zoe said. “I’m sorry for what you had to do to keep both of us safe.”


  


  


  Chapter 18


  


  Once they were on Highway 11 and on their way out of Birmingham, Ray shifted his thoughts to refilling the fuel tank. The full-size van got poor gas mileage and he wasn’t going to make it any distance at all before he had to fill up.


  “You got any money?” Ray asked.


  “Twelve dollars,” Rox replied.


  “I’ve got seven left,” Ray said. “Maybe I should go ahead and fill up with that. While I’m filling up, you should dig through all their stuff in the back and make sure there’s not some cash hidden back there somewhere.”


  “Jeanine’s purse is still back there,” Rox said.


  “Good,” Ray said. “See if there’s anything in it we can use. I think she has a credit card.”


  “I still can’t believe you left them back there,” Rox said. “With nothing.”


  “I don’t live in the past, baby,” Ray said. “That’s old news. We’re singing a new tune now. You have to decide if you’re going to be part of the past or part of the future?”


  Rox tried not to think a lot about Jeanine because it made her feel bad. Maybe she should have protested more. Maybe she should have tried to talk him into going back. She and Jeanine weren’t really that close though. It wasn’t like they were friends or anything. The incident did make Rox worry a little about her own future with Ray. She wasn’t sure she’d feel comfortable slipping off to the bathroom with him sitting in the van by himself. Would he leave her as easily? She didn’t have anything he could steal or use, but what if got tired of her? What if she wasn’t fun anymore?


  Ahead, Ray saw a Shell station and turned on his signal light. As he got closer, he saw that sawhorses had been placed around the pumps to keep anyone from approaching them. Signs hung from the sawhorses saying NO FUEL.


  “Damn,” Ray said. “How’s that for luck? We got gas money and the closest station doesn’t have gas.”


  Ray drove a little further and saw a Valero on the left. He pulled off the road and up to the nearest bank of pumps. Only then did he notice that the fuel filler nozzle at the end of each hose was sealed off with a yellow plastic bag. Signs were taped to the LCD screen on each pump: NO FUEL SALES.


  “Shit!” Ray said, slapping the steering wheel with his hand. “What the hell is this?”


  Rox realized it was a rhetorical question and wisely chose not to answer him.


  Ray hit the gas and accelerated too quickly out of the station, nearly sideswiping a white minivan with Cowan Plumbing on the side. The driver of the van honked and waved cheerily, but Ray gave him a middle finger and kept driving. Rox leaned over and turned the radio on. She turned the knob on the old analog radio and hit a news station.


  “Making you nervous, baby?” he asked.


  “No, just trying to figure out what’s going on,” Rox said. “Maybe that terrorist attack has something to do with why we can’t find gas.”


  Ray scanned the street ahead of him. When he saw a sign that read Michele’s Gas, Vape and Tan, he whipped the van into the parking lot. He stopped in front of a pump only to find another sign indicating NO GAS.


  “Listen!” Rox said, turning up the volume on the radio.


  “…cording to Press Secretary Corey Tilley, the president has implemented an Executive Order allowing the president to seize the fuel supply to assure adequate availability of resources for the recovery effort. Fuel will continue to be available for authorized first responders, law enforcement, rescue personnel, National Guard troops, military, and government personnel acting in their official capacity. This measure will have an immediate and devastating effect on the citizens of the United States. Congress has threatened to find a way to overturn the measures the president has taken but the president is not backing down.”


  “Oh my God,” Rox said. “They really have cut off the gas.”


  Ray fumed for a moment. “We’ll see about this,” he said, throwing open his door and getting out. He walked off toward the entrance to the store. Inside, the first thing he noticed was the smell. It was an odd combination of the various scents people smoked in those electronic cigarettes combined with the artificial banana smell of tanning oil.


  “Can I help you?”


  Ray could barely see anyone behind the counter. Between the cigarette racks hanging from the ceiling and all of the displays on the counter, there was barely any room to see through.


  “Yes, you can,” Ray said, strolling up toward the voice. “What’s this shit I hear about not being able to buy any gas?”


  The woman pursed her lips and frowned at him. “First off, you can leave your attitude outside,” she said. “I didn’t take it off my ex-husband and I sure as hell ain’t going to take it from you. I didn’t make the rule but I got no choice but to go along with it. They made it clear. If you sell any gas, you’re going to prison.”


  Ray hesitated, then turned on his smile. He leaned conspiratorially toward the counter to read the woman’s name badge. It was Michele herself, owner of the establishment.


  “Look, Michele, maybe we’re getting off on the wrong foot here. I understand you can’t sell gas to everybody,” he said in understanding. “But surely you can—”


  “No, you don’t understand,” she said. “I can’t sell gas to anyone. I’m not even allowed to fill up my own vehicle.” She picked up a pack of cigarettes. She shook one loose, lit it, and stared at him through the smoke.


  “Look, I got twenty dollars,” he said. “I’ll put in ten dollars’ worth and let you keep the other ten.”


  Michele cracked up, rubbing her forehead. “Look, dumbass, I’ve had folks offer me a thousand dollars for a tank of gas. I even had a fellow offer to marry me for a tank of gas. If you think ten dollars is going to change my mind then you’re about full of shit.”


  Ray’s attempts at charm were cracking away like old paint. He looked Michele in the eye. “Well, have you had anyone offer to yank you over the counter and stomp the shit out of you?” he asked. “Cause that’s going to be my next offer.”


  Before Ray could even raise an eyebrow, Michele pulled a .357 magnum from under the counter and thumbed back the hammer. Her cigarette hung from her lip, both hands holding the revolver steady, aimed at his head. “Look, buddy, I’m old, fat, and pissed off. I ain’t in any mood to keep jawing with you.”


  At the distance, she could not miss. He wisely determined that no response was the best response and slowly backed up. Michele tracked him with the pistol until he backed out the door.


  Once outside, Ray jogged to the van and climbed inside.


  “Any luck?” Rox asked.


  Ray looked out his window to the double doors of the store where Michele kept him in her sights. “No,” he said. “No luck.”


  He started the van and eased forward. In his side mirror, he continued to watch Michele. He wanted to give her the finger, but he wasn’t completely convinced she wouldn’t take a shot at him for shits and giggles. When he reached the edge of the parking lot, he stopped to wait for a gap in traffic. When it came, he pulled out behind a truck pulling a boat. The back of the truck looked like it was full of hastily-packed camping gear. There was a tent flapping in the wind and fishing poles jutting in all directions. A yellow plastic rope dragged behind.


  “The water,” Ray whispered. “What water are we near?”


  Rox zoomed out to a larger view of the map on her phone. “There’s a big river to the east of us.”


  “How far?” Ray asked, eyeing the gas gauge warily.


  “Around an hour.”


  “Maybe,” Ray said. “We might be able to make it.”


  “Why there?” Rox asked.


  Ray grinned. “Summer houses, babe. Boats. Outbuildings with gas cans. Food and other shit.”


  “So we’re burglars now?” Rox asked, raising an eyebrow.


  His smiled faded. “That a problem? I sense you are disapproving of the way I am handling myself of late.”


  Rox shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just… you’re being different. I’m used to you being a slacker. You were all about video games, hanging out, and getting high. I haven’t seen this whole badass criminal side of you.”


  “Girl, that was Ray. I’m Gamma Ray.”


  “Yeah, you’ve mentioned that.”


  “Gamma Ray knows how to take care of business,” Ray assured her.


  “So you’re becoming a video game character?” Rox asked. “Isn’t that a little fucked up?”


  “Not at all. I feel like I’m rising to meet the circumstances. Desperate times call for desperate measures. What are video games if not the training ground for operating in a lawless society? Haven’t you paid attention when I play Grand Theft Auto? It’s all about opportunism. It’s about seizing the moment. It’s about taking the shit you need. The shit society owed you anyway.”


  Rox mulled over this, but didn’t have a clue what to say to any of it.


  “The old me was not the real me,” Ray explained. “What you’re seeing now is the real deal. I am a trained marauder.”


  Rox frowned, afraid to smile at his statement. “I’m not sure you can actually count video games as training, can you?”


  “I can do any fucking thing I want to do.”


  She considered this. “I don’t know yet, but I’m beginning to think maybe I like you this way. You’re kind of like a superhero or something. Maybe this is the way shit was meant to be.”


  Ray winked at her. “Trust me, baby, you’ll like it.”


  Rox laughed, a strand of black hair falling across her face.


  “Now get me to that river.”


  “You got it, Gamma Ray,” she replied.


  


  


  Chapter 19


  


  The van was running on fumes by the time Ray and Rox reached the wooded shores of the vast Coosa River. They burned up some of their remaining gas trying to orient themselves to the riverfront communities. Some of the neighborhoods were clearly home to permanent residents. People, some of them armed, were out moving and working around their homes. Some of the houses were huge with long concrete driveways, two-story floating docks with slides, and thousands of feet of decking wrapping around the houses.


  Ray turned down one manicured road lined with brilliant red poppies leading to manned guardhouses protecting a gated community. At the sight of an armed guard, he threw up a friendly hand and waved. He made an awkward three-point U-turn in the road and cruised away from the guarded gate. From the posture of the guards watching him in his rearview mirror, he wasn’t fooling anyone. They were there to watch out for people exactly like him. They’d seen his wolfish smile and found a predator lurking behind it.


  “We need to find a place quick or we’re going to be walking,” Ray said. “Let’s get out of this ritzy stuff and find the low rent district. We need places that have cables stretched across the driveways, not places with swimming pools and helicopter pads.”


  They followed a road along the river that led away from the more populated sections of riverfront properties. The houses appeared to be getting smaller and less expensive as they went, and Ray hoped that was an encouraging sign. Soon they began to see cabins with paint peeling from their wooden siding and cinderblock homes that looked to be constructed in the 1950s and 1960s. These were old family cabins built before the rich invaded the neighborhood.


  “Now these are cabins,” he said. “This is exactly what we’re looking for.”


  Rox looked at him doubtfully. “How do you know people aren’t living in these too?”


  Ray shrugged. “They look like weekend cabins. The grass is a little shabby, the houses need repairs, the driveways are rough.”


  “By that standard, we live in someone’s weekend cabin,” Rox said. “That sounds like our house.”


  “We’re just poor,” Ray said. “Look for something with the driveway closed off.”


  As luck would have it, at the same time the low fuel alert chimed, they spotted a driveway closed off with a rusty chain stretched between two yellow steel posts.


  “Bingo!” Ray said.


  “How do you know no one lives there?” Rox asked.


  Ray gestured to the chain. “The fucking driveway is closed off.”


  “I don’t know about this,” Rox said. “I’ve got a bad feeling.”


  “You know what else is going to give you a bad feeling?” Ray asked. “Walking your ass all the way back to Johnson City. If we don’t find gas, that’s what we’re going to be doing.”


  Ray pulled off the road, coasting into high weeds that brushed against the bottom of the vehicle. He killed the engine. They sat there for a moment, watching to see if any cars came by or if there was any activity at the house.


  “I don’t see anything,” Ray said. “I don’t think anyone’s home.”


  “What happens now?” Rox asked, her voice a little strained, more serious than usual.


  Ray took a deep breath and released it. “What happens now is I’m going to go take a little stroll around the property and see what I can find.”


  “What do I need to do?”


  “Normally, I guess this is where the accomplice would keep the motor running and be ready for a quick departure, but I’m afraid we’ll run out of gas if we do that.”


  “So…?” She raised an eyebrow at him.


  “So sit still, keep your mouth shut, and your ears open. Give me some kind of signal if someone comes.”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know,” Ray said. “Blow the fucking horn or something.”


  Rox sighed. “Okay.”


  “If you’re happy now, I’m going to get on with the business at hand,” Ray said, slipping out of the door.


  “Be careful, Ray,” she whispered.


  Ray paused. “Be careful because you’ll feel bad if something happens to me or be careful because it’s a long walk to Johnson City?”


  She smiled. “Take your pick.”


  Ray shook his head and walked off.


  The lawn was sparse, the soil so full of pine needles that it had killed off most of the grass. Despite the full sun, it was shady and quiet around this house. The thick trees blocked out the direct sun and the view to each side. Ray stood in the front yard and looked at the house. Having only been an outlaw in video games, his technique was rusty, but he thought he should develop a ruse to see if anyone was home before exploring the grounds.


  He abandoned his slinking and walked to the front door, pounding on it with authority. “Hello?” he called. “Hello? This is Emergency Services. We’re doing a welfare check on local homes. Is anyone home?”


  He listened. There was no sound. He knocked again, listened, and heard nothing. He turned back toward the van and found Rox watching him with apprehension. He gave her a thumbs-up.


  He walked behind the house, calling ahead of himself the entire time. “Hello? Is anyone home? Emergency Services.”


  Certain now no one was home, he scanned the yard and found a storage building of redwood-stained plywood set back against the tree line, green mildew streaking the sides. He trotted over to it and found it was locked with a padlock. While the lock itself might be difficult to breach, it was fastened to a rotted wood door that wouldn’t present much of a challenge if he could find the right tool.


  He looked around and saw a slouching wooden rack back in the weeds holding spare building materials. There was a ladder, some old pipe, a cedar board, and some damp framing lumber. Ray flipped through the materials and found a half-inch galvanized steel water pipe. He hefted it in his hand, judging the weight of it, trying to determine if it would do the job he needed it to do. As he thought this over, his eyes fell on a rusty splitting maul sunk into a rotten stump.


  He discarded the pipe and took up the splitting maul. It had a faded fiberglass handle and the head was thick with scale. While it appeared to have been a number of years since it had laid waste to any firewood, it would do what he needed.


  Ray stepped to the door of the outbuilding, hefted the maul over his head, and dropped the blade onto the hasp screwed into the door. The rotted wood presented no challenge at all and the whole assembly pulled away, hanging by a single mangled screw. Ray wedged his fingers into the door, pulling it open. The door had sagged over the years and scraped the ground as he pulled it open. Inside he found an ancient reel-type lawnmower sitting in the middle of the dirt floor.


  “Well, that doesn’t help me a damn bit,” he muttered. “Doesn’t even use gas.”


  A rusty sickle hung from the wall, a hole in the blade threaded over a bent finish nail. “Not even a weed eater around this joint,” Ray said aloud. “What are they, Amish?” He scanned the rest of the building, finding dry-rotted rope, old spark plug wires, and frayed drive belts from obsolete motors, but no cans of gas.


  “Shit,” Ray said, stepping out of the building.


  He squinted and studied the backyard, seeing nothing promising. He walked, wondering if there might be more on the other side of the house he couldn’t see from his present location. When he turned the corner, he was rewarded with a squat cinderblock garage, the moss-covered shingles curling at the edges. There was an aluminum roll-up door on the front and a peeling wooden door at the side, a grimy window in its upper half.


  Ray took another look around and confirmed he was still alone. He crept toward the wooden door and looked in, though couldn’t see through the encrustation of filth. He wiped with his hands, clearing an area the size of his head, then pressed his face against the glass.


  “Son of a bitch,” he said, emitting a low whistle. Inside was a fairly new bass boat with a massive black outboard. “That’s more like it.”


  Ray tried the door, finding it locked. He looked around but couldn’t find anything he could use to break the glass. He jogged back around the house to the other outbuilding and grabbed the first tool he saw. When he got back to the cinderblock garage, he used the sickle to break the glass window out of the door. He reached in, unlocked the door, and went inside.


  He had to smile. Funny how someone would own this run down cabin simply to have a place for a fishing camp. He knew the type. They couldn’t care less about the appearance of the cabin or the yard. All they cared about was getting out on the lake and fishing.


  “So where do you keep the gas cans, you old bastard?” he mused, trying to imagine the man who owned this place.


  “None of your damn business,” came a gruff voice from behind him.


  Ray froze. He was so startled he nearly lost his bowels from sheer surprise. When he regained his composure, he cleared his throat. “I ain’t no criminal, mister. I just hit me some hard times.”


  “They’re about to get a lot harder, son. Turn around and get them hands up.”


  Ray raised his hands, the sickle still dangling from his right, and turned to face a thin man in his seventies. Thick white hair sprouted from a Red Man Chewing Tobacco cap. The man held a long single-shot shotgun, the barrel less than two feet from Ray’s chest. Ray knew at this distance, the blast would mean instant death. He also knew that, at this distance, he had a fighting chance. The man had come too close.


  “I think we got a misunderstanding here,” Ray said.


  “Oh, we got a misunderstanding all right,” the man said. “Problem is, I’ve already tried to call the cops and I can’t get through. They’re not answering the phone anymore.”


  Ray shook his head like he wasn’t surprised at that turn of events. “Probably best you let me go then. We’ll pretend none of this ever happened. I’ll go away and never come back and you can go on about your day. You can go fishing or something. Whatever you like to do.”


  “I ain’t much on making believe so there ain’t no pretending this didn’t happen,” the old man said. “I’m figuring I’ve got to kill you and sink your body in the lake. If I leave you be, you’ll just go on to bother some other folks. That don’t seem right neither, pushing my problems off on another.”


  Ray knew from the man’s tone he was as sincere as the day was long. There was nothing about the man to give him hope this was an empty threat. He completely intended to kill Ray and there wasn’t a damn thing Ray could do to stop him.


  “Sam, you okay in there?” came a woman’s concerned voice from outside. “You get that feller?”


  The old man cut his eyes away from Ray for a second. Although it wasn’t necessary for the old man to do so, it appeared to be a response programmed by a half century of marriage. He paid attention when his wife spoke. It was a gesture of respect and it cost the man his life.


  Ray did not hesitate. With no training in combat or martial arts other than that obtained through online gaming, he instinctively knew his priority was to get the shotgun aimed in another direction. He threw out his left hand, pushing the barrel of the single-shot away from him. The old man pulled the trigger without a second thought and the hammer fell, the concussive blast tearing a basketball-sized hole in the roof.


  His eyes wide with panic, the old man pulled on his now-empty shotgun as Ray held onto the barrel and refused to let it go. Ray started to drop the sickle so he might use both hands to wrest the gun from his enemy, then realized the ridiculousness of that. Instead, he brought the rusty sickle down against the side of the old man’s bird-like neck. The blow had no force behind it but the dull weapon still sank into the muscle, causing the old man to cry out in pain and drop the shotgun. Realizing it would take much more than this to kill the old man, Ray wrenched the sickle free of the man, raised it overhead and brought it down again with as much force as he could.


  The old man grasped at the first wound, trying to both measure its severity and halt the pouring forth of his vital fluids. It was that clutched hand the plunging sickle met first, severing four fingers before it sliced through the artery and windpipe. The man choked, gasped, and sank to his knees. Ray watched him, utter fascination pinning him to the spot as a man died in front of him for the first time.


  Ray had no way of knowing how the man had saved twenty-five years for this cabin by taking side work as an electrician. Ray would never know the old man had lettered in football in 1960 and had killed seventeen of the enemy in the early years of the Vietnam War. Ray would never know the old man’s three daughters were all proudly named for First Ladies of the United States.


  To Ray, the man had merely been an obstacle standing between him and a goal. While he understood this was a callous assumption, he could muster no sympathy for the man who stood between him and a red can containing thirteen dollars’ worth of gas. For the first time in his life, Ray felt like his video game experience had directly translated to something he could use in the real world. The games he enjoyed were about violence and taking what you wanted. The gas was his goal, the objective of his gameplay, and the old man had simply been an obstacle to be overcome.


  As Ray came to terms with these things about himself, he realized it meant he had lost something over the years, a piece of his humanity perhaps suppressed by the conditioning of those video games. Ray also understood that in this new world, that might not be such a bad thing. In fact, it might give him an advantage over many of the folks he would encounter from this point forward.


  Rather than being concerned that life as he knew it might be over, Ray was exhilarated to think he might be able to live as he did in his video games. Could he just take what he wanted? Kill anyone he wanted? He’d been killed in his games before and it could be frustrating, but it was not real. He got to play again later. There was always another match. It would not be the same in the real life. He would just have to play better than his opponents. He would have to be more brutal. He would have to act before they knew what was happening to them or he could end up dead.


  His self-reflection was broken by a flash of movement in the doorway and he raised his eyes to see what must have been the old man’s wife. She was every bit as mesmerized by the old man’s death, but for much different reasons. She was paralyzed by loss, paralyzed by fear. Her white hair framed her face like a cloud. It looked so light he fought an urge to touch it. Her frail, liver-spotted hand covered her mouth.


  “Who are you?” she asked. “Why are you doing this?”


  “I’m Gamma Ray,” he replied. “I’m doing it because I can.”


  Ray looked down at the sickle in his hand, then back up at woman. She met his eye and he took a step toward her. He eliminated this target, too, and obtained his objective. Despite what he’d done, he could not wipe the grin of accomplishment from his face.


  Rox was concerned when Ray returned to her empty-handed and covered in gore. She assumed he’d been attacked by someone defending this property and he’d gotten the short end of the exchange. He told her they’d be spending the night there at the home. Using a key he’d taken from the old man’s pocket, Ray opened the chain that spanned the driveway and had Rox pull the van into the yard and out of sight. Ray lit up a cigarette, the paper blotted with bloody fingerprints.


  “That your blood?” she asked, lip curled in a mixture of concern and disgust.


  He shook his head, his lungs too full of smoke to reply. He looked at her, though, replying with his eyes, letting her see the darkness there in the squinted apertures. She could smell the blood.


  When he exhaled a cloud of smoke, he was silent for a moment. Birds called around them. Rox recognized them as the kind you only heard at night, but she didn’t know their names. The water was still in front of them. A beautiful lake view. In some ways, it was as peaceful a moment as she’d ever recalled experiencing.


  “It’s supposed to be taboo, killing another person,” he said. “One of those lines you can’t uncross once you’ve crossed. Folks make out like it’s some kind of giant leap to do it, but it ain’t. It don’t feel like any stretch at all.”


  He looked at her, watching for her response. She was glued to his eyes, exploring his emotions as he explored them too. She wondered if she should be scared, if he might want to kill her, too.


  “You…liked it?” she asked.


  “Not liked it, really. I did it because it seemed like the only choice. Now I feel like I could do it again if I needed to without any hesitation at all. Any worry that I’d feel bad is gone. You remember how getting your driver’s license opened up the world to you because a barrier had been lifted? That’s how I feel now, like a new part of the world has opened to me.”


  Rox took a smoke from her purse and lit it, watching the lake. She was not one to judge people, never had been. And she wasn’t judging Ray now, she simply didn’t know what to say about it so she said nothing at all.


  “I’m not sure I understand what’s changed,” she finally said. “You seem different but I’m not sure why you’re different. Is it because you killed someone?”


  “It’s because the world has become Grand Theft Auto.”


  She smiled thinking he intended it as a joke.


  Ray did not smile.


  


  


  Chapter 20


  


  “These old farts kept a lot of food around,” Rox commented. “I don’t understand why Americans feel like they have to keep so much. It’s why they’re all so fat. Europeans are so much more sophisticated about their food. They buy what they need at the market each day, eat it while it’s fresh, then buy more the next day. There’s just no sense keeping all this food hoarded away. I really wish I could move to Europe.”


  “None of that matters now,” Ray said. “The rules have changed. Food is where we find it. We better hope we find more folks like this. People that shop all European will fucking starve to death.”


  For dinner that night, they had boxed macaroni and cheese made with powdered milk they found in the pantry. Rox found some summer sausage, fried slices of it, and added it to the macaroni. They were eating it on the porch, watching the sun set on the lake when the phone rang. They looked at each other oddly, not realizing the phones had even still worked. It broke the peace of the evening in a way that was unsettling.


  Rox looked at him oddly. “Where are you going?”


  He shrugged, walking off. “To get the damn phone – what do you think?”


  She shook her head, not quite sure what was going on in his head anymore. Whoever was calling sure as hell didn’t want to talk to either of them. As strange as Ray was acting, she had no intention of provoking him while he was in this state.


  She turned in her seat and watched him through the large picture window. The setting sun illuminated his face against the dark interior of the house. It was almost like he was on stage. “Hello?” he said. He paused. “Nah, he can’t come to the phone.”


  She wondered what the person on the other end of the line was saying.


  “No, don’t reckon she can either.” Ray nodded and looked around. “Yes, I think this is their residence.”


  He listened, then shrugged. “Yeah, well, I killed both of them.”


  Noise erupted from the phone, loud, like screaming or yelling. Ray held the phone away from his ear. In a moment, he spoke again.


  “I didn’t figure I had a choice.”


  There was another outburst on the line and Rox shook her head at the absurdity of it all.


  “No, I won’t lie to you. It wasn’t exactly fast or merciful. He took a few good licks to bring down and she cried a little bit, both because of what I did to him and what I was about to do to her.” He listened attentively. “I understand. You’re welcome to come down here.”


  There was more being said on the phone now. Whoever he was speaking to was shouting at him now.


  “We’ll have to see how it plays out, buddy. Don’t let your mouth write checks your ass can’t cash.”


  There was another exchange.


  “I’ll be waiting,” was Ray’s final comment. He hung up the phone and returned to the porch, taking his seat beside Rox.


  “Well, who was it?” she asked after he offered nothing and returned to eating his macaroni.


  “I reckon it was their son.”


  “And?”


  “He’s on his way here,” Ray said.


  Rox sat bolt upright, setting her plate into her empty chair. “So what the hell are we going to do? We need to get out of here!”


  Ray chewed. “I thought I might just kill him and get it over with, but I reckon I don’t see any point in waiting on him. Maybe I’ll finish my dinner, then we’ll grab a few things and hit the road.”


  “You think?” Rox asked. “You were really going to stay around and wait for him?”


  Ray nodded casually, forking more macaroni into his mouth.


  


  


  Chapter 21


  


  After their meal, Ray did a full top-to-bottom search of the house. Without time to carefully sort through what they could use and repack it, Ray backed the van up to the back door of the cabin. They opened the doors and pitched anything useful right into the back of the van.


  Rox had comfort in mind. She grabbed a couple of fresh-smelling pillows and an armful of bedding. She grabbed some towels, soap, and toiletries. She was being careful, selecting what she wanted and not disturbing the things that didn’t interest her. Ray, on the other hand, was looting with both hands. Things he couldn’t use got thrown to the side or smashed against the wall.


  “Why you got to be like that?” Rox yelled down the hall where she heard Ray breaking more stuff. “You don’t have to wreck things.”


  “Are you forgetting that the pissed-off offspring of some people I killed is on his way here to kill us?”


  “No!” she yelled back. “But taking the time to break stuff doesn’t make you any faster.”


  He ignored her. He found an old hunting knife and stashed it in a pillowcase. He raked all of the prescription pill bottles from the bathroom medicine cabinet in, too. He didn’t use pills, but they were as good as money to people who did. In the bedroom closet, he found several rifles and boxes of ammunition. They were all older bolt-action rifles, but they were better than nothing. He ran it all to the van and dropped it into the back.


  “The food!” he yelled. “Be getting food!”


  Rox was holding a pink sweatsuit up to herself and staring at the mirror. She needed more clothes and although it was about the right size, she couldn’t see herself in this pink getup. Black maybe, but not pink. She dropped it and took the few items she’d found to the van when Ray started yelling about food. He was right. “I’m going to make a pass through the outbuildings and see if there’s anything we can use out there,” Ray said.


  “Okay,” Rox called back, and headed to the kitchen. Like a lot of old people, these folks kept used plastic shopping bags in case they needed them. Rox found a stash and began filling them with everything she found. When she found items in the refrigerator, she called outside to Ray. “Bring a cooler if you find one!”


  He was back in a minute and tossed a beat-up Coleman cooler through the door. “All I could find,” he said, then took off again.


  She filled the cooler with all the contents of the refrigerator and freezer she thought they’d eat. All of the food reminded her they didn’t have any cookware, so she grabbed a cast-iron skillet, a large pot, and an assortment of utensils. She took paper towels, which reminded her they didn’t have toilet paper either. She ran to the bathroom and found an unopened pack of a dozen rolls. She ran back to the kitchen and began transferring her items to the van. If they had to leave in a hurry, she wanted to have as much as she could in the vehicle.


  When she had all she could see them using, she joined Ray.


  “Pull the van over here!” he said urgently.


  She did as he said, backing over toward him with the back doors of the van still open. He tossed in a pile of tarps, an ax, rope, a camping stove, Coleman fuel, and a pile of fishing gear.


  “We going on vacation?” Rox asked.


  He never appreciated her sarcasm. “I’m just grabbing shit that looks useful,” he said. “If we weren’t in a hurry I could be more selective. We’ll sort it later and throw out the shit we don’t need.”


  “Fine,” she said. “But let’s get out of here. I’m getting nervous. We don’t know where this guy is coming from. He could be here any time.”


  Ray got in the van. As they drove by the house, Rox stopped and put the van in Park.


  “Where are you going?” he asked.


  “I left the back door open.”


  “Who the hell cares!” he yelled.


  She shrugged, shifted back into Drive, and eased around the house.


  They were less than a half-mile from the house when an oncoming white pickup nearly ran them off the road. Rox nervously watched her rearview mirror. “Think that’s him?”


  “Probably,” Ray replied. “Think I should go back and kill him?”


  Rox stared at him.


  “Eyes on the road,” he warned. “Feels like unfinished business,” he said, lighting a cigarette and settling back into his seat.


  


  


  Chapter 22


  


  They were back to listening to the news again when Grace leaned forward and turned the radio off. “Take my phone and dial a number for me.” She pulled the index card with Chin Gilbert’s number on it from her pocket and handed it over.


  Darkness was closing in on them. They were already using the headlights. Zoe turned on the map light in the ceiling of the truck and stared at the card.


  “Who is Chin Gilbert?”


  “Friend of my dad’s,” Grace said. “Someone who read his books and they’ve become social media friends.”


  “Why are we calling him?” Zoe asked.


  “That’s my dad’s plan. The whole map with the little cards and everything. We need a place to hole up for the night and my dad wants us to do it in safe houses he’s approved,” Grace said. “It’s too dangerous for us to keep driving much longer, otherwise I’d suck down some caffeine and drive through the night.”


  “You don’t know the guy, right?” Zoe asked. “You’ve never met him, but you’re going to call him up and invite yourself over?”


  Grace sighed. “My dad wouldn’t have made arrangements for us to just show up on some total stranger’s doorstep. The guy must know there’s a possibility we might show up,” she said. “Now call him.”


  Zoe tried a couple of times, but never could get past the message stating that all circuits were busy. “I can’t get through.”


  “Text him,” Grace said.


  “And say what?” Zoe asked.


  “This is Grace Hardwick. My dad said you might be able to help us out. We’re thirty minutes away and need a place for the night.”


  “Okay,” Zoe said, typing the message as Grace dictated. She started to set the phone down but Grace stopped her. “Use the GPS app to find the address on the card. Even if he doesn’t text us back I want to try to find his house. I’m not going to give up on a resource unless we try everything. It’s getting too late to look for a different place to stay.”


  Zoe put in the address and watched the route plotted in front of her. “Looks like we’re good for about six more miles and then we’ll need to turn right onto another road.” She started to put the phone down again and paused when a text chimed in on Grace’s phone.


  “What does it say?” Grace asked.


  “It says he’s not home yet but we’re welcome to stay the night. It also says to stay in the truck until he gets there because his dog bites.”


  “Tell him we appreciate it and thanks for warning us about the dog,” Grace said.


  “No kidding,” Zoe agreed.


  After Zoe had sent the message, she placed Grace’s phone on the center console. Out of habit, Grace reached for the phone, wanting it back in her pocket for safekeeping, and looked away from the road for a second. When her eyes returned to the highway, she screamed.


  Two men stood in the road directly ahead of her, waving their arms for her to stop. Beside them, still partially blocking the lane, was a vehicle with no lights illuminated and all the doors open.


  Grace panicked. She was not sure if she could even stop in time. She was going to run over those men and there was nothing she could do to prevent it. There was no uncertainty on their faces though. They seemed to have no doubt she would stop. No fear at all.


  She hit the brakes harder, the anti-lock system kicking in and preventing the heavy truck from skidding as she tried to stop it. As the truck was slowing, a warning light went off in her head: two men, disabled vehicle, not waving for help but forcing her to stop by blocking the road with their bodies. They were not afraid. It felt wrong. Very wrong.


  What if it was a trap?


  She could not stop. She pulled her foot from the brake and stomped the gas pedal to the floor. The Duramax diesel hesitated, then roared, and the truck surged forward, the torque pushing both girls back into their seats.


  Zoe screamed and whipped her head toward Grace. “What the hell are you doing?”


  “It’s a trap. It’s got to be a trap. We can’t stop,” Grace said. “We can’t take a chance on losing the truck.”


  Finally realizing when it was almost too late the women weren’t stopping, the men jumped to either side and Grace shot the gap between them. The man on the right was forced to dive head-first across the hood of the parked car. The corner of the Silverado’s massive bumper caught part of the door to the disabled car, crumpling and folding it over effortlessly.


  “You could have killed them!” Zoe screamed. “Haven’t we killed enough people today already?


  “They could have killed us,” Grace said. “If we’d stopped and they pulled a gun, they could have taken whatever they wanted. Whatever they wanted. This is why we can’t drive at night. You can’t see it coming until it’s too late.”


  “You don’t know they had a gun,” Zoe said. No sooner were the words out of her mouth than a series of faint pops came from behind them.


  “Okay, maybe they had a gun,” Zoe said, her voice jumping an octave as she ducked in her seat.


  “It’s okay,” Grace said. “We were pretty much out of pistol range before those guys even crawled out of the ditch. They’re popping off rounds to make themselves feel better. My dad always said to trust your gut. My gut said not to stop.”


  “There!” Zoe exclaimed, throwing up her arm and pointing a finger into the darkness.


  “What?” Grace said, snapping back into fight-mode and looking for a threat. Was there another trap? A backup in case the first failed?


  “The road,” Zoe said. “Our turn.”


  Grace saw it and took the turn a little too fast and heard the load in the back of the truck rearranging itself. They drove several more miles, moving from outlying industrial parks to sprawling retail complexes to more crowded suburban neighborhoods. Among streets lined with old oaks, small houses with white aluminum siding lay centered in chain-linked yards. Some houses they passed were lit. This being a community where hurricanes and tornadoes could lay waste to the power grid on an annual basis, generators were common. In other yards, communal bonfires raged, fueled by ornamental trees hacked from yards and city medians.


  Figures walked the streets here, light or lantern bobbing in their swinging hands. A few cars moved along the road, though not many. They pulled onto the street where the index card indicated Chin Gilbert lived, slowed, and tried to spot his house number in the glow of the headlights.


  “Farther down the block,” Zoe said.


  Their slow pace drew attention, residents assuming they may be up to no good and wanting to make sure they were not going to be victimized. They saw faces peering from behind curtains and the silhouettes of men in tank tops standing behind storm doors. Some backlit profiles clearly showed long guns in the hands of those peering at her. Grace was not surprised by this. It would be naïve of them to react any other way.


  When they spotted the appropriate house, there were no lights and no signs of life. Grace pulled into the paved driveway and parked, killing the headlights.


  “So we just sit here and wait?” Zoe asked.


  “I guess so,” Grace said. “I’m not getting out if he has a vicious dog running around.”


  “You know, I find out I can’t get out and suddenly I’ve got to pee again,” Zoe said. “Funny how that works.”


  A handheld spotlight burst to life in Zoe’s window, forcing both girls to throw their hands up in front of their eyes. They were blinded, the light so bright it was painful. If this was a trap the girls were caught and there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it. Grace heard the distinct sound of a pump shotgun chambering a round and was suddenly very frightened. A moment ago, she’d been excited and relieved they’d found their intended location. Now a wave of fear engulfed her. It had not occurred to her that this could be trap.


  “Get those hands up!” a gruff voice demanded. “Who are you?”


  Grace cleared her throat. “My name is Grace. Are you Chin?”


  “Who is Chin?” the man demanded.


  “Chin lives here,” Grace said. “He’s expecting us. He told us he was hung up at work.”


  The spotlight went off, leaving both girls reeling and disoriented, spots floating in front of their eyes. Another light clicked on, a smaller flashlight that was mercifully pointed in another direction. The shotgun was now pointed away from them.


  “I’m sorry about that,” the man said. “I’m Chin’s neighbor and we keep an eye on each other’s houses.”


  “I’m sorry you thought we were criminals,” Grace said. “Chin is a friend of my dad’s and he’s going to let us spend the night. He said not to get out until he got here because of his dog.”


  The man laughed. “Yeah, Crow is protective.”


  “Crow?” Zoe asked.


  “You’ll have to ask Chin about that,” the man said.


  There was the sound of a truck coming down the street and the man looked in that direction. “There’s Chin now,” he said. “I recognize the sound of his truck.”


  The truck whipped in alongside them. It was an older white contractor’s truck with toolboxes and a rack full of ladders. A man jumped out and came to the window.


  “Are you Grace?” asked a man with the distinctive accent of the Deep South.


  “I am,” Grace replied. “You Chin?”


  “I am. Good to meet you ladies,” he said, extending a hand through the window and shaking each girl’s hand, giving them a warm smile. He appeared to be in his late forties with brown hair and a thick mustache. He’d been a couple of days without shaving. “It looks like you met my neighbor Ron.”


  “He’s a good neighbor to have, Chin,” Grace said. “He was definitely keeping an eye on your place. We were here less than a minute when he showed up.”


  “Did you scare these girls, Ron?” Chin asked.


  “Yeah, but I apologized.”


  Chin smiled. “Let’s get this rig of yours off the road and out of sight,” he said. “A fueled up vehicle full of supplies might be a tempting target to the wrong kind of folks.”


  “What do you want me to do with it?” Grace asked.


  “I have a gate in the chain-link over there you can drive through. I’m going to open it and I want you to drive around behind the house and park in front of my garage.”


  “Got it,” Grace said. “Thank you!”


  “You ladies have a safe trip,” Ron said. “I’m getting back to the news.”


  “Thanks,” Grace said. “You take care of yourself.”


  “Chin doesn’t seem so bad,” Zoe said.


  “I told you my dad would not have put any questionable people on the list,” Grace said. “Not intentionally, anyway.”


  They saw in the beam of their headlights that Chin had swung the gate open and was beckoning them. Grace turned the truck and swung wide to work the big vehicle through the narrow gate.


  While Chin closed his gate, Grace followed a gravel path across the short yard and behind the house. The driveway stopped at an old wooden garage. A late 1980s model Land Cruiser was nosed up to the door. Grace noticed it was fitted with aggressive, oversized tires, a basket rack on the top, and a receiver with a pintle hitch for towing an off-road trailer.


  She killed the engine as Chin walked up beside the vehicle and stood there.


  Grace got out and gestured toward her friend. “This is my roommate, Zoe.”


  Zoe threw a hand up and waved.


  “I’m glad to see you all got here safely,” Chin said. “I’m going to have to let Robert know you made it.”


  “You’ve talked to my dad?” Grace asked. “I haven’t been able to get up with him for several hours.”


  “Have you checked Facebook?” Chin asked.


  “No,” Grace replied. “It never occurred to me. With the power out I assumed the internet had crashed too.”


  Chin shook his head. “A lot of those server farms have serious backup power capabilities. Some of it may go down eventually, but hasn’t yet. I sent him a message on Facebook that I’d heard from you. He messaged me back to let him know as soon as you were here safely.”


  “Maybe I can tell him myself,” Grace said. “I need to thank him for a couple of things. He left me a couple of surprises.”


  Chin laughed. “I’m not surprised. I’ve read all your dad’s books. He loves to throw a big twist in things.”


  “Amen to that,” Zoe said.


  “I’m going to grab a bag or two,” Grace said. “Is my gear safe out here?”


  “It will be,” Chin said. “CROW!”


  His loud call startled the girls, but they soon realized he was calling a dog. In seconds, a broad Rottweiler arrived at Chin’s side and took a seat. “He’ll keep an eye on things.”


  “How did you come to name a dog Crow?” Zoe asked.


  “I found him at the dump. Someone had abandoned some pups there and he was the only one left alive. Small, black, and eating garbage, just like a crow.”


  “That’s cool,” Zoe said.


  Chin patted the dog on the head. “He’s very protective,” he said. “I have no doubt he would give his life for me.”


  “You saved his life,” Grace said. “He’d return the favor. That’s loyalty.”


  “You girls grab your gear, lock the truck up, and join me inside. Okay?”


  “Sounds good,” Grace said.


  Grace grabbed a couple of bags she wanted to take the time to better organize. One of them was the Hazard 4 Messenger Bag with the AR pistol inside. She also pointed Zoe toward the gear she’d packed for her. When they had what they needed, Grace locked the truck and they went in through the open side door to the house.


  Once they were inside, Chin sent Crow back into the yard to guard the truck.


  “I feel bad he’s got spend the night outside,” Zoe said.


  “It’s okay,” Chin said. “I’m a contractor. He’s got one of the nicest dog houses around.”


  There was a moment of awkward silence, the girls and Chin all standing in the mud room. “Oh, I apologize,” Chin said. “I’m not used to guests. Let’s go into the kitchen there and I’ll get you girls a bite to eat and we can talk a little. The public water is still working if you need the bathroom but the electric isn’t so you’ll need to take a light. There’s not any hot water either. I’ve got black plastic taped over the windows to keep the light inside. Pop quiz. Why did I do that, Grace?”


  Grace smiled, knowing the answer. “Light discipline. To keep the neighbors from knowing you had resources.”


  “And where did I get that tidbit of information?” he asked.


  “From my dad’s books?”


  “Bingo.”


  They went to the kitchen and the girls stacked their bags against the wall.


  “Which way to the bathroom?” Zoe asked.


  Chin told her and she headed off down the dark hall using a penlight he tossed her. Grace took a seat at the table, pulled out her phone, and checked Facebook using a cellular data connection. It took forever to load the page, but when it finally loaded Grace saw she had several messages. When she went to the message page, she could see they were all from her dad.


  As she read the messages, tears welled up in her eyes. She was overwhelmed by all that was happening. She was on her own in a serious situation, but her dad had gone to a lot of trouble to make extensive preparations for her. She missed him very much at that moment.


  She thumbed the tiny keyboard: Zoe and I are at Chin’s. We’re safe. Used my key. Thank you very much. I love you. Are you guys ok?


  It was only a moment before her phone dinged, indicating the arrival of a new Facebook message from her dad: Relieved to hear from you. Everyone here is fine. Hope you find the goodies I left you to be useful.


  “I’ve got some gumbo that needs to be eaten,” Chin said. “With the power out, I’m trying to go through all my fresh and frozen stuff first. You all eat gumbo?”


  “We’ll eat anything,” Grace said. “You sure it’s no trouble?”


  “None at all,” he said. “Glad to help.”


  Chin is very kind, she typed to her dad. Taking good care of us. We’re going to shelter here tonight and hit the road again in the morning.


  Zoe came back in and asked Chin if she could help. He put her to work heating the gumbo on his propane range.


  When her phone chimed again, Grace checked the response from her dad. There’s no guarantee on the availability of resources in a situation like this. Take every opportunity to refuel, charge phones, and eat or drink. Avoid interaction with strangers as much as possible. Do not disclose your resources to anyone.


  She smiled. Same old Dad.


  I’ve read your books. I will use the utmost caution. Will update you at every possible opportunity.


  His response made her cry. Your mother and I love you very much. It’s all I can do to not race to your location and bring you home safely. You know I can’t, though. Message me tomorrow if you can and be safe.


  


  


  Chapter 23


  


  Grace did not realize how hungry she was until the smell of the cooking food started toying with her. Besides the gumbo, Chin had biscuits, slices of yellow tomato, and he even fixed a pan of chocolate chip cookies from a roll of dough he pulled from the freezer.


  “Might as well fix these now or they’re going to end up in the garbage,” he said.


  “Are you sure?” Zoe asked. “I hate to eat the last of your cookie dough.”


  “Anything I don’t eat out of there will have to be thrown away in the next couple of days anyway,” he said. “We might as well eat them now.”


  “Don’t you have a generator?” Grace asked.


  “Oh yeah,” he said. “But in this city the sound would carry for miles and I’d have to fight to keep it. It’s bad enough after a tornado. With no prospect for the power coming back on now, people are already taking advantage of it.”


  “Really?” Grace asked.


  “Really. That’s why I was late,” he said. “I’m doing the drywall in a big housing development outside of town. We all knocked off work when the power went out. I stuck around because I had to make some phone calls and clean my tools. While I was rinsing off my drywall tools I see this old pickup going through with a cab full of guys and they’re stealing the outdoor units for all the heat pumps. I mean these are brand new houses, no one’s even moved in yet, and these guys are using axes to chop the copper lines and the wiring.”


  “Why?” Zoe asked.


  “For the copper inside them,” Grace said. “So the world is going to shit and all these guys can think to do is go out and start stealing heat pumps?” Zoe asked.


  Grace and Chin both nodded.


  “Well, that sucks,” Zoe said.


  “I agree,” Chin said. “That’s why I’m getting out of here as soon as I can.”


  “Where are you going?” Zoe asked.


  “I’ve got a place north of here,” Chin said. “Up in the hills near Tennessee. A few acres with a cabin. No power, no plumbing. It will be fine for me though.”


  “When are you leaving?” Grace asked.


  “I’m not sure exactly. I’ll start packing up in the morning but I’m not sure how soon I’ll pull out. I’ve got a buddy and his family that may go with me. I need to check in with them and make sure of what they’re doing.”


  When dinner was ready, Chin and Zoe set bowls of steaming gumbo on the table. Grace studied the binder her dad had left for her in Locker Nine. She wanted to go to bed tonight with a clear plan of what she was doing tomorrow.


  “When we passed below the interstate, we noticed the ramp was blocked off,” Grace said. “There was a sign that said it was closed to civilians.”


  Chin nodded. “They’ve shut down all the interstates,” he said. “I’ve heard it on the radio and seen it on Facebook.”


  “How can they do that?” Zoe asked. “First they cut off fuel sales and now they won’t let us use the interstates. What are people going to do?”


  Chin swallowed a mouthful of gumbo and furrowed his brow thoughtfully. “I know I’m going to sound like some kind of conspiracy nut, but a lot of people believe this is how the government wants it. If people can’t get the basics of life, that puts the government in a position of power. The people stranded on the highways have to depend on the government to get them home. There’s already rumors of camps being built to house stranded travelers. Once the government has you dependent on them, you’re at their mercy. It sucks the fight right out of a society.”


  “My dad says that’s why the government discourages people from being too prepared,” Grace said. “A man who can take care of himself is free to make his own decisions.”


  “I completely agree with your dad,” he said.


  “So how do we get home without the interstate?” Zoe asked.


  Grace held up the binder. “There’re routes marked in here,” Grace said. “Dad prepared a contingency plan for that. We just have to study it and see.”


  “How about we go over it after dinner and maybe I’ll be able to help you?” Chin offered.


  “I’d appreciate that,” Grace said.


  After dinner, the girls helped Chin wash dishes and clean up the kitchen. It didn’t really take long since they used mostly disposable items, but someone still had to toss them in the garbage, wipe down the table, and clean the pot they cooked the gumbo in.


  “So what are your thoughts on our route?” Grace asked.


  “You mind if we go sit on the porch and talk?” Chin asked. “I’m needing my after-dinner cigarette and I don’t smoke in the house.”


  They moved to the porch and Chin took a seat on an old kitchen chair covered in cracked vinyl. He shook a smoke from a crumpled pack and lit it with a disposable lighter. “I think you ladies should head for Route 11.”


  “There’s a Route 11 that goes through my hometown,” Zoe said. “Abingdon, Virginia.”


  “Same road,” Chin said. “It goes from Canada to New Orleans. Before Interstate 81 came along it was the main drag up and down the eastern side of the country.”


  “How do we get there?” Grace asked.


  “You go east,” Chin said.


  “Anything we have to watch out for on Route 11?” Grace asked.


  “Honey, you got to watch out for everything,” Chin said. “Two girls, no law to speak of? There’s danger on every single mile of road for you two.”


  “We got a taste of that already,” Grace said.


  “What happened?” Chin asked.


  “Nothing I’m ready to talk about,” Grace said. “No offense, but I need more time to process it.”


  “You make it sound like it’s going to get worse,” Zoe said.


  “Robert wouldn’t want me to sugarcoat it,” Chin said. “If I paint a pretty picture for, I would be doing you a disservice. You’d be out there thinking this was some spring break road trip. You have to look at it as fight for your life. Every person you meet is a potential enemy. Every corner you can’t see around could be hiding someone wanting to kill you. That’s the truth of it.”


  “I appreciate your honesty,” Grace said.


  “Are you carrying?” Chin asked.


  Grace hesitated.


  “I’m not a cop,” Chin said. “I’m a friend. You can tell me.”


  “Yes,” Grace said. “I’ve got a Glock 19 in a holster under my shirttail.”


  “Is there a round in the chamber?” he asked.


  She didn’t answer.


  “Is there?” he repeated.


  “No.”


  “Then your gun is useless,” Chin said. “You might as well have it in the back of the truck.”


  “I can chamber a round pretty quickly,” Grace said.


  “With one hand?” Chin asked.


  “Two,” Grace said.


  “What if I’m trying to pull you out of your truck window?” Chin asked. “What if you’re trying to fend me off with one hand? You’ll have one hand left to chamber a round. What do you do then?”


  “I’ve seen people hook the sights on their pocket and chamber a round,” Grace said, a little proud she was familiar with the technique.


  “Ever done it?” he asked.


  “No.”


  “Pop your mag out and try it now,” Chin asked.


  Grace pulled the Glock from her paddle holster, released the magazine, and verified the chamber was empty. She tried to rack the slide as she’d seen people do in training videos. Each time the sight came unhooked from her pocket and the gun slid uselessly down her leg.


  “Tricky isn’t it?” he asked.


  She continued trying, growing frustrated. “It’s aggravating. I could get the hang of it with a little practice.”


  “Do you think it would be easier or harder if I’m shoving you?”


  “Harder probably,” she acknowledged.


  “What if I’m not shoving?” he asked. “What if I’m punching you in the side of the head? Do you think you could still concentrate enough to chamber a round that way?”


  She sighed. “No.”


  “What are you going to do tomorrow?” he asked.


  “I’m going to carry a round in the chamber,” she replied.


  “Damn right you are,” he said. She could hear a smile in his voice, but she couldn’t see anything.


  


  


  Chapter 24


  


  After fleeing the shores of the Coosa River, Ray and Rox had no clue where they were going. They had both allowed their phone batteries to run down and neither had a map. Even if they had one it was unlikely they could find their location on it or navigate from it. Neither had even held a paper map before. By a totally random and uninformed series of turns, they found themselves heading toward Albertville, Alabama. They knew nothing about the city and they had no idea how it might play into their route home. Still, it was where they were going because they knew of nowhere else to go.


  “It’s getting dark,” Ray said. “We need to find a place to stop.”


  “I’m with you,” Rox said. “I’m beat.”


  While Rox drove, Ray scanned their surroundings. “There!” he said. “That looks like a park.”


  Rox looked. “I think it’s a golf course.”


  “What the hell does it matter?” Ray said. “There’s grass and a nice little pond. I’m sure there’s some part of the course that’s out of sight of the road. We need to find it and we can park there for the night.”


  “What if there’s a guard?” Rox asked.


  “You think with all the shit going on in the world there would still be some dumbass there guarding the entrance to a golf course of all things?”


  Rox shrugged. “There could be.”


  Ray reached into the seat behind him and brought up the shotgun he’d taken from the old man, along with a box of #4 turkey loads. “If there’s a guard, I’ll kill him and if he has a gun we’ll take it. Whatever he’s got is bound to be better than this hillbilly squirrel gun.”


  Rox had never been comfortable with guns. Her older brother had been shot to death three years earlier. He’d been a notorious prankster who posted the videos of his exploits to social media. One day he’d decided it would be fun to surprise people on a jogging trail by jumping out of the woods wearing a hockey mask and carrying a machete while having his friend video the results. The first two victims ran away screaming. The third pulled out a concealed handgun and center-punched her brother. It was ruled self-defense and no charges were ever filed.


  She pulled off onto the shoulder of the road. She turned off the engine and stared at Ray. “Are you serious?”


  “As a heart attack.”


  “I’m still not sure what happened to my Ray,” she said. “I’m not griping but this is taking some getting used to.”


  Ray took a deep breath and let it out. He had never liked having to explain himself. Maybe he was a complicated person, but people never seemed to get him. From his parents, to his teachers, to his bosses, to every girlfriend he ever had – he was always explaining himself. He was becoming tired of it. He’d told her already. He was not the old Ray.


  “You ever see that movie Sergeant York?” he asked.


  “No,” Rox answered. “Who was in it?”


  “Gary Cooper, I think. I don’t remember exactly,” he said. “It’s an old movie. Black and white. It was about this drunk hillbilly screw-up who goes off to war and ends up winning the Medal of Honor for killing and capturing all these Germans. Like, hundreds of them.”


  “No, I definitely never saw it,” Rox confirmed. “Sounds boring as shit.”


  “The point is, the guy was a fuck-up until he found what he was supposed to be doing in life and then he was able to do it without even thinking about it. Picture Luke Skywalker. What the hell was he until Obi Wan told him he had this badass legacy he didn’t know about?”


  “So you’re Luke Skywalker now?”


  “No, dammit,” Ray said with aggravation. “I’m trying to explain something to you. You don’t always know who you are in life until you are faced with a crisis. Some people rise to the top like cream and some sink to the bottom with the fish shit and old beer cans.”


  “So you’re telling me this is your Star Wars?” she asked. “This is what you’ve been raised to do?”


  There was that sarcasm again. “I’m telling you I’ve spent most of my life playing video games. The ones I’ve always been drawn to are the shooters. My favorite has always been Grand Theft Auto. Those games were practically training simulations for what this world seems to turning into around us – killing, looting, and surviving by your wits.”


  “So what you’re also saying is that our generation is more prepared than others to deal with society crumbling around us?” she asked.


  He slapped the dash with both hands for emphasis. “Exactly! Now you’re getting it.”


  She stared ahead, processing that thought. “So our generation only has one skill and we got it from video games?”


  Ray hesitated. “That’s not exactly how I said it, but yes. That’s pretty much it.”


  “I’m not sure how I feel about that,” Rox said. “I’m not sure it’s much of an enduring legacy.”


  “Fuck legacy,” Ray said.


  They discussed the merits of crossing illegally onto the golf course but Ray was convinced that would only allow any guard to sneak up on them later, perhaps with backup. He finally told Rox to drive up to the front gate of the Country Club. Sure enough, there was a guard post with a wooden barricade lowered across the entrance. Inside the guard shack, a lantern glowed and a security guard resembling comedian John Candy sat watching their approach.


  When it was clear to the guard that the van wasn’t going to be deterred by the lowered barricade, he stepped outside the shack, hand resting on his weapon, a flashlight in his hand. He directed the light toward the van and saw a woman alone in the front. She was young and may have been attractive four beers into a good drunk, but to him she looked a little skanky. She resembled the women he saw coming into the methadone clinic where he’d worked before the golf course job came available.


  She smiled at him. “I’m lost,” she said. “Can you tell me how to get out of this town? My phone is dead and I can’t find anything without it.”


  These millennials and their phone dependency, he thought.


  Ray sat in the back of the van, the rear door already unlatched and partly open. While Rox spoke to the man, he pushed the door open and slipped out. The single-shot Winchester had an exposed hammer and Ray pulled it back carefully. He shouldered the weapon, then eased confidently from behind the van. Despite the low light, the guard saw the movement and turned toward Ray, more out of curiosity than concern.


  “What the…?” the guard muttered.


  The blast caught him at neck level, pitching him backward.


  “Shit!” Rox screamed.


  Ray ejected the spent shell, inserted another, then ran to the window. “Are you okay?” he asked. “I didn’t hit you, did I?”


  “No, dammit,” she said, turning on the interior light. Her face was splattered with the man’s blood.


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “Get me something,” she said, her voice shaking. “Get this shit off me!”


  Ray took a quick look at the guard, kicked him in the leg. He didn’t move. There was no way he was still alive with his head hanging like that. Ray pulled open the door to the guard shack and saw a pile of extra fast food napkins stacked on a shelf below the counter. He snatched them up and handed them through the window to Rox.


  “Clean yourself up. I’m going to see if there’s anything here we can use.” He entered the guard shack and opened a cooler, finding the dead guy’s lunch. There was a handheld police scanner, which he also took.


  He returned to the truck and tried handing the items through the driver’s window. Rox, still scrubbing at her face, scowled at him.


  “Can’t you give me a minute?” she snapped. “I just took a face-full of brains.”


  Cursing under his breath, Ray went to the back door of the van, tossing in the cooler, the lantern, and the radio. He went back to the dead guard and took his flashlight and his blood-drenched duty belt. It had a Glock 17 and two spare mags. Spotting the exposed clip of a folding knife in the guard’s pocket, he picked it up and looked at the knife under the light. He didn’t know much about knives but thought that Spyderco sounded kind of cheesy.


  Ray headed back to the van and put the stuff in his seat. “I’ll lift the barrier and you can drive through.”


  Rox looked at him again, like she thought he was an idiot. “Don’t you think you should drag the body out of the road? You’re just going to leave it there in plain sight?”


  “I guess I could move it,” he said nonchalantly.


  He walked over and stared at the body again. Looting it for useful gear had been one thing. He’d done that in the games he played many times, although it worked a little differently in the games. He’d never had to drag a dead body off. If this was to be his new life, though, his destiny, then he had to start somewhere, so he started at the feet. He grabbed the dead guard by his feet and pulled him toward the hedges. In the van’s headlights, he could see the wide trail the bleeding man left.


  With the blood trail and the displaced mulch, there was no concealing what had taken place here. Hopefully they’d be gone before anyone noticed. Ray trotted back across the road and lifted the barricade. Rox drove under it and stopped.


  “Happy now?” Ray asked when he got inside.


  Rox frowned. “Not sure if that’s the right word for it at all.”


  They drove around, eventually finding a secluded corner of the course near the maintenance facility.


  “This may be good,” Ray said. “I don’t see any lights from here.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything,” Rox said. “The power is out. There aren’t any lights anywhere.”


  “I don’t see any headlights either. I think this is good enough.”


  “If you say so,” she replied.


  They parked the van in a cluster of trees. Ray’s first move was to hang the stolen lantern on one of the trees. “Just like camping,” he said with a goofy grin on his face.


  Rox thought Gamma Ray, as he now called himself, was losing his shit.


  “You hungry?” he asked.


  “No, I’m still full from earlier,” she said. “I’m more tired than anything else. I just want to lay down.”


  “The van is still full of all that stuff,” Ray replied. “I’m not sure there’s even room enough in there for us to sleep tonight.”


  “It’s okay, sleeping in that van is like sleeping in the dumpster behind a bar. I’m sick of it.”


  Ray laughed. “Fine with me. Under the sky it is. We’ll lay out a tarp and some sleeping bags.”


  Ray helped Rox set up a bed for the two of them. Then he removed the stolen gun belt from the back of the van and strapped it on. She could tell he was admiring himself, wishing he had a mirror so he could get a better look.


  “How about you give me the van keys?” he asked. “I want to head up to the clubhouse and see if I can find anything we can use. They might have food or booze or who knows what.”


  “Fine,” Rox said. “Whatever. Let me lay down and get some rest.” Her exhaustion was as much mental as physical. She was done with this day, this trip, and maybe even this man.


  Ray took the keys, gave Rox a peck on the cheek, and drove off in the van. He didn’t know much about golf courses but figured out which building was the clubhouse when his headlights hit the expanse of outdoor tables with their closed umbrellas. He parked the van in a lot designated for golf carts and walked to the back door. It was locked, of course, but a full glass door in a powerless building wasn’t much of a challenge to Ray. He’d broken into thousands of windows and doors over the years. All of them were in games, but still. The biggest challenge was to determine what he was actually going to throw through the window.


  Someone had apparently found it amusing to include a concrete gnome in the landscaping around the clubhouse and Ray did the honors with that. He could almost hear the little concrete guy screaming as he sailed through the tempered glass. Ray reached through, undid the thumb latch, and used the guard’s flashlight to find his way around. When the flashlight hit the bar shelving, Ray immediately wished he had a bigger van. He’d never been anywhere with such an impressive display of liquor and wine, but he was more of a beer guy and couldn’t wait to see what the coolers had in store for him.


  He went to the kitchen and played the light around the room. There was a walk-in cooler but the door was padlocked. Ray could only imagine what they had locked up in there – prime rib, lamb, shrimp, scallops—-all of the stuff he could never afford. He thought about trying to break the lock and then caught sight of the thermometer that measured the temperature inside the cooler. Without power, the temperature had risen to nearly sixty degrees.


  He grumbled and cursed. They couldn’t chance eating anything from there. He wondered if the place had a freezer. Some of the stuff in it might still be good since it wouldn’t have completely thawed yet. He didn’t see any signs of a freezer. Maybe a ritzy place like this wouldn’t stoop to serving anything frozen.


  He found a pantry, though there wasn’t much in there of any benefit. Damn place apparently served mostly fresh foods. What kind of crap was that? He wanted some instant potatoes or Kraft macaroni and cheese, and all he could find were flours and various kinds of rice. He did throw a sack of rice onto a rolling utility cart he saw sitting in a corner. He’d never liked rice unless it came from Chinese restaurants. He’d never cooked it himself at all, but figured he could if the only other option was starvation or eating cats.


  In another room, he found some onions, green beans, potatoes, and squash all stored in little bushel baskets. Each bushel had a little hand-written note clipped to it that told the origin of each vegetable.


  “I swear, it looks like Martha Steward organized this damn place,” he said.


  He dumped some of the vegetables into an empty basket and put it on his cart. He found another door with a padlock on it, but the door itself was wooden with louvers. A strong kick took out the bottom half of the door and he peered inside, directing the light around the room. The room was huge, with more beer and liquor than he’d ever seen outside of a package store.


  Ray finished kicking the door out and loaded his cart up with beer. There were a lot of craft beers he’d never heard of but the packaging looked cool. There was some Wolf Hills and Damascus Brewery. There was some Strangeways. There was even some good old Rolling Rock, which would never let you down on a hot day.


  Ray’s cart filled up before his shopping spree was over. He ended up having to go to the van and empty it, then he had to do that again, then a third time. An hour later, he had thirteen cases of beer, thirty-five bottles of liquor, a bag of rice, and one bushel basket of mixed vegetables to show for his efforts. He might have gotten even more but saw the van had sagged noticeably on its shocks. Besides, he needed to get back to Rox and settle in for the night. He could always hit this place again in the morning if he felt the need.


  After all, who could stop him? It was his world now.


  


  


  Chapter 25


  


  Despite her exhaustion, Rox was unable to fall asleep. Her mind processed their predicament, which didn’t worry her nearly as much as the changes that had taken place in her boyfriend. They weren’t far from home now, perhaps a couple of hundred miles, and she figured they could walk it if they had no other option. Ray was getting weird. Seriously weird. Maybe she hadn’t been with him long enough to know he was harboring a mental illness? Perhaps it was exactly as he said, and he had an accurate insight into the nature of this disaster and his role in it. That was as scary as him being crazy. She wasn’t sure she was prepared for a world like that.


  Life was not like video games. She refused to accept it. She believed there was such a thing as karma in this world. What you put out into the world came back to you many times over. You couldn’t just run around willy-nilly killing people like they were nothing more than graphics on a screen. It would catch up with you. At some point, you would pay the price.


  She heard crackling in the woods, like steps coming toward her. Maybe it was just her paranoia, fear of her strange surroundings. She thought it might be Ray but he was in the van and surely he’d not be returning without it. Although she considered the possibility of wild animals, this was the city. What animals did they even have in the city? Possums, raccoons, skunks… a dog.


  Dogs could attack people. She’d seen videos of it on television and it was pretty scary. She’d even seen a few disaster-type movies where city dogs went feral without their masters to take care of them. They went around killing and eating people.


  She sat up and looked around, not seeing anything. A twig snapped.


  “Ray?” she asked, her fear betraying her in the timbre of her voice.


  Silence.


  “Good doggy?”


  The moon wasn’t out, but as her eyes adjusted to the darkness she could see some vague outlines. There was the maintenance building, some vehicles, and some parked golf carts. There were trees standing in tall clusters. There was another noise from behind her but she couldn’t see anything in that direction. Only hedges.


  Then one of the hedges moved quickly toward her.


  “Ray!” she screamed.


  A bright light came on, shining directly in her face and searing her retinas. She screamed in fear, in pain, and threw a hand up in front of her face. Then the light turned away from her and she was unsure of what was happening until the butt end of the heavy light caught her in the temple. Everything went black.


  Ray did not hear her scream.


  At that moment, he was gleefully taste testing a Great Lakes Brewing Dortmunder Gold and found it very much to his liking. He’d never run across it before and it turned out to be a damn fine intoxicating beverage. As much as he didn’t want to, he felt he had no choice but to add two cases of it to his already bountiful haul and then he had to call it quits. They had to save a little room in the van for sleeping in case it rained. Maybe they could lay the boxes out and make a bed of beer, like an alcoholic’s water bed. He’d have to think on it.


  On the way out of the kitchen, his flashlight reflected off the gleaming blades of knives stuck to a magnetic rack. He selected one, balancing it in his hand. It felt nice. It had all kinds of symbols and numbers stamped on the blade and he knew it was more expensive than he’d ever believe. He selected a few of them, rolling them into an immaculate white chef’s jacket he found in a closet.


  When he returned to his campsite, he dimmed his headlights to avoid hitting Rox with the glaring lights, an atypical kindness. Still, in the glow of the park lights, the tarp and her sleeping form should have been visible. Confused, he turned the headlights back on, then brightened them.


  She was gone.


  He killed the engine, leaving the headlights on, and jumped out. “Rox, babe, where are you?”


  Maybe she had to go to the bathroom?


  “Rox! Answer me, dammit!”


  No answer.


  He shined the flashlight around and saw her pack sitting there where she’d left it, beside where the tarp should have been. He went over and flipped the flap back. Everything was still there. She wouldn’t run off and leave all her crap no matter how pissed she was at him. Girls didn’t do that. She hadn’t even seemed pissed at him though, maybe merely uncertain. This had to be something else.


  He drew the Glock and ran around furiously, tromping through the bushes and shining the light, calling her name. There was nothing – no reply, no sign of her. Should he drive around and look? Should he walk out further into the woods? He didn’t have the slightest clue where to start. Maybe whoever took her was surrounding him right now. Watching him. Mocking him. If they were, let them bring it, he decided. Gamma Ray had been outnumbered before and he’d prevailed.


  After an hour, he gave up and sat in the van. He locked the door and eventually slept, the Glock in his lap all night, just in case.


  


  


  Chapter 26


  


  In the morning, Ray widened his search. He waded through weeds and dew soaked grass looking for any sign of his missing girlfriend or the people who took her. When he found a trail going through the woods he hadn’t noticed last night, he jogged down it, the Glock in his hand. Branches had been broken off from something wide coming through here. One branch even held a tuft of synthetic insulation. He took it and turned it over in his fingers. It had to be from her sleeping bag.


  When the trail emerged into a neighborhood a hundred yards away from their campsite, his suspicion was confirmed. He found the tarp and her abandoned sleeping bag. He examined them closely and found no blood, no cuts, no signs of foul play. He stood there for a long time, looking over the quiet neighborhood in front of him. It did not look like the kind of place kidnappers were likely to live. He could go through there house-to-house and speak with every family, threaten every single man, woman, and child, but he would probably come away with nothing more than he had now.


  He exhaled in a sigh collapsing his entire body, like a ship losing its last breeze in the doldrums. What could he do? Call the police and say his girlfriend had been kidnapped after he’d killed the guard and looted the golf course? Of course not. It wasn’t like he could stay around here long enough to post ads on social media or Craigslist begging for her return either.


  He couldn’t see any solution. He couldn’t see any way he could find Rox in this unfamiliar city and under this current set of circumstances. It wasn’t that he really loved her in some irreplaceable fashion, it was more she was a part of this adventure and now she’d been taken from him. He’d lost his only teammate. It was solo gameplay from here on out.


  He reminded himself this was the way life did you sometimes. You didn’t know what was going to be handed to you. You didn’t know what the programmers and game designers had in store for you. You had to roll with it and do the best you could. You had to use your skills and sometimes you High Scored, sometimes you got harpooned.


  Ray dropped the sleeping bag to the ground and holstered the Glock. He returned to his van and threw Rox’s pack in the back. Before he left, he checked the golf carts to see if he could siphon any gas but they were all electric. He tried to break into the maintenance shop but he didn’t have any luck with that either. Frustrated, he got back in his van and left Albertville with no clue where life would next take him.


  On his way out of town he drove past the rusting hulk of the abandoned Albertville Casting plant. For over a hundred years the plant had poured steel into whatever shape American manufacturers were needing at the time, whether it be gears, levers, furnace grating, or manhole covers. The plant declined as overseas competition grew and eventually shut its doors when China became a manufacturing superpower. The two-story plant had recently been sold to a group of investors who planned on disassembling it for scrap.


  Ray had no way of knowing his girlfriend lay only two hundred yards from where he passed by. She’d been kidnapped by three teenagers who came upon her on their way to rob the golf course’s clubhouse of liquor, just as Ray had been doing at that very moment. They’d taken her to the old casting plant, a spot they frequently went to smoke weed and drink. There, they’d assaulted her and then killed her with a chunk of slag the size of a hubcap. They’d considered hiding the body but figured it didn’t matter anymore. The cops were busy and she certainly wasn’t going to be the only person killed that night. She’d not be the last those three killed, either. The loss of order, the disintegration of the rules, merely spelled opportunity for some people, and Ray certainly wasn’t in any position to be pointing fingers.


  


  


  Chapter 27


  


  Grace awoke to the peppery smell of sausage frying. For a moment, lost in the smell, she thought she was home waking to her mom’s biscuits and gravy. She looked at her watch and saw it was around 7 a.m. She’d intended to be up and out earlier. The adrenaline rush of all of yesterday’s experiences had made it difficult for her to wind down last night, and she’d stayed up late cleaning her weapons and organizing her pack. She’d been afraid she wouldn’t sleep at all. Apparently she’d crashed hard when she finally fell asleep.


  A figure appeared in the door to the kitchen while she sat there rubbing her eyes trying to wake up.


  “Coffee?”


  “I’d love some, Chin, but you don’t have to go to all this trouble.”


  “It’s okay. I decided last night I’m getting out of here today. I’m trying to lighten my load a little and get rid of some food that needs to be eaten. I’m making some sausage, biscuits, and gravy if I could twist your arms to eat a little of it with me.”


  She smiled. “You definitely could. That’s my favorite breakfast.”


  “Mine, too. It’ll be ready in about ten minutes,” he said, disappearing back into the kitchen.


  Grace nudged Zoe awake and climbed out of the fold-out couch the two of them had slept in. She’d slept in her clothes in case any trouble found them last night. Fortunately none had. She slipped her shoes on and wandered down to the bathroom while Zoe tried to wake up.


  In a moment, she was back and found Zoe putting her own shoes on. “I’m glad yesterday is over,” Zoe said. She stood and straightened the bed then the two of them folded it back into a couch, slipping the cushions back in place.


  “Breakfast is on!” Chin called from the kitchen.


  “I’m starved,” Zoe said, walking into the kitchen. “This smells delicious.”


  “I can cook a Southern breakfast,” Chin said. “An old roommate of mine said he was certain when I stood over a skillet, the spirit of some old grandma took over my body.”


  “However it happens, I’m glad it happens,” Grace said, sliding out a chair and taking a seat.


  “Is there anything we can help with?” Zoe asked.


  “Nope, it’s all ready,” Chin said. “I got coffee, orange juice, sausage, gravy, biscuits, butter, and jelly. If you think of anything else you need, I might have that, too.”


  “This is plenty,” Zoe said appreciatively, taking a seat.


  Chin sat a stack of plastic plates, plastic ware, and napkins on the table and the girls distributed them. He gave each girl a Styrofoam cup of coffee and another one of juice. Finally, he slid the steaming plate of sausage, the pan of biscuits, and a large bowl of gravy onto the table. The girls dug in.


  Chin stood over the table, his hands on his hips, grinning broadly. Grace could not help but notice the way he was standing. Although too polite to point it out, she thought he was standing much like a proud grandmother might stand as she watched her brood dig into a breakfast she’d made for them. If he only had on an apron.


  “I’ve been thinking about your trip,” Chin said. “I compared notes with your dad and several other folks online last night. Weighing it against news reports, we’ve come up with a few possibilities on a route. I say a few because we want you to have a plan, a backup plan, and a backup plan to the backup plan.”


  Grace searched his eyes for a hint of humor but there was none. He was dead serious.


  “Even though it seems a little out of the way, you girls need to head southeast,” he instructed. “All of the routes north and northeast require crossing long bridges over the Tennessee River. Social media reports are saying it might not be so easy to get across all those bridges. Some that are part of interstate or major highways have stalled cars on them. People are trapped there and officials are still working to try to clear them. There will be delays, and delays are never good. They’re simply opportunities for things to go sideways. Some of the other bridges have checkpoints set up where they’re searching vehicles to make sure the drivers aren’t terrorists.”


  Grace frowned.


  “I agree,” Chin said, noticing the look on her face. “It’s pure chaos really. There’s no organized response. Every community is doing its own thing. Some have roadblocks, some don’t, and even if you’re not terrorists you don’t need to have to explain why you have all this survival gear on you. Simply being prepared makes people ask questions. It makes you stick out from the crowd.”


  “They could try to take my gear too,” Grace said.


  “They could,” Chin agreed. “I don’t know what all Robert left for you, but I assure you if it’s anything the cops need, they’ll take it. Their authority under those executive orders is pretty broad. They can pretty much do what they want without anyone questioning them right now.”


  “That’s scary,” Zoe said.


  “Some of the bridges going too close to bad neighborhoods have been coming under fire too.”


  “Snipers?” Grace asked.


  Chin shrugged. “The word implies a degree of skill and accuracy,” he said. “This is more like a couple of gang bangers with an AK or stolen hunting rifle.”


  “So they shoot the drivers and steal their stuff?” Zoe asked.


  “No,” Chin said. “They shoot at the cars for sport, apparently to see if they can hit them. Then they pick off anyone trying to escape. There are wrecked cars and dead bodies blocking some bridges and everyone is afraid to clear them off.”


  “They’re shooting people for sport?” Zoe asked incredulously.


  Chin nodded. “Criminals operate under constant pressure,” he said. “Law enforcement is always breathing down their necks. When the cops are distracted by other stuff, such as all the chaos going on right now due to the power outage, the criminals feel the pressure ease off. They respond by expanding to fill the void.”


  “What purpose does it serve?” Zoe asked. “If they’re not robbing the people or stealing their cars, why do they shoot them?”


  “Entertainment,” Grace responded.


  Zoe looked to Chin for confirmation and he nodded. The fear surged in her again. Yet one more thing to look forward to on the road.


  “Any recommendations for my next stopping point?” Grace asked.


  “Your dad said to tell you there were several options on the way and all of them were good. He did want you to eventually swing by his gold star friend south of Chattanooga. He said you’d know what it meant.”


  Grace knew it meant a prepper friend of Dad’s, based on the gold stars he’d put on the index cards he put on the bulletin board in Locker Nine.


  “I could make more distance. With Zoe and I switching out driving, we could even make it home tonight if we tried.”


  “You won’t make as good a time on the side roads,” Chin warned. “You do not want to be out at night either. I know it’s tempting to think you could head home like this was a trip home for summer vacation, but it’s not. You’ve got to look at this like a military operation. Each day is a mission, each day has an objective, and part of it is you absolutely should not be out at night.”


  “Okay,” Grace conceded. “I got it.”


  “Robert said I should make you promise not to try to drive straight through.”


  “Really?”


  Chin nodded.


  She sighed. “Okay, I promise.”


  “So what are you going to do?” Zoe asked Chin.


  Chin looked around. They were in the backyard sitting at the picnic table. Chin was smoking while he pored over the map with them. “When you ladies are on your way, I’m going to start packing the Land Rover and trailer,” he said. “I’m going to get out of town while I still can.”


  “You think it will get bad here?”


  “Absolutely. People in the south like to burn stuff. My guess is in two weeks most of the southern cities will be burned to the ground, Decatur, Birmingham, and Huntsville among them. People don’t always care that when they do they’re burning up their own homes and resources too. It’s going to produce a flood of refugees spreading out in all directions, taking crime and chaos with them.”


  Zoe shuddered. “That sounds awful.”


  “It will be,” Chin said. “That’s why I’m not sticking around for the party.”


  “You said you had a place, right?” Grace asked.


  “Yep. And people I trust. You’ve got no idea how bad it’s going to get,” Chin said. “I don’t want to scare you two but it’s imperative you understand this is not a cakewalk. You’re going to have to maintain the highest level of situational awareness. You are going to have to be constantly vigilant. You are going to have to weigh every decision like it’s life or death, because it just might be.”


  The girls stared at him, eyes wide with justifiable fear.


  “Are we clear?” he asked.


  They nodded somberly.


  “Then let’s get you ladies on the road.”


  


  


  Chapter 28


  


  The drive out of Russellville took much longer than the girls expected. Besides the maze of vehicles that had run out of fuel, the roads were now a footpath used for both local and long-distance travel. Those on foot were obviously resentful of those who still had functioning vehicles and made no polite effort to share the road. Grace often had to go off onto the shoulder or into the opposing lane to get around particularly resistant hordes of people. It all served to make her very nervous. She was aware at all times the crowds could attempt to surround her vehicle and take it.


  By the time they got to Hartselle, Alabama, Grace was a bundle of nerves.


  “Can you get me some water and some junk food?” Grace asked. “I need M&Ms.”


  After a minute of maneuvering, Zoe got herself into a position where she could reach the bucket and unscrew the lid. “I think I want some jerky.”


  “Have some,” Grace said. “There’s more than we’ll be able to eat. Dad doesn’t like to take any chances, so he obviously over-packed.”


  “Good old Dr. Doom,” Zoe said, tossing a pack of jerky onto the dash.


  She screwed the lid back onto the bucket and pulled two water bottles from the opened case in the back seat. When she got back into her seat, she put a bottle for each of them into the cup holders.


  Grace slowed a little, checking the GPS screen. “We’re close to Interstate 65,” she said. “We should go under it in a few minutes.”


  They passed through the center of Hartselle, by fast food restaurants, realtors, and strip malls. The center of town was mostly quiet, the local businesses unable to operate without power. Folks were walking around, possibly on their way somewhere, possibly looking for trouble. As the business district faded to residential, then to sporadically-populated countryside, the girls encountered their first official roadblock.


  Two police SUVs were parked nose-to-nose blocking the road. The two officers in their vehicles got out as Grace drove into view. One cop was a man, the other a woman. Both wore bulky armored vests under their uniforms and had AR-15 rifles dangling from single-point slings. While they did not raise their weapons to her, one officer held up a black-gloved hand for her to stop.


  Although the thought of stopping concerned Grace, she was clearly without options here. She could not run the roadblock, and making a U-turn at this point would only raise suspicion. The officers might pursue her and thoroughly search her vehicle. They might even seize her weapons.


  “Keep your hands in view,” Grace whispered as she approached the roadblock, lowering her window.


  The officers studied her for a moment, assessing the level of threat she posed. The female approached Zoe on the passenger side, with the male approaching Grace at her window.


  “Hello, Officer,” Grace said.


  The officer nodded. “Where are you ladies headed?” Although he wasn’t aggressive, his tone wasn’t conversational either. He seemed tired and stressed, which pretty much summed up Grace’s state as well.


  “We’re headed home,” Grace said. “We’re college students from Oxford.”


  “Were you there when the bombings took place?”


  “Yes,” Grace replied. “That’s why we got out of there.”


  The officer nodded. “I understand. Where’s home?”


  “Southwestern Virginia,” Grace replied. “Close to Bristol.”


  “Been there for the NASCAR race,” the officer said. “It’s a long damn way for two girls to be going alone”.”


  “I’m afraid things may get rough soon,” Grace said. “I want to get as close to home as I can before everything completely falls apart.”


  “Things are rough already,” the officer replied. “There are hundreds of thousands of people stranded on the interstates across the country. We’ve pretty much had to form a gauntlet alongside it to keep people from coming into town to steal. From what we’re hearing, that’s pretty much the situation on every interstate highway in the whole country. Of course, there’re people getting off between exits we’ll never catch. We’re only trying to do what we can to keep our town safe.”


  “So we can’t get through here?” Zoe asked.


  “It’s a half mile from here to I-65. A half mile past it, we have another roadblock,” the officer informed them. “In between these two roadblocks are a lot of pissed off people. They’re waiting for someone to come save them. I won’t say you can’t go through, but you’re on your own if you do. If you get into trouble, we can’t come in after you. We’re a small town force and we can’t spare anyone right now. I’m supposed to get off at eight tonight and I don’t know if my replacement will even show up. I’ve got a family of my own and I’m not taking crazy chances for people I don’t know.”


  “Has anyone taken the stranded people any supplies?” Zoe asked. “Any food or water?”


  “Honey, like I said, we’re a small town. Our Emergency Services department has enough food and water stored to provide for the townspeople for three days, maybe. That’s it. We prepared for the occasional tornado, not whatever the hell you call this.”


  “So is there no plan to do anything for them? Is the government going to leave them out there to die?” Grace asked.


  “FEMA is supposed to be coming through with buses and collecting the stranded,” the officer said. “They’re setting up camps. Folks will be taken care of.”


  Grace was glad she was not one of the stranded.


  The officer’s eyes wandered through the cab of the truck. “You sure have a lot of gear,” he commented.


  “We camp a lot,” Grace said, not missing a beat. “My dad told me to bring all of my camping stuff in case I had to spend a night along the road.”


  The officer looked Grace squarely in the eye. “If you have to spend the night on the road, you be very careful, do you understand me? Every predator in this country thinks he has a Get Out Of Jail Free card right now. Every sex offender who’s been waiting for the opportunity to strike again can get away with it now. It’s not only the terrorists you have to look out for, it’s every scumbag who’s been waiting on an opportunity.”


  Grace swallowed hard and nodded.


  The officer stepped back from the vehicle, making eye contact with the female officer. “What do you think, Officer Nickels? You think these girls can make it through?”


  The woman studied the girls. “We’ll need to call Officer Randolph and let her know to expect them. Otherwise, she might shoot if they come blazing toward her.”


  “We’ll do it,” the male officer said. “We’re going to let you go through. I’ll warn you to not stop for anything or anybody once you’re past this point. Officer Randolph will be manning a checkpoint on the other side and will wave you through. If you don’t make it to her checkpoint, you’re on your own.”


  “Got it,” Grace said.


  “Get their names,” the female officer added. “In case they don’t make it.”


  The statement sent a chill down the spines of both girls.


  “Is there another way?” Zoe asked, her fear at the breaking point. “Another way across the interstate?”


  The officer pulled a notepad from his pocket. “I’m afraid you’ll find it’s the same situation at nearly every interstate exit in the country, according to what we’re hearing on the radio. The highways have turned into a disaster area and law enforcement is utilizing a containment strategy at this point. We can’t fix the problem, but maybe we can keep it from spreading. What are your names?”


  The girls gave their names, their parents’ names, and their addresses, slightly hesitant from the gravity of the situation. When the officer was done writing, he tucked the pad back in his pocket.


  “We’ll back up and you can go on through. Like I said,” he warned, “be careful.” When Officer Nickels had moved her vehicle out of the way, Grace eased through the gap. The female officer gave her a casual wave.


  “You sure about this?” Zoe asked.


  “Hell no. Do you have another idea?”


  Zoe shook her head.


  “Then let’s hit it,” Grace said, accelerating.


  


  


  Chapter 29


  


  They arrived at the underpass in less than a minute. There were around three dozen haggard looking people milling around. Grace didn’t know what she expected to find, but it appeared the stranded folks were using the underpass as a shelter from the sun and the weather. There were blankets and clothing piled into makeshift beds along the sloped concrete abutments supporting each end of the overpass. People were even tucked back into the narrow spaces between the beams, sleeping like the homeless, which was basically what these normal Americans had become in the span of a single day.


  All eyes moved Grace and Zoe’s way when the sound of the truck reached the stranded travelers. Folks stood, moving down to the shoulder of the road, trying to figure out what was going on. Was someone bringing them food or water? Was there news? A few people climbed the guardrail, clambering onto the surface of the roadway itself.


  “Stay out of the road,” Grace urged them under her breath. “Go back to what you were doing. Leave us the hell alone.”


  Heedless of Grace’s whispered prayers, the people continued to crowd onto the road, eventually closing any gaps before she could reach them. They now formed a funnel she couldn’t fit through. She was doing a steady twenty-five miles per hour, and she didn’t slow. Nor did the people move, although a few were waving their arms at her, gesturing for her attention, her help. She could see the desperation in their eyes, hear the rising pleas verging on hysteria. However, she didn’t stop, nor did she make any indication she would stop. She could show no weakness. People began to scream at her. Their desperation was turning to anger, the begging to hatred.


  “Stay out of the road!” Grace warned, blasting the loud truck horn. “Do not make me hit you!”


  “I’m scared,” Zoe said, shaking.


  “Me too!” Grace replied.


  Grace kept it at twenty-five. She continued to sound the horn and didn’t let off. A mother and father who had been standing in the road with their two girls herded them toward the shoulder when it became clear Grace had no intention of stopping.


  A man in a wrinkled business suit was shouting something Grace couldn’t hear, waving his arms. Grace didn’t stop; she headed directly toward the group clogging the roadway. Panic set in and a few ran away. People were shoved down and stepped on, some being dragged from where they fell. Grace couldn’t think about that. She had to focus on the bigger picture – her own survival and the survival of her friend.


  “That’s right,” she urged. “Move!”


  The yelling man in the business suit couldn’t bear watching Grace pass without stopping. He’d reached the breaking point and couldn’t let go of the prospect of a functioning vehicle that could get him home. He lunged toward one of the little girls being herded away by their parents. He put his hands under her arms and tossed her directly into the path of Grace’s vehicle.


  Grace screamed. Zoe screamed. The parents screamed.


  Grace’s steadiness faltered and she slammed on the brakes, jerking to a stop. She could not see beyond the hood, couldn’t see if she’d managed to miss the little girl so cruelly used as a roadblock. She did see the mother run in front of the truck and disappear for a moment, rising with a crying daughter in her hands. She rushed away, cradling her baby’s head, and flashing an accusatory glance at Grace.


  “It wasn’t my fault,” Grace said.


  “She’s okay,” Zoe said. “You didn’t hit her. Let’s get out of here.”


  The man who’d tossed the child was not so lucky. The child’s angry father blindsided the businessman with a massive fist. The man’s eyes rolled up into his head and he dropped like a stone. This was not enough for the father, who raised a loafer and stomped the man’s head until blood splashed the hem of his khakis.


  “Let’s go!” Zoe said, pleading. Her words were interrupted by the shattering of her window. She screamed in terror.


  “ZOE!” Grace screamed, paralyzed with fear. A man stepped out from behind a vehicle and tossed a beer bottle toward them. She was helpless to do anything as the bottle spun end over end toward them. The bottle struck the top of Zoe’s doorframe and broke, the chunks of glass pelting Zoe.


  Zoe had not seen the bottle coming and had not covered up. As the large chunks of glass struck her face, she screamed and tried to cover her face, blood running between her fingers. “Oh my God! Oh my God!” she cried.


  A hand shot through the shattered window, fumbling for the locking button. At the same time, there was a pounding on Grace’s window. She turned to find another man beating her window with a meaty fist, trying to break it out. A scratched and bleeding hand had found the button and unlocked the passenger door. It flew open and a hand clutched Zoe’s bloodstained shirt, trying to pull her out.


  “Let me go!” Zoe screamed, swatting blindly through the blood dripping into her eyes.


  Grace drew her Glock and aimed out the open passenger door, waiting for a clear shot. Zoe’s flailing hands were everywhere, and Grace was afraid she’d hit her friend. Her attacker’s arms tugged again, then tried to unfasten Zoe’s seatbelt. Zoe screamed.


  A fist continued to pound against Grace’s window and in a moment she might be fighting her own battle on this side. She could wait no longer. She caught a steady picture of a shoulder as Zoe’s attacker tried to unfasten the seatbelt. Grace pointed her weapon and pulled the trigger. The report was massive in the tight quarters of the vehicle.


  The man jerked but did not back off. Grace fired a round at the thick forearms reaching into her vehicle. There was another deafening crack. Blood sprayed the door panel and there was a roar of pain. Her finger was on the trigger, taking up pressure but she did not have to fire again. The attackers were dropping back. Even the man at Grace’s window had disappeared.


  Grace hammered the accelerator without even looking in front of her. Whoever remained there at this point would pay a fatal price for their stubbornness. There were no thumps, no screams, as she sped away, trembling from the adrenaline dump.


  “Zoe, talk to me!” she cried.


  Zoe sat up in her seat, pulling her door shut. She sobbed hysterically, holding her face, blood oozing from between her splayed fingers. The sight scared Grace but she had no time to think about it. It was only seconds before she approached the second police roadblock. She’d forgotten about the cops waiting on this side. One of their vehicles was already pulled out of the way, creating an opening for her. She shot through it without even slowing down. She didn’t want to get into a discussion about why she had a weapon or why she’d had to fire shots.


  She took a glance toward her rearview mirror and was shocked to see an officer throw himself across the hood of his vehicle, leveling his scoped AR at her fleeing vehicle.


  “No!” she cried, flinching instinctively. “Duck, Zoe!”


  Zoe leaned down, still crying. There was a shot and Grace ducked, waiting for the rear glass of her camper top to shatter, but it didn’t. She looked frantically behind her, trying to figure out what happened, and she saw a man drop from his perch on her rear bumper. He rolled several times in the road before coming to a stop. Someone had climbed onto the vehicle and she’d not even noticed. What if he had stayed there until they stopped? She could have been killed, or lost the truck.


  Grace’s adrenaline spiked. She made herself focus on driving. If she wasn’t careful, she’d wreck and kill them.


  “Zoe? Zoe? You okay? You with me, Zoe?” she begged. “I need you to talk to me.” She chanced a quick glance over and saw Zoe was still bleeding profusely, her face covered with her hands, her t-shirt soaked.


  She had to find a safe spot and stop.


  Grace was still flying along the highway in a blind panic. She scanned the shoulders, looking for somewhere relatively safe. She saw nothing offering promise. Worried her friend could be bleeding to death beside her, she made the decision to take the next side road that wasn’t obviously someone’s driveway. It turned out to be the parking lot of an older shopping center. There was a thrift store, a Chinese restaurant, and a hardware store, all of it closed. There were people hanging out in the parking lot. She wanted no part of it so she punched the gas and sped around behind the buildings. There were no cars visible back there and no people. This was as good as it was going to get.


  She stopped the truck, killed the engine, and jumped out. She ran around to Zoe’s door and yanked it open, fragments of safety glass raining down on her feet. She unlatched Zoe’s seatbelt and helped her friend from the vehicle.


  “Can you walk?” she asked.


  From the forehead down, Zoe’s face was a mask of bright red blood. It ran down her neck and soaked her shirt.


  Grace tugged at her friend’s arm, trying to direct her to the back of the truck. Zoe resisted. “I can’t see!” she wailed.


  “I’ve got to sit you down back here on the tailgate so I can check your wounds,” Grace said. She prayed her friend was not blinded. She had no idea what she’d do if that were the case. Would they even be able to get any medical care?


  Grace led Zoe to the back of truck and held onto her arm, using her key to unlock the truck cap. She raised it, then dropped the tailgate, helping her friend slide up.


  “Don’t move,” Grace warned. “I’ve got to get some supplies.”


  She ran back to the driver’s door and grabbed two water bottles. Returning to her friend, she put a hand gently on her shoulder. “I need to rinse off your wounds. Please move your hands away from your face. This will wash off the blood and any loose glass. Then I can see what we’re dealing with.”


  Zoe’s crying had turned to an exhausted wail, but she complied, lowering her hands. When she did, Grace felt weak at the sight of the wounds. A half-dozen minor gouges covered Zoe’s right cheek, temple, and the side of her neck, steadily seeping blood. More concerning was a large flap of hanging skin below her right eye. A bigger chunk of the beer bottle had caught her there, flaying the skin from her face.


  “How does it look?” Zoe said. “Am I ruined?”


  “No,” Grace said gently. “You’ll be okay. You’re in good hands.”


  Grace uncapped the bottle and raised it. “Look up a little,” she instructed. “This might sting.”


  Zoe flinched as the water started to trickle over her face. Grace poured gently, rinsing amber shards of glass from where they’d begun to set in the clotting blood. When she finished one bottle, she opened the other. “Keep your eyes closed,” she said. “We want to get rid of all this glass before you chance opening your eyes.”


  It took three bottles before her face was relatively clean. Grace removed a bandana from her pocket and dabbed gently at the still seeping wounds. “I think I can close most of this up with butterfly bandages and it won’t be too bad. I need to see what my dad put in my first aid kit.”


  She ran to the back seat and located the Skinny Medic trauma kit in its red canvas pack. As she walked back to the rear of the vehicle, she looked around in all directions, making sure they were still alone. Zoe’s eyes were closed and Grace took the opportunity to further study the large flap of skin hanging from her face. It needed to be closed up to minimize the risk of infection, and she hoped her dad’s medical preparations were as thorough as the rest of what he’d provided.


  She unzipped the trauma kit and flipped it open. Inside were neatly organized rows of supplies, all tucked under elastic straps or inside pockets with flap closures. She’d not had time to learn this kit yet so she examined it, seeing what she had at her disposal. There were butterfly closures, just as she’d hoped. She saw a bottle of Betadine and removed it from its sleeve. She’d need to apply some also, but it would sting like a bitch.


  While flipping through the kit, she spotted a vial of Vetbond adhesive. Much to her mom’s dismay, her dad had glued her back together many times as a child. While the Dermabond skin adhesive used by physicians was expensive and difficult to obtain, the Vetbond, which was practically the same thing, was easy to get. Many times her dad had treated her at home with Vetbond instead of hauling her to the ER. Grace knew how to do it. She could glue her friend back together.


  She blotted one of the smaller wounds dry and pinched it shut, applying the glue. She followed this by pressing a butterfly closure to the wound. It went well, and she did another. When she was done with all of the minor gouges, she dabbed a little Neosporin on each wound from a single-use foil packet.


  “Make sure you keep this stuff on there all the time,” Grace said. “Not only will it help prevent infection but the petroleum jelly base will help minimize scarring.”


  “Okay,” Zoe said, sniffling. “Can I open my eyes yet?”


  Grace slowly let out a breath. “Not yet,” she said. “One more.”


  “Bad?” Zoe asked.


  “A little bigger,” Grace lied. “Nothing I can’t handle.”


  Grace found some nitrile gloves and put them on. She should have put them on before but it was more out of her own squeamishness at touching her friend’s loose skin than at preventing infection. Once she had the gloves on, she gently touched Zoe’s cheek. “Does it hurt?”


  “No.”


  Grace raised the flap of skin back into place, smoothing it gently with her fingers. It was a section about the size of a silver dollar and Zoe flinched when Grace pushed on it.


  “Shit, that burns,” Zoe hissed.


  “Sorry,” Grace said. “I have to get it back in place.”


  With the skin back where it belonged, Grace applied the Vetbond steadily, pinching and realigning the skin as needed. She coated it with Neosporin also, even though she suspected Zoe would need a lot more than that to prevent infection on this particular wound. She finished it off with a dozen butterfly closures, hoping using more would keep the scarring to a minimum.


  The sound of gravel being kicked jolted Grace and she spun around, her hand falling naturally to the familiar grip of her Glock. A group of five men, maybe in their mid-twenties, had rounded the corner of the building.


  A skinny guy in ankle-length denim shorts, a white tank top, and a red Hawaiian shirt smiled at the girls. “This where the party’s at?”


  His smile disappeared when Grace drew her Glock and leveled it at him. “Not the day to fuck with me,” she warned. “Not the day.”


  The men raised their hands and backed up. “Whoa, whoa… you got it,” one of them said. “We’re cool.”


  “We are anything but cool,” she warned. “Now keep walking.”


  When they were gone, Grace turned her eyes back to Zoe and found her friend looking back at her.


  “Can you walk?” Grace asked. “We need to get out of here.” She did not want to have to holster her weapon and leave them vulnerable. She kept her eyes moving from her friend back to the corner the boys had walked around.


  Zoe slid off the tailgate, staggering a little and grabbing the tailgate for support. “Feel a little sick,” she mumbled.


  Grace kept the Glock in her strong hand, hooking her other under Zoe’s arm, steering her toward the passenger seat. Grace kept her eyes moving, trying to watch in all directions, feeling like they were about to be ambushed at any moment. Her fear was getting the best of her. Paranoia rose like vomit in her throat.


  Zoe hitched a breath. “My seat is full of glass.”


  Grace took out her bloody bandana, using it to protect her hand as she swept the glass out of the seat. When she had most of it, she urged her friend to get in. “We’ve got to go,” she said. “People know we’re here.”


  Zoe climbed in awkwardly and Grace strapped her in, then closed the door. Making sure no one was approaching, she re-holstered the Glock, then took a moment to close up the trauma kit, making certain she’d left nothing behind they might need. She shoved it all back under the seat and climbed into the truck.


  When she started the engine and reversed into a turn, Zoe leaned over and began retching out the window.


  


  


  Chapter 30


  


  “It really hurts,” Zoe said. “I didn’t think it was bad but it’s really starting to hurt.”


  She was no longer throwing up, which was a small blessing. Grace had been concerned she might have a concussion, but Zoe assured her it was only nerves. She’d not been hit in the head with anything heavier than the shards of glass.


  “Sometimes it takes a while for cuts to start hurting,” Grace said. “Especially if you’re cut with something sharp.”


  “Well it’s hurting now,” Zoe said. “My whole face is throbbing.”


  In a straight stretch of road where she couldn’t see anyone in either direction, Grace stopped and studied the GPS on her phone. It indicated there was a large forested area to the south of them. Although she had planned to only stop at the safe houses her dad had designated along the route, she needed to attend to Zoe. She also needed a break and there was no way she was stopping on the side of a public road. She made the decision to shoot for the woods to the south of them and hope she could find a logging road or some deserted campsite where they could formulate a plan for the rest of the day.


  In less than thirty minutes, she found the right place. On an isolated stretch of highway, there was a forest road on the right overgrown with weeds. A rusty steel cable decorated with tattered orange surveyor’s tape hung between two yellow steel posts obstructing the route. Grace checked both directions and saw no one coming. She slid out of the truck and grabbed a set of bolt cutters from beneath the back seat.


  One end of the steel cable had a welded loop fastened through an eyebolt on the yellow post. Grace used the bolt cutters to make a cut in the welded loop, then made another about an inch away. With a one inch section of the loop now missing, the loop would act as a hook she could remove from the eyebolt and then replace after she’d driven through. She quickly unhooked the rusty cable and dropped it to the ground.


  Getting back in the truck, she drove across the cable and into the tall weeds of the abandoned road. She got out and hooked the cable back in place, then used her feet to kick up the weeds she’d driven over, trying to erase any sign of her tracks. She grabbed a couple of downed branches and scattered them in front of the cable, too, making it further appear as if the road had not been used in some time. When she was satisfied, she took another look to make sure there was no one in sight, then returned to her truck.


  The grass was so tall it was difficult to see the road. It came up to the top of the tires and brushed against the underside of the truck. She could have driven into a ditch and not even seen it coming. That thought made her creep even slower. Several times she encountered fallen branches she had to drag out of the way because she worried they’d puncture the oil pan or damage a critical hose.


  The road ascended slowly and as the woods thickened, the grass became sparser. It was easier to see the road now but she still remained cautious, knowing going off the road here would mean abandoning the truck. There’d be no way she could get it back out.


  After about a half mile, she came across a wide spot. If she had to guess, she’d have said it could have been a landing where loggers had once bucked logs and loaded them onto trucks, though clearly it had not been used in a long time.


  She killed the engine and listened. She couldn’t hear any man-made sounds, which was exactly what she wanted. She retrieved the Hazard 4 messenger bag from the back seat and removed the AR pistol, dropping the single point sling over her neck and beneath one arm. A thirty round P-mag was already inserted and Grace drew back on the charging handle then released it, chambering a round. While not a long-range weapon, the AR pistol could reach out a little further than her Glock. Although it was illegal to do so, if she shouldered the pistol’s forearm brace, she could also lay down more rounds per minute than she could with the Glock.


  She got out and walked around, making a basic assessment of her surroundings. There were a few piles of beer cans, all of them old and rusted. There was Strohs, Old Milwaukee, Miller, and Budweiser. Some of the cans had holes she thought might have come from a .38 some good old boy whipped out a decade or more ago. It was a time honored tradition in the south to make sure your dead soldiers were really dead by putting a bullet through them.


  A pile of stumps had been bulldozed off the edge of the wide spot and were blackening with rot. Mushrooms sprouted out of them and the smell of rotting wood rose around her. There were birds and squirrels chirping and chittering. She’d lived in the Appalachian Mountains her entire life and these were all sounds familiar to her. Despite the excitement of going to college, the sounds of crowds, sirens, and cars had never become natural to her. She didn’t know if she’d ever adjust to them.


  The passenger door opened, then shut. Zoe stood outside the truck, tears running down her face. “It’s really hurting bad,” she said.


  Grace was sure it was hurting, but she also knew Zoe was not very tolerant of pain. The least little thing sucked the wind out of her sails. She missed class for her period, for headaches, when Zumba made her thighs hurt, and when she couldn’t figure out what to wear. She would have to toughen up, and it would fall on Grace to help her get there.


  “I’ve got Tylenol and ibuprophen,” Grace said. “That’s as strong as it gets. Let’s try two Tylenol and see what happens.”


  “What if it doesn’t help?” Zoe asked, her voice rising to a whine.


  “What if it does?”


  Zoe scowled, which made her face crinkle and she flinched in pain. She raised her hand and gently touched it, more tears welling in her eyes. She seemed to want to say more, but was afraid her face would hurt more if she continued talking. “Tylenol,” she said. “I need drugs.”


  Grace got her regular first aid kit from behind the truck and removed an individually packaged dose of Tylenol. Zoe swallowed the pills, and when she lowered the water bottle, her eyes were full of tears. Despite the fact she was a little soft and whiny sometimes, Grace knew she was genuinely in pain.


  “Put the cold pack back on your face,” Grace told her. “I’ll get us some lunch together and then we’ll figure out what we’re doing.”


  Zoe nodded. “Something easy to chew, please.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”


  Grace went to the back of the truck and dropped the tailgate. She pulled out one of the sleeping bags and thin foam pads. “You want to lay down and rest while I find lunch?”


  Zoe nodded. Grace chose a spot where the sun broke through the trees and thick moss padded the ground. Zoe eased herself down on the sleeping bag, then lay back and closed her eyes, still holding the cold pack to her face.


  Grace dug through the contents of the various buckets and came up with a couple of cartons of protein shakes. There were a few each of chocolate, vanilla, and peanut butter. Each carton had a full meal’s worth of protein but could be sucked down on the run to keep your energy up. That would be perfect for Zoe, no chewing required.


  For herself, Grace chose an MRE. They were easy to heat, but they were also pretty heavy. If it got down to having to walk, she would prefer to carry the dehydrated backpacking meals her dad had packed rather than the heavier MREs. Better to eat those up now. She chose the ominous sounding Beef Patty. According to the package, it came with wheat bread, cheese, barbecue sauce, and a package of Combos. How could she go wrong?


  While it was heating in the sleeve, she got a couple of Gatorades out of the truck. She also picked up the binder of material her dad had compiled for her on routes, safe houses, and places to avoid. She spread the materials out on the tailgate and opened her drink.


  Consulting the binder, Grace found exactly seven friends within driving distance and roughly in the direction she needed to go. Although she was headed in the general direction of Chattanooga, she was willing to stray a little in order to find a safe place for them to hole up for the night. She started with the gold star friends – the preppers. Those would be the first choices and she could fall back to the others if she couldn’t make it to one of them.


  When she narrowed her choice to the gold star folks, there were only two. Outside of Sand Rock, Alabama, there was a horse breeder named Sonyea Brady, whom her dad had met at a preparedness seminar. She was a fan of his books and they’d kept in touch on social media over the years. In the notes below her name, there was a comment she lived on a ranch with her son and they operated a riding program for folks with physical and intellectual challenges.


  The next gold star name was Arthur Bridges, a retired welder who now made a living selling at gun shows and doing a little gunsmithing. According to the notes, he had a cabin on some acreage close to the Cohutta Wilderness and he played well with others. To most, the phrase would have meant nothing. Those who read her dad’s books knew the notation meant Arthur Bridges was part of a preparedness group.


  While having some supplies and preparedness skills was important, having a group was critical to surviving in any type of prolonged collapse scenario. You could not hope to keep what you could not protect. You couldn’t cook, grow crops, filter water, or make repairs if you were having to be on guard duty all the time. You also had to sleep. Without a group, you had no chance of securing your location and your supplies. Arthur Bridges had a group. Unlike most of the names on her list, Grace had actually met Arthur before. She’d gone to a gun show with her father in Northern Virginia and Arthur was there selling.


  As much as she wanted to head toward a familiar face and the safety of whatever group he might have, she also wanted to be off the road as soon as possible. The experience at the underpass had shot her nerves. She figured Zoe was in the same mental place. She pulled out her phone and found she didn’t have enough signal to access the GPS or anything else. Referring instead to the map her dad put in the binder, she estimated Sand Rock was about an hour away in normal circumstances. Arthur’s location would be several hours beyond. Several hours would expose them to a lot more danger than one hour would. It would be safer to head for Sand Rock. They could plan on going to Arthur’s place tomorrow and she’d allow the full day for it.


  With her mind made up, she went to give Zoe her protein shake but found her asleep. The poor girl was drained from the adrenaline rush of the attack and her injuries. Grace decided she’d let her sleep for a little while. She put her AR pistol on the tailgate and hopped up beside it. Her MRE was ready and she proceeded cautiously, but found it better than expected.


  Aware she’d not taken in enough water throughout the day, she made herself drink her Gatorade and another bottle of water. When she was done with her dinner, she felt like she needed a nap, though there was no way she was taking one. She didn’t know this area and she didn’t feel comfortable going to sleep on a blanket like she was sunning on the beach.


  She dug around in one of the totes and found the MSR Pocket Rocket canister stove and a red can of fuel. She screwed the canister onto the bottom of the stove, turned on the gas valve, and lit it with a butane lighter. Both she and her dad had used this same stove on numerous camping and backpacking trips. It was rock solid.


  She pulled a pot out of the same tote. It held two liters of water but she only poured in a few cups worth from one of the gallon jugs of spring water. She knew her dad would have packed her coffee because he was a caffeine fanatic too, but she wasn’t sure what kind he would have packed. Over many camping trips, he’d tried out dozens of coffees from Folgers Singles to Starbucks Via to real fresh-ground coffee brewed in a java press or some other contraption he’d found.


  She was pleased to find two stainless steel cups in the tote. Inside one was a rolled up baggie containing Starbucks Via packets. She was not disappointed. All she had to do was tear off the end of the packet, dump it into a cup of hot water, and she had some pretty decent coffee. In no time, she was sipping a cup, listening to birds, and watching the light play through the canopy of leaves.


  After her third cup, she detected the low purr of ATV engines. There was more than one. They weren’t close at the moment and it may have meant nothing. They could have been farmers checking fences or cows. It could be hunters. However, she knew she was trespassing and that was not a good position to be found in. She quickly stashed her gear and woke her sleeping friend. In less than three minutes, they were creeping back out the grassy road and heading for Sand Rock, Alabama.


  


  


  Chapter 31


  


  Ray drove for about an hour before he realized he was lacking two of the things a day of driving would require: fuel and motivation. He was low on both. He’d only come up with a couple of gallons from the old man he’d topped with the ax, and the van got lousy mileage. His cargo of booze had made that problem even worse. The heavy van was getting no mileage at all.


  His morale had taken a hit as well. This whole terrorist attack thing had gone from being a simple inconvenience thrown onto a road trip to being a defining moment in his life. Had it not been for this crisis he might never have realized why he was here on the planet and what he was supposed to be doing with his life.


  While the realization was initially exciting, he was now back to being demoralized. Rox wasn’t supposed to be gone. It felt like a violation of the rules. As much as she got on his nerves sometimes with her sarcasm, he had felt like she was on his team. Now he didn’t have a team. It was only him, and what fun was that? Doing all the shit he’d been doing without having a witness to it wasn’t any fun at all. He really needed a documentarian. Someone to take mental notes and tell his story around the campfire. It was like the difference between playing a game off-line and playing it online. Online was a much bigger rush.


  It was a new world and he was going to have to get used to it. The main rule was there didn’t appear to be any rules anymore. He told himself he was a modern day warrior, possibly even more of a super-soldier when you got right down to it. If you counted all of his gameplay as actual missions rather than merely training, he was a veteran of thousands of successful missions. Who else could say that, even among elite military and special ops units?


  In those games, the enemy was shooting at him, weren’t they? If they hit him, he died – at least in the world of the game. In some ways, it was nearly indistinguishable from both reality and actual combat. It was like reality plus one. It was better. It was real.


  With less than an eighth a tank of gas, Ray followed recreational signs pointing the way toward fishing, boating, and camping. He knew it had to lead to a lake or river, but he had no idea which one. He should have plugged his phone up to see if it would tell him anything but he hadn’t. Perhaps he wouldn’t ever again. He had yet to determine the role of the device in his new world.


  He missed his turn and ended up in an upscale neighborhood of waterfront homes. Two men stood talking in a cul-de-sac, watching him warily as he crept into the neighborhood. One of them leaned on a baseball bat like it was a cane. Ray pulled up alongside them and rolled down his window.


  “What lake is this?” he asked.


  The men looked at him with suspicion and didn’t respond.


  “Look, I just want to know what lake it is,” he repeated.


  “Maybe if you don’t know where you are it means you got no fucking business being back in here,” said a man in a green polo shirt and white shorts. Ray noticed he was wearing some kind of woven leather girly-shoes.


  “You got some kind of smartass attitude, don’t you?” Ray asked.


  “Damn right,” the man said, stopping to spit in the grass. “You could say I’m tired of people coming back in here and thinking folks with a little money should have to help them out. This isn’t the welfare office and I’m all out of cheese.”


  “Look mister, I…” Ray started to say, then stopped. “Aw, fuck it.” He unholstered the Glock and raised it outside the window.


  The men saw it and panicked, fleeing in different directions. Ray fired a halfhearted shot into the air just to keep them running. He smiled when he looked down and saw the leather shoes sitting in the grass where they’d flown from the man’s feet.


  “Girly-shoes ain’t much for running, are they?” he snickered.


  When he got turned around in the right direction, he followed the signs to a lakefront campground with the very unoriginal name of Lake View Campground.


  “Somebody put a lot of thought into that shit,” Ray muttered as he looked the place over. The gate was open but he didn’t see anyone around anywhere. On a hot summer day, even during the week, there should have been some tourists or vacationers. The place was deserted.


  He drove to a brown-painted cabin where a sign indicated it was both the Office and the Camp Store. He killed the engine and got out.


  “Hello?” he called.


  There was a screen door on the office and the wooden door behind it was open. He stepped up to it. “Hello?”


  “Hello?” came a woman’s voice from inside.


  Ray tried the screen but it was latched. An old woman came to the door. She looked Ray over but didn’t open the door. “Can I help you?” she asked. She was thin, wrinkled, and likely in her seventies or eighties. She wore old-style horn rimmed glasses that magnified her eyes and gave her an owlish look.


  “I reckon I might need a place to stay,” he said.


  “You want to rent a campsite?” she asked, surprised.


  He nodded. “Yeah, that’s what you do here ain’t it?”


  “Well, yeah, there aren’t many people interested in camping with the state of the world being what it is.”


  Ray shrugged and was partially honest with her. “I got stuck on the road,” he said. “I’m making my way back home and I need a break. I was looking for a cheap place to stay while I figure things out.”


  “How cheap?”


  “You got anything in the I-don’t-have-any-damn-money department?” he asked.


  She pursed her lips. “I don’t know,” she said. “You’ll have to talk to my husband. Normally we require payment for use of the amenities but he may be open to trade considering we have some vacancies.”


  “Husband?” Ray asked, aware now that kicking through the door and breaking the old bitch’s neck would be premature.


  “Yeah,” she said. “He’s taking a nap.”


  “Well, will you wake him up? I could use a nap too.”


  She shook her head. “No, I can’t do that.”


  “So you want me to sit on your freaking porch until he naturally wakes up, whenever the hell that might be?” he asked.


  “I’d rather you not sit on my porch,” she said. “I don’t really know you.”


  Ray took a deep breath and sighed. The world really challenged him sometimes and he thought it was intentional, a conspiracy of some sort. “Then you tell me, dear, what would you suggest I do until Rip Van Winkle wakes up?”


  “You go on and find you a campsite,” she said. “I’ll give you one night for free. If you and Jessie can’t work something out then you can pack up and move on tomorrow.”


  Finally, Ray thought. A break. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll choose a site and you send Mr. Jessie over when he feels like it.” He went back to his van, got in, and slammed the door behind him. The strange, owl-eyed old lady was still watching him from behind the screen.


  Ray chose Site 17. It had the most optimal lake view of all the Lake View campsites. It was only as he prepared to set up camp that he realized he didn’t have much in the way of normal camping gear. He had a tarp but no tent. He had a cook stove but no folding chair or camp stools. There was no way he could pass himself off as a camper, so it was best to stick to his story as a stranded traveler when the napping old man finally came by to see him. He did have an ax, though, and figured if it split firewood nearly as well as it split skulls then he might have a fire that night.


  He positioned the van in such a way he could sit inside the sliding door and see out onto the lake. Using rope he’d taken from the old man’s place, he stretched a tarp from the van to some nearby trees and made himself a semblance of a campsite. With that done, he wandered through the nearly empty campground and found a good supply of wood. A lot of folks had purchased wood for their stay, but left early as news of the terror attacks spread. Ray figured if he didn’t get the wood, Jessie would pick it all back up and sell it again to new campers.


  It took him several trips to get all of the wood back to the campsite. Once he made his final trip, he used the bloody ax to split wood for a fire at the fire grate. He could cook his dinner there over an open fire, like he was a cowboy. He cut thin slivers of wood and piled them atop pages he tore from the van’s owner’s manual. He lit it with a butane lighter and had a roaring fire in a short time. He’d only made a couple of fires in his life and was pretty impressed to have managed it so easily. He attributed it to having natural prowess as an outdoorsman.


  His pride dimmed a bit when he realized they’d taken all the canned food from the old man and woman at the other lake but had failed to grab a can opener. Ray used the sharp chef’s knife stolen from the golf course and carefully drove the knife into the lid, making a series of interconnected holes eventually allowing him to pry it open. He figured the chef who owned these knives would not approve of them being used as a can opener, but tough shit for him.


  Ray was sitting on a rock watching his pot of Campbell’s Chunky Soup heat up and drinking a Great Lakes Dortmunder Gold when Jessie showed up.


  “Got another of those?” the old man asked, pointing at the beer.


  Ray was startled by the old man’s sudden appearance and reached for his Glock, then realized he’d taken it off when he was carrying the firewood. He’d left it sitting in the front seat of the van.


  “No need to be so jumpy,” the old man said. “I ain’t going to knock you down and take your beer, although I’ve done it a time or two in my life.”


  Ray laughed as if it were the most ridiculous thing he’d heard all day.


  “Laugh at me and I might just try it,” the old man warned.


  “No need,” Ray said. “They’re warm but you’re welcome to one.” He got up and fetched the old man a beer, prying the cap off with the butt end of a butane lighter.


  Jessie studied the label. “Ain’t never tried one of these,” he said, then took a sip. He smacked his lips. “Shit, that’s good. If a beer still tastes good when it’s warm, you know it’s a good beer.”


  Ray had a crooked grin on his face. Old people could say some funny stuff sometimes.


  The old man sniffed the air. “Chunky Beef?” he asked. “By God, I bet it is.”


  Ray instantly lost his grin. “I’ll give you a beer, but you ain’t getting my damn soup,” he said.


  The old man frowned. “The wife says you need a place and you need it cheap.”


  “If cheap means free, then yes.”


  The old man laughed. “Nothing is free in this world, son.”


  Ray raised an eyebrow and looked the old man over. “I guess I got stuff I can trade.”


  “Reckon you better if you plan on staying here,” the old man said. “How many nights are you looking for?”


  “Let’s say three for now.”


  The old man did some mental calculations. “That would normally be about fifty dollars.”


  Ray gestured at the empty campground. “Demand is down.”


  “Even in the off-season there ain’t nothing free. You got any more of that beer?”


  Ray didn’t want to trade the Dortmunder Gold. “I got other beer.”


  “No more of that beer?” the old man asked.


  “Well, I got more of that beer but it’s my favorite. I don’t want to trade it.”


  “It’s my favorite now, too. Reckon you’ll trade it or get the hell out,” the old man threatened.


  “Listen, the old woman said I could have a night for free even if we couldn’t work something out,” Ray said.


  “Ain’t hers to give away,” the old man said. “It’s my campground. Had it before I had her.”


  “I’m tired of arguing with you,” Ray said. “I got a case of that beer minus the two we drank. You can have it if you’ll go away and leave me the hell alone.”


  The old man grinned. “Glad you’re coming around. Reckon I’ll have to have the soup, too.”


  Ray hung his head for a moment, shaking it, then looked at the man. “I told you I wasn’t giving you my dinner, you greedy old bastard.”


  The old man turned and started off. “Pack your shit and get out,” he called over his shoulder.


  Ray exhaled. “Alright. Take the damn soup.”


  “And the beer,” Jessie reminded him.


  “Yeah,” Ray agreed. “Just leave me alone.”


  “You got a spare bowl?”


  Ray stood angrily. “You go get your own bowl and you’re going to carry your own beer too. I ain’t delivering it. And if you come back asking for another damn thing, I’ll just drown you and be done with it.”


  The old man walked off. “Be that way,” he said.


  He was back in a few minutes with his own soup pot and the old woman. The man dumped the Chunky Beef soup into his own pot and set Ray’s empty one back down on the grill with a clatter. He started back to the office.


  The old woman didn’t budge and Ray looked at her curiously.


  “I’m supposed to fetch the beer,” she announced.


  “Old shithead,” he said. “Making an old woman carry his beer. He ought to be ashamed of himself.”


  She shrugged. “What can I do about it now? We been married sixty years.”


  “Divorce his ass,” Ray offered.


  “Wouldn’t do me no good,” she said, giving him an arthritic wiggle and gesturing along the length of her body with her hands. “Ain’t nobody buying what I’m selling.”


  Ray winced, finding the whole scene to be a little disturbing.


  “Unless you’re interested,” she continued, raising an eyebrow at him.


  There was a long silence during which Ray contemplated why the universe treated him the way it did. Why was he the butt of so many of God’s sick jokes? She must have been sixty years older than him.


  “Your beer’s in the van,” he said, taking her over and getting the case, then placing it in her outstretched hands. He expected her to struggle with the weight but she managed it.


  “You got it?” he asked.


  She winked at him. “Oh, I got it all right.”


  


  


  Chapter 32


  


  The vehicle’s GPS and the notecard in Grace’s binder led them to Sonyea Brady’s stables. They’d tried calling but had been unable to connect when their phones had signal and, once they lost it, they never got it back again. Texting and social media weren’t options with no signal available.


  They found a rustic sign on the highway decorated with rusty horseshoes pointing the way to Sonyea Brady Stables. They turned onto a gravel road running between two orderly fence lines. The road was long and took them a good distance off the main road and they still hadn’t seen any indication of a house. At one point, the woods encroached on both sides of the road and they came to a gate.


  Grace hesitated at the gate a moment, then honked her horn twice.


  “What the heck did you do that for?” Zoe asked.


  “It’s good manners when people live out like this to let them know you’re coming. It avoids any nasty surprises,” Grace said. “It’s the same as how people used to call out in the old days before approaching a house on foot.”


  “What if they’re gone and bad people have taken over their place?” Zoe asked.


  Grace reached into the back and retrieved her AR pistol, laying it across her lap. “Then they know we’re coming too, and we’ll have to deal with it.”


  Zoe nervously put her hand over her mouth as Grace got out to open the gate. The whole thing made Grace nervous too, but she didn’t know what else to do. They could retreat and stay out in the woods somewhere, taking their chances with locals and the stranded, or they could stop where they might find safety and hope for the best.


  The gate wasn’t locked, merely fastened with a chain and snap. Grace swung it wide then got back in the truck. She dropped the truck into gear and drove through. “You can close it,” she told Zoe.


  Zoe hopped out, her eyes darting around as if she expected someone was lying in wait for them. She quickly closed the gate, fastened the chain, then ran to the truck.


  “I would like to lock my door, but it wouldn’t do any good with no window,” Zoe said.


  “Sorry,” Grace said. “Maybe we can find some clear plastic and tape over it.”


  “That’s so redneck,” Zoe remarked.


  “We drive through a day of rain and you may wish you had it.”


  In a few minutes, they came to another gate and Grace hopped out again. After she unfastened the chain and began to swing the gate open a harsh voice yelled at her.


  “DON’T MOVE! HANDS ABOVE YOUR HEAD.”


  Grace raised her hands slowly, not making any sudden moves. She cut her eyes to the truck and saw Zoe frozen in terror. “It’s okay, Zoe,” she said. “Be cool.”


  “No talking!” the voice ordered. “Turn around!”


  Grace slowly turned, facing into the woods.


  An entire brush pile began moving toward her. At least that’s what it looked like. In reality, the pile was four foot wide by six foot tall. She had no clue what was behind the brush. She thought it may be some trap door opening or a concealed sniper’s hide, though she couldn’t be sure.


  She heard a faint mechanical whine, and as the brush continued to move, she saw rubber tracks advancing toward her at ground level. Then the entire wall of brush was swung to the side, revealing a man strapped into something. While she could not tell much about the contraption, she could not miss the barrels of two mounted weapons leveled at her.


  Grace’s eyes raised from the weapon to the face above it. A man wearing a camo stretch mask with only his eyes showing was looking at her over the weapon. “Who are you?” he asked. “What are you doing at my house?”


  “My name is Grace Hardwick,” she said. “I’m looking for Sonyea Brady. She’s friends with my dad. Robert Hardwick. He writes books.”


  The man pulled off his mask. “Oh, you’re that Grace Hardwick. I recognize you from the picture your dad sent us,” he said. “Sonyea is my mom. We were told you might be coming this way.”


  “I wasn’t sure where I was going until I got here,” Grace said, arms still raised. “Plans keep changing. Can I lower my hands?”


  “Oh, yeah, sorry,” he said. He pushed a joystick control and advanced toward her, the rubber tracks of his machine crawling steadily over the uneven terrain. His legs and lower torso were strapped tightly to the machine.


  “Can I ask what it is you’re riding?” Grace said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “It’s an all-terrain standing wheelchair,” he said. “I had a dust-up with an IED in Iraq. The IED won. This is how I get out and do things around the farm now.” He whipped the machine to the left and Grace could see he had a carefully constructed blind in the brush that would conceal him and his machine in a position to ambush anyone who might come through the gate. He also had two brackets mounted to the machine holding AK pistols with thirty-round magazines.


  “I’m assuming that’s aftermarket?” she asked, smiling and pointing toward the pistols.


  He laughed. “No, completely custom. Made it myself. Allows me to control the machine with one hand while aiming with the other. If I’m stationary, I can shoot with both hands and lay down twice the fire. The mount allows me to point it in all directions or lock it aimed in a particular direction.”


  “Pretty cool,” Grace said admiringly.


  “Running down here on my own two legs with a gun would have been cooler but that’s not in the cards now,” he said. “I’m trying to adapt. Flexibility and adaptation are keys to survival. I remember there’s something about it in your dad’s books.”


  “Definitely. How did you know I was coming up the driveway?”


  “The first gate,” he replied. “It has a motion sensor triggering an alarm in the house. It gives me enough time to get down here in place and hide out. If you get past me, Mom is up the hill with a custom Remington 700 in 6.5 Creedmor. One you get within fifteen hundred yards of the house, you’re hers. At a thousand yards, she can prune you like a tree, one limb at a time.”


  “No wonder she and my dad get along,” Grace said.


  The young man maneuvered his chair down onto the gravel road and turned it to face her. “That’s exactly why she liked your dad’s books so much. Some moms like interior decorating and crocheting, mine prefers guns and survival.”


  “My friend in there calls him Dr. Doom,” Grace said. “I’m the Daughter of Doom.”


  “DOD,” he said. “Like the Department of Defense.”


  Zoe waved a nervous wave from the cab of the truck, obviously still shaken.


  The man studied Zoe. “I was a little worried about your friend,” he admitted. “I was afraid she might whip out a gun and try to shoot me.”


  “She doesn’t know how to shoot,” Grace said.


  The man frowned. “We’ll have to do something about it. Times like these, everyone needs to be able to shoot.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Tom.”


  Grace smiled and took his hand. “Tom Brady? Like the football player?”


  He winked at her. “Better.”


  When they got to the cabin, they were greeted by a snarling, growling mass of dark fur. “That’s Panda,” Tom said. “The last line of defense. He rarely leaves my mom’s side.” Zoe tried to call the dog but he snorted and trotted off. “It takes him a while.”


  “What is he?” Zoe asked.


  “Blue Heeler.”


  Sonyea Brady insisted on feeding them despite their claims they had plenty of food and didn’t want to be a bother. “I’ve got two hundred pounds of beef in the freezer and early vegetables from the greenhouse,” she said. “It’s more than we can eat.”


  “Is all your meat going to go bad? Or do you still have power?” Grace asked. “Maybe you should start making it into jerky.”


  “Our grid power is out,” Sonyea said. “We have a solar backup system. I have a 12 volt DC chest freezer running completely off solar and I have a smaller portable 12 volt DC refrigerator I can move things over to.”


  “That’s great,” Grace said. “We have a freezer like it at home.”


  “I know you do,” Sonyea said. “Your dad helped me pick out mine.”


  Tom had switched out of his tracked wheelchair outside and was rolling around the cozy cabin in a standard wheelchair now. He wore a shoulder holster over his flannel shirt. From the shape of the magazine she recognized it was some kind of 1911 variant. He joined them at the table for hamburger steaks, fried potatoes, and salad.


  Zoe was wincing as she chewed and Sonyea sat down beside her.


  “May I see your face?” Sonyea asked.


  Zoe turned toward the older lady who gently touched the wound, examining it carefully. It was obvious she was a natural at tending to the injured.


  “Someone did a good job closing it,” she said. “It’s still a little angry looking though. We might need to clean it again and apply some antibiotic ointment. It would be a good idea to start you on some antibiotics, too.”


  “Do you use the fish antibiotics, like Dr. Doom writes about in his books?” Zoe asked.


  Sonyea smiled. “I do, and there’s nothing in the world wrong with them. They’ll work just fine.”


  “Oh, I’m okay with it,” Zoe said. “I’ve just never taken them before.”


  “You finish eating and we’ll address this wound,” Sonyea said. “I’d also like to hear what you two have seen out there.”


  “You don’t, by chance, have a HAM radio setup do you?” Grace asked.


  Sonyea shook her head. “I’ve been studying for the Technician’s License for a couple of years and never applied myself to it. I should have gone ahead and bought the radio, but I never did. I don’t think a license matters much now.”


  “I understand completely,” Grace said. “I never took my license test either. I didn’t even take the time to learn to use the radios and we had them at home.”


  “We still might be able to get word to your father,” Tom said. “Even though we’re not HAMs, there are a few local people that are. I could find someone who could relay a message to him and let him know you’re okay and made it here.”


  “That would be great,” Grace said, her eyes tearing a little. “It feels like forever since I talked to my parents.”


  Sonyea came around the table and hugged her. “If the times are hard, you’ve got to be just as hard.”


  “Do you know about the things my dad did for me?” Grace said. “He’s got this whole elaborate plan for getting me home.”


  Sonyea laughed. “Trust me, we know. He’s been working on this for years. We all know about the girl from Locker Nine. This plan wasn’t only for your benefit. We’ve networked with dozens of people who have kids in college or who live away from their parents. We all worked together to develop this plan. Some of us who participate do so because we have a child out there who may need to take advantage of this network. Others, like the man you stayed with last night, do it just to help out.”


  “Do you have someone else out there?” Zoe asked. “Or is it only you and Tom?”


  “I’ve got a daughter whose husband is in the service,” Sonyea replied. “He’s stationed at Fort Campbell in Kentucky. They had a baby a few months ago.”


  “Do they live on base?” Grace asked.


  “Yes, so I’m not too worried about their safety, but I still miss them. They’re better off where they are than trying to get down here to us. I think they worry about our safety though.”


  “I think you’ve got things under control,” Grace said. “You’ve got a good homestead and it seems like you’ve got good security.”


  “Still, it’s hard for just the two of us,” Tom said. “It’s hard to do all the work that has to be done here under normal circumstances. Throw in security and we have to start leaving some of the regular farm work undone. On a farm, you never catch up once you start doing that. The next thing you know, everything starts falling apart.”


  “We could help out for a day or two,” Grace offered. “As long as my dad knew we were safe, he would be okay with it.”


  Sonyea looked at Tom, who shrugged.


  “We’re planning for more folks to get here eventually,” Sonyea explained. “Part of our plan is we have some empty cabins on the property. Some we built and others were built by folks wanting a place to go if things got bad. We offered our farm as a bug-out location for friends with no place to go. If they come to stay with us, they know they have to bring their own gear and all the food they have. They’ll have to help us work the farm and provide security. They can stay with us until things level back out. We’re hoping there will be enough people to help us secure the property and keep what we have.”


  “Those folks will start showing up anytime,” Tom said. “It’s a fine line, knowing when to leave your home and bug out. No one wants to leave too early, but if you stay too long you might not be able to travel safely. With the roads becoming so unsafe so fast because of the fuel crunch, it will take people longer to get here than they planned on, if they can even get here at all.”


  “Even with folks on the way, we wouldn’t turn down help if you were willing to stay with us a day or two,” Sonyea said. “We have some extra security measures needing to be put in place, there are farm chores needing done, and I could use some help in the greenhouse.”


  Grace looked at Zoe. “You okay with it?”


  “Sure, if your dad can get word to my parents so they won’t worry,” Zoe said.


  Grace turned to Sonyea and Tom and smiled. “I guess you got yourself a couple of farmhands.”


  


  


  Chapter 33


  


  Immediately after the lunch dishes were washed, Sonyea cleaned Zoe’s wound, applying fresh antibiotic ointment, and starting Zoe on a course of Doxycycline. She didn’t want Zoe doing anything too strenuous since she didn’t want to risk reopening the wounds. She wanted Zoe to go with her to the greenhouse to plant seeds and repot some seedlings.


  “Grace, I’m going to send you with Tom to do the stables if you don’t mind.”


  “I don’t mind,” Grace said. “As long as someone tells me what to do, I’ll give it a shot.”


  Tom transferred back to his all-terrain chair long enough to get to the barn, then he climbed into a skid steer loader.


  “I thought we’d be using pitchforks,” Grace commented.


  “No, that’s old school,” Tom said. “Everyone that can uses a skid steer now. You build your stalls so you can get this in there and it scoops everything out. You have to drive carefully so you don’t tear your barn apart.”


  Once Tom was strapped into the driver’s seat, he said to her, “I’m going to be hauling out the straw and manure and dumping it in the compost pile! Once I’ve emptied a stall, you can pitch down some bales from the loft and spread fresh straw. Keep following along behind me until we do the whole stable. Be very careful. I don’t need you falling out of the hayloft.”


  “Where are the horses?” Grace asked.


  “They’re out grazing,” Tom replied. “We turn them out during the day.”


  “I don’t know anything about horses and this may be a silly question, but why don’t you leave them out grazing at night? Wouldn’t that make less work cleaning out the stalls?”


  “Horse thieves,” Tom replied simply.


  “I guess it’s the new equivalent of carjacking,” Grace said. “A horse doesn’t require any gas.”


  “Not only that,” Tom said. “Even smaller horses have about five to six hundred pounds of meat on them.” He allowed the image to sink in.


  “Meat?” Grace asked, eyes wide.


  Tom nodded seriously, then started the engine, raised his loader bucket, and started off toward the barn.


  Grace and Tom worked together late into the afternoon. They cleaned out stalls, put out salt for the cattle, fed the chickens, checked the solar-powered electric fences, and refilled water troughs. Though the hard work distracted Grace, she still found her mind wandering to the scene back at the university. She kept seeing the injured with their missing limbs, the blood, the suffering. It gave her a new appreciation for what returning veterans went through. It wasn’t only the time away from home and family, it was the uninvited guests coming home with them. It was the memories.


  Early evening, Sonyea rode up on a four-wheeler, Panda trotting along behind her. Her face was dirt-streaked and her clothes were damp with sweat. She was clearly not a woman afraid of hard work. “Zoe and I are going to shower and start dinner,” she said. “We’re going to cook some steaks. Why don’t you all set out these tripwires and try to be back up at the house around six?”


  Sonyea removed the bundle of tripwires from her front rack, dropping them to the ground beside her machine. She waved and drove off.


  “I didn’t even know she had real tripwires,” Tom said. “Mom is full of surprises.”


  “Yeah, like the shower is still working,” Grace asked. “That’s a great surprise after spending the day getting so nasty.”


  “Doesn’t require power,” Tom said. “We have a gravity-fed spring water system. The hot water comes from a black pre-heating tank up on the hill absorbing sunlight all day. It runs to the house in black plastic pipe. You’ll see big coils of it fastened up on the roof of the house. Sitting in those coils of pipe on the roof it gets really hot. We have an outdoor shower behind the house that’s really nice too. Keeps you from tracking hay, mud, and horseshit into the house. We have a different system for winter tied into the woodstove.”


  “That sounds heavenly,” Grace said. Getting her head back in the game, she gestured at the tripwires. “So how do we set those?”


  “You put a .22 caliber blank in them, then run a length of wire. When the wire gets pulled, the device trips, and fires off the .22 round. It’s loud enough to get your attention and hopefully deter all but the most determined folks.”


  They spent the next hour setting tripwires along the road and off both sides of the road at various intervals close to the house. They set them along wild game trails close to the house, near the barn, near outbuildings, and along all the primary foot trails around the inner perimeter.


  “Hopefully, we’ll get used to these and learn to step over them,” Grace said. “I’d hate to set one off by accident.”


  “Not an option for me,” Tom reminded her. “I’ll either go around or have Mom disconnect them if I’m using a particular trail a lot.”


  “Sorry,” Grace said. “I wasn’t thinking.”


  “No offense taken,” Tom said. “It’s been a couple of years. I’m past being sensitive.”


  When all the tripwires were in place, they returned to the house and Zoe greeted them, hair dripping and a wide grin on her face. “Oh my God,” she said. “You have to try the outdoor shower. It’s amazing.”


  Grace gathered a change of clothes and a towel. Once she stepped into the shower she completely agreed with everyone’s assessment. It was a wonderful thing. Not only was the water nice and warm, but the shower felt open even though it had a fence around it for privacy. She thought the wooden bench inside the stall was a nice touch until it occurred to her it was for Tom’s use since he couldn’t stand unassisted in the shower.


  Dinner was fantastic. Sonyea had a large grill in the backyard she used to cook for riders coming to her stables for workshops and classes. The grill sat down over a fire pit and was heated with coals from burning chunks of oak firewood. There were steaks, chicken breasts, and homemade venison sausage, fire roasted potatoes, carrots, onions, and sweet potatoes. A Dutch oven laying in the coals held homemade biscuits.


  “There’s fresh butter and homemade jelly too,” Sonyea said. “I don’t make those but a friend does. We trade for them.”


  Grace was speechless, gawking at the spread of food.


  “There is something there you’ll eat, isn’t there?” Sonyea asked. “You’re not a vegan or anything, are you?”


  “Sorry,” Grace said, “I didn’t mean to be rude. It just smells so delicious I can’t even form words.”


  Sonyea grinned. “Then quit wasting time trying to think of any. Fill a plate and sit down at the picnic table over there. There’s some berry-flavored sun tea and some spring water to drink.”


  Grace grabbed a plate and took a little of everything. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been so hungry in her life. There was something about hard work, about food you’d earned through sweat that made it all taste so much better. She groaned at the first bite of her steak, making everyone laugh.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t help it. It’s all so good.”


  “There’s something to be said for knowing where your food comes from,” Tom said. “I realize it more and more every day.”


  “You should have seen him when they released him from the VA hospital,” Sonyea said. “You’ve never seen a more pitiful sight in your life. I didn’t think he’d ever be getting out of the bed again.”


  Grace could tell it was a painful memory for her. The ache in her eyes, the lines on her face, told the story.


  “The VA doctors were not encouraging,” Tom added. “They told me I’d never get any stronger and I should consider living closer to the VA hospital because I’d be a regular there.”


  “I wasn’t going to accept that,” Sonyea said. “I started him on real homegrown food and supplemented his meds with traditional herbs. I had an acupuncturist I know start coming and seeing him every couple of weeks. I started weaning him off all the meds they had him on.”


  Tom smiled at his mother. “She saved my life. She really did. She got me off the pain pills before they took over my life. Now I take an occasional anti-inflammatory if I’m in a lot of pain. Everything else I take is natural.”


  “That’s amazing,” Zoe said.


  Grace nodded in agreement.


  “You would do anything for your baby,” Sonyea said. “Even when they’re not babies anymore. You’ll learn one day.”


  That seemed so far from Grace’s world at present she couldn’t even imagine it. Marriage, babies, it was impossibly far away – and that was okay with her.


  Tom set down his fork and cleared his throat. “Mom, I was thinking after dinner maybe Grace and I could take two of the horses and ride over to Leonard McGarry’s place. He’s the closest HAM.”


  “Zoe, you okay with doing a little more gardening with me while they’re gone?” Sonyea asked.


  “Sure,” Zoe said. “After all I ate, I’m not sure if I can even bend over, but I’ll try.”


  Grace hadn’t said anything but looked at Tom. He caught her eye. “Yes, I can ride a horse,” he said.


  She blushed. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just didn’t know.”


  “It’s okay,” he said. “I have a special saddle helping keep me from sliding to either side. Other than that, it’s all just balance. Same as before.”


  “That’s our focus here at our stables,” Sonyea said. “We help people with disabilities learn to ride. Doesn’t matter if it’s an intellectual or physical disability. We can get anyone comfortable on a horse with a little practice.”


  “That’s cool,” Zoe said.


  “It is cool,” Tom said. “Mom has been doing this for about twenty years. When I got back home, after I was strong enough, she put me in the saddle like she would any of her other clients.”


  “No special treatment?” Grace asked.


  “No,” Sonyea said. “I drove him harder.”


  “Yep.” Tom nodded in agreement. “We should get going, Grace.”


  “I need to grab my Go Bag and my AR.”


  Tom laughed and shook his head.


  “What?” Grace asked.


  “I’ve been waiting my whole life to hear a woman talk like that,” he said.


  


  


  Chapter 34


  


  The McGarry farm was only a couple of miles from Tom and Sonyea’s place. Once they’d ridden their horses down the long gravel drive from the cabin, there was a trail through the woods connecting the farms. After the stress of the past day, a relaxing ride through the woods was a welcome break. Tom asked a lot of questions about what they’d seen. He asked about their experience in the attack at the school. Grace found the chaos of the trip had allowed her to push much of what she saw from her mind. She didn’t realize how deeply the sight of the dead and injured had impacted her, but she cried as she recounted the story of making their way across campus.


  “War is a lot like that, too,” Tom said. “When you’re in the shit, you don’t have time to think about it. When you get home, sometimes you can’t stop thinking about it.”


  When they arrived at the McGarry farm, they had to go through a gate, which Tom deftly unfastened from his horse and swung open. “This is the extent of his perimeter defense.”


  “Seriously?” Grace asked.


  Tom nodded. “He’s not a prepper or even self-defense minded. He’s just an old farmer who likes to tinker with radios.”


  They rode right up to the house and found Mrs. McGarry sitting on the porch shelling peas. She smiled warmly at them. “Who’s the pretty little girl you got with you, Tom Brady, and why on Earth are you all carrying around so many guns?”


  Grace had the AR pistol hanging from the single-point sling and the Glock riding on her hip. Tom was carrying an AR-10 with a scope.


  “She’s a family friend,” Tom said.


  “I’m Grace. Nice to meet you.” Grace slid off the horse and climbed the porch to shake the older lady’s hand.


  “Nice to meet you. Have a seat,” Mrs. McGarry offered. She leaned conspiratorially forward. “You aren’t here to take us prisoner with those guns are you?”


  Grace laughed. “No, I promise. We’ve had so many run-ins with desperate people in the last twenty-four hours than I’m afraid to go anywhere without them.”


  Grace became aware Tom was still on his horse and she didn’t know what she should do. Did she need to help him off? Should she have stayed on her horse?


  Tom noticed her looking and read her mind. “I’ll stay on the horse,” he said. “It’s a little tricky getting back up here.”


  “Would you like a cold drink?” the lady offered. “I got cold tea or lemonade.”


  “Cold?” Grace asked. “Do you all still have power or are you using solar?”


  “Neither,” the lady said. “This property has had a springhouse since before the electricity came through. You ever seen one?”


  “No,” Grace replied.


  “Our spring pours into a concrete trough in the springhouse and flows out the other side. There’s a steady supply of cold water keeping everything nice and chilled.”


  “We appreciate it, Mrs. McGarry,” Tom said. “I’m here to see Leonard, though, if he’s around.”


  “Oh, he’s in there fooling with those radios,” she said. “Can’t keep him off the durn things.”


  “The radios are why we’re here,” Grace said.


  “Let me fetch him,” Mrs. McGarry said, getting to her feet. “I would holler at him but he wears these headphones when he’s on the radio and he can’t hear a thing. I think he does it to block me out.”


  Mrs. McGarry disappeared into the house and was back in a moment with her husband. He was stocky with white hair curling from beneath a John Deere tractor cap. He wore bibbed overalls with a checked shirt under them. If you looked up farmer in the Wikipedia, this was what you’d expect to find.


  He was a gregarious man, and tromped toward Tom, hand extended. “Howdy, neighbor, how you doing?”


  Tom smiled and leaned over. “Good to see you, Leonard. You all doing okay?”


  “Not a care in the world,” Leonard replied.


  Tom gestured toward Grace. “This is a family friend, Grace Hardwick.”


  The man extended a hand and a warm smile to Grace.


  “This crisis not causing you all any inconvenience?” Tom asked.


  “Nope,” Leonard replied. “Not a bit.”


  “You all have lost power, though?”


  “Yeah, I reckon it went out yesterday sometime. We didn’t have power when I was born and this old house was built before it came through. We’ve still got a cookstove in the kitchen.”


  “I guess it’s a good thing you didn’t modernize and take it out,” Grace said.


  “Reckon it is,” Leonard agreed. “The missus said you all needed something about my radios?”


  “We wanted to see if you could get a message to Grace’s family letting them know she and her friend might be staying on here for a couple of days,” Tom said.


  Leonard smiled widely. “You tell me where you’re from and I’ll find a repeater nearby,” he said. “All we’ll need to do is find someone who knows him and is willing to give him the message.”


  “I can do you one better,” Grace said. “My dad is a HAM, too. I can give you his call sign and the frequency of the repeater he uses most often. If you can hit his repeater, someone there will relay the message to him next time he checks in.”


  “That, young lady, is a piece of cake,” Leonard said, patting her on the shoulder. “It’s a good thing you’re sticking around a couple of days anyway.”


  “Why?” Grace asked.


  “This whole mess on the interstates kind of has this whole area penned in right now. They say cops are barricading up the exits to keep travelers from ravaging their towns. The folks trapped at those exits are getting so rowdy no one can go under or over an interstate without running into trouble.”


  “You’re not telling me anything new,” Grace said. “We got attacked going under I-65. They tried to pull us out of the car. I had to shoot somebody and my friend got cut up.”


  Tom looked at her in surprise. “You didn’t mention you had to shoot someone.”


  Grace shrugged. “That wasn’t the only time. Things went downhill fast.”


  “Well the underpasses and overpasses are completely shut off now,” Leonard said. “They’re not letting anyone through until FEMA cleans up the mess and hauls all those people off somewhere.”


  “How long is that going to take?” Grace asked.


  “They’re supposedly running buses all day and night, taking people to camps they’ve set up in cooperation with the National Guard.”


  “Do people have to go?” Tom asked.


  Leonard nodded. “It ain’t voluntary. If you’re stuck on the road, you about have to go. Use of the interstates is restricted to official use and local law won’t let you get off the interstate, so where else could you go?”


  “Will you tell my dad?” Grace asked.


  “I’m sure he’s heard it already,” Leonard said. “I don’t mind to tell him though.”


  “Let him know she’ll be staying with us until you let us know things are clear,” Tom said. “When she gets ready to head out, we’ll send him another message letting him know she’s back on the road.”


  “I don’t mind a bit,” Leonard said.


  Tom glanced at Mrs. McGarry still shelling peas on the porch, rocking the metal glider without effort or thought.


  “You mind to walk us to the gate, Leonard?” Tom asked. “We’ve got to be getting back.”


  Leonard could tell Tom had something on his mind he wanted to say out of earshot of his wife, so he nodded.


  Grace hugged Mrs. McGarry. “Nice to meet you.”


  The older lady smiled. “Honey, you come back anytime.”


  Grace climbed back in the saddle and fell in behind Tom. They paused at the gate.


  “Do you even have a gun on you?” Tom asked the other man.


  “Naw,” Leonard said. “Don’t see nary reason for it.”


  “You’ve got access to information the rest of us don’t have.” Tom said. “You of all people should know there’s plenty of reasons to carry a gun.”


  “If I was in town, maybe,” Leonard said. “Out here, there ain’t no one going to bother us.”


  “You don’t know that, Leonard,” Tom insisted.


  “You don’t know anything for certain,” Leonard said. “I got a few guns and I can get to them if I need to. I just don’t see any need to. I’ll keep an ear out and if things start getting rough I’ll lock up the gate and keep a gun handy.”


  “You might not have any warning,” Tom said.


  “Do I tell you how to live?” Leonard said testily.


  Tom shut up.


  “No, I don’t,” Leonard said. “I was running this farm when you were still shitting green, so don’t be telling me how to live. I’m your neighbor and I’m your friend. I’ll do anything in the world for you, but I expect to be left to go about my business as I see fit. Are we clear?”


  Tom nodded. “I’m sorry, Leonard.”


  Leonard waved him off. “You don’t have to apologize. I know you’re only looking out for us.” He extended a hand.


  Tom leaned over and shook it. “I’ll check back with you in a day or two.”


  “That’ll be fine,” Leonard said.


  Grace and Tom rode through the gate and continued down the McGarrys’ driveway until they could turn off into the woods.


  “He’s a stubborn old man,” Tom said.


  Grace smiled.


  “What you smiling about?” Tom asked.


  “You’ll be just like him one day.”


  


  


  Chapter 35


  


  In his dreams, Ray was walking the long, empty hallways of a hospital. It was the same hospital where his uncle had died when he was a teenager. He could smell the antiseptic smell so strong it burned his nose. He couldn’t find anyone in the hospital. Every room he entered, every curtain he pulled back, revealed another empty room. His eyes filled with tears. It was not sadness but the burning of the disinfectant making them water.


  What the hell did they clean this place with?


  The burning made his search more urgent. He called for his mother and father, running now as he looked for an exit. He choked, his lungs burning from the chemical smell. He could taste it now. He spat, then coughed. It was the coughing that eventually woke him from his dream and revealed the macabre chorus gathered round him.


  The sight of it, the realization this part was not a dream, froze him for a moment, making him forget the urgent burning in his lungs, his mouth, and his eyes.


  “Hit him again,” said Jessie, the soup-stealing, beer-swilling owner of the campground.


  A man Ray had not seen before, younger than the couple but still older than Ray, grinned through a scraggly gray beard as he squirted another stream of charcoal lighter fluid onto Ray’s sleeping bag. Ray got a look at the man’s face in the firelight. It had to be their son, suffering from an obviously hereditary unattractiveness. The stream caught Ray in the face, making him twist his head away, bringing back the whole memory of the dream.


  He spat and wiped at his face. He tried to sit up but the son shoved him back with a leather boot.


  “Don’t you fucking move,” said a female voice.


  Ray’s eyes were blurred from the chemical burning. In the glow of his rekindled campfire he saw the old woman cackling, grinning at his suffering. She was nearly doubled over in delight, her hands on her knees, her face beaming at him. Her toothless mouth and withered lips gaped at him.


  “You sick fuckers,” Ray said, coughing. “What do you want?”


  “Gimme them keys, boy,” Jessie said. “We want the van and all your shit. Your trip is over.”


  Ray choked and gagged, started to throw up. His lips and tongue were numb. The lighter fluid was in his mouth, his lungs, his stomach. He knew he was probably going to die.


  The old lady pulled out a burning stick from the fire. She waved it toward him. “One little spark,” she sang. “Just one little spark and you gonna be running around like a tiki torch.”


  Ray had to get out of here. They could have the stupid keys. Where the hell were they? He couldn’t even remember.


  The fumes, he thought. He wondered if they were messing with his thinking, like those burnouts that huffed gas.


  “The keys, boy,” Jessie repeated. “Gimme them damn keys.”


  “My pocket,” Ray croaked, shoving a hand toward his pocket. The zippered cocoon of the mummy sleeping bag made it hard to move. He could barely see and wondered if he might pass out. If he did, he was dead for certain.


  As he snaked his hand toward the key, the torch-bearing woman grinned at him again, so anxious to set him alight that she drooled and her slobber hung like from her mouth like tinsel. His eyes shot toward the bearded son, hovering over him with the lighter fluid. He looked like a pirate, orange in the glow of a ship’s torches. As he fumbled for the keys, Ray’s hand fell on the holstered Glock. He’d forgotten he even had it.


  Without thought, Ray unholstered the pistol, still concealed within the sleeping bag, and angled it toward the old woman. He fired and she pitched backward into the campfire. Ray’s satisfaction was short-lived as the muzzle blast of the pistol, fired through the material of the sleeping bag, was sufficient to set the saturated bag ablaze.


  “You son of a bitch!” the son screamed, raising a foot and stomping toward Ray’s head.


  The man was large and ungainly, obviously unused to standing on one foot. He lost his balance while trying to align his kick, falling backward. His kick connected with Ray’s head, but only in a glancing and diminished manner. Ray had redirected the pistol and fired a round into the man’s groin, the clearest available target. The man screamed and grabbed his ruined crotch.


  Ray tried to aim at the wounded and thrashing man but felt the searing pain of his synthetic sleeping bag melting onto one of his legs. He screamed too, then saw Jessie raising Ray’s own axe to use against him. Ray pulled his arm from inside the bag and aimed the pistol over the burning sleeping bag, firing two rounds into the approaching man.


  The arm Ray extended over the flaming bag caught fire, too. The lighter fluid dripping from Ray’s hair, face, chest, and arms ignited. Ray screamed again, kicking to escape the burning bag. He dropped the gun, rolled to his knees, and launched himself toward the lake.


  When the pain came, Ray knew he might not die from his burns. Had they been bad enough, they would have killed the nerves beneath his skin, mercifully sparing him from the searing pain. He was not spared. As he hit the cold lake water, his burned skin contracted, splitting and tearing, the pain unimaginable. He felt like he might pass out and struggled back to the shore, collapsing on the muddy bank, praying he would not wake up. He wondered if was premature on his part to crawl out of the water and spare himself drowning. Perhaps allowing his lungs to fill with the dark water would have been a better option. Before he could reconsider, he passed out.


  


  


  Chapter 36


  


  The morning sun had broken the horizon when Ray woke, cold and raw. His puffy and swollen face was crusted with mud. He pushed himself up and stared at his hands. They were bright red and swollen, blistered in areas, but in general his skin was intact, though he felt like the last wiener left on the grill. The cotton underwear he’d been sleeping in was singed but had not melted to him. From the knees down, his legs lay in the water. There were large blisters where the sleeping bag had melted to his leg. Tendrils of skin floated in the water and he was disgusted to find clusters of tiny bluegill nibbling at them. Had they eaten on him all night? The thought sickened him.


  He forced himself to his feet, which were blistered and hurt to walk on. Out of habit, he went to sweep his hair back and found nothing there. He stared at his hand. It was covered in fine ash. He sniffed and there was the distinctive smell of burnt hair. Ray doubled over and threw up. It was too much.


  When the heaving stopped, he staggered up the bank to his campsite, hoping like all hell there were some first aid supplies in there. He couldn’t remember taking any. He’d passed several First Aid kits mounted to the wall at the golf course as he ferried beer from the building, but his priorities had been elsewhere.


  At the top of the bank, he was shocked to find his campsite burned to the ground. The fire had spread along the tarp and ignited the piles of clothing and bedding in the van. The entire wicked family that had brought this upon him lay charred around the campsite. Were he not in so much pain, he would have kicked each miserable and blackened husk for good measure.


  Ray felt like he needed to lay down soon or he would fall down. In his pained and struggling stagger, he made his way to the old couple’s camp store and office. It was his only hope. His eyes hurt, sensitive from the chemicals and probably damaged for all his days.


  The sixty or so yards between his campsite and the store seemed an eternity. Skin cracked and watery blisters popped. At the store, the front door was mercifully open. Ray stumbled in and shut the door behind him, locking it and sliding the barrel bolt home. He went toward the back, looking for a bathroom.


  Through a door marked PRIVATE, he found their personal living quarters. Light spilled through windows dirty with pollen and spider webs. Spotting a sink, Ray entered a bathroom. There was enough light to catch his reflection in the mirror. His first reaction was pure shock. He could not believe the shape of himself so burned and damaged, yet still alive and walking.


  “You should be dead, Gamma Ray,” he told himself. “That you aren’t is a statement to your pure badassery.”


  He swung open the medicine cabinet and pulled out bottles, struggling to read their labels with the combination of poor light and injured eyes. He found Tylenol and took four. He found Percocet and took two of those, deciding they’d be better than the Tylenol. He found Progesterone and had no clue what it was but took two of them anyway. He opened a jar of Pond’s Cold Cream, tossing the lid in the floor. He scooped fingers full of the cream and applied it to his skin. It was painful but felt like the right thing to do. The coolness on his skin was immediately soothing.


  When he was stoned and greased, he grabbed a comforter from the old couple’s bed and retreated back to the bathroom. He lay down in the tub and covered himself. The bedroom had stunk of the old couple and he’d sleep anywhere before he’d lay in the viper’s own nest.


  Ray was extremely uncomfortable when he awoke later in the day. It was surprisingly not the first time in his life he’d ever slept in a bathtub. However, the physical discomfort of having slept in such cramped conditions was made worse by the old comforter having glued itself to his skin. Everywhere a blister seeped, everywhere he oozed, everywhere fluids ran from his body, they had dried to the comforter and adhered it to his body.


  “If this ain’t the icing on the cake,” he grumbled.


  A period of contemplation helped him realize he could perhaps soak the thing off him. He leaned forward and twisted a knob, pleased to find a stream of water issuing from the faucet. The water was cold but in no time it had softened his encrustations and he was able to remove the comforter from himself with only moderate discomfort and severe profanity.


  Naked, he rose carefully from the pinkish brown water. He stood in front of a narrow mirror and appraised himself. He looked pretty damn miserable, he had to admit. Although his hair was mostly burned off, unsightly clumps of it remained. The leg was the worst, with blisters the size of baseballs and open sores where some of them had burst. The rest of him, though singed and pinkened, merely looked as though he’d suffered a really, really bad sunburn.


  “You look like a baby doll after a house fire,” he told himself. “And now you’re naked in a stranger’s house without a damn thing to your name.”


  As much as he did not want to go in there, he returned to the bedroom to find clothes that would fit him. They all smelled of the old man and it turned Ray’s stomach. The man had apparently been fleshier in his younger days and Ray found a blue work uniform that fit him. There was a matching shirt and pants, with a name tag on the shirt that said Burt. Ray was able to force himself to wear some of the old man’s socks but he could not bring himself to pull on a pair of the man’s yellowed briefs.


  He quickly found the leg wound was irritated by the pants touching it. It would have to be bandaged. While most of the place was run down and out of date, there must have been some code requirement they have a current first aid kit because he found one in the front office. Using it, he was able to wrap himself and apply an actual burn cream to his wounds.


  Without a vehicle and all of the gear he’d assembled for himself over the last two days, he would have to start over. He found a key rack with the key to a Ford Ranger. The truck sat out back with a camper shell on the back. The truck started, but only had about a quarter tank of gas. It appeared to be Ray’s destiny to get himself home only a few gallons at a time.


  He opened the camper shell and found it was full of aluminum cans bagged to sell for scrap. Ray threw all of it out into the yard until the truck was empty, then returned to the house and went through it from one end to the other, tossing all of the useful things into the back of the truck. While the couple didn’t have much in the way of real food, they did have a lot of junk food they sold in the camp store. It wasn’t ideal but it would keep him alive until he could steal something better.


  Ray had to laugh at himself for thinking that way. It was his natural state now, stealing to survive. It was the Way of Ray, or the Way of Gamma Ray. With this came the awareness it was pretty damn impressive he could lose everything, be burned to a crisp, and still be amused by the twists and turns of his life. It was surely a sign he was on the right path. He was certain of it.


  In less than an hour, Ray had loaded everything of interest to him. He was disgusted that he found no weapons but he did locate a razor sharp fillet knife giving him some measure of defense against the world. The gaming world was dominated by firearms and high tech weaponry. If you were reduced to having to defend yourself with a knife, you were usually only buying yourself a few seconds before someone wasted you. He’d learned a few things about knife tactics, though, and he hoped they worked in the real world as well.


  Tucking the sheathed knife into the back of his belt, he pulled the truck a safe distance away from the house and parked it. The only way to purge himself of this experience was to burn the cursed place to the ground. The Lake View campground had marked him and he would mark it.


  When the house was ablaze behind him, he started the truck and checked the clock. It was not even noon yet. He opened a bag of barbecue potato chips and drove off into a new day, the smell of burning wood thick around him.


  


  


  Chapter 37


  


  Around the Brady farm, the new day brought new chores. Grace was glad they’d agreed to stay for couple of days. The anxiety of yesterday seemed distant and she looked forward to another day of hard farm work, good food, and spending time with Tom. She found it very comfortable to be around him, and she’d never experienced that before.


  Sonyea had determined yesterday that Zoe was a natural in the garden and had recruited her for another day’s work in the soil. Zoe had no complaint. She too was glad to be off the road and insulated from the turmoil and stress of the outside world. Sonyea had continued to treat her facial wounds and they looked to be no worse, although it would take some time for the cuts to heal completely.


  For Grace and Tom, the word of the day was firewood.


  “I have wood cut and seasoned already for most of winter, but I’m not sure I have enough for the entire winter, especially if it’s a cold one,” Sonyea said.


  “I can run a chainsaw,” Grace said. “I use one at home when I cut wood with my dad. I have a little Stihl 029 of my own.”


  Tom shook his head in amazement. “Carries an AR and has her own chainsaw. You continue to impress, Ms. Hardwick.”


  Everyone laughed, but Grace could tell there was a degree of truth to his words. While she was not experienced with relationships, Tom seemed to be feeling some of what she was feeling. Whatever the feeling was had not clarified itself yet. Maybe interest was the best word for it.


  The Bradys used a battered old IHI mini-excavator with a hydraulic thumb for pulling downed trees out of the surrounding woods. The machine could be operated with hand controls and Tom was a natural with it. With Grace operating the saw and Tom supplying her with logs, they had a substantial supply of logs ready for splitting by early afternoon. With what they already had seasoning, it would be enough to get the family through a long winter, a cold spring, and still leave plenty for fires in the fire pit.


  While Tom parked the excavator and dismounted, Grace wiped her face with her shirttail. “I think I need a shower,” she said. “My skin is starting to itch from this sawdust.”


  “You go first,” Tom said. “After I’ve had one, maybe we could ride over to the McGarrys and see if he heard anything back from your father.”


  “Could we?” Grace asked. “I’ve been thinking about that all day.”


  “I planned on us going,” Tom said. “I just wanted to allow as much time as possible for your dad to get back to Leonard with a message.”


  While Grace enjoyed another outdoor shower, Sonyea and Zoe prepared lunch. Grace had never seen Zoe as the homesteading type but she seemed to be falling naturally into the rhythm of life on the farm. She had even come to meet Panda’s approval.


  


  


  Chapter 38


  


  Ray’s stolen Ford Ranger was a piece of crap. The engine missed and the steering wasn’t aligned. The truck wandered over the road like a drunk trying to find his bed. When Ray pressed the accelerator to the floor to maneuver around an obstacle, the engine would sag, pop, and then reluctantly pick up speed. While the burned out van hadn’t exactly been the best thing on four wheels, it was at least fairly reliable.


  With no phone and no other means of navigation, Ray was simply following his scorched nose to wherever it led him. After he left the campground, he took the road around the lake, unsure of where else to go. He eventually came upon a sign indicating a particular road led north. Ray knew, in general, he needed to go north so he followed the sign.


  He encountered some cars, but there were as many bicyclists, ATV riders, and pedestrians. The mix of people and machines using the road made it a challenge since all operated at different speeds. Ray had to maintain constant vigilance to make sure he didn’t hit anyone, though he amused himself by keeping score in his head of how many points he would be earning had this actually been Grand Theft Auto.


  On a section of two-lane road, Ray passed a man leaning against the base of a tree casually enjoying an apple as he studied a map spread on the ground in front of him. The Ford Ranger was overheating and steam rose from around the hood. Ray knew he needed to stop and let the engine cool off but he was not happy about doing it with a pedestrian so close at hand. He fully expected he’d be hit up for a ride. With nothing but the fillet knife with which to defend himself, he was not as prepared as he’d like for confrontation.


  Thankfully, the man didn’t approach him. Ray was stopped about thirty yards from where the man sat. He raised the hood in an attempt to allow the engine to cool, all the while studying the man beneath the tree. The man ate the apple as if it were the last one on Earth. He took a bite and chewed, smiling and studying the apple, like he was planning his next bite. Ray wasn’t sure if he was going to take a bite or kiss it.


  Ray took a seat in the truck while the engine cooled. He adjusted his rearview mirror to keep an eye on the lanky man behind him. He wore funny glasses, like safety glasses, but yellow. He had on a belt with a pistol, a canteen, and an assortment of pouches. Beside him was a camouflage backpack stuffed to near bursting and with an assortment of gear strapped on all sides of it.


  The apple must have come from the backpack because the man had left the top flap of the pack open when he propped it against the tree. Extending from the main compartment of the pack, Ray could make out the buttstock of an AR-15 rifle. The man was obviously smart enough to know he couldn’t just walk around with the rifle on his shoulder so he had it concealed in the pack. That made Ray wonder what else he had concealed in the pack.


  Ray assessed his situation. He was in a piece-of-shit truck with no gas and a bum engine, his arsenal consisted of an old fillet knife, he had no tactical gear and no prospects for resupply. In this dog-eat-dog world, what options were available to him? He didn’t have the skills to approach an established group and offer to work for his room and board. Neither did he have the skills to live off the land and make his own way in the world. His only skill was marauding, as learned in thousands of hours of game play.


  When the man had eaten the apple down to the core, he tossed it away. He carefully folded his map and tucked it away in his pack, refastening all the straps. He had a sip of water from the canteen on his belt, then shouldered his pack. He looked in Ray’s direction, threw up a hand and waved a good-bye, then set off to wherever he was going, a grin plastered on his face.


  Ray had no love for the Ford Ranger but it was all he had at this point. He gave it a moment longer to cool, then got out and shut the hood. In the distance, he could see the man walking away with long strides, taking in the world as though he was on some spectacular adventure.


  It took a moment for the hot engine to start and Ray was relieved when it finally caught. He checked his side mirror and saw the man disappearing around a bend in the road. Ray made a U-turn, accelerated, and since the truck was going downhill it agreed to pick up a little speed.


  He was going around thirty-five miles per hour when he rounded the curve. The man heard him coming and turned around to walk backward, smiling good-naturedly as he threw out a thumb in the universal greeting of the hitchhiker. Ray returned his good-natured smile and even threw up a hand, but kept speed like he was going to pass the man, as if he had somewhere else to be and couldn’t stop for him today.


  Except he didn’t pass.


  At the last minute, he whipped the wheel right. The man had already turned his back on Ray by this point, realizing he wasn’t going to get a ride. The Ranger’s bumper caught him in the hip and launched him into the air. He flew over the steep shoulder of the road, arms and legs flailing as though he were attempting to run even though he was ten feet off the ground. His trajectory sadly ended against the broad side of a pine tree, his head impacting it hard enough to knock a swath of bark from it.


  Ray had watched the whole thing in fascination. He was so absorbed in the man’s arc, he did not pay enough attention to the comings and goings of the roadway. His front tire left the pavement, slid in the gravel, and hung there in the same nothingness so recently traversed by the flying man. Before Ray could hit the brake, he felt the jolt of the frame crunching against the pavement.


  He put the truck in the reverse and tried to back onto the roadway but he was stuck. The old truck was two wheel drive and the rear tires spun on the pavement, the bald tires unable to gain enough purchase to extract the vehicle from the precipice.


  “Shit,” Ray said.


  While the truck was a piece of crap, it was all he had aside from his feet. The boots he’d found in the cabin at the campground had been too small and caused him pain even as he drove. He knew to walk in them would be worse. The programmers of this game had thrown a new obstacle at him and Gamma Ray would adapt.


  Ray got out of the vehicle and walked to the shoulder of the road. Beneath him was the crumpled form of the man. The man’s mouth opened and closed, blood running from it. Ray knew there was no way the damaged man could put up any resistance, but he wished he’d go ahead and die. He wasn’t excited about the prospect of peeling the gear off some screaming dude. He doubted the sound would be heard by people in a passing car, but in a world where more people were walking now the screams might be heard.


  He pulled the fillet knife from his belt. He would just have to make sure there were no screams.


  


  


  Chapter 39


  


  A quick assessment of the dead guy told Ray anything he was carrying was better than whatever crap Ray had in the truck. This included his clothes and boots. As gruesome a task as it was, Ray stripped the bleeding, broken, and dead man to his underwear. Despite a few bloodstains, the clothes were in decent shape and a substantial improvement from the work clothes Ray had found at the campground. Best of all, the boots were closer to his size and very comfortable.


  The yellow shooting glasses had been hanging around the man’s neck by a cord when Ray undressed him. He’d never worn yellow glasses before but he considered them to be part of the whole look and tried them on. He looked at the world through this new lens. If anything, they eased the pain in his eyes from the lighter fluid.


  When he had his new outfit on, he completed it by strapping on the heavy belt with all its gear. He was pleased to have a firearm again until he removed the gun from its holster and found it was a Hi-Point. He frowned. Although his current character had accumulated quite the arsenal online, Ray didn’t own any firearms in real life. He didn’t earn much money as a dishwasher and everything he did earn went toward gaming and high speed internet access. Even so, he knew Hi-Point pistols were not a quality weapon. He had to admit, though, it was an improvement over nothing. He pulled back on the slide and confirmed there was a round in the chamber, then holstered the weapon.


  With his utility belt on, he felt like Batman. He’d never enjoyed superhero games but he felt the appeal, like the solution to any problem was one pouch away. He opened pouches and found all manner of items, many of which he would have to study further to ascertain what they would do for him. One thing he clearly knew the use of was the ESEE 3 canted in a scout carry position on the belt. He pulled it from the molded sheath and stared at the blade. While he had little to compare it to, he knew it was most certainly the finest knife he’d ever held.


  He went for the backpack next, wanting to get it on his back and climb back up the road before anyone showed up. That wasn’t as easy as he thought. The pack was extremely heavy and awkward. The only way he managed to get it on his skinny frame was to slide it up a nearby tree and keep it held there until he could turn around and slide his arms through the straps.


  With the pack strapped on, he staggered away from the tree and tried walking around with it. The guy he’d run over had made it look so easy, strolling around like he didn’t have a care in the world. Ray looked up toward the road and figured he had to climb about seventy feet of steep bank to get back up there. From down there, it practically looked like a cliff. He had no idea if he could make it or not.


  He quickly realized he was going to have to lean forward and walk on all fours to stay balanced. He tugged on weeds, roots, and rocks to pull himself up the hill. In his regular life the only physical activity he ever got was bussing pans of dirty dishes from the restaurant tables back to the kitchen. This was like a year’s worth of exercise all rolled up into twenty hellish minutes.


  By the time he got up to the road, his legs were shaking and he was sucking wind through his open mouth. Sweat rolled off him, soaking his new clothes and making his burns sting. He started to collapse onto the ground, but worried he’d not be able to get the pack on his back again. He dumped it onto the hood of the Ranger, then he went and sprawled onto the driver’s seat. If this hill about killed him, he had no idea how he was going to travel on foot with a pack.


  “Gamma, you’re gonna have to toughen up if you going to be a badass,” he told himself. “How you gonna be a one man army if you’re breathing like you got the emphysema?”


  After several minutes of gasping, he groped around and found a partial bottle of water. He drank from it without even sitting up, the water running down the sides of his face and back around his neck. He felt like he could go to sleep. The poor night’s sleep in the bathtub was now catching up with him. However, he feared if he did, someone would come upon him and rob him, like he’d robbed the walking man. He forced himself to his feet, not wanting to end up tossed naked over the hillside.


  Despite the already overwhelming weight of the pack, he managed to find room in the pack’s exterior pockets for some of the drinks and snack foods he’d stolen from the campground. Everything else in the truck he’d leave to the next miserable son-of-a-bitch to come along. He shouldered the pack again, cursing and calling out. He couldn’t imagine why it was so heavy but didn’t figure he had time to look right now. He’d wasted enough time already. When he had time, he was going to go through there and get rid of a few things. Surely there was something he could do without.


  The pack weight forced him to slump forward and in that manner he staggered north, feeling he’d reached a new level in whatever game he was now playing. The world around him was new. His mode of transportation was new. His clothing and shoes were new.


  When his skin grew back, he would be new, too.


  


  


  Chapter 40


  


  You sure you don’t mind us leaving again?” Grace asked, grabbing her pack and her AR pistol.


  “Not at all,” Sonyea said. “You and Zoe helped us catch up on what would have been weeks’ worth of work. You’ve earned a break. Just be careful.”


  “We will,” Tom said. “I’m always more careful than you are.” He said to Grace, “We have an ongoing debate about security here on the farm even during normal times.”


  “I hear what you’re saying,” Sonyea said. “I just don’t feel like I need to carry a gun all the time.”


  “You don’t carry all the time?” Grace asked, surprised. “I assumed since you were a prepper you did.”


  Sonyea sighed. “I am a prepper but it’s not like there’s some membership requirement saying I have to have my pistol on me at all times. I can shoot and I have guns available, but I don’t carry one on my hip when I’m out working on the farm. They’re heavy and get in the way. It gets the gun all dirty too, and then I have to clean it.”


  “But you should,” Grace said. “What if someone wanders up here?”


  “I have guns handy,” Sonyea replied. “It’s not like I’m up here unarmed.”


  “You have a gun handy when you remember to take one,” Tom said. “Sometimes you forget to even take one with you.”


  “You’re not going to change my mind,” Sonyea said. “I’m a grown woman. My house, my life, my rules.”


  Tom had his mouth open to argue, but he closed it and let out a long breath. He knew his mother, and could tell he’d have better luck talking to the livestock.


  “Anyway, have you girls thought about when you’re leaving?” Sonyea asked. “Not that I’m trying to rush you off or anything.”


  “Maybe tomorrow,” Grace said. “I’m worried about my family.”


  “The reason I’m asking is I thought you said something about maybe stopping at Arthur Bridges’ place next on your way home?”


  “I did,” Grace replied.


  “Well, you may want to take Arthur’s info with you to Leonard’s house. I don’t know much about HAM but I think Leonard may be able to send Arthur an encrypted message letting him know to expect you in a day or two,” Sonyea suggested.


  “What a great idea,” Grace said. “I’ve got some of his information in the binder. Maybe there’ll be enough that Leonard can find someone that knows him and they can deliver a message.”


  “Make sure Leonard knows to do this encrypted,” Sonyea said. “Or at least to be vague enough no one will understand what he’s talking about. You don’t want people to know to look for you or to look for Arthur’s place.”


  “Got it,” Grace said.


  Sonyea stood. “Zoe, you ready for some more gardening?”


  There was no answer.


  Tom rolled over to the couch and found Zoe sound asleep with a blanket pulled over her.


  “How did that happen?” Tom asked. “One minute she’s talking with us, the next she’s asleep.”


  “Let her sleep,” Sonyea said. “She’s earned a nap. Her body is healing, and it takes energy.”


  “Do you need us to stay and help you with your work since Zoe passed out?” Grace asked.


  “Lord no,” Sonyea said. “I’ll be okay. I garden alone nearly every day.”


  “Grace, let’s saddle up and get out of here,” Tom said. He grabbed his backpack and AR-10.


  In a few minutes they were both mounted and riding down the gravel road.


  “We left earlier today,” Tom said. “We have a little time. You want to take a slightly longer trail ride?”


  “If it’s not too long,” Grace said. “I don’t like the idea of leaving your mom working while we’re goofing off.”


  “It’s not too bad,” Tom said. “The trail runs down by the river. It’s a beautiful ride this time of year.”


  “Let’s do it,” Grace said.


  


  


  Chapter 41


  


  Ray knew he wouldn’t be able to take it much longer. The muscles of his shoulders and neck were screaming from the pull of the shoulder straps. His lower back spasmed in waves, nearly taking his breath. His inner thighs quaked and trembled, threatening to give way and drop him to the road at every step. He had to stop, but he had to pick the right spot. He was so tired he may not be able to make it back to his feet once he sat down. Wherever he stopped, it had to be a place he could hang out for a little while and not be noticed.


  In a steep section of the road, he came to a muddy jeep trail taking off to the right. There were deep ruts filled with water but were no recent tracks. He turned off the asphalt and followed the trail until he was out of sight of the road, then he collapsed. He couldn’t decide which hurt worse, his strained muscles or his chafing, burned skin.


  He shrugged the pack off and let it roll to his side. He was going to be throwing some shit over that hill. He couldn’t go another step like this. He didn’t know how the hell the beanpole had done it. Damn thing must weigh a hundred pounds.


  Ray unsnapped some buckles and threw back the top flap of the pack. The first thing he found was a gallon size Ziploc bag with several flattened documents in it. There were a couple of maps: Florida, Georgia, and Alabama. There was a mix of highway maps and more detailed topo maps. There was also an email. He pulled it out and read it.


  It was a group email, sent to a short list of recipients. The subject line read: It’s Time.


  The email was brief.


  “If your name is on this email, you’re invited to join us on our farm. If your name is on the email, you already know where we are. Bring what food and gear you can. Expect to work for your room and board. Skills needed include security, gardening, farming, and general mechanical work. I hope to see each and every one of you. Safe travels.”


  It was sent out by someone named Sonyea Brady.


  If Ray understood the email right, this Sonyea was inviting the beanpole he’d run down and some other folks to join her at her place. Since the email was recent it was probably a response to the whole terror attack and ensuing disaster. There was hopefully enough information in these papers to figure out where the guy was headed since directions weren’t included in the email. It was smart of Sonyea, but bad for Ray.


  Ray wondered if Sonyea had ever met this guy. She obviously knew him, but maybe they’d not met in person. If he showed up in the guy’s place, would she even know? Would there be stuff he could use? Stuff he could take for his own?


  Maybe he could even take the whole damn place as his own. In the games he played, there was nothing cooler than finding a cache of gear or a cool place and claiming it as your own. Maybe that was the prize of this level. His new objective. He’d done hundreds of those operations. He’d always excelled at this particular type of mission. He was stealthy. He was patient.


  First, he needed to figure out why the pack was so heavy. There was a zippered scabbard attached to the side and the butt stock of an AR-15 extended from it. Ray drew it out and stared at it. It was a Bushmaster. He’d used one before in a game and thought he could pretty easily figure out the real version. It was slightly different in real life. In the game, no one ever used a safety so it took him a moment to figure it out. Magazine changes were also accomplished by the stroke of a key. In real life, you had to push a button. Aiming was the same.


  With the rifle mastered, he pulled out a garbage bag stuffed with a camo jacket, a couple of pairs of socks, and some extra clothes. He would try them on later so he tossed them to the side. Below that, he found a woven sack. He poked it and found it to be pretty dense. It took both hands but he pulled it out and stared at it. The label read: White Jasmine Rice, 20 Lbs.


  Ray picked the rice up with both hands and heaved it as far as he could, which wasn’t far. He cursed himself for not checking the pack earlier. He couldn’t believe he’d been carrying a stupid bag of rice. Twenty fucking pounds of stupid rice to be exact.


  He dug further and found what felt like three very heavy canned hams. He pulled the cans out. They were olive drab with writing on them. Part of the writing on the labels was in a language he couldn’t understand but there was English too, and the important part was each can held 320 rounds of 5.56mm ammunition. He tried to guess the weight of a single can. He wasn’t good at that kind of thing but figured each to be around ten pounds. That was thirty pounds of ammunition on top of the twenty pounds of rice.


  He shook the pack and it still wasn’t empty. In the bottom he found a yellow box of 250 rounds of Remington 9mm ammunition. He figured it to weigh ten pounds as well.


  Ray knew he’d have to keep all the ammo, even if he had to cache some of it somewhere to make the pack more manageable. Simply getting rid of the rice would improve his situation. The stupid bag must have been the lanky dude’s contribution to the community larder. Ray would make no such contribution. He would only be making a withdrawal.


  


  


  Chapter 42


  


  The ride along the river was beautiful. The sound of the water, the sunlight reflecting off the water, and the variety of shades of green made for a trip constantly drawing the eye or ear to something new. They saw herons wading stealthily, their cry when disturbed a coarse, ugly squawk in contrast to their grace and beauty. They saw prehistoric-looking snapping turtles as broad as manhole covers sunning themselves on fallen trees. The peaceful scene was a welcome respite to Grace after the stress of getting this far into her journey.


  After the detour along the river, Grace and Tom soon found themselves back at Leonard McGarry’s place. As the day before, Mrs. McGarry was on the porch snapping peas into her apron.


  They each threw an arm up in a wave when she saw them and called out.


  “Looks like your work is never done,” Grace said.


  “Honey, that’s life on a farm,” the older lady said. “I was raised this way and don’t know any different. Wouldn’t know what to do with myself every day if I didn’t have my chores.”


  “Maybe you could take up bingo?” Tom said, a grin on his face.


  Mrs. McGarry looked around to make sure her husband wasn’t in earshot. “Bingo my ass,” she said in a hushed voice. “I’ve seen those bingo regulars and it ain’t anyone I want to be around. All that dyed hair and those long cigarettes. I’ll stay here and mind my peas.”


  Grace couldn’t help but laugh. Mrs. McGarry looked at her sharply and Grace stopped laughing, concerned she’d offended the lady. Mrs. McGarry then broke into a grin and laughed along with her.


  “I best quit cutting up before Leonard hears me. I prefer him to think I’m a tad serious,” the old lady said. “I’m guessing you’re here to see him?”


  Tom nodded. “Yep, more radio stuff.”


  “Of course,” Mrs. McGarry said. Rather than get up, she called for Leonard in the loud voice of a woman used to calling across the pasture for her husband to come in for lunch. Except in this case, he was in the back of the house.


  In a moment he emerged, wearing what looked like the same coveralls and a pocket t-shirt in Charlie Brown yellow. One strap of the overalls was unfastened and he was struggling to get it fastened while he nodded at his visitors. “Good to see you all.”


  “Glad to see you, too, Leonard,” Tom said. “Any luck getting a message out to Grace’s dad.”


  Who?” he asked.


  Grace frowned. They’d talked about this extensively. How could he have forgotten?


  “My dad,” she said. “You were going to try and get a message to him.”


  Leonard stared at her perplexed. “Who are you again?”


  Grace turned to Tom, trying to keep a smile on her face but confused by what was going on. Did Leonard have dementia? Alzheimer’s?


  “Why are you riding ponies?” Leonard asked. “Can I have one? Did you bring me a pony?”


  Now Tom was starting to look panicked.


  “Cut it out, Leonard,” Mrs. McGarry scolded. “You’re acting the fool and they’re being serious. Now you got them thinking you’re soft in the noggin or something.”


  Leonard broke into a laugh. “Gotcha, didn’t I?”


  Tom and Grace laughed uncomfortably.


  “I keep telling him one day he’s going to have a stroke or something and I’ll be ignoring him, thinking he’s up to his old ignorant tricks again,” Mrs. McGarry said shaking her head.


  “You do remember you were going to message my father, don’t you?” Grace asked uncertainly.


  Leonard nodded. “I really am sorry,” he said. “I reckon I don’t get out enough.” He reached into the pocket of his t-shirt and withdrew a folded scrap of paper.


  Grace’s eyes widened. “What is it?”


  “A message. I spoke with him this morning,” Leonard said.


  Grace sprang from the back of the horse and leapt onto the porch. Leonard looked nervous as he held the note out, as if she may run him over in an attempt to get the message. When she took it, she read carefully, her brow furrowed as she tried to make sense of the scribbled notations.


  “This is the message?”


  “Actually, it’s my notes on his message,” Leonard answered. “That daddy of yours talks real fast and I couldn’t keep up with him. I scribbled notes as fast as I could trying to get down everything he was saying.”


  Grace handed the note back to him. “I know how he is. Tell me what this says.”


  Leonard stared at it for a moment. “You know, I’m not even sure I can read what this says.”


  Without thinking, Grace hauled off and punched Leonard in the arm. “You can read it. Now quit teasing me.”


  Leonard flinched and grabbed his arm. “Owwwwwww!”


  Mrs. McGarry nodded curtly. “Serves you right, you old goat. Maybe you’ll quit acting the fool now.”


  He frowned and studied the note. “It says he’s glad you’re safe and Sonyea is a good person. He recommended you go see gun show guy next.”


  “Art,” Grace said. “That’s where I was headed.”


  “But,” Leonard continued, “he says it’s really dangerous out there now. He said FEMA clearing the interstates pushed a lot of folks off onto the side roads. Now a lot of towns are setting up roadblocks to keep them out. He says the road ain’t hardly safe at all, and if you can get to Gun Show Guy’s house, you should consider leaving your truck there and coming home by way of the National Forest. Cohutta Wilderness to the Smokies to the Cherokee National Forest.”


  Grace looked downcast. “Walk?”


  “Or stick around here a while,” Tom offered. “You’d be safe with us.”


  “I know,” Grace said. “I just miss my mom and dad and I feel like I need to be there helping them out.”


  “Your dad has people, doesn’t he?” Tom asked. “Like a group?”


  Grace nodded. “He has friends.”


  “The right kind of friends?” Tom asked.


  Grace nodded again.


  “Then he’ll be okay,” Tom assured her.


  “They would want you to be safe, honey,” Mrs. McGarry said. “That’s what any parent would want.”


  “That’s what we want too,” Tom said.


  Grace looked at him, unsure what he meant. Then she had to admit that she knew exactly what he meant. He didn’t want her to leave.


  “She has one other thing to ask,” Tom said. “Another message she needs to get out.”


  “Anything to keep her from beating on me,” Leonard said, rubbing his arm again. “That’s going to leave a mark.”


  “Sorry about the arm, Mr. McGarry,” Grace said.


  “It’s okay,” he said. “What do you need?”


  “Gun Show Guy my dad is talking about, he’s a HAM operator,” she said. “I have his call sign. Can you get a message to him?”


  “Okay. Saying what?”


  “Gun Show Guy is very concerned about privacy. Don’t use any names. Please put out a message to his call sign on the frequency I’m going to give you. Tell him the girl from Locker Nine is a day or two out and is going to pay him a visit.”


  “Locker Nine?” Leonard echoed, confused.


  “It’s a code name for me,” Grace said. “My dad told me to use it with folks and they would know who I was. Do you need to write this down?”


  “No, I’ll remember.”


  “He only pretends he’s soft in the noggin,” Mrs. McGarry chimed in. “He’s not really.”


  


  


  Chapter 43


  


  Ray couldn’t do shit with a map. He’d been turning the thing over in his hands and staring at it as he walked but he might as well have been trying to read a Chinese newspaper. Best he could figure, the only purpose of the maps was to help the old beanpole get to this general area of Alabama. Once he was here, he knew where he was going. There was nothing Ray could find in the pack with any address on it or any marks indicating where to stop. It had to be somewhere in this general area, though, because this was where the highlighted route on the map stopped.


  In most of Ray’s tactical experience – all online, of course – he was used to maps with more features. For one thing, his location was usually indicated on the map by a glowing or flashing symbol so it was never a problem to locate himself. Often the map was even centered on him, as if he were the epicenter of the universe. The various enemies and objectives were represented on the map in an easily identifiable manner, making it easy to tell who was a good guy and who wasn’t. The real world as represented by real maps was not very user friendly.


  On the positive side, Ray felt like a new man. Before he’d literally felt like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. Now it only felt like the weight of part of the world was on his shoulders. His body was beginning to itch, and it was making him uncomfortable. It felt like his skin was beginning to peel and he should put something on it. Of course he had nothing. There had been no first aid kit in the pack and no old lady’s cold cream.


  Ray was beginning to think he needed to find a place to lay down, maybe to even stay for the night, when the smell of cooking meat hit him like an axe handle upside the head. The smell had an uncontrollable, primal effect on him. Both his nostrils and his hunger flared. He salivated and licked his lips. He imagined this must have been what it was like to be a caveman and come across game after days of deprivation.


  From the shoulder of the road, he bent and plucked a handful of dead grass, tossing it into the air. He watched the way it fell, determining the wind direction. He wasn’t a tracker but common sense now told him the direction from which the smell of cooking meat originated. He began walking in that direction, stumbling almost zombie-like, pulled by the unseen but distinct aroma of meat.


  Gamma Ray was on the hunt.


  Around the next bend in the road, even though it hurt his scorched and crackling face, Ray grinned broadly at the one favor the gods had granted him in the past few days. He stared at a wide wooden sign hanging over a gravel road:


  


  SONYEA BRADY STABLES


  


  If he lived there, he’d have taken down that sign. Even if he didn’t have the email, nothing would excite an exhausted man like knowing there was a place he could steal horses. He made a mental note to take that sign down first thing in the morning. Right after he killed Sonyea Brady, ate as much roasting meat as he could hold, and had a good night’s sleep.


  He turned up the road and immediately encountered a locked gate. His legs were too tired to climb it with the pack on, so he tossed it over and then climbed over after it. Once he was out of sight of the main road, he thought he might get out the AR-15 and carry it. He’d never owned one before and was anxious to carry it in his hands. It could raise suspicion, though. Maybe it was better to pretend like he was relaxed and non-threatening, like he was expected there. He’d leave the gun put for now.


  Despite feeling better with the rice gone and his pack lighter, Ray’s legs were still shot. There had been nothing in his prior life preparing him for this level of exertion. As he climbed the steep road, loose rocks and the uneven surface presented a constant challenge. When a second gate came into sight, he was distracted and missed the ankle-deep rut where the road had washed out. His foot slipped in and he went down. His knees and hands stung from landing on small rocks. The pack, even without the rice, mashed him flat against the ground.


  Ray lay there, stunned and exhausted, wondering if he could even force himself back to his feet. He spewed profanity into the dirt but tried to keep the volume low, unsure of how close he might be to a dwelling. He put both hands under him in push-up position and raised himself slightly, but found he couldn’t force himself up with the pack on. He rolled to his side and began unslinging the pack. He caught sight of something hovering near his face and flinched, thinking it might be a branch or an insect. He paused and studied it. It was a black wire strung across the road.


  “Son of a bitch, Ray. If your clumsy ass hadn’t fallen already, you’d have tripped over that damn thing.”


  Then recalling all of the trip wires he’d stumbled across in gaming, Ray wondered if there might be more to it. He finished slinging off his pack, got to his feet, and followed the wire into the weeds. Mounted to a tree, he found the setup the wire was attached to. He didn’t know enough about them to know if it was only an early warning system or if the wire triggered an explosive. Either way, had he run into the wire, he would have either given away his position or killed himself. He would have to be more alert now. Despite the sign on the road, the smell of cooking meat broadcasting their presence, these were not amateurs. These people were prepared and expecting company.


  Ray re-slung his gear and crossed the second gate, moving off the gravel onto the quieter grass of the shoulder. He stepped carefully. He took a step, made sure no one was ahead of him, then checked ground level for more booby traps. Then he repeated. Every dozen or so steps he would stop and listen, hoping to hear a noise from whatever lay at the end of the road.


  Around one hundred and fifty yards past the second gate, Ray came around a bend and spotted the cabin. He immediately dropped to his knee. His blistered leg stung and cracked, nearly making Ray cry out from the pain. He forced himself to choke it down, to settle into the grass and remain as still as he could, watching for any signs of life.


  The little farm had a lot of buildings and structures. The main cabin and the barn were the largest, and there were several smaller outbuildings scattered around. Near the barn, Ray saw a greenhouse of curved white pipes covered in plastic. Inside the greenhouse, a figure was moving, diffused by the layer of thick plastic.


  He focused on the cabin, watching for movement. He couldn’t see any. He weighed his options. To sink into the deep grass and skulk around was likely to peg him as a trespasser. Anyone watching from the window would probably take a shot at him. Maybe it was better to boldly walk up the road and continue projecting the impression he was here on purpose and belonged to this group.


  He stood slowly, halfway expecting a shot to ring out. He forced himself to take a step, trying to appear as carefree as possible. He took longer steps, adopting the lanky stride of the man he’d killed and robbed. He started to whistle out of nervousness but stopped it. He didn’t know how many people were here and didn’t want to draw any unnecessary attention.


  When he reached the front steps of the cabin, he mounted them with confidence but tried to step quietly. At the top of the three steps, he stopped on the rough-sawn oak planks and listened. He heard nothing at all. He approached the door, checking the window to see if anyone was watching him but there was nothing. He took a deep breath and raised a hand, cocking it back to knock on the door and it swung open before he could.


  He was startled and jumped back, which was nearly the same reaction as the young girl in front of him. He prayed she didn’t call out. Before she could do anything, he threw out the line he’d been rehearsing as he made his way across the yard. “Hey, I’m looking for Sonyea. She’s expecting me.”


  Ray hoped his instinct was right, that the woman in front of him was too young to be Sonyea Brady. He waited for what felt like forever as the girl studied him, then she broke into a grin.


  “You must be part of the group she’s expecting.”


  “I am,” Ray said. “Anyone else here yet?”


  “No,” Zoe said. “Only me and Sonyea right now. She’s in the greenhouse.”


  Ray nodded. “Mind if I set my pack down before we go say hello?” he said amiably. “This damn thing is about to chew through my shoulders.”


  Zoe stepped to the side and waved him in. “No problem,” she said. “Sonyea will be glad her friends are starting to show up.”


  Ray moved slowly, his eyes roving the interior of the room as he stepped passed the girl and into the darker interior of the cabin. “It’s rough out there,” Ray said. “I’m sure they’re all in the same boat I was and ran into problems on the road.”


  Zoe nodded politely. Ray unbuckled the waist belt and sternum strap on his pack and allowed it to slide to the floor.


  “Darn, that thing was heavy,” he said. “My back is stiff.” Ray leaned over and stretched, reaching for his toes.


  When he came up, he had the fixed blade knife in his hand and lunged at Zoe. He flattened a palm across her face, shoving her back into the wall, covering those eyes staring at him so wide with fear. She had been too frozen to utter a cry, even a scream, and then she couldn’t anymore. Ray pushed the knife across her throat and it sliced deeply with only the least pressure, cutting all the way to her spine before he quit pushing.


  Her blood gushed down the front of her body, running into the floor between them. When he was sure she couldn’t scream, Ray yanked the knife free, removed his hand from her throat, and let her drop to the floor. He didn’t waste time on looking at the body. It had not been a personal matter. The only satisfaction he felt was in eliminating one more obstacle between him and his objective.


  He peered out the door, saw no one coming, and looked toward the greenhouse. He could still see the blurry outline of the figure bent over, working the soil. Ray stepped quickly back to his pack, threw open some flaps, and withdrew the AR-15. He pulled a loaded mag from a pouch on the side of the pack and shoved it home. He found the real rifle to be different from the virtual one and it took him a moment to figure out how to chamber a round and then to release the bolt afterward.


  He drew back on the charging handle slightly and looked into the chamber, confirming he’d actually managed to get a round in there. He checked the safety again, confirming he had the weapon ready to fire, then he looked for a back door. When he found it, he exited through the wooden screen door. He had to open it slowly to avoid it creaking, then gently shut it by hand to avoid the loud thwack the doors were prone to.


  In the back yard, he reoriented himself and walked toward the greenhouse, his steps firm but placed carefully to avoid kicking up gravel or breaking twigs. Once he’d gotten to within twenty feet of the greenhouse, he watched the figure inside continue to work, oblivious to his presence. He shouldered the rifle, aligned the sight on the figure’s back and crept toward it.


  


  


  Chapter 44


  


  Sonyea’s first indication something had changed in her world was Panda cocking his ear. The dog always followed Sonyea into the greenhouse to watch her work, then inevitably fell asleep in the warmth of the plastic tunnel. Even in his sleep, the dog maintained a certain vigilance, though. Those ears cocked dozens of times a day at the lowing of cattle, the distant barking of a fellow canine, or the sound of a vehicle, so Sonyea was not immediately alarmed when she noticed the dog twitch and raise an ear. Then the dog bolted upright, suddenly alert, both ears scanning, nose working. That caught Sonyea’s attention.


  She didn’t want to make any sudden movements and give away the fact she was aware someone might be out there. She thought it best to casually go about her business and see what she could figure out before taking action. She stood and stretched, never taking her eyes off Panda. The dog emitted a low growl. Sonyea knew the growl meant there was someone or something in their vicinity that didn’t belong. The last time Panda had growled like that a bear had wandered into the yard.


  Suddenly Panda was on his feet and shot off like a rocket toward the open door of the greenhouse, snarling and barking in a way Sonyea knew meant trouble. There was an involuntary curse from outside the greenhouse – a man’s voice she didn’t recognize, followed by a series of rapid shots. The cry of her injured dog pierced her soul, then another shot silenced it.


  Sonyea flew into action. While she didn’t carry a gun on her person, she did have hidden resources at hand. She tore across the greenhouse, trying out of habit to not trample the plants she’d put so much time into. She heard a noise behind her and turned. A knife blade plunged through the plastic and slashed downward. An arm came through, then a leg, as the intruder attempted to fight his way through the plastic. The plastic tore with a sound like a zipper unzipping.


  The system harvesting rainwater from the barn roof for use inside the greenhouse was made of blue PVC pipe. One large section of six-inch pipe protruded from the ground and was sealed with a white cap. The pipe had nothing to do with water collection and everything to do with saving her skin. She heard a noise and turned to see someone stumbling in through the hole in the plastic.


  She ripped the cap off the end of the buried pipe and thrust her hand inside, coming out with a single-shot shotgun wrapped in an oily towel. Before she could retrieve the bandolier of spare rounds, a shot tore by her head, making her flinch as it punched through the plastic. She dove for a black barrel full of water, the only cover available to her. She landed on a garden hoe, the handle cracking as the impact snapped something inside her chest. She’d been thrown from enough horses in her life to know a broken rib when she felt one. The pain was intense and stunned her for a moment.


  Sucking down the pain, she rose up stiffly and leveled the shotgun across the barrel. The figure was thirty feet away from her, an easy shot with a shotgun. She froze at the sight of him. At first she thought he must be wearing a mask of some kind, but he was not. His face was blackened and peeling, the cracks in his skin a vivid pink against the charred flesh, his hair patchy and tufted. By the time she overcame her horror and pulled the trigger, Ray had realized his plight and dropped to the ground, rolling away, and the shot sprayed harmlessly over his head.


  Ray rolled into a prone position and leveled the rifle at the water barrel. He began pulling the trigger as fast as he could, dumping the remainder of the mag into the barrel, spewing water from two-dozen holes. Sonyea jerked and yelled as hot lead pierced her bicep, her abdomen, the side of her neck, and her upper thigh. Water leaking from the barrel sprayed all over her, mixing with the blood and soaking her clothes with the pink water. She couldn’t tell the extent of her wounds.


  When the shooting stopped, the intruder cursed, and she hoped it meant he’d emptied his magazine. She considered crawling back to the blue pipe and retrieving the bandolier of shotgun shells, then she heard his steps coming toward her. There was no time. She’d never make it. The pipe was too far away and there was no cover.


  Sonyea panicked, looking around for anything she might use as a weapon when she noticed the hoe handle wedged under her hip. He was getting closer. Although he was being cautious, still, he was coming. Her brain ran through options and found only one. She grasped the broken handle, lay still, and hoped he took her for dead.


  


  


  Chapter 45


  


  Grace and Tom were preparing to leave the McGarrys’ when the distant echo of gunshots reached them.


  Leonard frowned. “That sounds like your place, Tom. That’s exactly what it sounds like when you’re over there target shooting.”


  Tom spun his horse and took off without a word, quickly reaching a full gallop as he tore across the yard. He was already working on the gate and bolting through it by the time Grace even got on her horse.


  “Girl, you stay here with us,” Mrs. McGarry called to Grace, but it was too late. She was not the stay behind type of girl.


  Grace was not an experienced rider and struggled to stay on as she urged her horse into a gallop. The long AR pistol bounced against her uncomfortably, hanging from its sling. She started to yell at Tom to slow down and let her catch up but she realized the futility of it. He would no more slow down than she would if the situation was reversed. If she wanted to catch up with him, it was up to her to do it.


  Near the bottom of the McGarrys’ drive, Tom cut off the road and onto the trail through the woods. Grace pulled herself down along the horse’s neck, following, trying to keep out of the reach of low-hanging limbs as she struggled to hold on. She could barely see Tom ahead of her, catching glimpses of him among the dappled light and bright green of the leaves.


  She felt like she had no degree of control in this situation, as if she were on some wild ride, entirely at the mercy of the horse. She wasn’t even sure how much longer she could keep this up before she made the wrong call and balanced in the wrong direction. If she misjudged the horse’s intentions and ended up hitting the ground at this violence pace, could she even live through that? Would she catch a rock or the base of a tree and be killed? The fear made her want to slow down but the commitment to her friends made her struggle through.


  Then she heard a noise she couldn’t identify –a grunt or strangled yell – and drew back on the reigns of her horse. She could no longer see Tom. Could no longer hear the sound of his horse pounding down the trail. As her horse responded and slowed, she scanned ahead of her and found Tom’s horse – without Tom on it.


  “Tom!” she hissed. “Tom!” She tried to keep her voice down, unsure of what might be waiting on them at the end of the trail but she was terrified.


  She jumped off her horse and tied it to a limb. “Tom!” she called more desperately.


  She heard a gasp several yards away and found Tom on his back trying to suck in air. She couldn’t tell if he’d been clotheslined by a low-hanging limb or had lost his balance and fallen off.


  Grace fell to her knees beside him. “Are you okay?”


  His chest heaved and he sucked air. His mouth moved like a fish out of water. He nodded, but his eyes betrayed an uncertainty. “Fell…get me on…horse.”


  “I can’t get you on your horse,” she said. “I can’t lift you.”


  Their eyes met and she saw his panic, his fear for his mother. There was only one option.


  “I’ll be back for you,” she said, jumping to her feet and running away. Behind her, she could hear him trying to yell for her, trying to raise his body, but she couldn’t wait for him now. She had to find out where those shots came from. She had to check on Sonyea and Zoe. With Tom out of the fight, it was all on her.


  


  


  Chapter 46


  


  Ray approached the water barrel cautiously. He saw a foot sticking out from behind it. He stared at it for a good long time but it didn’t move. He had the pistol leveled at the water barrel now, his rifle spent, the spare mags in his pack inside the cabin where they didn’t do him a damn bit of good. He took another step, saw more of the leg, saw bloodstained denim.


  There damn well better be blood. I rained lead on her.


  Another step and he could see the entire body. An attractive older woman, unmoving, and likely dead. He kicked her in the leg and there was no reaction. He watched for breathing but couldn’t tell anything. He wasn’t about to take her pulse. He started to kick her again.


  There was a roar from the body, startling him. From her back, the woman swung a thick stick at him. There was a burst of pain in his wrist as she connected with it. He watched helplessly as the pistol sailed from his hand. He tried to back up but she let loose with another blood-curdling scream, swung the stick, and caught him in the side of the knee. Ray had felt a lot of pain over the last few days but this was like a lightning strike. His brain exploded with crippling pain and he dropped like a rock.


  He knew he needed to defend himself, drawing his knife and ending her, but he could not focus with this pain. Before he could regroup, the stick came down across the bridge of his nose. He saw stars and fought to remain conscious. Through tearing eyes, he saw the woman rise awkwardly to her feet and stagger away. There was nothing he could do about it. He saw her disappear through the door to the greenhouse, getting away from him. He knew she had to be going for a weapon. She would come back and finish him off. He couldn’t let that happen. He was a warrior and he would not die in a compost pile.


  It took him a moment, but Ray got to his own feet. He was so blinded by the pain in his shattered nose he forgot her first blow had been to his knee. When he rested full weight on the leg, more pain stabbed through him and he nearly fell. He roared from pain, frustration, and the injustice of it all.


  The pain seemed to focus him and he realized he needed his pistol. It was not difficult to find since he’d seen the direction it had flown in. He limped over to it and snatched it from the dirt, then struggled painfully toward the door. Bracing himself against the door frame, he scanned wildly, trying to spot the fleeing woman. She’d gained distance and he could see her entering the woods behind the barn.


  With another yell of frustration he raised the pistol and began jerking the trigger. He didn’t have a chance in hell of hitting, but he emptied the pistol all the same, not even sure of where his bullets were hitting. When it ran dry, it locked open, and he cursed. He’d not stopped her.


  He placed the pistol in its holster, the slide still locked open, then retrieved his AR. Holding onto the buttstock, he used the weapon as a cane, trying to relieve some of the pain in his knee as he made his way to the cabin. From the burns, the knee injury, and the broken nose he hurt like he’d never known a man could hurt but he had no choice. He stumbled as quickly as he could, hoping he beat the woman to the cabin, knowing his life likely depended on it.


  When he reached the cabin, Ray found the source of the cooking meat he’d smelled. A smoker sat on the back porch, a steady stream of smoke puffing from the vent holes. Despite his sense of urgency, Ray pulled the lid from the smoker and glanced in. There were two chickens and some sausages cooking. There was also a cast-iron skillet of baked beans with onions, peppers, and chunks of bacon. Whole potatoes sat baking on the blackened rack. He took a good strong whiff, practically slobbering on his shoes.


  His reverie was interrupted by the crack of a rifle and a round buried itself in the cabin wall mere inches from his shoulder. He jerked and tried to sidestep but his knee gave way. He fell, kicking over the smoker when he tried to push himself across the porch toward the back door. Hot coals scattered into the firewood stacked on the porch. More rounds thudded into the wall over him and he flattened out, trying to stay out of the line of fire. He rolled onto his belly, crawling.


  Another shot rang out, gouging the porch right beside him. He turned up the speed, skittering toward the door as fast as possible. There were more shots. He felt an intense burning in his hip when a bullet grazed him. Another caught him at waist level, flattening out when it hit the multi-tool in one of the utility belt’s pouches. It didn’t break the skin but it stung like hell.


  He threw his arm up to yank the screen door open. A bullet caught him in the forearm, snapping the bone on its way through. He screamed, but managed to yank the door open with his good arm and push himself in with his feet. He grabbed for the Hi-point then remembered it was empty. He reached for a spare mag but couldn’t find the button to eject the spent magazine. In the games it was simply done with a keystroke. When he finally found the right button, he couldn’t get the fresh mag back in with his single functioning hand.


  “Dammit!”


  He was still fumbling with the pistol when the screen door swung open and a girl he’d not seen before burst into the room, her rifle on him, her finger on the trigger and ready to fire. He looked up into her eyes. He knew right then she’d have no trouble ending him. There was no indecision there, no compassion. If his burnt and scarred countenance disturbed her in the slightest, she gave no indication of it.


  Ray sighed. She’d shredded him with her gunfire. He was a bleeding mass of singed and bullet-riddled flesh. His knee throbbed and his face ached. He couldn’t believe she’d outplayed him. She would kill him now. It was the only move left to her. Then he noticed she was not watching him any longer. Her face was raised from the weapon’s sight, staring through the house toward the front door.


  “Zoe?” the girl said, her voice a weak, imploring plea.


  The girl, he thought. She’s seen the dead girl and it was someone special to her. Gotcha.


  With her focus gone for that second, Ray whipped out the Esee knife from his belt and stabbed it straight down through her boot.


  


  


  Chapter 47


  


  Grace screamed in pain, then lurched backward. It was pure reflex, an attempt to pull her foot away from the searing pain but she could not. The razor-sharp blade had gone straight through her boot and pinned her foot to the wooden floor. She lost her balance and fell backward. In a split second, he was on her, his knees pinning her upper arms, pummeling her with hammer fist blows from his one good hand.


  Her AR still hung around her neck and she could feel it pressed into her arm, but she couldn’t get to it. He was too heavy. She rocked back and forth, trying to throw him off, trying to avoid his fist. Had she been able to gain a little movement of her arms, she could have drawn her Glock, but she couldn’t get to it, either. With each blow, a fog rose in her head, thinking became harder, survival less likely.


  He suddenly stopped. Grace opened her eyes, trying to see what made him stop. She felt his hand almost tenderly on her neck, then the tugging as he looped his fingers under the chain of her neck knife. In her twisting around, the chain had been exposed and he’d seen it. He yanked hard and the knife worked its way up her stomach, over her chest, and then it sprang free, hitting her in the face.


  The man yanked the chain hard, breaking it. He raised it in front of his face, saw the knife handle sticking out of the Kydex sheath and smiled. He drew it from the sheath, smiling at the sharpness of the blade, the way it caught light even in the dark cabin.


  “You bitch,” he whispered. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”


  “Don’t hurt me,” she begged. Her voice quavered but she could not help it. She was going to die.


  “Why wouldn’t I? You hurt me!” he roared, holding his damaged arm in front of her face, the blood dripping from his elbow and onto her face.


  She twisted and tried to turn her face away but where could she go?


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “You killed my friend.”


  “I don’t care about your friend. All I care about is that you hurt me. Now I’m going to hurt you.”


  Grace sniffed the air. She smelled smoke. It didn’t smell like cooking meat, it smelled like a fire. Then she heard the crackling, the sound of a fire gaining momentum as it spread. “Please don’t hurt me,” she said. “My family needs me.”


  Ray shook his head in disgust. “This week I figured out I don’t care about anyone in this world anymore,” he said. “Whatever gland ever made me give a shit has quit pumping. I killed the girl over there without even a single thought about it. I’m going to kill you the same way. Then I’m going to kill the other crazy bitch running around here somewhere. When I do, I’m going to string up your bodies where I can see them every day while I’m healing. When I hurt, the sight of you two will ease my pain a little bit.”


  Ray raised the knife in his good hand, holding it off at an angle where he could plunge it into Grace’s neck. Grace closed her eyes. He emitted the slightest smile of anticipation, then there was an explosion and his body jolted violently.


  Grace’s eyes flew open and she gritted her teeth in terror. There were more explosions and she recognized them now as gunshots. She heard the meaty impacts of the rounds striking Ray in the chest. She tried to wriggle out from beneath him, away from the spurting blood and the raised knife. A round strayed from Ray’s center mass and found his forehead, punching a small hole there. The force of the impact changed his point of balance and Ray began a slow tumble backward, the knife dropping from his hand and clattering onto the wooden floor.


  Her arms now free, Grace drew her Glock while twisting and shoving herself free of the body. She fought the urge to sit up. She moved sideways, out of the line of fire. There was no resistance when she pushed off from the man’s body. She kept the Glock leveled at him, holding it with one hand while supporting her scooting body with the other. Only when she was clear did she chance a glance back over her shoulder to find Tom there in his standing all-terrain chair, smoke rising from the barrels of the twin AK pistols mounted on the front of it.


  “You have to get out of there!” he yelled. “The fire is spreading.”


  “We have to put it out!”


  “It’s too late,” Tom said. “It’s up in the rafters now. We can’t stop it.”


  “Don’t you have a hose?” Grace asked, pushing her way through the bullet-riddled screen door and joining Tom in the yard.


  “It wouldn’t help,” Tom said. “Are you okay?”


  Grace noticed Tom was bloody from the chest down, and gestured at his tattered clothes. “Are you?”


  “I’m fine. Did you find Mom?” There was a pleading in his eyes pulling at Grace’s heart. He was asking if his mother was dead or not.


  “There was a fight but I didn’t find her. The greenhouse is all shot up.”


  Their question was answered by a rising wail from behind them. A screaming plea to God. They whipped around to find Sonyea collapsing to her knees, the sight of her burning home too much for her bleeding and battered body to handle. As Grace rushed to her side, Sonyea collapsed onto the ground, sobbing into the dirt.


  


  


  Chapter 48


  


  After they buried Zoe on a beautiful high knoll on the property, Grace had trouble mustering the strength to leave. They were staying in one of the cabins on the property. The fire had damaged Sonyea’s cabin significantly enough they felt it was probably not salvageable.


  The loss of her friend took a lot out of Grace. Had it not been for the fact Sonyea needed her care, Grace may well have withered and dried up like an old piece of fruit. Sonyea had been covered in dozens of wounds. It had taken a long time to scrub her down and address each of them. From the bruising and pain, they also suspected at least two ribs were broken. A couple of tight wraps of tape was all of the care Grace could provide for those.


  It turned out the rain barrel had provided better cover than Sonyea had imagined. The high velocity rifle rounds had fragmented in the water of the barrel. Those fragments pierced the barrel, but lost a lot of energy travelling through the water. Grace had spent a significant amount of time removing those fragments from Sonyea with a flashlight and tweezers. It had been tedious and painful work. Several of the fragments had penetrated deep enough Grace couldn’t reach them. She tried to disinfect those wounds but worried they’d become infected if the fragments didn’t come out.


  “What are you wanting to do, Tom?” Grace asked.


  They were sitting on the front porch, each of them drinking a tall glass of homemade blackberry wine while Sonyea slept inside. Neither of them were big drinkers, but sometimes alcohol was part of healing, like an antibiotic for the soul.


  “I have no idea,” Tom said. “This place was my mother’s life, but I really wonder if we can even keep it up with just the two of us. We were expecting people but no one seems to be coming.”


  “You could sell it,” Grace suggested, immediately realizing she was thinking of life as it had been before the attacks. She had no clue how long it might be before normal commerce resumed, how long it would be before someone could walk into a bank and ask to borrow money to buy a farm. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking,” she added.


  “If it was possible, I would right now,” he said.


  “You could come with me,” Grace offered, before she even knew what she was saying. “I bet there’s someone at Arthur’s place who would be able to dig those fragments out of your mom and make sure her wounds don’t become infected. Afterward, you guys could stay on my dad’s property until things level out.”


  Tom looked at her. “Are you serious?”


  She had to think for a moment. Was she serious? Of course she was. There was always a need for people with military skills, people with farm skills. Both Sonyea and Tom had a lot of abilities that would make them an asset to her dad’s group. Her dad had cabins on their property for guests, just as Sonyea had built here. Something told her this was exactly what her dad would do in this situation.


  “I am serious,” she replied.


  “Took you a minute,” he said. “I wasn’t sure.”


  “Would you even consider it?” she asked. “I mean, is it a possibility or are you just messing with me?”


  He thought for a moment, sipped his drink, staring at his familiar view, the mountains he’d stared at for thousands of hours as he recovered from his injuries. “I would.”


  “Then how do we make it happen?” she asked. “Planning something like that requires more than I have in me right now.”


  He pointed to a long aluminum horse trailer. It was the kind people used for horse shows, with sleeping quarters and room for several horses. “Your truck will pull that trailer, won’t it?”


  “Yep,” she replied.


  “Even though we lost a lot in the fire, there are still things we’d want to take,” he said. “Personal stuff, guns, my track chair, food, and a couple of the horses. Maybe even the solar equipment.”


  Grace nodded. “That’s a lot of stuff.”


  “It’s a life,” Tom replied. “A new life.”


  


  


  Chapter 49


  


  Two days later, they arrived at Arthur Bridge’s place in Northeast Tennessee. Arthur was a lot of things: amateur engineer, prepper, slightly paranoid, and highly skilled. The combination made him excel at preparedness. When he discovered a gap in his defenses he could usually create something to fill the gap. His obsession was finding ways to make his property function in the manner he wanted without outside intervention, without grid power, public water, and without regulation from any level of government.


  When Grace pulled off the paved road and turned onto Arthur’s road, they immediately encountered a gate with a warning sign. She got out to open the gate and was greeted by a voice from a loudspeaker.


  “State your name and your business.”


  The speaker was concealed in the foliage and she couldn’t immediately spot it, although she had a general idea of what direction the sound came from. “Grace Hardwick,” she replied. “Arthur should be expecting me.”


  Almost immediately, the gate began swinging open. Although it looked like a normal rusty farm gate with a chain holding it shut, there was obviously an actuator designed to remotely open the gate. Like a lot of things on Arthur’s property, she would discover, looks could be deceiving.


  Grace turned to Tom and raised an eyebrow, then got back in the truck and drove the long rig through the gate. Once the trailer was through, the gate was remotely shut. Another gate, concealed up until this point, slid shut in front of them, trapping them between the two gates. Tom flinched, instinct telling him to draw his weapon and fight, but Grace put a hand on his arm. “It’s okay.”


  “It’s a pinch point,” he said, looking around anxiously. “They make me nervous. People get killed in these situations.”


  “It’s part of his security setup,” Grace assured him. “He’s only being thorough.”


  Nearly on cue, a team of four men rose from spider holes scattered around the road. Each carried close-quarter weapons – MP5s and SCARs, from what she could see. The men in the rear had their weapons trained on the large stock trailer. In the front, one man covered Tom, the other Grace.


  “Step out of the vehicle,” ordered the man on Grace’s side. He was not threatening but he left no room for argument.


  Grace complied, keeping her hands visible and away from her weapons.


  The man spoke, but not to Grace. She saw he was wearing comms and speaking into a microphone near his mouth. “Confirm visual.”


  He paused, listening. “Confirmed visual,” he stated, repeating what he’d obviously heard in an earpiece. There must be a camera somewhere and someone was comparing her to a photo of what Grace Hardwick was supposed to look like. Arthur himself may have even been watching on a monitor somewhere and confirming she was indeed who she said she was.


  The soldier addressing Grace turned his attention to Tom. “Tell your friend to get out slowly, hands visible.”


  “He was injured in Iraq,” she said. “He’s in a wheelchair and will need assistance. His mother is sleeping in the back seat. She’s been shot and has some broken ribs.”


  The man nodded. “Roger that.” He turned to the other guard. “Cover her.”


  He moved toward the driver’s door, peered inside, and looked Tom over. “State your name,” he ordered.


  Tom cleared his throat. “Tom Brady.”


  The man cracked a grin. “No shit?”


  “No shit,” Tom replied.


  “Where did you serve?” the man asked. His weapon was not pointed at Tom, but it was still held at the ready.


  Tom rattled off units, assignments, and locations for which Grace had no point of reference. It apparently satisfied the guard. “Thank you for your service,” he said, nodding at Tom. “We have to check your trailer,” he told Grace.


  “No problem,” she said. “It’s not locked.”


  The men made a quick check and confirmed all was exactly as Grace said it was. There was no team of invaders hidden within like the Trojan horse. With this out of the way, the men finally lowered their weapons.


  “We’re clear,” the guard stated into his microphone. “Open wide. We’re sending them through.”


  The second gate opened and Grace jumped back in the truck. The road up to Arthur’s place was long and circuitous. The property was intentionally remote and hard to access. Her excitement grew as she neared what she remembered to be the end of the road and they emerged onto a cleared plateau. Arthur had bulldozed the top of the mountain into a flat compound with clusters of houses, cabins, and buildings. There were a lot of people moving around and experience told her there were a lot more people she couldn’t see. Men whose role at the compound was to man weapons and sight through optics, watching for the unexpected.


  Grace looked for Arthur. She was excited at the prospect of a familiar face, even if it was one she didn’t see often. When her long rig approached the main house, men came outside onto the wide covered porch to greet her. She recognized the thin one in camouflage as Arthur. He always dressed the same and was easily recognizable. The other figure, also in camouflage, was not so recognizable until he broke formation and loped toward her.


  “DADDY!” she screamed.


  “Remember the horses are back there,” Tom prompted, sensing Grace was ready to slam on the brakes and jump out. “Gradual stop.”


  Grace forced herself to ease to a stop, putting the truck in Park and applying the parking brake. Only then did she throw open her door and fly out of the vehicle. She closed the distance between her and her father in less than a second, jumping into his arms and nearly taking him to the ground. In the second between her father and the truck she had gone from a serious woman to a sobbing mess.


  “Daddy, how?” she asked. “What about Mom?”


  “I got someone to come stay with her and Blake for the night,” he said. “She’ll be okay. I was just so worried. I couldn’t wait for you any longer.”


  “I’m glad, Daddy,” she said. “I was so scared. It was awful. There were a lot of bad things happening.”


  “I know, sweetie, but I know you were very brave,” he said. Then noticing the cab of her truck, his arms loosened. “Who’s in your truck?” There was caution in his voice, fear at what she was going to say. What he was seeing was not what he expected to see.


  She clutched him tighter, fighting off the pain of the memories, gathering strength for what she had to say. She had to force the words out. “Sonyea’s son, Tom. Sonyea is lying down in the back seat.”


  Her dad held her away from him and looked her in the face. Worry had fallen like a curtain, the happiness of the moment lost in the fact they could not escape the reality of all that had happened.


  “Where’s…Zoe?” he asked, his voice revealing he did not want to hear anything bad had befallen his best friend’s daughter, a girl he loved like a child of his own.


  “She’s dead, Dad,” Grace said.


  Her dad lost his composure and sobbed loudly, not only for his friend’s daughter, but for the suffering his own daughter had surely been forced to endure. They held each other and cried, surrounded by men who lowered their heads and understood because they had lost friends too.


  “Let’s go see Tom and Sonyea, baby. It looks like they need us, too.”


  “I told them they could stay with us, Dad,” Grace said. “I hope it’s okay.”


  Her father squeezed her hand. “I’m sure it was the right thing to do.”


  By the time they reached the truck, Arthur and another man had helped Tom into his chair. Grace’s father leaned over and embraced the younger man.


  “I’m glad to meet you, Tom,” he said. “Your mother is a good friend. I cannot thank you enough for helping my daughter get home to me.”


  Tom smiled. “I was glad to. She’s a fine girl. A capable girl.”


  Another man checked Sonyea’s condition, then directed a group of men to place her on a litter. She was gently carried away.


  Her dad put a hand on Tom’s shoulder. “You two are welcome to join us,” he said. “We’d love to have you as part of our team.”


  Arthur Bridges walked up and hugged Grace. “Glad you made it, little girl. Good to see you again. I’m sorry if the trip was sketchy.”


  “Thank you, Arthur.”


  “If you guys want to come inside, I’ll have someone unload your horses and tend to them,” he offered. “Our medic already has Sonyea under his excellent care. He’ll give us an update once he’s got a better handle on her status.”


  Tom nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Bridges,” he said. “I’d appreciate it. You have a good medic?”


  “We have a medic and a doc,” Arthur said proudly. “We also have a dentist. Even a veterinarian.”


  Robert turned to Grace and Tom, as if checking to see if they were as impressed as he was. They were.


  After a good dinner and a long recounting of her experiences on the road and at the Brady farm, Grace excused herself for the night. She hugged her dad, Arthur, and Tom, and left the men to a bottle of bourbon Arthur had uncorked. She was exhausted and felt as if she’d been for as long as she could remember. With it came the realization she would be able to sleep tonight with a feeling of safety she’d not experienced since the attacks. There were men who would be watching over her. Men who were prepared to give their lives for her safety.


  Sonyea was doing better already. The medic had been able to remove the bullet fragments with a lidocaine injection and better instruments than those Grace had access to. The medic confirmed it was a good thing they’d brought Sonyea with them because there were indeed pockets of infection developing around some of the fragments. Hopefully a course of antibiotics would have her back on her feet in no time.


  Grace’s whole family was not yet together again, but her dad was with her and that was something. It told her things could be alright again. Going away for her first year of college had scared her in some ways, even though she’d never mentioned it to anyone. She didn’t know how it would change her relationship with her family. Would they go on without her? Would they feel differently about her because she was gone so long? Would they welcome her home when she visited or would it feel odd, like she was a stranger in her own home?


  It seemed silly to her now, but she hadn’t known. It was all new to her. What her reunion with her dad showed her was that family was family. The bond with them may grow and mature, but the bond was there even if you left and came back. It was an immutable truth.


  Her friend Zoe, who had started this adventure with her, had not lived to complete it. The girls would not have their apartment together in Oxford and they would not share the magical summer they had planned. Instead, Grace would have to face her friend’s parents and tell them what happened. She would tell them how brave Zoe was and what a good friend she was. When the world was safe enough, they would have to return together to the Brady farm so she could show them the beautiful spot where their daughter lay.


  Grace hoped there’d be a time when things were normal again, when an older version of herself would recount this experience in the same way her great-grandmother had talked of the Great Depression. She hoped she could do it from a comfortable front porch, sitting in a swing surrounded by family who loved her. Grace did not know what the world held for her now. She could not even imagine. She would have to find a way to live in this world where so many had died around her. She would have to accept many more might die before things righted themselves again. Surely some would be people she knew. And although she hoped and prayed otherwise, some may even be people she loved.


  


  The End
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