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Dedication

To my Father, my wife, and all my children, may our time together stand for something greater than the seemingly insignificant and individually disconnected parts of our lives. Indeed, the sum is greater than the parts.


AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

This is a continuation of one man’s survival story. In book one, Curtain Fall, John Anderson, a retired army colonel, recalls a distant prophetic dream following news that there is increased seismic activity around the Yellowstone Caldera. At first, John is only mildly troubled by the news reports, but when he remembers his dream of more than eight years ago, one of ash and destruction, he jumps into overdrive. He adds more food to his larder, and takes additional steps to prepare his family for the approaching disaster.

Where Curtain Fall covered the first three days of John’s preparedness efforts, this story covers the next three days of the cataclysmic natural disaster as it is seen from John’s perspective. It begins with ash fall, with the disaster effecting John and his growing band of survivors as they struggle together to exist on the outer fringe of the ash boundary. But this is much more than a simple disaster story. It’s a story of human nature, of how people might respond to such an unexpected, and unimaginably hostile and dramatic, environmental change.

I have read countless apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic works of fiction, written by authors dating back to the early forties. There are much earlier examples to reference, but in our dispensation, having endured two world wars, several regional wars, and a nuclear themed cold war, there seemed to emerge a great interest in writing about man’s self-destructive patterns of behavior and his ultimate will to survive. This not only continues, but it has escalated in recent years. There are many independent authors who strive to enlighten and entertain readers with their stories of disaster preparedness and survival. In fact, practically every reputable preparedness advocate has taken advantage of the growing interest in the genre to sell related products, or write a story or two about a disaster. Clearly, I am no exception, but there are several important differences in my story.

The first difference is that I applied a catastrophic natural disaster as a catalyst for change, and not one of the more popular man-made disasters of the day. Indeed, a collapsed economy, nuclear war, the release of a deadly chemical or biological agent, a celestial impact, or even the loss of electrical power - due to an electromagnetic pulse (EMP) or coronal mass ejection (CME) - are certainly possible, but few authors have dared to address the greater potency of Mother Nature. We tend to ignore her ability to render everything we know about life on earth as obsolete.

When we consider the implications of natural disasters, namely that we haven’t experienced one that turned our modern world upside down, especially here in America, it’s not hard to see why so many writers focus on the more popular disasters of change. Yet it’s important to remember that, especially among the natural disaster possibilities, eruptions of the Yellowstone supervolcano have occurred in the past. And because eruptions have occurred in the past, it is therefore safe to assume that they will occur again. For us, the question is not one of if, but rather when such an eruption will occur.

In Lamp Black, I continued John’s survival story as a way to highlight the wide range of human responses that will most assuredly manifest during such a large scale natural disaster. Regardless of the degree, disasters that release people from their established social responsibilities, namely the rule of law, will add to the change. Once free of control, people will begin to act for themselves in ways that will seem contrary to what we consider civilized behavior. Some will quickly identify with the change and move to protect themselves, while others will never fully adapt, and continue to consider the disaster a mere interruption in their daily routine. To get a glimpse of how quickly people can turn on each other in response to a disaster, read about the New York City blackout riot of 1977, or the more popular natural disaster called Hurricane Katrina.

Everybody possesses a natural inclination to survive, but for most people the “survival instinct” doesn’t kick in until death is knocking at their door. However, for some, the survival instinct precedes the disaster. It extends well ahead of an imminent threat of death and begins when everyone around them is living a normal and uninterrupted life. People who act on their survival instincts when no one else does are clearly a minority. In fact it’s estimated through various regional and national surveys, that less than ten-percent of American’s think they’re actually prepared for a disaster. And of those who think they’re prepared, ninety percent of them don’t store an adequate supply of food and water.

Preparedness is a counter-balance to desperate survival, but so few people prepare that those who do will stand out and become likely targets for the unprepared. No matter how careful a “prepper” is, if he or she lives near other people, they will eventually be discovered. And the longer and more serious the disaster, the more they will stand out. That doesn’t mean preparedness should be abandoned. Indeed, food and water will always be necessary. But being prepared means having options, and having options means survival. But being aware of the consequences of preparedness are equally as important. Also, preparedness is no guarantee of survival, as any number of events can change a prepper’s plans.

Lastly, another unique element of The Gatekeeper series is that it will continue to develop John’s spiritual experiences (SE) as a sub-plot that will eventually mesh with the main plot, and add an entirely new dimension, a cross-genre dimension, to his survival story. Indeed, from Curtain Fall forward, the source of John’s preparedness, his very will to survive, stems from his awakening to the understanding that there’s more to his life than the physical.

There are many things that serve to motivate individuals to prepare, but for John it was his first dream. The dream provided substance. It awoke something within him that transcended the typical preparedness and survival motivation, and thus the story-line. Essentially, the spiritual element of the story literally gave John purpose. John’s spiritual awakening is the center-piece of Lamp Black, and it will set into motion a series of events that will shape the upcoming stories, and present you, the reader, with an entirely different perspective on preparedness and survival.

Though a work of fiction, I personally know people who have experienced similar spiritual events like the ones I credit to John, but they are reluctant to come forward with their stories for fear of being judged and ridiculed. As is often the case, people who have not experienced something as unique as ‘visions” or “out-of-body experiences” are doubtful, and can be quick to judge the sanity of such accounts. Be that as it may, I have opted to integrate spiritual experiences into my storyline for the purpose of entertainment and awareness. And in true to life form, John will face many of the same challenges as his abilities become apparent to family, friends, and strangers alike. He will struggle with his knowledge, about how to share it with family and friends, and then do it in a way that will assuage their concerns about the future.

In closing, the near real time story continues in Lamp Black, as John Anderson enters the disaster period following the eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano. This story begins where Curtain Fall ended, but you will find this story to be much more polarizing, much more dramatic, and much more action packed than the first. People will either love it or hate it, but there’s something for the survivalist and spiritualist alike. In this series, the two elements are co-dependent, and meant only to entertain.

Where the first book focused primarily on prepper ideology and philosophy, this one deals with the human reaction in response to the disaster, rather than the disaster itself. It was not my intent to frighten, only to inform, and present preparedness, survival and spiritualism in a uniquely collaborative style. Please enjoy.

Respectfully,

KC


Lamp Black

The Gatekeeper

Book Two
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John sat on a wicker sofa at the back porch and watched the ash fall slowly to the ground before him. Jenna had seen enough of it at the front door earlier that morning. After scooping up a handful of ash and talking to John about it, she decided to return to bed for a couple more hours of sleep. John almost followed her, but there was way too much going on in his mind; too much had happened to bring him to this particular point in time for him to relax enough to return to bed.

He considered his first dream, the one that set his mind into motion about preparedness some eight years earlier. It was a dream that literally changed his perspective on life, and it all came rushing back to him while at work three days ago. In a single moment of awareness, his entire life changed. He thought of it as his spiritual awakening, but it was much more than that, more than he could grasp in a single moment of thought. John couldn’t believe so much had happened to him, and around him, in such a short period of time.

Even with the old dream, the first dream, John doubted himself and his impulse to prepare. Not until he saw the news reports of increased seismic activity around the Yellowstone Caldera, and make the connection to his dream, did he begin to question his sanity. He didn’t want to associate the news with his dream, it was too bizarre, but he couldn’t deny the feeling of truth behind the association. People just didn’t have dreams of premonition these days. It was unreal, and he began to wonder if he had actually lost his mind. Then there was a second dream. Just the other night, a new dream that solidified his awareness of the impending disaster. In fact, he’d had a highly detailed dream every night since first hearing the news report. Like the environment around him, John’s mind had gone gray.

He wasn’t overly worried about survival. He was prepared with enough food, water, camping equipment, and other necessary supplies, but he wished he had listened to himself, that he had prepared more before the ash started to fall. Despite the fact that he was preparing when the ash began to fall earlier that morning, he still had many other preparations he wanted to accomplish. There was work still to do, but no more time to do it. With the ash falling around him, it would be difficult to do anything constructive. All he could do at the moment was sit, and watch, and hope the ash didn’t fall too heavily for too long and collapse the roof of his shop, or worse yet, the roof of his home.

John was surprised at how quickly the ash had arrived, given that the earthquakes were only a day old. There were several moderate shakers, ones that did little overall damage to his home, but definitely got his attention. That same night he was shown people along the West Coast, and in the central portion of the Midwest, that weren’t quite as lucky. Several large cities were hit with prolonged and massive eight and nine point scale earthquakes. They were essentially ruined well before the ash even reached them. John wasn’t sure what had caused the quakes, but he thought they were triggered by the eruption of the Yellowstone Caldera. Apparently the entire Pacific “Ring of Fire” was now alive again. John wondered what happened first, the activity around the ring of fire, or the eruption. Nothing was certain except for the destruction. Nothing beyond that was clear except being prepared, and bracing for survival.

The vision of the damage wrought by the earthquakes and eruption was real and vivid. John shared the spiritual experience with Jenna, but he could tell she was unsure about how to process the information. John told her everything, every detail of what he saw, that a huge, ragged hole had been blown out from the surface of the earth where Yellowstone had once been. She nodded, looked solemnly out at the ash, and said nothing. When he thought about it, he realized he was probably the only person alive to see the caldera since the eruption, and he wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that.

Vision or not, John knew what he saw, and that it was a real place and time. He couldn’t explain it, but he just knew it was real. He had traveled to the eruption sight with his unborn grandson, Adam’s son, and been shown the destruction. He was first shown the completely destroyed City of Boise, and then the ash covered remains of Salt Lake City. Finally, on his last stop before returning home, John was shown Oklahoma City. It had not yet felt the ash, but the ash was coming. The inhabitants of the city were deep in the throes of social chaos. Lawlessness was rampant throughout the streets, and people were fleeing it by the thousands, having seen the approaching wall of ash.

Many of the images of destruction upset John very much, but they didn’t surprise him. He had researched previous prehistoric eruptions of the caldera and knew that a modern-day eruption would forever change the landscape of America. But he quickly learned that there was a big difference between imagining how the destruction would look, and actually seeing it for himself. The images he saw in his vision would be forever burned in his memory, and he remembered them in such detail that he felt he could paint them if he was an artist.

Then there’s the issue of his apparent spiritual awakening. John didn’t know what else to call it, only that he knew something had changed within him, and that the change was spiritual in nature. He had absolutely no idea what it all meant, or why he was caught up in it, but he couldn’t deny it. John remembered reading a story about a Soldier who received a serious blow to his head and was forever changed by the experience. The man had been hit on the helmet by a stray bullet and knocked unconscious, and when he awoke he was able to see and talk to spirits.

John didn’t understand the opening of his awareness. He didn’t recall ever receiving a blow to his head, but yet here he was, talking to spirits, or at least one spirit anyway. In fact, he was never hurt in all his combat deployments. He had a lot of near misses, but he served three combat tours in the Middle East without suffering so much as a single scratch. He sometimes joked that his guardian angel must have been working overtime to keep him safe, but that idea didn’t seem so odd now. He wasn’t sure if Eli was his guardian angel, but it made sense.

John’s relationship with Eli was something he was still trying to get a handle on. Eli appeared to John in his first vision after the dream early Wednesday night, or perhaps Thursday morning. He couldn’t quite remember. His mind was so filled with recent events and activities that he barely wanted to eat. In fact he probably wouldn’t eat if it wasn’t for Jenna making him. When Eli first appeared to John as a little boy, he was instructed to place a special key, a key of light, against his chest. John did as instructed and Eli immediately became a young man of about Adam’s age. Many things were spoken between them after that, but John understood very little of it. Something was said about their connection, but again, John didn’t understand what it all meant. He hoped, that in time, he would come to understand, because he really wanted to tell Adam about Eli. He just didn’t feel the time was right, at least not when the ash was falling.

John sat and contemplated all that he had seen and done since Wednesday and tried to see what he should do next. It felt a little like he had lost control of his life. But the strangest thing about the spiritual experiences is that he was more concerned about them than the disaster. He was ready for the disaster, it was tangible and real. The survival piece, and all the work and effort that it demanded, was seemingly more doable than the spiritual stuff. Three dreams, three visions in a row, and he knew there would be more. He didn’t know how he knew that, he just did. Strangely, he was actually at a point that he looked forward to sleep so he could see and learn more, have more spiritual experiences.

He tried to sort through and organize everything he had seen in his head, but the challenge of incorporating his visions into some form of reality was unlike anything he had ever faced. John was skilled and experienced in collecting and organizing random bits of information, and forming them into actionable intelligence, but this was totally different. He needed someone to talk to, someone wise in things metaphysical, but he knew no one. Jenna was his only audience, but she was uncomfortable talking about his stories of communicating with spirits, and seeing distant, or even future events. She didn’t understand his visions, and they worried her. Her concerns made John feel even more isolated.

John not only struggled with his spiritual experiences, but with the purpose of them. He wondered what Eli meant when he told him he would have an impact on the world. He reasoned his first challenge would be to understand why he had spiritual access to Eli in the first place. The next time he saw Eli, he would ask him that very question. But every dream, every vision thus far, offered John very little in terms of opportunities for open dialogue with Eli. Well, that wasn’t entirely true, thought John. He understood parts of what he saw, but he was absolutely stuck on why he was given such access in the first place. For the first time in a life time, John realized he really didn’t know who, or what he was.

John stood up and reached for the wooden yardstick laying on the patio table. He walked to the edge of the patio, and with his arm exposed to the falling ash, he slid the three foot ruler down, into the ash, until it hit the ground. The ash came up the stick to about four inches. John loosely calculated that the ash was falling at about two-and-a-half to three inches an hour. He pulled the yard-stick clear and watched as a small gray cloud of dust swirled around the neat rectangular hole. The ash was more powder than ash. He knew that if the wind picked up, the flying ash would reduce visibility to zero. That would make breathing very dangerous without some form of protection, like a breathing mask of some kind. He heard the door open and turned around to see Adam approach. Neither spoke as Adam reclined in a wicker seat next to John. After a moment, John turned to Adam and said, “You’re up early.” “It’s not that early. It’s almost eight. Mom sent me to check on you. She’s in the kitchen making breakfast. She’s making two packs of bacon,” replied Adam, with obvious delight.

John nodded. He realized Jenna was probably trying to use up their perishable foods, something he had only mentioned in passing. It never ceased to amaze him how lucky he was to have such a smart and resilient woman like Jenna for his wife. And she made really good bacon too, with just the right amount of crispiness.

“It looks like the surface of the moon,” said Adam, and then he gasped with concern. “Dad, we forgot to put a tarp over the firewood.”

“Yes we did,” replied John. “And we can’t do anything about it now. The ash is dry. It shouldn’t hurt the wood. We’ll cover it up as soon as we can, but I’m glad you’re up. I need your help with a few things . . . after we eat breakfast.”

It was Adam’s turn to nod. “Sure thing, dad. I’m thinking we’ll be working every day from now on.”

John grunted and let the subject drop. His mind was still on Eli. He really wanted to tell Adam about his visions, but Jenna insisted he wait a little longer, at least until they could see how Adam was handling the disaster. Jenna asked him not to “overload,” Adam. John saw the wisdom in her request, but he also knew that his son was taking the disaster much better than he thought possible. He was very proud of Adam, and of Abby too, for that matter. His kids were taking everything in stride, but Abby had yet to see the ash and John was curious to see her reaction to it. “Is Abby up?” he asked, without turning away from the falling ash.

“Not when I got up, but mom was going to get her. I bet she’s up now,” answered Adam. “Do you want me to go get her?”

“No. Let her move at her own pace,” replied John.

They sat together in silence, father and son, and contemplated the change that continued to occur before their eyes. To John, it seemed like God emptied His furnace and dumped the ash on the earth. John thought the literal comparison was undeniable. No matter the source of the ash, that’s exactly what had happened. The ash falling before him was fine and light. It fell slowly and gently, like so much gray powder. It was strangely beautiful and hypnotic, but also desperate, as if the destroying angel was busy applying the last bit of seasoning to the earth before baking it in a fiery oven.

John noticed the ash stuck to just about everything it touched. The nearby trees were gray, barely discernible in the heavy mist-like quality of the air. John could see the outline of the pool cover. The stakes and ropes stood defiant against the accumulating ash, but little else was discernable in terms of detail. He watched the ash collect on the bushes near the patio. When the weight of the ash exceeded the strength of the leaves and branches, it fell through to accumulate on the ground like the sand of an hourglass.

Slowly but surely the ash was rising, and John wondered how much would fall before it stopped. He knew the sun had risen, but it remained hidden behind a dark and heavy sky. No rays penetrated the gray gloom that surrounded them. The only light came from a patio bulb. The one-hundred watts of energy that illuminated the patio exceeded that of the sun by many degrees, and cast a yellowish tint on the sad, gray landscape that was once his back lawn.

John caught the shadow of movement in the yard, and he stood. His right hand instinctively moving to his hip, reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there. Startled by his dad’s sudden movement, Adam also stood up. The shadow moved closer. At first, John thought it was a dog, but when it entered the edge of the light, he saw that it was a doe.

She was coated in ash and blended completely with her alien surroundings. She shook her head and blinked her big, dark eyes at John and Adam. Her eyes were wet and moist, despite the heavy dryness that surrounded and covered her. Fine droplets of gray mud had formed at the corners of her eyes and clung to the lower edges of her lashes and around her muzzle. She stared at them for a moment, as if wondering if the humans could offer her some hope of sanctuary, but then quickly turned and leaped off into the darkness.

The back door opened, the sound of it had returned the doe to her more familiar sense of reality. Like the roadrunner in a cartoon, the doe left behind a small gray cloud of ash as it kicked up its feet to beat a hasty retreat. John wondered what would come of it in this environment. It saddened him a little. He never before considered how the ash would impact the natural wildlife in the surrounding area. He knew it would be very hard on them, with no available food or water.

John turned and saw Abby standing in the doorway. Like the deer, she stood frozen in place, reluctant to leave the safety of the house until John turned to recognize her. Adam was about to comment on the deer when John gripped his arm, gently but firmly, and shook his head. Adam understood and remained silent. “What do you think of the ash, baby?” John asked his daughter.

“I think it’s beautiful, daddy. But it’s scary, too.”

“I agree,” said John. “Does mom want us to come in for breakfast?”

“Yeah. She said breakfast is ready, and we’d better hurry up and eat before the power goes out.” Abby finished the report in a matter-of-fact tone that humored John. It was as if she had presented an official declaration.

“OK, tell her we’re on our way,” replied John, with a smile.

Adam followed Abby inside, and John took a moment to measure the depth of the ash once again. It was a little more than five inches deep, and still falling. He looked up at the sky from under the patio. A dark cloak of ash hung low in the air above him, like heavy rain clouds. He was glad he wasn’t out in the ash, exposed to its relentless descending volume. It was falling heavy enough to douse a candle, or maybe even a small camp fire. Moving around in the ash would be very dangerous, and hazardous for the health.

John joined his family at the kitchen table. They were silently eating, unwilling to engage each other in their usual playful dialogue. He didn’t feel inclined to cheer them up, knowing full well that any attempt would seem artificial, but he tried anyway. “The food smells great, especially the bacon. Thanks, Babe.” Everyone ignored him, so he grabbed a generous portion of bacon and poured maple syrup over it. That got a response.

“That’s gross, daddy,” said Abby, as she daintily nibbled a piece of bacon from her fingers. John stuck his tongue out at Abby and she cried, “Mom, dad just stuck his tongue out at me.”

“John! Really?” said Jenna. That was all it took. Soon everyone was chatting it up, just like normal, talking about life again.

As the conversation flowed, John wondered how much of their frozen food they could eat before the power went out. Thankfully it was still running, but Jenna had taken precautions and placed a lit candle on the table. Once again, John was impressed with her foresight. He forked two more pancakes onto his plate and grabbed more bacon. Jenna turned to him, and asked, “So, how deep’s the ash now?”

“It’s a bit over five inches, but it’s still falling. I can’t see the sun, or any part of the sky, so I have no idea how long it will fall, but if I had to guess, I’d say at least another hour or two,” said John, as he stood and walked to the kitchen door that led out to the garage. “I’ll be right back,” he said, and disappeared from sight. He returned a few minutes later with a small, hand-cranked, emergency radio. He sat it on the kitchen table, wound it up, and then fiddled with the knobs and dials. He found only static. “I didn’t think we’d be able to pick up anything while the ash was falling. It’s too thick. It’s probably interfering with the radio signals.” He slid the radio to the center of the table and added, “We probably won’t be able to pick up anything until the ash settles, but I’ll keep it on the table just in case.”

When John reached for his fork the lights surged, flickered once, and went out. Adam and Abby moaned. John glanced at Jenna, the flickering candlelight danced across her face. She smiled at John, obviously pleased with her preemptive measure. A minute later the lights came back on and the kids cheered, but it was only for a few seconds. “We knew this would happen,” said John. He read the resolute will to survive in Jenna’s eyes. Neither of them would complain in front of the kids, so they laughed together. “Good idea with the candle, mom,” said John. “I’m guessing we’ll need a few more before the day is done.”

“Do you want me to go get the emergency flashlights, dad?” asked Adam.

“No. Not yet. Let’s finish our breakfast first. And please don’t open the fridge unless you absolutely have to. We need to keep the food as cold as possible for as long as possible, or at least until I can go start the generator,” said John.

“What are we gonna do first?” asked Adam, openly eager and excited to get to work.

John winked at Jenna and turned to Adam, “Well . . . we first need to cover the downstairs windows with plastic. I want to seal ‘em up before the wind starts to blow the ash around. We need to keep as much of it out of the house as possible. Then we’ll install the door braces for the front and back doors. And then I was thinking about building a clean room, so we can go in and out of the ash, and not bring any of it into the house. I have a few ideas about . . .”

“Sorry, dad, but what’s a clean room?” asked Adam.

In his eagerness to discuss his plans, John didn’t consider the fact that Adam, or anyone else in the family, wouldn’t know what a clean room was. “Oh, you’re right. Well, a clean room is a place where we can control the difference between two environments. For example, if it was raining bird poo . . .”

“John! Really?” exclaimed Jenna, with mild disgust. “Bird poo?”

“OK, bird poo is a tasteless example. I’ll stick with ash.” said John, and bowed his head to Jenna’s motherly wisdom. “Anyway, a clean room is the space between two different environments. It’s a way to keep the dirty environment from contaminating the clean one.” John looked at Adam and asked, “Do you understand what I’m talking about?”

“Yeah, dad. But I liked the bird poo example too,” replied Adam.

“Adam Edward Anderson, do not encourage your father!” Jenna chided her son. “We don’t need examples that include the natural functions of anything, human or animal, from your father.” They all laughed heartily at Jenna’s righteous indignation. John was glad to see that everyone was relaxed enough to joke around. If they could laugh together now, on the eve of destruction, then there was hope they would make it through the disaster intact, both mentally and physically.

John rubbed his eyes and continued, “As I was saying, we’ll need a clean room to keep the ash out of the house when we come and go.”

“Where do you propose to build your . . . clean room?” asked Jenna, with finger quotes at the words, “clean room.”

“The laundry room is the only logical place since we’ll be using the side door to come and go,” replied John. “We’ll cover the walls, ceiling and floor with plastic, and make pass through curtains on either side. We only need an area that’s big enough to remove, or put on clean clothing. We’ll do all the dirty work in the mud room. That’s where we’ll leave our coveralls and other protective equipment,” replied John.

“We still need to cover the wood,” said Adam, “can I help you?”

John understood Adam’s eagerness to go outside, but he wasn’t as excited about it as his son was. John had goggles, a breathing mask, and painter’s coveralls, but that was only a small part of the exposure challenge. Their biggest problem with the ash falling around them was with low visibility. Working in the dark with a flashlight was one thing, but working in the dark and falling ash, where a flashlight beam would barely penetrate the gloom, was something else entirely. “I have to make a trip out to the shop, but that’s only out of necessity. I’ll probably have you stay in the house when I go out,” John replied. He saw the disappointment on Adam’s face, and added, “I need you to guard the house. But I promise, when the ash stops falling, I’ll let you come out with me when I check the pool cover and cover the firewood. OK?”

Adam nodded, “OK, dad.” John could see the anxiety in Adam’s eyes, his desire to get out of a house that had become little more than a prison for him. John had an idea to help Adam overcome his anxiety. “First, let’s go get the shotgun. I want to keep the tactical one ready, and I want you to be responsible for it. Can you handle that?”

“Oh. Yes, dad. Absolutely,” replied Adam.

“Can I have a gun, too, daddy?” asked Abby.

John saw Jenna tense up at Abby’s question, and he quickly considered his options. Abby was comfortable with firearms, she was a really good shot in fact, almost as good as Jenna, but he knew Jenna didn’t like the idea of Abby carrying around a loaded gun, disaster or no disaster. “I think one gun is enough for the time being, baby, but I’ll have Adam show you how to use it. Then he can put it somewhere safe . . . where you guys can get to it in case of an emergency. Deal?”

“OK, daddy.”

John glanced at Jenna and was rewarded with a nod of approval. He knew she understood the risk of having a loaded shotgun lying around, but she also knew that risk was necessary if they were to have any hope of addressing a potentially greater risk, like that of an intruder. John and Jenna knew they could only survive if they worked together as a family, and that meant everyone had to know the basics of self and home defense. John got up from the table and grabbed flashlights from the family designated kitchen drawer. “Does anyone else want a flashlight?” he asked. Everyone did, so John handed them out. Jenna and Abby preferred flashlights that cast a wide beam and illuminated large areas, but John and Adam preferred flashlights that cast a more direct beam of light.

With flashlights in hand, John and Adam went to the garage to get the tactical shotgun from the safe. John opened the safe, removed the Mossberg 500, and handed it to Adam. John told Adam to inspect the weapon while he grabbed ammunition from his ammo storage box. John had several different types of rounds for his shotguns, everything from skeet loads to slugs, but he wanted to keep it simple for the kids. He grabbed a five-round box of double-ought buck, and a twenty-round box of turkey loads. He also grabbed two twelve-gauge snap caps, which were essentially little more than training rounds. He handed the snap caps to Adam and inspected the weapon himself.

“Did it look good to you?” asked John.

“It looks good, dad. Can I load it now?”

“After you work on its functions with your sister. I’ll hold the live shells until you come get me and show me that Abby knows how to safely operate this,” said John, as he handed the shotgun back to Adam. John made eye contact with his son, and added, “Show her everything I showed you, and let her chamber and dry fire the snap caps a few times. Make sure she’s really comfortable with it, Adam, and then I’ll let you load it and put it somewhere safe, somewhere out of sight. I was thinking under the couch. But if you can think of someplace better, let me know.”
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John made quick work of covering the downstairs windows with heavy plastic, and he was in the process of securing plastic to the last window, staple gun and duct tape in hand, when Adam and Abby walked up behind him. “I’m almost done, just give me one . . . more . . . second. There, done. How’s it look?” asked John, acknowledging their presence without actually turning around.

“Looks great . . . daddy,” said Abby, unafraid to express her genuine insincerity.

“Yeah, dad, it looks nice,” replied Adam, with equal sarcasm. “Mom see what you did to her walls?”

“Yeah, she knows,” said John, defensively, as he reached up to smooth the last edge of gray tape to the painted wall. He climbed down from the step ladder and smoothed the strip as he descended. Still facing the window, he asked, “How’d the shotgun training go?”

John heard the unmistakable raking sound of a shotgun slide and paused. Expecting to see Adam with the shotgun, he turned around and was surprised to see Abby holding it instead. See held it firmly against her side, right elbow pressed against the stock, trigger finger extended along the side of the trigger guard, left hand gripped firmly on the slide. “Wow, I’m impressed. You make your father blush with pride,” said John, with high praise. Abby frowned. “I’m sorry, Ab. I mean it. I’m not being sarcastic. I thought Adam was holding the shotgun. Don’t tell your mom I said this, but it looks good in your hands. Do you think you can handle it?”

Abby beamed at the refreshed compliment and said, “I think so. I’ve shot skeet before, remember?”

“Yes, I do remember, and you shot very well. I think you’ll be fine. This one will kick a little more, but you’re right, I think you can handle it.”

John looked at Adam and then back at Abby. “Good job you two. So, before we load it, where were you thinking of hiding it?” asked John.

“Well, we were thinking about the restroom,” replied Abby.

“You mean the powder room?” asked John.

They nodded in unison. John was interested in hearing their logic, so he nodded in reply. After several seconds of silence he asked, “OK . . . where in the powder room?”

“It fits perfectly in the space behind the counter . . . under the sink. You have to get on your hands and knees to reach it. And if I wrap it in a hand towel it shouldn’t make any noise when we pull it out,” said Adam.

“OK. I’m impressed . . . once again. Go ahead and put it in your hiding place, but let mom know where it is.” John reached into a cargo pocket of his pants, and said, “Load it with these.” He handed Adam five rounds of double-ought buckshot. Adam handed John the two snap caps in exchange. John yelled after Adam as he walked away, “When you’re done, I’ll need your help building the clean room.”

“OK, dad. I’ll be right back.”

John was tired of using flashlights and candles to light his way. He really wanted to go out and fire up the generator. His plan for interior illumination was to string up LED Christmas lights, but he needed to set up a clean room before he could go outside. He saw the hall clock and was surprised at how fast the time was moving. He grabbed the step-ladder and was heading to the laundry room when several loud booms echoed in the entryway from the front door. He leaned the ladder against the wall and walked into the entryway. John saw Abby reach out to open the door and he yelled, “Abby, stop! Don’t open the door, baby.”

Jenna and Adam emerged from the kitchen, curious about what had prompted John to raise his voice to Abby. He ignored them and remained focused on Abby. “I’ll get the door. It’s OK, sweetie.” Abby looked more startled than upset, but she nodded and stepped away from the door just as three more loud booms echoed through the entryway. “Jenna, please take Abby into the kitchen. Adam, I want you to go to the powder room and stand ready, but don’t do anything until I say.”

Three more loud booms echoed in the entry. That door is solid oak, thought John, it takes a very heavy hand to make that much noise. “Now go.” he said to Adam as he reached for his pistol. He realized he wasn’t carrying it, and walked quickly to his desk in the den. He opened a desk drawer and entered the code to open his small gun safe. Now armed, John checked the load with a half-pull of the pistol’s slide and glanced into the chamber. Satisfied it was loaded, John slid it into the waistband of his pants and approached the door. Four more loud booms reverberated through the entryway. “Just a minute!” yelled John, angry at the person’s rudeness and impatience.

A muffled response was heard from the other side of the door, but John couldn’t tell what the person said. He approached the door and peeked through the peep hole. It was dark. John knew it was a man, and that he was probably holding his finger over the peep hole. He turned and waved Adam forward. “Yes, dad?”

“Go upstairs and see if you can see who’s at the door, or if anyone else is standing around out front. Go quick,” John urgently whispered while resting a hand on Adam’s shoulder, “and then come back and report.” Adam nodded and was off in a flash.

John approached the door and yelled, “Step away from the door and let me see your hands!” It was difficult to see without a patio light. John knew he would have to do something about that before the next visitor arrived. “Do you have a flashlight?” yelled John through the door. Something shifted in the darkness and John could vaguely make out the profile of a man. It looked to John as if he was holding his hands up in front of his chest, but he couldn’t exactly tell in the darkness.

John heard Adam run down the stairs and turned to meet him. “What’d you see?”

“Not much, dad. It’s really dark out there, but I don’t think there’s anyone else in the yard.”

“OK, thanks. Now resume your post in the bathroom and wait for my orders,” said John, as he turned Adam around by his shoulders and gently pushed him toward the powder room. John grabbed his pistol, and keeping the gun hidden behind the door, he reached out and unlocked the deadbolt with his left hand. He cracked the door just enough to see the man more clearly. The stranger immediately began to approach the door. “Hold it right there!” commanded John.

“Look, I’m sorry to bother you, but I need your help,” said the ash covered man. He was large in stature, with a short, thick beard. A ball cap on his head cast an even darker shadow over his face. John didn’t recognize the man, and since every potential recognizable feature was covered in gray ash, the man looked completely indistinguishable. But John was certain the man standing before him didn’t resemble a neighbor, or anyone else who lived near him. It was only a feeling, but it was a strong one.

“What can I do for you?” John asked sternly.

The man began to approach again, but more slowly this time. He appeared to be unarmed and continued to hold his hands up to his front, palms outward. John thought the man was either law enforcement, former military, or had been treated with suspicion and arrested on several occasions. He was just too familiar with the “I’m defenseless” sign to have no experience with apprehension. “Keep your hands to your front and turn around . . . slowly!” commanded John, as he shined his flashlight over the man and scanned him with the beam in an attempt to identify any telltale bulge of a hidden weapon.

“I just want to talk,” said the man.

“Do as I ask or I’ll shut the door and you can be on your way!” replied John.

The man turned slowly for John, and speaking in an eerily calm voice, he said, “Look, I just need your help. I’m Darrel, from down the street.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know you. Again, what can I do for you?” John opened the door to about five inches, being sure to keep the right half of his body positioned behind it. He shifted his weight to his right foot in anticipation of a charge on the door, and waited for the man to continue. John knew his foot wasn’t the best door stop, but it would have to do under the circumstances. He silently cursed himself for not having completed the door brace before now.

The man removed his hat and brushed ash off his face. He began to swat his hat against his body to loosen the ash that coated him. A gray cloud accumulated around the man in the still air of the front patio. John wasn’t pleased with the man’s actions, but he wasn’t inclined to complain given the environment. As far as John was concerned, the man could knock off all the ash he wanted, he still wasn’t coming in the house.

“The power’s out,” said the gray man who called himself Darrel.

“Yeah, we have the same problem here,” replied John, blandly.

“Do you have any batteries to spare?” asked Darrel, taking another small step closer to the door. John wasn’t worried about the man’s approach. He was actually ready for him to charge, and if he did, John decided he would just move out of the way and let the door swing freely open under the man’s weight, and then shoot him in the leg.

“I’m sorry. I don’t have any spare batteries,” said John.

“Just two double-A batteries,” said the man, “That’s all I need, man.”

“I said I don’t have any batteries to spare,” repeated John, patiently.

“I know you have batteries,” said Darrel. “You have a working flashlight.”

“And you don’t, so what does that make me,” said John, irritated with the dialogue.

“That makes you a survivalist, in my book.”

“Really? You can tell all that from my flashlight?” said John.

“That, and your windows are all boarded up. It looks like you’re ready for a fight.”

“Is that so,” said John. “And what are you?”

“Me?” snorted the man. “I was a construction worker, but now I guess I’m just trying to be a survivalist - like you.” John stayed silent and waited for the man to continue. “Look, can’t you spare at least one double-A battery?” he asked, more serious than pleading. Darrel managed to move within arms-reach of the front door, and John was ready to end the conversation.

“I’m sorry. I can’t help you,” said John, and he stepped back to shut the door. At that same moment the big man stepped forward and placed his booted right foot between the door and the door frame, effectively preventing John from closing the door. Instantly furious, and tactically activated by the man’s arrogance and intrusion, John flung open the door, and in one swift movement, kicked Darrel square in the chest with his right foot.

John leaned into the kick, exerting all the force he could muster given his position and timing, and sent the man staggering backward, across the patio. The man lost his footing on the top step of the entryway patio and began to fall backward, swinging his arms in an effort to regain his balance. He slipped off the steps and fell to the ground, landing hard on his butt and spraying ash up around him.

John’s follow-up movement was just as fluid. He approached the man and pointed the pistol at his face from five feet away. Darrel’s eyes went wide in surprise. Like a crab, he scooted backward on his hands and feet, plowing ash up against his back. At peace with his position and control of the situation, John put his finger on the pistol’s trigger and pulled in the slack, stopping just short of firing the weapon. In a clear and calm voice, he said “You are not welcome here, and if I ever see you on my doorstep again I’ll shoot you in the head and bury you in the backyard. Do I make myself clear?”

Darrel nodded, and studied John’s face with new appraisal, as if he realized he had greatly underestimated John and wouldn’t do it again. John recognized that look. He had seen it before a hundred times even, on the faces of defiant Iraqi insurgents. He couldn’t shoot them either, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t communicate the threat. John backed up the front steps and crossed the patio. As soon as he entered the house the door closed with a dull thud. Adam turned the bolt to lock the door and leaned his back against it. “Dad, that was awesome.”

John walked over to the entryway staircase and sat on the bottom step, all the time willing his heart rate to return to normal. He was practiced at controlling his adrenaline release, but if it wasn’t completely depleted when called, it took a while to bring himself back into normal time - to a normal heart and respiration rate.

John called his adrenaline release ‘fast time’ because, when flushed with it, everything seemed to slow down for him. While in fast time, John saw things as if they were moving in slow motion. Everyone and everything around him moved slowly except for him. He always felt like he was thinking and moving at regular speed, but once again he had moved fast, so fast that his foot was on Darrel’s chest, pushing him backward down the steps, before the man even realized that John had actually opened the door for him.

John took a couple of deep, cleansing breaths as he tried to recover. Jenna and Abby emerged from the kitchen, but Jenna took one look at John and turned around. She returned a minute later with a hand-held, battery-powered, vacuum, and started lifting the ash off of John’s clothing, the stairs, and the entryway floor. John noticed that her hand was shaking when she ran the vacuum over his head and shoulders. He let her clean the ash from him without comment. “It’s time for a family meeting,” said John. “Where do you guys want to hold it?”

“In the kitchen,” said Jenna, the first to speak. Everyone followed her in.

They sat in their usual seats around the table and stared at Jenna’s candle as the flame danced on a short wick. The candle cast a comfortable, but barely functional light for them to see each other by, but it was still better than a flashlight, or the darkness for that matter. It was warm and inviting, personal even. John knew that most modern candles were designed to be more decorative than functional, used mainly as decorative accents and deodorizing then for practical sources of light. With that, he remembered the oil lamps in the garage. He was surprised he hadn’t thought of them earlier.

With his heart rate close to normal once again, and his breathing calm and regular, all that remained was a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead. John ran his handkerchief over his brow and said, “I can see I need to pull out some of our camping equipment. The oil lamps will produce a lot more light than these candles.” Everybody nodded, but John could see the persistent tension and concern in their faces. Maybe not as much in Adam’s face, but certainly in Jenna’s and Abby’s faces. “OK,” said John, “Let’s talk about what just happened.”

“I’m sorry I tried to open the door, daddy.” said Abby, and she began to cry.

Jenna slid her chair close to Abby and reached an arm around her shoulder. John did the same from his side of the table. He wrapped an arm around his daughter as she cried softly on her mother’s shoulder. “Abby, I’m sorry, baby. I didn’t mean to yell at you,” cooed John.

“I don’t think it’s the yelling that upset her,” replied Jenna. “It’s the realization that that man could have walked right over her and come into our house.”

“Yes, of course, but I still didn’t mean to yell. I’m sorry I scared you, baby.” John cleared his throat and continued, “Things changed a little with the earthquakes, they changed a lot when the ash started to fall, and they’ll change even more now that the power’s off.” John looked into the candle and focused on the small yellow flame as he continued to speak. “The loss of electrical power will be what upsets people the most,” he said. “Imagine sitting at home, in the dark, thinking the sun won’t be out again for who knows how long . . . perhaps three or four days, even.” John paused, and added, “Would you guys rather be in the shelter?” Jenna and Abby shook their heads no, but Adam expressed his desire with an enthusiastic up and down nod.

“Adam, you’re interested in the shelter because you think it will be fun and exciting, but after a day or two you’d wish you were back in the house.”

“That’s not true, dad. I just know we would be safer in there,” replied Adam, hurt by his dad’s critical assessment of his interest.

“You’re right, it would be safer in the shelter, but it’s our fallback position, and we don’t need to fall back just yet. I’m not ready to abandon the house, and that’s exactly what we’d be doing if we moved into the shelter right now. Besides, our house is much safer than it looks, we just need to take a few more precautions. So here’s what we’re going to do. . .”

John spent the next forty-five minutes detailing the specifics of their family security protocols. He told them about wanting to brace the front and back doors so they couldn’t be forced opened, and that he’d figure out a way to illuminate, or see into the dead-space on the other side of the front door, the space that couldn’t be seen from upstairs. He also mentioned plans to camouflage the front patio, and make it look like their home had already been looted.

Jenna was the most curious about the camouflage, so John explained that he would spray paint the plywood window covers and make it look, at least to the casual observer, that their house had been burnt and vandalized. He said he would throw some old clothing, and other unnecessary household items around the front yard, and make it look like they had been looted. John had other plans in mind, like trip wires and early warning devices, tangle foot, and even ditches, but they weren’t at that point of a defense, so he kept those thoughts to himself. However, John did discuss what he called, emergency action drills. He covered rules on candles, and what to do if there was a house fire. He talked about what to do if someone was seen outside their home, and how to communicate the news to the rest of the family. They discussed alarms, as well as where to best observe the property from inside the house, and where to go, and what to do if someone broke into their home. John covered many other plans as well, but he spent most of his time talking about how to contend with people, especially hostile people, like the man that came to the door asking for batteries.

“People will want what we have, and if we don’t give it to them, which we won’t unless the conditions are favorable, they’ll come and try to take it from us.” said John, with a momentary pause that was just long enough to emphasize the importance of what he was about to tell them.

“What’s a favorable condition, dad?” asked Adam.

“That’s a good question Adam. A favorable condition is creating a way to provide food for a needy person without giving ourselves away . . . without telling them we have food to give away. There are ways to ask for help that are not threatening, and there are ways to give help without revealing that we’re prepared. But most people will act out of desperation, and feel that it’s their right to take whatever they need to stay alive,” replied John.

John studied Adam and saw that he understood, but a shadow of a doubt seemed to linger on his face. John continued, hoping to better explain his concerns, “There’s really only one way a threat can enter our house unscathed, to get into a position where they can take everything we have without destroying it, and that’s by taking a hostage.” John let the word “hostage” hang in the air for a moment before he continued. He could see by the look on their faces that they were scared. “It’s inevitable, really, since I will have to go outside several times a day, and I won’t always be able to see everything, that it will involve me. It will probably be an ambush. The worst case is that they shoot me, but I don’t think that will happen because that would limit their options to gain access to our house . . . to our food and supplies,” said John. “I’d be no good to them dead, or even wounded. A dead or disabled hostage is of no value to a threat, especially in our case where they would need one of us to gain access. We’ll have to make a new challenge and password every day, and include a word that indicates duress . . .”

“What’s duress?” asked Abby.

“It’s when someone is making you do something that you don’t want to do. You would be under duress if someone told you they would kill you if you didn’t convince your mom to open the door for you, or something like that,” answered John.

Abby blanched at John’s example. John almost apologized once again, but he reminded himself that they were living in a new world, a hostile and violent one, one filled with many new and very serious dangers. To calm her down, John added, “Abby, baby, you have been very fortunate. You were raised in a safe and healthy family environment for many years. You mom and I have gone to great lengths to keep it that way. I don’t want to express my worldly experience on you again, but you have to know that you guys have been raised differently than most children around the world. We were blessed to live in a prosperous and safe country, one that wasn’t caught up in war, political turmoil, or overrun with crime, sickness or famine.

Your mom and I . . . we’ve given you everything we could to make you safe and happy, to prepare you for the future, and we never, not for a moment, thought that all of that would change in a matter of a few short days. That’s all changed. Now we have to be on guard. People that weren’t bad when the police were around, will now do things they wouldn’t normally do. Bad things will happen. Bad people will come here. Everything we knew about transportation, communication, law and order, everything . . . even the simple things like shopping for food and clothes, and eating at restaurants . . . all of it has changed. And if we’re going to survive, we have to adapt to the change.

Now we don’t change who we are. We continue to hold on to our Christian values, but we have to be alert and cautious to danger and unexpected threats. We can’t blindly expose ourselves to the bad people.” John paused and cleared his throat before continuing. “As food and water become more and more scarce, we may have to live in the shelter, at least until the worst of the desperate people move on. But I seriously hope it doesn’t come to that. It won’t be fun living in the shelter. Anyway, I just wanted you guys to understand that we’re not changing, we’re adapting to the change in order to survive.”

John saw tears running down Abby’s cheeks, and he was forced to check his own emotions. He hated seeing his children hurt or upset. It made him feel weak and vulnerable. It made him want to strike out, to curse God for bringing the disaster upon them, but he knew God was the wrong target of his anger and frustration. He couldn’t be angry with God, not when he thought it was God who put him on the path to preparedness in the first place, not when it was God who communicated with him through his dreams, and provided him with a spiritual guide. No, it was God that gave him a purpose. He would not curse God, not today, not ever.

John rubbed his eyes and looked at Adam, who sat resolute, determined not to show any emotion like his sister. Just like me, thought John. “I don’t want to talk about what might have happened if that assho . . . sorry, if that man somehow made his way into our house. But from now on, we must assume that anyone who comes to our front door is a potential threat. We don’t treat people rudely, but we remain ready and alert. If someone is a threat, to any of you, then I will use deadly force. I will protect you guys with my life.”

John looked at Adam and said, “It might have seemed awesome to kick that man off the patio, but it could have happened very differently. I didn’t shoot battery guy . . . only threaten him. For some people that’s enough to push them away, but not for others. Some would see my mercy as a sign of weakness and look to take revenge. That’s why we have to be careful. Anger has a way of clouding a person’s better judgment. That’s what I want us to prepare for, the angry, desperate people who will want to hurt us and take what we have.”

“Do you think that guy will seek revenge?” asked Jenna.

“I don’t know, but anyone stupid enough to try and force entry into our house is capable of doing countless other stupid things. I don’t think we’ve seen the last of that guy,” replied John.

“You should have shot him, dad,” said Adam.

“You don’t mean that, Adam. I won’t kill someone for the sake of killing, even if it’s a man that acts like an animal, unless it’s absolutely necessary. Besides, the time to kill always seems to declare itself, Adam, it always does. And you will know it, too, when the time is right. You don’t kill unless you have to, and I didn’t have to kill that man, his actions didn’t warrant a death sentence.”

“How will I know, dad?” asked Adam.

“I hope you never do, but if anyone ever threatens you guys with death or harm, I’ll kill them myself. In that case, they will have brought death upon themselves, which is very different from me giving it to them. Anyway, I got a little off track. So, if someone’s using me as a hostage, and tries to get into our house, what do you do?”

“If someone has a gun to your head . . . can I shoot them?” asked Adam.

Jenna gasped. “Adam, you will not shoot anyone holding your father, not if I have anything to say about it,” responded Jenna, angrily.

John almost said, “Yes, you can take the shot,” but thought better of it. Adam was a really good shot, but shooting past a hostage was tricky business. John trained himself extensively for that pistol shot. It was one of his favorite shots to take during competitive shooting matches, but he only began tackling that challenge when he could quickly place a three-round shot group in a one-inch square, at twenty feet.

John recalled, while training on a paper hostage target, that his shooting instructor wrote Jenna’s name in big bold letters on the front of the silhouette. John was tasked to place three rounds in the nasal-ocular cavity outline of the hostage taker at seven meters. John had no problem with the challenge, for one reason he knew that Jenna’s written name on the paper target didn’t mean it was actually Jenna standing there. He was as good with disassociation as he was with association, so taking a hostage shot didn’t concern him. The other reason he wasn’t concerned was that he knew he could cleanly hit the hostage taker. Other members of the class didn’t share John’s confidence. About half the class hit their hostage with the first shot.

“If someone has a gun to my head,” replied John, “Don’t open the door. It’s that simple,” said John.

It wasn’t quite that simple for Jenna, or the kids, so John talked them through a few believable scenarios until they were comfortable with a variety of different responses. After an interesting conversation that, much to John’s displeasure, referenced Hollywood and television portrayals of hostage situations and armed combat, John was able to balance his family’s fantasy with a dose of reality.

“People usually don’t drop with the first round,” he said. “Two quick shots, center mass, is what you aim for. If you need to, then you put a shot in the target’s head. But not just anywhere in the head. The head is covered with dense bone, so it’s better to aim here,” said John, and with his fingers he made a window over his eyes and sinus cavity. “This is the best way to guarantee a finishing shot.”

“John! Really?” said Jenna.

“You’re right. I’m sorry dear.” He looked at Adam and said, “Forget what I said, son,” and winked to him.

Adam tilted his head, and acting like he was riding pool water from his ears, he lightly tapped his head with the palm of his hand. “There, dad, it’s all out. No worries, mom,” and winked back.
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John and Adam spent the next hour and a half installing the front door brace. They began by anchoring a three foot long, four-by-four post to the entryway floor, at the outside edge of the door’s inward swinging arc. With a ceramic drill bit, John tapped into the foundation and anchored the post to the ground with expanding bolts. They then constructed a four-by-four U-brace, to match the length of the floor brace, and inverted it on the floor. The two legs of the U-brace were positioned twelve inches from the door, which would allow John to open the door, but prevent anyone from forcing it completely open.

With heavy hinge plates, John secured two angled four-by-four braces between the floor brace and the U-brace. To close the remaining twelve inches between the door and the brace, John cut two additional wooden braces and connected them to the door brace with hinge plates. When complete, John had a two-stage door brace. With stage one, he would lift the hinged short braces that would allow the door to open to no more than twelve inches. In stage two, he could lift the entire brace free of the door and open it completely.

John called Jenna and Abby to the entryway and asked them to test the door brace. Abby wrinkled her brow at the sight of the wooden monstrosity sitting in front of the door. Jenna’s response was much more obvious. She gasped when she saw that John had drilled through their red oak hardwood flooring. She exhaled, crossed her arms over her chest, and said, “What have you done to my floors?”

“I know it looks ugly, Jen, but it will keep us safe,” replied John. “Adam, show ‘em how it works.”

“It’s easy, mom. Watch this.” Adam easily lifted the first part of the brace away from the door. “Now watch this,” he said, and then lifted the heavier, second stage, of the door brace back on its hinges and laid it on the floor well clear of the door. “Pretty cool, huh?” he said with a smile. John winked at Adam, and Adam quickly returned the door brace back to its fully secured position.

“I want to leave it in place at all times,” said John, as he patted the brace with his hand. He liked the smell of the new cedar posts, but decided to keep that thought to himself given Jenna’s displeasure over the hardwood floor. John scanned their faces and said, “All I ask is that no one move the brace, or open the door without someone standing as backup.” They all nodded in unison. John watched as Jenna and Abby took turns moving the brace. Once they were comfortable with it, everyone returned to their tasks at hand.

John and Adam cleaned up the mess in the entryway and moved to secure the backdoor. The brace for the backdoor was much less elaborate, mainly because John didn’t plan to use it. He was very glad it wasn’t a sliding glass door, they were much harder to secure, even with expensive security film. But for the backdoor, John used heavy lag bolts pushed through pre-drilled holes in three two-by-fours. He anchored them firmly to the door frame.

“Now for the clean room,” said John. “Adam, go get the six foot ladder and meet me in the laundry room.” John quickly surveyed the laundry room while Adam went to fetch the ladder. The laundry room was located between the kitchen and the mudroom, just to the left of the garage door and pantry. The space was just large enough for a washer and dryer, a utility sink, and an assortment of cabinets. The mudroom was smaller yet, about six by six, and equipped with a sturdy wooden bench and two rows of coat hooks. Four metal gym lockers were anchored on the opposite wall, one belonging to each member of the family.

The mudroom door, or the side door, as John liked to call it, was windowed, so John replaced the original glass with ballistic glass that could defeat ammunition up to .44 magnum. He also installed a complete door frame armor kit to prevent forced entry. It looked like the weakest point of entry into the house, but it wasn’t. And that’s exactly how John wanted it to be. The side door would be their main access door as long as the ash was present. John recognized the need to have a quick exit in case of an emergency, and the side door was the best choice given their current security situation. He also really liked the side door, mainly because it had a window that allowed him to see outside without exposing himself to possible danger.

Adam set the ladder up in the laundry room and they immediately got to work constructing the clean room. John measured off several lengths of clear four-mil plastic and hooked them to the ceiling with carpet-tack strips and duct tape. He then hung plastic wall sheets from the tack-strips, and sealed all the seams with more duct tape. For the floor, John taped plastic to the tiles and closed the seams with yet more duct tape.

For the clean room doors, John hung two complete sheets of plastic on both ends and taped them at the top and bottom. But he only taped one side of each sheet. “To enter the clean room,” he told, Adam, “you have to slide between the two sheets of plastic.” John knew it wasn’t airtight, but it would serve the purpose of keeping the ash out of the main part of the house. After they put away the construction supplies, John declared, “I’m ready to go out.”

“Outside?”

“No. On a date,” replied John, sarcastically. “Yes, of course, outside. But I’m not sure where I want you to be positioned. I was thinking an upstairs window, but with the ash falling it might be best for you to guard the side door.”

“Will the night scope work in the ash?” asked Adam.

“No. I don’t think so, there’s too much obscuration.”

“Obscuration?” asked Adam.

“Yeah, you can’t see through the air because there’s too much junk in it, like dust or smoke. The night scope won’t penetrate the ash. It’s not a thermal sight, though I think that probably wouldn’t even work in these conditions,” mused John. “I was thinking my shotgun, but you can use your rifle if you wish.”

“My AR-15? Yes, the rifle. Thanks, dad,” was Adam’s quick and eager response.

“OK, we’ll get it out of the safe, but I don’t want to see you playing with it. It’s not a toy,” warned John.

“Dad, please. I know it’s not a toy. I’ll be careful.”

“You’ll load and unload it only when I say. Understand?”

“Yes, dad. I can handle it. You know I can.”

“I know you can, but things are different now. You’ll be jumpy, and I don’t want you accidentally shooting me. If I get shot in these conditions . . . I would probably die. It would be really difficult to get to the hospital, and once we got there, well, there’s no telling how crazy things will be. It’s best we be very careful with our weapons, with anything that can hurt us, even knives, axes, and such.”

Adam nodded and waited patiently for John to retrieve his rifle from the gun safe. Once opened, John handed Adam three, thirty-round magazines, and three, twenty-round boxes of ball ammunition. He considered giving him hollow points, but decided against it since he only had a few hundred rounds. He wanted to save them for hunting, if and when the opportunity ever presented itself. John didn’t think Adam would be shooting his rifle anytime soon, but it made him feel better to know that Adam’s rifle was ready for action. John wasn’t interested in carrying his rifle just yet. It was a pain to sling it over his back while working with his hands, so he decided to carry only a pistol, at least for the time being.

John really wanted to get Adam through the entire disaster without him having to fire his weapon even once, but he didn’t think that would happen. With people like Darrel already on the prowl, there was no telling what they would have to face in the days and weeks ahead. No, thought John, Adam will end up firing his weapon at someone long before the disaster is over. John was sure of it, and knew he would have to act fast to minimize the effect it would have on his son. Shooting someone was not as innocent as it seemed in the movies, or on video games; it could really mess with someone’s mind.

“Go ask your mom if she wants her pistol,” asked John, as he reached into the safe to grab Jenna’s .380 semiautomatic pistol.

Adam ran into the house and John quickly inspected the pistol. It was a new model Walther, a PPK, light and compact, deadly at close range. John wasn’t a fan of the short nine-millimeter ammunition, but Jenna liked it. The pistol fit her well, and she was very accurate with it. The challenge was convincing her to keep it close. She was never a fan of carrying a loaded pistol, even though she had a concealed handgun license of her own. She just didn’t like “packing,” and said it wasn’t necessary since John always carried his pistol. He surrendered to her decision long ago, but hoped she had a change of heart since their run-in with Darrel.

Adam burst into the garage and said, “Mom said to bring it in.”

John’s eyebrows went up and he said, “Really?”

“Yeah. She said something about keeping it in her closet, or something like that,” said Adam.

“OK. Hold this,” said John, as he handed Adam a black plastic gun case. He grabbed a box of .380 ammo and handed it to Adam. “Go ahead and load your mom’s magazines, but don’t put one in the pistol. Let her do that.”

Adam nodded. He moved to John’s work table and quickly got to work. Adam could assemble and disassemble all the weapons in John’s collection, and he could do it blindfolded. It was a drill John enjoyed as a Soldier, and Adam loved it as much as he did. John’s old platoon sergeant would field strip a Beretta 9mm, an M16, and an M60 machine gun, and then throw all the parts into a wooden footlocker. It was Johns challenge to put them back together while blindfolded. Sometimes he would have the best time, and sometimes not, but the drill was an excellent way for him to learn the weapons. It also took all the mystery out of them.

“All loaded, dad. But if you want me to close the box I’ll have to load mom’s gun. Do you want me to go ahead and put a magazine in?” asked Adam.

“No, keep it out. Just hand it to your mom when you give her the box. Go ahead and take it to her now.” Adam went to leave and John called after him. “And Adam, be sure to let her know you didn’t load it. OK?”

“OK, dad.”

While Adam was inside, John pulled out two oil lamps, and two 100-hour candles from a footlocker under his work bench. The 100-hour candles were prefilled, plastic containers fitted with a candle-sized wick. Filled with liquid paraffin, they were single-use, but very functional in an emergency. The lamps, on the other hand, had to be filled. John didn’t store them filled because they had a tendency to leak if tipped, but the fuel also evaporated, which made them dangerous to store filled. John filled one lamp and lit the mantel. He adjusted it to a smokeless level, and was satisfied with the warm yellow light that filled the garage. It didn’t provide the accustomed level of illumination, but it was better than draining his flashlight batteries. He also had hand-cranked LED and propane lanterns, but they were in the shelter, which was pretty much inaccessible, at least for the time being.

He liked the propane lanterns because they produced a bright, white light, but their thin mantels were fragile, and they consumed fuel that could be better used in other ways, like with cooking. At his last count he had thirty-two small propane bottles, but he wanted to save them for when and if they had to move. The last thing John wanted was to carry the small propane bottles on his back, but it was still better than carrying lamp oil.

Adam returned and John handed him a burning lamp. “Take this to your mom, and get my brass whaler’s lantern from the bookshelf in my den.” Adam nodded and ran off again. “Thanks, Adam. You’re a good man!”

John looked through the other camping supplies he had stored in his garage, and pulled out one of his LED headlamps. He forgot all about the headlamps, which were perfect for hands-free operations in the dark. He didn’t see anything else that he needed from his camping supplies, but he did need a few things from his weapons supply box. He walked over and unlocked his weapons “A” box, and removed two holsters, a Kydex one for Adam’s Glock, and one for his Sig Sauer. He saw his tactical thigh holster and wondered if Adam would like to use it, but then thought better of it. He trained Adam to draw from a waist-high holster, and knew it wasn’t the right time to experiment with a new method of draw or carry, even if Adam thought it would be cool.

While serving in Iraq, John grew to dislike his thigh holster. For one, it prevented the use of the right cargo pocket of his DCUs, which was a big deal for him because he liked to use all his pockets. He fondly remembered once having to carry one-hundred-thousand dollars in crisp, new, one-hundred dollar bills in that very same cargo pocket. It was money confiscated from an Iraqi male at a U.S. Army checkpoint. The money was later returned to the man when it was discovered that he was a legitimate banker, but carrying that brick of bills in his pocket was really cool. It completely filled his cargo pocket, and probably would have stopped a bullet. He ended up carrying a lot of stuff in his pockets during the war, and he always relied on them, so the thigh holster was his least favorite.

Another reason he didn’t like thigh-holsters was that if they weren’t really tight against his leg they would flop around when he ran. And when they flopped, they turned, so that when he reached for his pistol it wasn’t always where it should be. It wasn’t off by much, but enough to delay his draw by a second or more, and in combat, a second could mean the difference between life and death.

John also couldn’t wear an inside-the-waist holster because of his body armor. When the army required him to wear the thick ballistic side plates, a waist holster became impossible to use, so he ended up settling for a chest-rig holster. He removed the waistband plate from his Kydex holster and attached it directly to his body armor cover by threading Molle straps through it.

John was about to close his weapons box when he saw two of his favorite knives, his large Gerber combat, and a smaller boot knife. Thinking of his body armor made him decide to grab the knives. They were another familiar addition to his vest.

Using a step-ladder, John climbed up and removed a duffel bag from the ceiling mounted storage rack above his head. His eight duffel bags were all marked, so John knew exactly which one he needed to grab. They contained his old military equipment that included an assortment of duty uniforms, sleeping bags, load-bearing equipment, and other miscellaneous field gear. The duffle bag he wanted was the one that stored his body armor vest. He no longer had the thick ceramic Small Arms Protective Inserts for his vest, or SAPI plates, as the military coined them, but he did add two level-three Kevlar panels to make it effective against most small arms ammunition.

John considered buying SAPI plates, but when he saw that a single chest plate sold for around nine-hundred dollars, and the side plates for another four-hundred dollars each, he decided he didn’t need them that badly. To commercially equip his tactical vest with complete SAPI plates would run him close to three grand, and that was way more than he could justify to Jenna. Strangely, he actually resisted the idea of wearing the heavy plates while in Iraq. That was until he saw one stop a high-powered, armor piercing, sniper round from killing one of his Soldiers. When the event was reported up the chain of command, everyone who went “outside the wire” was made to wear a vest with complete SAPI array, even the embedded reporters.

What John liked most about his tactical vest was the ability to attach a variety of extra equipment, and have it easily accessible. Equipment such as a combat knife, radio, spare rifle ammo, spare pistol ammo, frag grenades, smoke grenades, a pistol, a flashlight, and multi-tool all claimed a spot on his vest. John hated the idea of needing anything, and the vest was the perfect platform for carrying all that he needed. The down side was that it was very heavy, especially with the SAPI plates; more than forty pounds all told.

The army let John keep his tactical vest when he retired, which he greatly appreciated, so he was able to assemble a pretty good facsimile of the vest he wore in Iraq. He also had the small tactical Kevlar helmet, but he hated wearing it in combat, and wouldn’t wear it during his shooting competitions, so it remained buried at the bottom of a duffel bag. However, he knew helmets served a purpose, so he purchased a special-ops helmet on Ebay, a used Pro-Tec, A-bravo, tactical helmet with Wilcox G24 head straps. The tactical helmet was light, rugged, and could hold a flashlight with Velcro, as well as night vision goggles. It wouldn’t stop a bullet, but it would protect his head from blunt force trauma. He wore it once while he was out on his mountain bike, just to see how it felt on his head. It got him a lot of attention, so he liked to think he contributed to the sales of Pro-Tec helmets to the mountain biking arena.

Adam emerged into the garage, breathing heavy. “What’s wrong?” asked John.

“Nothing, dad. Mom had me running up and down the stairs for her. She’s hanging blankets over all the upstairs windows, and she needed me to carry them up for her.” replied Adam. He was trying to control his breathing while talking, which wasn’t easy for him.

“Did you get the lamp?”

“Oh,” replied Adam, “It’s in the kitchen. Just a sec.” He was gone for less than a minute and returned with John’s fine, brass, whaler’s lamp. “I thought this was a decoration,” he said, as he handed it over.

“It was a decoration . . . in a way.” said John, “But it’s a functional decoration, like most of the antique lighting stuff you see around the house.”

“Like that brass candle holder hanging on the wall by the front door? The one that looks like a clamshell?” asked Adam.

“Yes, like that one. You place a candlestick in the holder, and when the brass is polished it reflects the candle light back into the room. It’s very effective. But this is my favorite,” said John, as he held up the small brass whaler’s lamp to examine the pencil sized cloth wick that was protruding from the oil reservoir at the bottom. The clear glass cylinder was about the size of a large drinking cup, but the lantern managed to produce a bright warm light that could fill a small room. It was designed to function in the wind and rain. John unscrewed the brass reservoir from the lantern and sat it on the table. He removed the wick and filled the reservoir with liquid paraffin through a small funnel. He struck a match to the wick and screwed the lantern back onto the reservoir.

John handed the lantern back to Adam and said, “Please put this on the kitchen table.” Adam reached for the lantern and John said, before handing it over, “And please blow out the candle.” Adam nodded and left.

John pulled out his painting supply box and removed a pair of disposable painters’ coveralls. He examined the white coveralls through the bag and checked to see that he held the 2XL sized over-garment. He also grabbed a pair of goggles, and the twin-filter respirator.

Adam leaned his head into the garage just as John was reaching for the door handle. He asked his dad if he wanted a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and John graciously accepted his offer. He was too busy to stop and make one for himself. He really wanted to get the generator running before it got too late. Jenna needed the power, and he was worried about the food in the fridge, that it would start to thaw if he didn’t get the power back up.

After putting on the coveralls, and the other protective equipment, John grabbed the two oil lamps and went to the kitchen. He found everyone eating lunch, but doing it quickly. Nobody wanted to sit down and eat because there was too much work to be done. Everyone stared at him, unsure of how to respond to his appearance. “I’m going outside,” he said, with an exaggerated shrug.

“Now?” asked Jenna.

“Yes. I need to start the generator. It needs to run for a few hours if we want to keep the food frozen,” replied John.

“What’s your plan?” asked Jenna.

“It’s simple, really. I’m going to treat it like any other day, except I’ll wear all this stuff,” said John with a hand gesture down the equipment. He didn’t want Jenna and the kids to worry about him going outside, but he knew the physical encounter with Darrel would make that difficult. Going outside the house was now a dangerous thing to do, and that’s why he planned to go tactical, with his pistol, vest and helmet.

Jenna, knowing John was making light of the danger, asked, “You’re not going out without your gun, right?”

“No. Of course not. I also need everyone’s help. I don’t want to take any chances out there,” said John. He then spent the next several minutes laying out the plan for his first excursion into the ash and the shop. He told them he was going out alone, but not without cover, and backup. “Jenna, love, I need you to cover the doorway with the shotgun,” said John.

“But I thought you wanted me to cover the doorway, dad?” asked Adam, clearly concerned that he was being left out of the plan again.

“No. I decided I want you to cover me from your bedroom window . . . with my rifle . . . the one equipped with the night sight. You might be able to cover me all the way to the shop. Can you handle that?” asked John. Adam nodded and was unable to suppress his grin of excitement at the thought of using John’s rifle, even if it was for observation purposes only.

“Abby, I want you to be the lookout for the front of the house, and holler if you see anyone or anything in the yard. Can you do that?”

“Yes, daddy. But what if I see something?” she asked.

“You stick with the emergency action drills like we talked about. OK?”

“OK.”

“So if you see something just call it out. But Adam,” said John, as he turned to face his son, “Don’t leave your post. I need you to stay at your bedroom window until I call for you. I don’t care if Abby say’s there’s thirty zombies approaching the house in the front, you stay where you are until mom or I call for you. Do you understand?” Adam nodded. John could see his mind working over the possibility that missing an opportunity to shoot zombies would really suck.

“Good. It’ll take me a few more minutes to suit up, so let’s meet back here in fifteen minutes and we’ll start. Any questions?”

With Adam’s help, John was completely suited up in less than ten minutes. He propped a boot against a bar chair so Adam could run a strip of duct tape around the cuff of his coveralls. Adam did the same for John’s sleeves. After John pulled the coverall hood over his head, he situated the respirator at his neck and lowered the goggles around his neck. Just as Adam was helping John into his body armor vest, the girls entered the kitchen. John saw Jenna hesitate to comment, and he didn’t ask what it was. He guessed she was surprised to see him in all his tactical kit, for her look went from scared, to concerned, and then settled back on worried.

“Everything will be fine,” said John, as he looked at her. “I’ll go out, enter the shop, start the generator, run two extension cords to the house, and be back inside in under twenty minutes. It’ll be a walk in the park.” John saw she didn’t look convinced, that his optimism wasn’t reaching her. “I’ve done this before, Jenna. I’m just dressed a little differently now. You know I can handle myself. Besides, we need the power. The water isn’t running, and two of the toilets need to be flushed.” John scanned the faces of Adam and Abby and added, “Everything will be fine if we stay alert and keep our eyes open.”

“We’re ready,” said Jenna, and she approached and tried to give John a hug, but then settled for a kiss instead. She couldn’t get her arms around him with all his gear on.

“Yeah, dad, we’ll be fine. We’ll cover you,” said Adam.

“I’ve got the front covered, daddy. I’ll yell if I see anything. But if I see any zombies I don’t think I can sit by myself,” replied Abby, with a frown.

“Well, if you see any zombies you can join Adam. Deal?”

“Deal . . . thanks Daddy,” replied Abby, as she stood on her toes to reach up and give her dad a kiss on the cheek.

John grabbed his flashlight from the kitchen counter and attached it to the Velcro patch on the right side of his helmet. With the helmet tucked under his arm, he said, “Alright, let’s get started.”
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John raised the curtain and scanned the yard through the side door window. It appeared as if the ash had stopped falling, but he couldn’t tell from inside with the lantern light reflecting off the glass. He studied the view for a moment and saw that everything looked flat, dark, and featureless. He knew the sun should be shining through the window, or at least be visible in the sky, but nothing penetrated the dark gray gloom, where the sky was the same shade of gray as the ground. He was curious about the local weather - if there was any local weather - but he couldn’t check with phone service out, or the emergency radio only producing static.

He let the curtain fall over the window and turned to study Jenna’s face. The lantern didn’t provide a very flattering backdrop for her beautiful face, but it was more than enough to see how concerned she was. She gave John a thumbs-up sign when they made eye contact. John really loved her at times like this. He loved her all the time, but in times of stress, of difficulty, his love for her seemed to overflow, especially when she displayed uncommon strength. John didn’t understand why she affected him like she did, but at that moment, before he was about to step out into the ash, his love for her almost subdued him. It made him not want to leave her. He drew in a deep breath, smiled in return, and said, “OK, love. I’ll slip out and stand on the other side of the door until you lock it up. Be alert, OK. I don’t know how long it will take me to get things running, but don’t open the door until I give you the correct sign.”

Jenna nodded and said, “You be careful, John Anderson.” Once again, John was struck by the romantic quality of the moment, as if they were caught up in some kind of black and white movie, or mushy romance novel. He smiled again and they embraced, as best they could in the tight space and John’s bulky outfit. “You look like some kind of weird space Soldier,” added Jenna.

John kissed her forehead, and then slipped the mask down over his nose and mouth, and placed the clear goggles over his eyes. When he finished adjusting the helmet chin strap, he attached the flashlight to the Velcro patch without turning it on. He didn’t want to announce his movement in the darkness. Besides, he wasn’t sure how effective the flashlight would be in the ash. He just knew that he would need it once he reached the shop, and that it was always better to have and not need it, than need it and not have it.

Jenna sat her lantern on the floor, and took up her position on the bench by the door. John lifted the long security hasp and opened the deadbolt. As soon as he opened the door he stepped out into the ash. Jenna quickly closed and locked the door behind him, and then briefly pulled the curtain aside to give John another thumbs-up. He signaled back and turned to survey the side yard from the top step. The ash had drifted up against the door, but didn’t collapse into the mud room when he opened the door.

He quickly stepped over the ash dune, and as soon as the door was closed he used his feet to push the pile of ash aside. He paused on the top step and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark. It wasn’t totally black. There was about as much illumination as he would expect to find on a very foggy night, with the street lights out, in a sandstorm, if such a condition was even possible. As for confidence, John was perfectly fine in the dark. He had spent a lot of time working in the dark, both literally and figuratively, thanks to the army. But he knew his property well enough to walk it blindfolded.

Though walking in the darkness didn’t worry him, he was inclined to respect his footing under the ash. The ash reached the top of the steps, but because he was unsure how far he would sink into the ash, he stepped tentatively onto the first descending step. When his foot went effortlessly to the concrete surface of the step, he thought of Neil Armstrong. He said aloud, “One small step for man,” and sighed. He never imagined that his own yard would one day look like the surface of the moon.

When he reached the bottom step he saw that the ash was half way to his knees. It looked like it had stopped falling, but it was hard to tell because there was a lot of ash suspended in the relatively still air around him. He glanced skyward, and turned in a slow circle as he tried to get his bearing on the sun’s location. He had no idea where it was, but he knew where his shop was, so he moved off in that direction.

The ash swirled around him as he pushed and pulled with his legs, creating little eddies and avalanches of movement while he plowed through. It felt a little like moving through heavy wet snow. He noticed ash was still falling, but it seemed to be filtering down from the roof and trees around him. Thinking about the weight of the ash, and the load it exerted on surfaces, John decided to detour close to the pool cover and see how it was holding up - if it was still holding up. John knew that a cubic foot of snow could weigh anywhere from seven to twenty pounds, depending on its moisture content and density. But no matter how you sliced it, volcanic ash was twice as heavy as dry snow, and twice that again if wet. That information concerned him, so he turned on his flashlight and shuffled his feet through the ash as he continued to plow through the alien surface that was once his backyard.

He stopped and scanned the yard with his flashlight. It killed his night vision, but he wanted to see the pool cover, and give Adam a chance to see his location. He couldn’t, see the cover, so he turned off the flashlight and waited, once again, for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. He knew where he was, but considered running a safety line from the house to the shop. If the wind picked up the flying ash would reduce visibility to zero. John figured a single strand of 550 cord would probably do the trick. Also called “para-cord,” the 550 represented the tensile strength of a single strand of the line. Namely that it could bear the weight of 550 pounds before being at risk of breaking. It meant 550 cord was very strong for its size, and was very useful in a number of survival applications. It was a survivalist multi-purpose utility line of choice. Next to duct tape and zip-ties, 550 cord was John’s next favorite survival supply.

John tripped, and barely caught himself before falling face first into the ash. Using the toe of his boot, he worked around the hazard. It felt like a brick. He must have kicked it loose from the edging around one of Jenna’s tree trunk flowerbeds. John stepped over the flowerbed and put his hand against the tree as he paused to reestablish his bearings. He turned and looked around, but couldn’t make out the shape of the house, or the shop. He figured he was somewhere between the two. With only the trail behind him as a directional guide, John faced about and continued to plow forward.

“Yup, I’ll have to run a safety line,” he said aloud. Out of the corner of his eyes he saw movement and squatted in the ash. He willed them to penetrate the darkness, to identify the movement, but his eyes revealed nothing. Darkness had a way of playing tricks on the eye, as well as the mind, but the ash filled environment was different from anything he had ever experienced before. For John, it was kind of like walking at the bottom of a giant ashtray. It kind of smelled like an ashtray too.

After a minute of silent survey, he was satisfied that it was only the darkness playing tricks on him. So he rose to his feet and resumed his journey. He knew he was taking longer than he planned, but he couldn’t help it. The job still had to be done.

Another tree appeared to his left and he gave it a wide birth. He continued to move in what he thought was the right direction, but his goggles were almost entirely coated in ash. He wiped at them with his gloved hands, and saw that the ash continued to stick to the lenses. It was apparently electrostatically charged, and wiping at the lenses seemed only to make it worse. John continued walking, having lost count of the number of steps he had taken, but thinking it couldn’t be many more before he reached his destination. He was just about ready to shift his direction of travel when his outstretched hand hit the side of the shop. With both hands on the wall, John worked his way to the right, hoping to find the door. When his right hand fell away from the wall, he stopped. Realizing that he reached the corner of the shop, he began to move back to his left. With his right hand on the wall, he soon made his way to the side door. He noticed the door was just two feet from where he made initial contact with the shop, which actually pleased him despite his minor detour.

With the door key hanging from a dog-tag chain around his neck, John leaned forward and unlocked the door. With a great deal of effort, he pulled the door outward and swept the ash off the step. Once sufficiently clear of the ash, John quickly entered the dark shop and instinctively reached for the light switch, but he diverted his hand up to his helmet mounted flashlight. He turned it on and examined the shop for reasons of security. Finding the shop clear, he closed the door. A trail of ash revealed his path, but he wasn’t worried about it in the shop. He was just glad it wasn’t deeper than it was.

The flashlight beam played across the familiar landscape of the shop, and despite the darkness, it remained a comfortable and familiar place. John spent a lot of time in the shop, it was his man-cave of sorts. He removed his goggles and face mask, and set about preparing the generator for action. The brand-new generator sat patiently next to the shop’s large, metal, roll-up door. He regretted not setting it up yesterday, before the ash had fallen, but was still surprised he needed to use it this soon. He lifted one end of the generator and wheeled it over to where his cast-iron potbelly stove once stood. The stove’s vent line was capped and waiting for an entirely different exhaust mission. John purchased the cast iron, railroad-type, potbelly stove to heat the shop during the winter, but he used it so little that he moved it to the garage. Before the disaster he planned on selling it, but now he was glad he didn’t. He knew it would come in handy now, much more than ever before.

Using hose clamps, and garage grade metal flex hose, John attached the generator exhaust pipe to the stove vent in the wall. He knew it wouldn’t be carbon monoxide proof, but it would be better than letting the generator run completely unventilated in the closed up shop. He decided to bring a carbon monoxide alarm with him when he returned to the shop.

After adding oil to the generator, and filling the tank with gasoline from one of his vintage military jerry-cans, John hit the starter button and smiled when the generator came instantly to life. He was glad he didn’t have Adam put all the gas cans in the fuel pit. Given the conditions outside, that would have added another twenty minutes to his mission.

Next, John removed three, two-hundred foot, contractor grade extension cords from a storage box and set them on the floor next to the generator. He then opened a box marked “Christmas Lights” and removed four spools of white, LED Christmas lights. After unwinding one of the extension cords, John anchored it to the side of the shop with several heavy-duty cable staples. He didn’t want to make any unnecessary trips back to the shop because someone accidentally pulled the cord free from the generator, so he purposely anchored it firmly to the side of the shop’s wall.

He was certain two cords would reach the house, but he wasn’t sure they would reach the well pump in the garage, so he grabbed an extra cord and secured two ends together with zip-ties. Like paracord, zip-ties had a hundred useful purposes, and John had a variety of different lengths and thicknesses, everything from the small and narrow three-inch long zip-ties, to the wide, heavy, twelve-inch long ties. He grabbed a handful of the six-inch long zip-ties from his workbench and stuffed them into his pocket under the coveralls. To finish the connection, John wrapped the extension cord connection with a generous portion of duct tape.

John had several more extension cords in the garage, so if he needed more he wouldn’t have to return to the shop, but he would need to return to refill the generator, so he also grabbed his spool of 550 cord. Before plugging the extension cord into the generator, John secured a single strand of 550 cord to the four-by-four leg of the work bench, the leg closest to the shop door, and then zip-tied it to the extension cord. Both cords would now serve as a guide line, if and when he needed one. As soon as John plugged the cord into the generator, he put his mask and goggles on, hefted the loop of extension cord onto his shoulder, opened the shop door, and stepped back out into the ash.

Ash immediately began to accumulate on his goggles. He had forgotten to clean them, and realized that there was a very light breeze in the air. Again he wondered what the weather patterns would be like with the ash; how long it would take for things to return to normal, but he couldn’t worry about it now. He wiped his goggles with a gloved hand and headed toward the house, uncoiling the extension and 550 cord as he walked. His earlier trail was easy enough to find, but it was barely visible through the goggles. The beam of the flashlight reflected off the suspended ash, acting against him to blur his vision, so he reached up and turned it off.

John made his way back to the side door of the house, and was glad to see that no light escaped through the heavy curtain that covered the window. He knocked the first code and waited. A few seconds later a reply knock was heard. John counted the set amount of seconds and answered with the correct reply knock. Jenna peeked out from behind the window, saw John, and immediately opened the door for him. The lantern on the mudroom bench was the second best welcome he received. Jenna, holding a shotgun at low ready, was the first.

“Yuuu woot afumm beaeb?”

“What?” Jenna asked, with a confused grin.

John lowered the breathing mask and raised his goggles. “I said . . . you look awesome, babe.”

“You’re just saying that because I’m holding one of your shotguns,” replied Jenna, playfully.

“You’re right, but you’d look awesome standing there holding a rotten watermelon, too,” replied John, in defense of his innocent appraisal.

“Will you please come in and shut the door . . . you’re letting ash in.”

“Actually, I’m just here to drop off this cord. But now that I think about it, I should probably run it in through one of the back windows.”

“An upstairs window?” asked Jenna.

“Hmm . . . you’re right. Do you think we can close the back door over the cord?” asked John.

“I think that would be a better option than a window,” she said.

“OK, then lock up and I’ll run the cord to the back door. I also have some Christmas lights I want to bring in and string up for interior lighting.”

“Christmas lights?” asked Jenna, with raised eyebrows.

“Yeah, they’re LED, which means they’re bright and won’t draw a lot of power. I want to run them through the house so we don’t have to carry lanterns around with us everywhere we go. That means I’ve got to make another trip to the shop. I also want to check on the pool cover, so I’m thinking I’ll be out for about another fifteen or twenty minutes. Are the kids holding up?”

Jenna nodded, “Yes, I just checked on them.” She lowered the barrel of the shotgun to the floor.

“They’re bored, but holding up. They said they can’t see anything.”

“Even Adam?” asked John.

“He said the scope is really cool, but he can’t see anything through the ash.”

“OK, just tell them to stay put for a few more minutes.” John returned the goggles and breathing mask to his face and backed out the door. He waved to Jenna and stood on the doorstep until he heard her engage the deadbolt and drop the security bar back into place. John picked up the extension cord and hastily coiled it up as he walked around to the back patio. He dropped the coil at the back door and surveyed the patio with his flashlight.

When he was satisfied everything looked fine, he set his bearings and cut a new trail to join up with the first one he cut to the shop. He moved with much more confidence now, and soon picked up his old trail by the tree. The sound of the running generator could be heard outside the shop, but it was quieter than John would have imagined. He figured the heavy air must be muffling the sound.

Once back inside the shop, the generator sounded painfully loud. Such sounds normally didn’t bother John, but the raspy silence of the ash was strangely soothing, like white noise. Everything else seemed to assault his ears. He realized it was strange to think the sound of falling ash was soothing, but he preferred it to the sound of the generator running in his shop.

The generator’s indicator lights reflected off the green plastic spools of Christmas lights. John quickly stuffed them into a garbage bag, and tossed it over his shoulder. He wanted to take the lights in the house, so he had to protect them from the ash. But he also wanted to keep one of his hands free, and the light spools in the bag made that possible. John scanned the shop with his helmet mounted flashlight one last time, and then stepped back out into the ash, locking and pulling the shop door closed behind him.

John quickly made his way to the back patio, and sat the bag of Christmas lights on the extension cord coiled by the backdoor. He wanted to quickly check the pool cover before going back inside. He was seriously concerned about how well the cover was holding up to the accumulating ash. Cutting a new trail through the ash, John headed east, where he knew the pool cover would be. When he saw the unmistakable outline of the tie-down stakes, he paused and looked up to see the looming shape of the pool cover.

John reached up and turned on his helmet mounted flashlight for a quick survey of the cover. As best he could tell, the tarp seemed to be holding up very well. There was ash on the tarp, but most of it had slid down the steep sides and accumulated at the bottom, on the part of the trap that rested on the lawn instead of directly over the pool itself. The sides of the tarps extended several feet beyond the edge of the pool, so the weight of the ash didn’t tear the tarp. He was excited to tell Adam about their success.

He felt the need to inspect the other side of the cover, so he turned his flashlight off and allowed his eyes to adjust to the darkness. John cautiously followed the line of stakes around to the opposite side of the pool cover. But when he reached the far side he stopped. Another track was in the ash, and it wasn’t one of his. John was so surprised to see another track that he actually froze in place. From the looks of it, someone had just made it. John wondered if it was Darrel, and his body made an immediate request for adrenaline. He calmed himself, and took a knee to consider his options, while unconsciously resting his hand on his pistol. With open eyes and ears, John surveyed the area for the intruder.

John scanned the area, pushing his eyes to penetrate the heavy gloom around him, commanding his ears to detect anything unusual or out of place. He was glad he turned off his flashlight, but he wondered if the intruder already saw it and moved to take up a better position in order to ambush him. John was convinced an intruder was waiting nearby; waiting for him to make a mistake, to lower his guard and expose himself to attack. But John was ready. He completed his transition to tactical mode. It was a completely natural transition for him, long practiced despite the fact that he hadn’t engaged it since his retirement. He wasn’t afraid, but he wasn’t reckless either. John knew, from experience, that alertness and nerves were always better than careless and reckless behavior.

The only sound was the whispering of ash. It filled his ears through the hood of the painter’s coveralls. He decided to cut ear holes in the hood before his next excursion, or better yet, he’d just leave the hood down. While at a crouch, John backed down his trail and waited. He noticed that the intruder’s trail continued beyond the pool towards the back of John’s property. He followed the new trail as he instinctively released the safety strap over his pistol.

Ready for action, John followed the trail as it led around to the back of the shop. Whoever the intruder was, John saw that he was determined, nosy, and in danger of being shot. Anyone walking around in these conditions had to be up to no good. All of John’s senses were heightened, and acutely focused on tracking the intruder. He blocked out concern for his lower back, that it hurt from walking at a crouch, or that no one in his family knew they were in danger, but he continued forward, cautiously stalking his prey.

Each step was deliberate and measured, perfectly balanced and set for immediate action in any direction. He moved his right hand from his pistol and moved it to his vest, where he released the safety strap for the combat knife. He silently drew the knife and passed it to his left hand. He wasn’t sure why he drew it, only that if felt good to hold. If necessary, he knew he could quickly drop the knife, but it seemed to focus his attention even more.

He completed the intruders’ circuit through the ash, having followed it around the far side of the shop to end at the same corner where John had stopped during his first search for the door. The sound of the generator seemed louder than before, and he realized it was probably louder because he was more open to the sounds around him. John stopped at the corner of the shop and knelt to survey the area around him. It was difficult to tell, but it looked to John as if there was a dark mass moving away from the side door. He considered running forward and engaging his target, but he wasn’t sure he could reach him without jeopardizing his own footing. It wouldn’t be good to trip and fall just as he reached his target. Besides, John wanted to understand the intruder, to figure out what his intent was before confronting him.

John stopped at the shop’s side door and noticed two hand prints in the film of ash that coated the window. He quickly turned to follow the trail back toward the house. He moved with greater speed now that he knew where the intruder actually was, and he wanted to get closer to his target. John found the intruder leaning against the window of the side door, apparently trying to look through the gaps in the heavy blanket that hung over the window. John silently drew his pistol, and with a knife in his left hand, holding it similar to how he would a flashlight-pistol combination, he moved to within striking distance of the intruder.

The intruder was much smaller than Darrel, which immediately released a load of tension by several degrees. He was wearing dark pants, a dark colored sweatshirt with the hoody pulled up over his head, and high-top court shoes. The intruder’s hands were bare and visible on either side of the door as he bobbed his head around the window in an effort to see past the curtain. John was glad to see the intruder didn’t have a weapon in his hands, and realized that if he didn’t move, he could probably pat him down right where he stood.

Just as John lowered his breathing mask, the intruder raised his hand to knock. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” he said.

The intruder spun around, eyes wide with surprise above a red bandanna that covered his nose and mouth. John figured he outweighed the intruder by more than eighty pounds, so he wasn’t overly worried that he’d try to get past him. To make sure the man knew what kind of danger he was in, John asked, “Do you see my gun?” The man nodded, and pressed his back against the door as he slid to the ground, landing hard on his butt at the base of the door.

“Please don’t shoot. It’s me . . . Mr. Anderson?” said the intruder, as he closed with a pleading final question.

“Who are you?” demanded John, surprised to be addressed by his surname.

“It’s me, Corbin! Please don’t shoot me. I’m sorry.” He held his hands up in front of him, briefly wiped his eyes and quickly returned them back to his front.

“Remove your mask!” commanded John. He didn’t want to yell and frighten Jenna, so he kept his voice calm and even. Corbin lowered the bandana with a single pull and looked up at John. “What are you doing here, Corbin? You should be home . . . with your parents.”

“I came to see, Adam. My folks said it was OK for me to come over. I tried to call, but the phones are dead,” replied Corbin, with a cough.

“Stand up, Corbin,” said John.

Corbin did as he was told and John ushered him to the side so he could knock for Jenna. John knocked the code and waited. “Do you have any idea what’s going on around you, Corbin?” asked John, irritated that he could have shot the foolish young man. When the boy didn’t answer, John asked, “Do you know I almost shot you,” said John, as he holstered his weapons. “It was very stupid to come sneaking around my house in conditions like this.” He waved a hand toward the ash that Corbin apparently didn’t notice. “You should be home with your parents.”

Corbin trembled, and his shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry Mr. Anderson, I’m really sorry.”

John smiled despite himself and replied to Jenna’s return knock. She moved the curtain aside to look at John and didn’t seem at all surprised to see Corbin standing with him. John realized that she must have heard their conversation through the door. Jenna released the locks and opened the door. John stepped in and said, “Jenna, we have company. Come on in, Corbin.”

As soon as Corbin entered the mud room, John issued orders, “Stand over there while I lock up.”

“It’s good to see you, Corbin. To what do we owe the pleasure?” asked Jenna, in her sweetest voice possible.

“I found him skulking around out back,” said John, before Corbin could answer for himself.

“I wasn’t skulking around Mr. Anderson.” said Corbin, sounding hurt. “Hi Mrs. Anderson. I’m sorry to bother you.”

“It’s OK. Are you here to see Adam?” she asked.

“If it’s OK, yes, I would like to see Adam,” replied Corbin

“Well, Adam’s a little busy right now,” said John.

“John, honey, let me handle this. Corbin come on in. But I’ll need you to leave all your ash covered clothes in the mudroom. I’ll have Adam bring you down something to wear, so wait here until I get back.”

John looked at Corbin and said, “You and I are going to have a talk before this is all settled. Do you understand?”

“Ah, yes . . . sir,” replied Corbin, unsure of how to respond. He apparently wasn’t accustomed to being held accountable to adults, or addressing them as sir or ma’am, but John liked the kid’s manners.

“OK, remove your outer clothing and lay them on the floor by the door, to include your shoes and socks. When you’re done, go through the plastic curtain and wait in the clean room. I’ll go first. Wait for me to call you through.”

Corbin acknowledged the command and watched as John removed his gloves, vest, headgear, eye and breathing protection, and stowed everything in a locker. After John peeled off the duct tape from around his wrists and cuffs, he removed his pistol belt and laid it on the floor in the cleanroom. Lastly, he removed his boots and stripped off his coveralls.

“Why are you wearing all that gear, Mr. A?” asked Corbin, as he sat on the mudroom bench, watching John work.

“I don’t want ash in my eyes or lungs, and I don’t want to bring it in the house either. Go ahead and remove your ashy clothes and don’t follow me until I say. OK?”

Corbin nodded his understanding and John turned to enter the clean room through the overlapping plastic curtains. John glanced through the plastic curtains to see if Corbin was following instructions and returned to his own ash mitigation process. John noticed that, thanks to the painters’ coveralls, he was almost entirely free of ash. While he waited for Jenna to return with clothes for Corbin, he cleared his pistol and began to wipe it free of ash. A few minutes later Jenna returned and passed Corbin’s clothes through the plastic curtain.

John slid the pistol into his waistband and laid Corbin’s clothes on the floor of the clean room. Corbin stood on the other side of the plastic curtains, looking somewhat like a drowned rat, or more appropriately, a rat that ran through a stove pipe. “OK,” said John, “when I leave the clean room, go ahead and enter. Once you get dressed, wait until I tell you to come out.”

John cleared the clean room and watched as Corbin squeezed his skinny butt through the curtains and entered the cleanroom behind him. Jenna was waiting for John around the corner by the refrigerator. “Why are you standing over here?” asked John.

“I don’t want to embarrass Corbin while he dresses.”

John rolled his eyes. “Really, he’s wearing underwear,” said John.

“John, he’s a teenage boy, and teenage boys are funny about their bodies. Anyway, I also want a kiss.”

John wrapped his arms around his wife and they exchanged a tender kiss. They embraced for a moment and Jenna whispered into John’s ear. “According to Adam, he and Corbin are not . . . the best of friends.” said Jenna.

“Then why is he here?” John whispered back.

“I don’t know, but I want you to be nice to him, John. Something happened to him, I can feel it. Call it a mother’s intuition.”

“I thought I was being nice,” said John.

“My love, your directness can be, at times, taken as hostility,” replied Jenna.

“I’ll be nice . . . er,” he said, and kissed her again. “I’m about ready to give you power again. Can you also talk to Adam about being nice, and then send him down.”

“I already did. And he should be down in a minute. He wants to know if he can come out of the room now, and if you want him to bring the rifle down.”

“Tell him yes to both.”

“Can I come out now, Mr. Anderson?” Corbin’s meek voice issued from the clean room.

“Yes. I’m sorry. You can come out now,” said John, in a much less imposing tone of voice. John looked to Jenna for approval and caught her attention as she was walking away. She gave John a thumbs up, and a smile, and he continued. “Corbin, come sit over here at the kitchen table, so we can talk.” Adam entered the kitchen with the rifle in his hands, and John added, “Oh, hey Adam. Glad you could join us.” John saw Corbin’s eyes fix on the tactical rifle in Adam’s hands. It wasn’t a look of shock, but rather one of interest, which pleased John.

“Hey Corbin. Hey dad. Where do you want me to put your rifle?” asked Adam.

“I’ll take it. Why don’t you talk with Corbin while I go put it back in the safe,” replied John.

Adam handed the rifle to John, and he noticed his son had already cleared it. John offered Adam an appreciative nod, and he left the kitchen as Adam and Corbin struck up a teen conversation. When John returned, he saw that both boys were laughing together. “What’s so funny?” asked John.

“Corbin was just telling me about how you almost killed him,” replied Adam.

“And how is that funny?” asked John, with eyebrows raised.

“He said you were holding your knife and pistol the same way they do in Call of Duty, on the Xbox. He said he thought he was actually in the game with you,” explained Adam.

John still wasn’t convinced that was funny, but he knew he was slow to understand teen humor. “I don’t know about that, but it’s a pretty common grip. It works better with a flashlight though, especially in these conditions,” replied John. “And no, you can’t play Xbox,” added John, flatly.

Adam and Corbin stared at John for a moment, as if considering his comment, and they returned to their conversation as if he hadn’t said a thing. “It’s crazy outside. What were you doing out there?” asked Adam, while looking curiously at Corbin.

“Yeah,” replied Corbin. “I got lost trying to find you guys. I was hoping we could play some Xbox together, or just hang out.” He said the last part with a furtive glance at John.

“You know the power’s out, right?” inquired Adam.

“Yeah, but I know you have solar panels, so I hoped they were working for you,” replied Corbin.

“Seriously, Corbin? You know you need the sun for solar panels to work, right?” asked Adam, with a shake of his head.

“What? That’s not the sun outside?” replied Corbin. The two boys laughed again.

“So, Corbin,” interjected John, “what really brings you here.” Corbin turned instantly morose, but turned when Abby entered the kitchen. Abby, very much the cool customer her mother ever was, walked through the kitchen to the pantry without recognizing Corbin. She offered not even a single glance that way. “Abby, come over here and meet Adam’s friend, Corbin.”

“Dad, she’s met Corbin before,” said Adam.

“Oh, OK.” John wasn’t sure if Corbin was awe-struck with Abby, but it sure looked like he was. She had to be at least three years younger than him, if not more, which he was glad for. But he wondered about his interest in Abby. “Corbin, do you have a sister?” asked John.

“No.” he replied, and turned his attention back to Adam.

John was about to ask more questions, but then Abby emerged from the pantry and went straight to the kitchen table to join Adam and Corbin. John shrugged and said, “I need to get the power going. Adam, can you keep our company entertained for a while?”

“Sure, dad.” Adam resumed his conversation with Corbin. John listened to their conversation while he removed the two-by-four braces from the back door with the hand drill. It was obvious to him that Adam wanted to go outside, and while he talked with Corbin, he communicated it clearly. But he also expressed to his dad that he would have handled himself much better than Corbin. John didn’t doubt Adam would have handled himself better, he was just glad his son didn’t have to prove it. He didn’t know why Corbin was running around outside, but he would soon enough.

John ignored Adam’s baited conversation and concentrated on his work. After grabbing the bag of Christmas lights, and pulling the remaining length of extension cord into the house, John shut the back door and re-secured it with the boards. He was pleased to see the cord fit under the door’s weather stripping, but it ended at the clean room, far short of reaching the well pump in the garage. After grabbing another cord from the garage, he plugged in the pump and flipped the circuit breaker back on. The satisfying sound of the well pump pressure tank coming to life meant they were another step closer to normal household functions.

John returned to the kitchen and sat the bag of Christmas lights on the table. He asked the kids to uncoil the spools of lights while he set power to the refrigerator. Using an orange, twenty-five-foot extension cord - so everyone could see it, and hopefully not trip over it - and a heavy-duty power strip, John ran a line to the refrigerator. When the refrigerator was humming nicely, he attached the first string of lights to the power strip, and ran them along the cabinets, past the clean room, over the stove, and then out to the entryway. With the second strand of lights plugged into the end of the first, John continued the chain into the entryway to the front door, and then partially up the stairs. The third and final string of lights completed the climb up the stairs, and ended down the hall, past the bedrooms, and into the game room.

John was pleased to see bright white light in every area of the house where he hung the lights, and he regretted not buying more strings of them after last Christmas. He returned to the kitchen to inspect the lighting and found Adam, Corbin and Abby still busy talking at the table. The three of them were discussing school, as if it would soon reopen. He didn’t want to interrupt them, or dash their hopes for a return to normalcy, but he really wanted to know what they thought of his project. “What do you guys think of the lights?”

John got a quick, “Awesome, dad,” from Adam, but his son quickly returned to the conversation. He was clearly unimpressed with John’s light producing abilities. John shrugged and headed to the bedroom. With everything he needed up and running, it was time to take a hot shower. He also checked the gas burning hot water heaters, and they were operating smoothly. John was more excited to take a hot shower than normal. There was something about the disaster that communicated hot showers would soon be a thing of the past, so he planned to take one every day until that option was taken from him. During Operation Desert Storm, John was forced to go months without a shower. He remembered the “first” shower after that field induced sabbatical, and it was absolutely heavenly. Since then, he never passed up an opportunity to take a hot shower, dirty or not.

As he made his way to the bedroom, John wondered if he could convince Jenna to scrub his back. The anticipation of her hands on him, to feel normal and routine again, was overwhelming. He wondered what it was about the disaster that made him feel so desperate for her contact. It had been less than a day, and already he longed for some kind of reassurance from her. It was juvenile, but hard to deny. The power, the lights made the house seem a little normal again, and he wondered if it was that element of normalcy that was messing with his head. What was it about the power that gave him hope? It made a difference, gave everyone hope, but John knew it would be short-lived. Nothing in the world, their world, would be like it was. Power was something to be enjoyed, like a hot shower after spending many months in the desert.
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John found Jenna working in the master bedroom closet. With a bent hanger, she had hung an oil lamp from the highest rack in her closet. It cast a comfortable light in the enclosed space, more than enough to reveal the pile of clothing strewn on the carpeted floor at her feet. Jenna was standing on her toes, stretching to reach a storage box on the top shelf, when John cleared his throat. She turned and saw him standing there, and with a finger she pointed to a box and said, “Don’t just stand there, grab that box for me?”

John normally would have reacted before her request, but he was concerned. Jenna wasn’t one to haphazardly throw things around, especially in her own closet. Something was also messing with her head. “What are you looking for?” he asked.

“I’m looking for something to wear when I go outside,” she replied. “All I have are jeans and running clothes. Everything else is business attire, like dresses and suits. And look at my shoes, they’re all heels, except for my running shoes,” said Jenna, as she lifted one of her feet to emphasize her conclusion.

John wasn’t sure what brought on this episode of clothing insecurity, but he figured it had something to do with her having to find clothes for Corbin. But she had nothing to be insecure about. John knew she had more than enough useful clothing to wear outside. “You know the ash isn’t going to be around forever,” said John, as he grabbed the plastic box from the top shelf and set it on the floor next to her feet, “and I’ve got your hiking boots in the garage,” he offered, when she still didn’t reply.

“John, I didn’t do anything to prepare myself. We’ve got food, water, electricity . . . yes, I saw the Christmas lights in the hall, that works really well . . . but I don’t have any clothes. If we have to go anywhere . . . I’m not ready.”

“You’re more ready than you realize. Besides, you don’t really need any special clothing, just comfortable stuff. And you’ve got plenty of dark and earth-toned workout clothes that won’t make you stand out. And what you don’t have, I can get for you. Trust me, you’ll be fine,” finished John.

Jenna put her hand on John’s DCUs that were hanging on the rack next to her. He continued to maintain two complete sets of duty uniforms, even after retiring. They were hung in the closet next to his business suits, with all the patches and pins attached, as if he expected to be called up and reinstated on active duty at any moment. Jenna never understood why he kept his duty uniforms hanging in the closet, but she wasn’t inclined to criticize his inability to completely separate himself from the army, so she let it go. But the DCUs were now a reminder of how John was always prepared for something, and she was prepared for nothing. “You’ve got all your army stuff to wear,” replied Jenna, as she pointed to John’s uniforms again, defeat edging into her voice, “I don’t have anything like this.”

John had an idea. “Look, why don’t you take some of my old camouflage uniforms and size them down. After dinner, once the refrigerator chills up, plug your sewing machine in and alter them to fit. I’ve got a duffel bag full of old army uniforms. Here, take this one.” John handed her one of his ready DCUs.

Jenna nodded and smiled. She hung John’s uniform back on the rack and said, “Yeah, I can do that. And I can make a set for the kids too,” she replied, clearly feeling better about her clothing options.

“Great. I’ll bring the uniform duffel bag in from the garage, and you guys can choose what camo pattern you want while I make dinner.”

“Thanks, honey,” replied Jenna, and she reached up to wrap her arms around John’s neck. She pecked his cheek and added, “I’m sorry I got upset.”

“I wouldn’t say you were upset, but it does make me wonder what other people are thinking right now. At least we have something to use, something to build upon.” Wanting to change the subject, for Jenna’s benefit as much as his own, he asked, “What do you want to do with Corbin? I think you’re right, there’s something going on there.”

“I think we should feed him,” answered Jenna, “but after that it’s up to you. You may have to walk him home.”

John nodded. He had already considered that option. “OK, let me get dinner going and we can talk more about him. I love you. Are you going to be OK?”

“I’ll be fine. I love you, too,” said Jenna, as she gave John another hug and kiss.

John left Jenna to straighten up the closet and returned to the kitchen. He passed the kids as they were heading out. “Where are you guys going?”

Adam answered for the group. “We were gonna go upstairs and look outside.”

“I’d rather you not. At least for the moment. I need your help. Follow me.”

They followed John into the garage. John grabbed the ladder and pulled down a duffel bag from the overhead garage rack. “Take this into the family room and dump it on the floor. Your mom will be in to give you instructions in a minute.”

Adam carried the duffel bag into the house, and Abby and Corbin followed close behind. John returned to the kitchen and started dinner. He was browning ground beef on the stove when Corbin piped up. “That sure smells good, Mr. Anderson. What are you making?”

“I’m making chili, Corbin. Would you like to stay for dinner?” replied John.

“Can I? Yes. Thanks Mr. Anderson.”

“I’ll take you home after dinner,” added John, and the look on Corbin’s face instantly changed from happiness to despair. John again wondered what was going on in the kid’s mind. “Is everything OK at home?” he asked.

Corbin nodded and turned his attention back to the clothes. John saw that he wasn’t willing to talk about home, so he dropped the subject. He knew he would find out soon enough what was going on at Corbin’s house.

John watched them interact as they rummaged through his collection of old army uniforms. The collection contained mostly the standard forest-patterned BDUs, the ones with the familiar green, brown, black design that were used by the army from the mid 80’s to the early 90’s. But there were also a few desert pattern uniforms from Desert Storm and Operation Iraqi Freedom, as well as a few pair of the olive-drab uniforms of the early 80’s. Mixed among the older uniforms were also several worn pairs of DCUs that John used on his most recent combat duty in Iraq. The kids shuffled through the pile of clothing with curiosity and interest, asking questions about the different patches and camouflage patterns. They pulled the uniforms on and appraised each other’s choices. It was the perfect distraction.

John returned to making dinner and noticed Jenna walk by with the sewing machine in her arms. He was glad she found purpose with a project that she could enjoy, because they all needed a distraction from the ash. Jenna quickly organized the kids and instructed them to identify one set each. John was happy to see that she included Corbin in the project, even if it would cost him a uniform. Excluding Corbin would have dampened everyone’s mood, so it was worth the uniform. Besides, he had a strong feeling that Corbin would be with them longer than dinner.

Thirty minutes later they were sitting at the table, ready to eat. John blessed the food and they quietly ate chili, with rice and cornbread. Dinner talk eventually emerged, and began to focus on some crazy YouTube comedian that John had never heard about. He smiled along for most of the conversation, but he remained lost in thought about tomorrow, about everything really, but mostly about what tomorrow would bring. He knew he shouldn’t worry about the future, but it was in his nature to think and plan ahead. For now, he knew the only way to stay sane was to take everything a day at a time, especially when it concerned the ash.

Jenna and the kids cleaned up the dinner dishes while John repacked the extra uniforms and stowed them away in the garage. It was Adam’s turn to wash the dishes, which was met with some complaint, but he quickly adjusted to the primitive technique of hand washing the dishes once Abby offered to help dry. While they were busy, John took the opportunity to pull Corbin aside and talk privately with him about his visit.

“Corbin, can you please come with me for a minute?”

“Sure, Mr. Anderson,” replied Corbin, without reservation.

With his whaler’s lantern in hand, John led Corbin into the garage. He asked Corbin to sit on a folding chair while he sat, in reversed fashion, on one in front of him. “So, I need you to tell me what’s going on at home?” asked John. He saw no point in beating around the bush. Direct questioning was the best approach when dealing with someone Corbin’s age. Corbin looked left and right, as if contemplating an escape. He was having a hard time maintaining eye contact with John. “Look, Corbin, I’ll find out what’s going on soon enough. I’ll go up to your door when I drop you off, and I’ll ask to speak with your parents.” Corbin’s eyes grew wide, but he quickly looked down. “You’re not in trouble, Corbin,” added John, “I just want to know if everything’s OK at home.” Corbin glanced at John and he saw that the kid’s eyes were starting to well up with tears. Good work, John, he said to himself, now you made the kid cry. “Corbin,” he said, as he put a hand on his shoulder, “just tell me what’s going on at home.”

“My folks aren’t there,” he said, as he rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands.

“What do you mean they’re not home?” asked John.

“They’re not there, OK! I don’t want to talk about it!” Corbin was becoming agitated, and his emotions were bordering on hysteria.

“OK, calm down. Everything will be all right. I’ll run you home and we’ll go see what’s going on. If your parents aren’t home when we get there . . . well, then I’ll bring you back here and you can stay with us until they return. Will that work?” Corbin nodded and wiped his eyes again. “OK, then let’s go back in and make some plans,” said John as he stood. Corbin rose and followed him into the kitchen.

Adam and Abby had just finished the dishes, and they were hovering around Jenna as she talked about making their uniform alterations. John wasn’t sure what to make of Corbin’s story, but he knew it wouldn’t be hard to get to the bottom of it. Given the conditions outside, he wouldn’t be surprised to find Corbin’s house empty, but he wanted to make sure. He needed to know what Corbin’s parents were up to, why they would allow their only child to walk the streets of the neighborhood when the ash was falling around them. There could be any number of reasons why Corbin’s parents didn’t make it home from work yesterday, but he wasn’t going to upset the boy with speculation and personal opinion. However, he did need more information.

“I’ll get ready and we’ll head over in a few minutes,” said John, as he patted Corbin on the back. “For now, go join the fun until it’s time to leave.” John motioned for Jenna to follow him into the other room for a private chat. She looked concerned, but she got up from behind the sewing machine and told the kids she’d be right back. John’s private talks were seldom good news, so she followed him into the living room wearily. “Something’s going on with Corbin,” he said. “He’s not being honest about why he’s here.”

“Oh,” replied Jenna. She peeked around the corner to check on the kids and said, “I thought it was something more serious.”

“It is serious,” said John.

“Why do you say that?” asked Jenna.

“He’s lying. I recognize the signs,” said John. “He’s wasn’t being truthful when we talked in the garage.”

“He’s a kid, John, not a Soldier,” said Jenna. “You shouldn’t interrogate him like that. You’re not in Iraq anymore.”

“This isn’t about Iraq, Jenna,” said John, mildly irritated at his wife’s disposition and reference to Iraq. Her apparent misconception of his interest in Corbin’s wellbeing also annoyed him. “This is about finding the truth. Corbin’s desire to hide something from me . . . someone who’s not a threat to him. It tells me it’s something big,” finished John.

“You’re right, I’m sorry. It’s just that . . . well, never mind,” said Jenna.

“What?” asked John, “you can’t leave me hanging like that, babe.”

“He’s just a kid, John.”

John nodded and looked Jenna in the eye, “Kids his age were carrying AK-47s and trying to kill me in Iraq. Jenna, he’s not a baby. But let me ask you this, are you OK if he stays with us?”

“You think it will come to that?” asked Jenna in reply.

“It’s only a feeling,” replied John.

“Do you think something happened to his parents?” asked Jenna.

“I don’t know, but I’ll take him to the door and see what happens.” It was John, this time, who peeked around the corner into the kitchen before returning his attention to Jenna. “I told him that if no one’s home he could come back and stay with us until his parents come get him.”

Jenna nodded and asked, “Sure, he can stay with us. But will you take a radio with you this time? I need to be able to talk to you when you’re out. The door knock codes are great for coming and going, but what if you get hurt? It would take us forever to find you in the ash.”

It was John’s turn to nod. “You’re right. I should have taken a radio with me to the shop. I don’t know how well they’ll work in the ash, but I think it’s better than nothing. Besides, the ash isn’t falling as hard as it was before. I’ll set them up before I go. Anything else, love?”

“Yes, please be careful. I know it’s more dangerous out there than you’re saying, so be careful and come back to me in one piece. I can’t do this alone.”

“You don’t want to wash the dishes alone?” John teased.

Jenna popped him on the arm. “Yeah, I’m afraid I’ll get dish-pan hands. John, you can be insufferable at times.”

“I know, but you love me anyway,” said John, as he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her tight. “We’ll be OK, I promise. I know it’s not a guarantee for you, but I need you to trust me. Trust me that I can take care of myself . . . that I’ll be careful and that I can take care of us. I know we’ll get through this, Jenna. I really do.”
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John set up the radios and talked Jenna through operating procedures and call-signs. Adam was very comfortable with two-way radio communications because he used them with John when they hunted, so John wasn’t overly concerned about Jenna’s lack of experience. Besides, they were simple push-to-talk radios. But because they relied on common open frequencies, they could run into other radio traffic and need to jump to a different channel, which would require Adam’s help. Channel hopping required a familiarity with radios that Jenna didn’t possess, so he was glad Adam would be close by her side.

John approached Corbin to ask if he was ready to go, and Corbin seemed to shrink before him. Jenna noticed his reaction and approached Corbin from the other side. “Are you OK, Corbin?” she asked in a soothing voice. Corbin said nothing, and sunk down to the floor. He wrapped his arms around his knees and buried his head in his arms. John and Jenna exchanged glances. John shrugged and silently mouthed, “What’s going on?” It was Jenna’s turn to shrug. She knelt beside Corbin and, with an arm around his shoulders asked, “Corbin, what’s the matter, sweetheart?”

John could tell Corbin was crying because his shoulders heaved lightly under Jenna’s loose embrace. John was beginning to believe Corbin’s home situation was much more serious than he first suspected. John got Jenna’s attention and motioned for her to follow him into the other room once again. Jenna patted Corbin’s shoulder and got up to follow John into the living room.

“What do you think’s going on?” asked Jenna. She knew John well enough to know he figured something out.

John was silent for a moment, interpreting the data and feelings he received from his limited contact with Corbin. “Big trouble,” is all John offered in response.

“What kind of big trouble?” Jenna asked, as she furrowed her brow.

“The kind of trouble that scares the life out of a young man and makes him collapse to the floor in a crying heap when he’s told to go home.” said John. Jenna was about to ask a follow-up question when John unintentionally cut her off, “I’ll go to his house by myself and check it out. See what’s going on over there. It’s just around the corner. I’ll be back in about an hour.”

“Are you sure?” asked Jenna. “We could just let him stay here tonight and deal with it in the morning.”

“I thought about that, too, but that only works if his parents aren’t home yet. But if they’re home and injured . . . they may need our help,” replied John.

“You don’t think Corbin did something to them, do you?”

“I don’t think so, but I won’t know until I check it out. But there’s something about his behavior that doesn’t add up,” replied John. “I’ve got to go check it out, Jenna.”

John knew Jenna saw the all too familiar Boy Scout look in his eyes, but he couldn’t help it. He felt the call; that something wasn’t right and needed his attention. Jenna knew John well enough to know that he wouldn’t rest until he resolved the issue of Corbin’s parents, so she nodded and said, “You’re right. But can’t you drive?”

“I thought about that,” said John. “I don’t want to chance damaging the truck in the ash. There’s so much in the air that I think it might clog up the air filter, or damage the engine. Besides, it’s not far. I’d rather just walk.” John studied Jenna’s face and tried to gauge her resolve. She looked as strong as ever and it made John smile. “I love you. Everything will be OK. I’ll be careful, and I’ll be back,” he finished, and hugged her fiercely.

“I can see I’m going to have to get used to you being out in the ash, in the destruction,” she added, as she spoke quietly to the side of his neck. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you actually liked being out there.”

“Well, I admit I like being outside more than inside, but it’s not fun in the ash. It’s a very hostile environment. I’m only going out because I have to. But soon everyone will be able to go outside again. The sky won’t stay dark forever. The same with the ash . . . it won’t be around forever.”

Jenna lifted her head. “I had better go check on our guest,” she said, “and our two as well. It’s too quiet in there.” She broke contact with John and returned to the kitchen.

“Adam, come help me suit up,” said John. Adam jumped up and met John at the clean room. He held the plastic curtain open for his dad, and then followed him into the plastic covered space. John discussed his plans with Adam as he suited up, “I’m going over to Corbin’s house. I need to check things out,” he said, and held up a hand before Adam could speak. “I’m going alone. I need you here, Adam, especially since Corbin’s here.” John studied his son’s face to get a read on his attitude. He saw disappointment, but also eagerness to help. “Look, I know you want to come with me, but your time will come. For now, your place is here, in the house, protecting your family when I’m gone. Can you do that?”

“Yes, dad.”

“Good. Now, I’ll have one of the radios with me, and mom will have the other. You might need to help her out until she gets comfortable with it.” John pulled on his coveralls and continued talking as Adam taped up his sleeves and cuffs. “We made call signs, I’m Dog, mom is Cat and you are . . ?”

“Snake!” said Adam.

“OK. You’re Snake. Abby is Fox and Corbin is . . . Bird. That should get us through the mission. If we need to jump to a different channel let’s use the birthdate of that person’s call-sign. If I say, jump to Fox, then we’ll jump to channel sixteen for Abby’s birthday. Understand?”

“Yes, dad. I understand,” replied Adam.

“Good. Now stay alert, and go get the shotgun for mom while I finish suiting up.”

John was sitting on the mudroom bench, lacing up his boots, when Adam entered carrying the shotgun. His excited grin troubled John. “Adam, I know you think this is fun, and that’s OK, but it’s also very serious. I taught you how to handle yourself with firearms because I believed that one day you would need that skill, and I was right. But don’t take that responsibility lightly. Your life, and the life of everyone in this house, may depend on your skill. So stay alert and keep your eyes and ears open. And help your mom with Corbin . . . keep him busy.”

“I will, dad, and I do take it seriously,” said Adam, and he raised the shotgun slightly when he said “it,” to emphasize his understanding of his firearm responsibilities.

“OK then. I’ll be gone for about an hour,” said John, as he slipped the breathing mask and goggles around his neck. He pulled up the hood of the painter’s coveralls and briefly adjusted the straps of his helmet before he set it on his head. John studied Adam closely before saying, “I’ll give mom a radio check about every ten minutes. I’ll do the first check as soon as I’m outside, so lock up and go straight to her.” Adam nodded as John set the mask and goggles onto his face. “I love you, son. Now be alert and I’ll be back before you know it.”

John entered the mud room, put on his vest, and opened the door. He stepped back into the dark gray fog of ash, and noticed that it seemed to still be falling. Ash seemed to hang in the air, as if gravity played no role in determining its direction of travel. He looked up and found that it didn’t accumulate on his goggles like it did earlier, but the air was still thick with fine gray powder. He waded through the ash and stopped in the middle of the driveway, wondering if walking to Corbin’s house was such a good idea after all.

Cutting through the ash was tiring. He noticed the ash was just below the Suburban’s back bumper, which tempted him to drive, but he wasn’t ready to risk damaging his truck just yet. He also didn’t feel like going back inside for the car keys. He wondered how the big truck would perform in the ash. Would it slip on the turns, or just plow through without difficulty. He also wondered if it would choke his engine.

John moved to the front of the Suburban and leaned against the right fender. It wasn’t to rest as much as it was an opportunity to survey the area ahead. He studied the unblemished ash before him and wondered if he could fashion a set of snowshoes, something to keep him up on the surface. Walking above the ash would definitely be easier than walking through it. John removed the radio from his tactical vest, lowered his breathing mask, and keyed the mike.

While he spoke, he looked west, to where the sun was supposed to be setting. John could just make out a thin band of diffused light on the horizon. He realized it wasn’t really light, but more a pale, gray-green band of illumination. It was barely enough to navigate by, and it would soon be gone all together. With no stars or moon in the night sky, it would be a very dark first night of ash. But it was good to know the sun was still alive, even if it was hidden under a thick layer of atmospheric ash. “Cat, this is Dog, radio check, over.” John paused a moment and said, “Cat! Cat, this is Dog. Radio check, over.”

“Dog, this is Cat . . . I read you . . . Lima Charlie . . . whatever that’s supposed to mean,” was Jenna’s return voice on the radio.

John chuckled and realized Adam must be standing over her, coaching her on what to say. “Cat. I read you loud and clear. I’ll check again in one-zero mikes, Dog, out.” John clipped the radio back to his vest. He regretted not thinking about using a throat-mike and ear piece, but it was too late to change his equipment now. He knew it wouldn’t be his last trip into the ash, so he would make the changes before his next excursion.

Worried about tripping over something under the ash, John made his way to the crape myrtle bushes that lined the west side of his property. With his combat knife, he hacked away a single, six-foot length of branch. After clearing it of the smaller branches, he tested the new walking stick by leaning his weight onto it. Satisfied that it was solid enough to use as a probe, John set off to join the road. After tripping over the brick in the back yard, he planned to use the stick to keep from stepping in a hole, or falling over some other unknown hazard.

John stayed to the side of the driveway as he slowly plowed his way to the road. Very little of the surrounding landscape was discernable under the ash, but he was also surprised at how tired he felt by the time he reached the road. Shuffling his feet through the ash was hard work, and Corbin’s house was close to a half mile away. He figured he’d be exhausted by the time he reached it. He also cursed himself for not bringing any water with him.

Seeking the middle of the road with his walking stick, John turned left. He was delighted to see a car-wide path in the road. It wasn’t completely clear, meaning a car probably passed by a couple hours ago, but it was better than walking in the deep ash. John was familiar with walking through snow, but walking through ash was a little like wading through quicksand - it didn’t push away like snow did - and he was forced to lean into every step. His thighs were beginning to burn from the exertion.

He knew about where Corbin’s house was, but he would only know for sure by looking at the mailbox numbers. Unfortunately, John didn’t remember Corbin’s street number. With all the familiar details covered in ash, it would take time to find the home by checking all the mailboxes, so he decided to ask Adam for the number during their next radio check.

John heard, or perhaps felt a low rumble in the air. He wasn’t sure about the source, because it was very low, and he wondered if it was a distant earthquake. He stood still, trying to get a better feel for the vibrations. Unable to decide what was causing the vibrations, he knelt and pushed a gloved hand through the ash to touch the road’s surface. There was no shaking of the earth, no tremor, only the uneven surface of the poorly finished asphalt road.

The vibrations grew and John stood up. A pale glow of light began to illuminate the gray mist around him. He turned and saw two dim orbs of light steadily approaching him. He immediately dove to his left and rolled in the ash. The thick layer of ash diffused the impact of his dive, but it also coated him like a powdered donut. He felt ash trickle down his neck, and fill the open slits of the coveralls at his waist. He came up on a knee in time to watch the barely discernible red tail-lights of a car disappear into the gray fog. The vehicle raised a formidable cloud of ash behind it as it passed, but John was glad to be alive. He doubted the driver even saw him.

After conducting a quick equipment check, John found he had everything but his new walking stick. He searched for the stick it in the ash, but after several minutes of probing with his foot, he gave up and walked back to the middle of the road. He wasn’t happy about being covered in ash, but seeing the newly plowed car path instantly dispelled his frustration. At least now he wouldn’t have to plow himself through the ash. When he returned to the middle of the road he called Jenna on the radio. “Car . . . Dog, over.”

“This is Cat. Did you say, Car, over?”

Oops, thought John. “Cat, this is Dog. I did say car. I was almost run over by one. It must have been on my mind when I called . . . but I’m fine. No worries. How is everything at your location, over?”

“Everything is fine here. Please be careful, Dog.” John could hear the concern in Jenna’s voice despite her valiant effort to suppress it.

“I will, Cat, I promise. I’m making slow progress, but the car may have helped me a bit. I’ll check back with you again in ten minutes. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“Oh, one more thing. What is . . . Bird’s address?” asked John.

There was silence for a moment and Jenna returned with, “It’s two-fifty.” John heard Adam give her the number in the background and she repeated the number in military format, “That’s two-five-zero.”

John smiled despite himself and replied, “Roger. Thanks Cat. Dog, out.” He stopped to clip the radio back to his vest and drew his pistol to clear it, and the holster, of the accumulated ash from his recent avoidance roll. He removed his breathing mask and blew the last of the ash from his weapon. There wasn’t much, but it was enough to make him nervous about shooting if it wasn’t cleared. John didn’t want to take any chances with the unfamiliar ash, that it might hinder the safe and reliable operation of his pistol in any way, so he cleaned it as best he could where he stood.

While in the desert, he cleaned his weapons twice a day. Since the ash was about as close to desert conditions as he knew, he decided to stay within his comfort zone. If experience taught him anything, it was that it’s better to err on the side of caution, especially when relying on weapons in extreme environments.

John reloaded the pistol and returned it to his holster. The ash wake of the passing vehicle added another foot of depth on either side of the lane, but the path in the middle of the road was now less than a foot deep, and that pleased John immensely. He was amazed that a car could actually operate in these conditions, let alone drive the ash covered roads, but he was glad to see it. The guy driving that car must have been doing thirty, which was fast for the conditions, but John was glad he wasn’t driving faster. He barely had enough time to dive out of the way as it was. To make matters worse, John doubted the driver even saw him through the ash, and would have run him over if he didn’t move. He would have to pay much better attention to his surroundings if he meant to keep his promise to Jenna.

The walk to Corbin’s house was almost a pleasure in the new path. He was able to move much faster, and even assumed a more normal pace and stride. When he reached the turn at the end of the street, his first landmark, John began to count the mailboxes on the right side of the road. Up ahead, in the gloom, John thought he saw movement. He flipped on his helmet mounted flashlight and saw the reflective eyes of an animal, perhaps a medium sized dog. It jumped into the path and vigorously shook his coat before trotting up to John. The dog’s coat didn’t seem to change color with the shaking. It was still gray. John instinctively moved his hand to the pistol, but the dog didn’t seem to pose a threat to him.

When the dog stood next to John, he reached down and rubbed his dusty head. “What are you doing out here, big fella?” asked John. The dog whined once, and then turned and trotted off down the path behind John. He turned to watch the dog disappear into the gloom. The beam of the flashlight revealed the only evidence that the dog ever existed, the many canine footprints that remained stamped in the gray blanket of volcanic powder at his feet.

John reached up and turned off his flashlight. He no longer needed it. He knew where he was, but the thought of the roaming dog lingered. Soon, probably in about a week or two, stray dogs like that would begin to pose a real threat to people in the area. He made a mental note to share his concerns with his family when he got home.

He found the second mailbox and stopped. After pausing briefly to study the dark and silent surroundings, John moved to the edge of the road and rubbed ash from the side of the nearest mailbox. He turned on his flashlight. The muted beam reflected strings of light off the two-inch, polished brass, numbers that read, 250. He reached up to turn off the light and cut a fresh trail to Corbin’s front door. He knew it was risky to approach the house uninvited, especially in these ashy conditions, but he had no other choice. He wasn’t about to sneak around, peeking through windows like Corbin had done. Corbin assumed great risk by approaching John’s house like he did, and that was dangerous and stupid. John was neither of those. Besides, he didn’t feel any threat or danger coming from the house. There was a feeling, but it was more a feeling of old danger - danger past.

John shook off a brief chill and approached the front steps. He saw a trail in the ash that cut across the yard, toward the road, at a right angle. He reasoned it was probably Corbin who cut the trail when he left the house. Only a teen would cut a lawn like that. John walked up to the front door and saw that it was cracked open. Yes, Corbin must have left in a hurry, thought John. He pushed the front door open and took a knee at the right side of the entryway, being careful not to silhouette himself in the open doorway even though there remained a persistent lack of back lighting.

John lifted his goggles and surveyed the dark and silent home. It was as cold and silent as a grave. He reached up and turned on his flashlight. The beam was dim. Thinking his batteries were failing, John removed the flashlight from his helmet and tapped it against his hand. The beam grew brighter as caked ash fell away from the lens. John removed his mask and blew the remaining ash from the lens, then reattached the flashlight to his helmet. The clear beam of light revealed a thin layer of ash in the entryway that had formed a neat fan-shaped pattern on the floor. He ran his finger through the ash, and estimated the door had been left open for at least two hours.

From where he knelt, John let the flashlight beam penetrate the dark spaces of the house. Seeing nothing of interest, he hollered, “Is anybody home!” After allowing a sufficient amount of time to pass, John hollered again, “Hello?” He stood and removed his helmet, and slid the goggles off his head and onto his left arm. With the annoying coverall hood lowered, he paused to listen carefully for any sound – the sound of a creaking floor board even, or a moan. He put his helmet back on and scanned the unclouded darkness of the downstairs with his mounted flashlight.

The stillness of the house felt wrong to John. It was too still, too quiet; like it was suffocating under a heavy wool blanket. John moved through the dining room, passed through the kitchen and into the living room. Everything was frozen in place, like a snapshot. This house has been asleep for a hundred years, mused John. A thin layer of ash coated all flat surfaces. As he walked through the kitchen, taking in the detail, searching for an explanation about his feeling of unease, he again asked, but in a normal tone of voice, “Is anybody home?”

He entered the living room and froze. A purse was laying on the coffee table. He scanned the rest of the room and allowed the light to linger over the large bay window. Ash streaked the glass, and layered the windowsill like so much gray snow. There was nothing more to see in the living room except quiet darkness. John returned to the entryway, and while standing at the bottom of the stairs, he yelled again, “Is anybody home? I’m John Anderson . . . from down the street. I’m here on behalf of Corbin, your son. Hello?”

John walked slowly up the carpeted stairs, ready for someone, anyone, to appear at the top and challenge his unwelcome entry. John knew Corbin was an only child, but he held on to a hope that at least one of his parents were home. The purse was a promising sign, but also foreboding. He sincerely wished for a confrontation, because anything would be better than more unanswered silence. When he reached the top of the stairs he felt the oppressive weight of the silence, and smelled the unmistakable odor of blood.

It was a familiar smell in war, not in his neighborhood. It filled his nose on countless occasions, more than he cared to admit. Bullet wounds didn’t always make a bloody mess, but Improvised Explosive Devices did. While in Iraq, IEDs drew more blood from his Soldiers than bullets and indirect fire combined. To John, IEDs were dishonorable, a cowards tool of death. He reminded himself that honorable combat was a thing of the past, but still, there was something dark and sinister about IEDs, something that reflected the very heart and intent of a despicable enemy. He considered the Iraqi insurgents terrorists, and a terrorist was just another name for a murderer.

The smell of blood prompted John to draw his pistol. The first room at the top of the stairs was Corbin’s. It looked like Adam’s, except it was more cluttered and messy, and decorated with different posters and such. John saw nothing of interest in Corbin’s room and wasted no time there. He turned and looked down the upstairs hallway. Thee more rooms remained, but he didn’t need to check two of them, because lying on the threshold of the door at the end of the hallway was a woman’s body. She was face down. Her long brown hair was splayed out in front of her, hiding her face that lay resting against the base of the open bedroom door. She was clearly dead, for her posture looked very uncomfortable.

John approached to check the woman’s pulse, but the beam of his flashlight illuminated the body of a man lying face up on the king-sized bed. John couldn’t see the man’s face, so he stepped over the woman and entered the master bedroom. Now he understood why Corbin behaved so hysterically, and he felt instantly sorry for him. To confront such a horror would have tested the resolve of an adult, let alone a teenager.

John moved to the side of the bed and saw that the man had shot himself in the head. A pistol, a short barreled .38 revolver, was clenched in his right hand. He had inserted it into his mouth, pointed the barrel up, and then pulled the trigger. John reached over and pried the pistol from the man’s death grip. He slid the pistol under the mattress, for no other reason than because it felt too dirty to hold. He didn’t want to carry it, and the mattress removed it from sight. John moved back to the woman and knelt beside her. She had been shot in the back, probably as she tried to flee her husband’s suicidal lunacy.

John lifted her sweater to examine the wound. He found a single, pencil-sized entry hole in her back, just three inches to the left of her spine and below her bra strap. John knew it was a lung shot and wondered where the man was standing when he shot her. He realized he could have even been sitting on the bed when he fired the pistol. Regardless, it was a distance shot, because there were no powder burns on her sweater, or on her flesh. She was trying to get away when he shot her, thought John, What a shame.

John’s radio blared, “Dog, this is Cat, come in, over.” Startled out of his analysis, John was momentarily impressed with Jenna’s radio handling until he recognized Adam’s voice. “This is Dog. I thought you were, Snake, over.”

“Right, this is Snake, sorry, I forgot. Dog, you missed two check-in calls, and Cat is worried. Are you OK?”

“This is Dog. Yes, I’m OK. A little busy at the moment, but thanks for checking on me. Look, give me a minute. I’m at the house and checking something out. Go to the garage when I call back. How copy, over?”

“This is Snake, I copy all, over.”

“Good, I’ll call again soon. Dog, out.”

John resumed his examination of the woman. The single bullet hole was dark purple, and free of flowing blood. He knew snub-barreled .38’s weren’t very accurate beyond a couple of yards, but John wondered why the man didn’t walk over and shoot her a second time before taking his own life. It could take more than one, or sometimes even two shots to the chest, to kill someone with a pistol, unless you hit them in the heart. A single lung shot should not have killed this woman. John figured she must have hit her head on the door when she fell after being shot. She probably laid unconscious, and the man believed he killed her with one shot. John reached up and checked her neck for a pulse, and he was surprised to find one, though it was very weak. Corbin’s mom was alive, but just barely.

John stood and walked to the bedroom window. The view was limited, but he needed a change of scenery. Without removing the radio from his vest, he pushed the talk button and said, “Snake, this is Dog, over.”

“Go ahead, Dog.”

“Snake, go get Cat and call me back.”

“Cat is here with me, Dog. We’re both in the garage.”

“OK, good. Look, Cat, it’s bad here. Both parents are down, the dad is down for good, but the mom is still alive . . . but just barely.” John broke the connection and continued after a brief pause. “The way I see it, we might be able to save her, but I have to get her to a hospital, ASAP.”

“Dog,” John heard Jenna’s voice now. “Can’t you just call an ambulance, the police, the . . . the fire department?”

“There’s no way to call, Cat. And even if I could, they won’t answer, and even if they did answer they wouldn’t come today. Trust me, I know what’s going on out there. We’re in one very small corner of a very upset world right now, and I know EMS has bigger problems than us. No, the only hope this woman has is with us.”

There was a long silence on the radio and Jenna replied, “OK. I understand. What do you want us to do?”

“Send Snake here in the Suburban. Have him wear an N95 mask and goggles, but that’s it. No weapons, no tools. No, wait, have him bring a flashlight. And tell him to pull straight into Corbin’s driveway, but do it slowly. I want him to drive here slowly, under fifteen miles-per-hour. How copy?”

“This is Snake. Copy all. I’ll be there ASAP,” replied Adam.

“Good. Now Snake . . . don’t get excited. Take it slow and easy, OK?”

“I will, dad. I mean, Dog. Sorry. I’m on my way.”

“And leave the radio with Cat. See you soon. Dog, out.”

John returned the radio to his vest and headed downstairs to wait for Adam. While he waited he dropped his vest and peeled off the coveralls. He returned the holster to his waist and put his vest back on, not so much for protection, but because it carried his useful equipment, like his radio, knife, ammo, zip-ties, and multi-tool.

After rolling up his coveralls, John returned to the bedroom and lifted Corbin’s mother in his arms. He carried her downstairs and laid her on the living room sofa. But before John covered her with a blanket, he tore off a piece of duct-tape from the strip he kept stuck to his vest, and put it over the woman’s back wound. It wasn’t pretty, but John hoped the tape would make it easier for her to breathe, if her lung wasn’t already collapsed or filled with blood.

While standing in the front door, John watched the Suburban move slowly up the street, headlights barely penetrating the ash churned up by the vehicle’s motion. When it was close enough for Adam to see his signal, John flashed his flashlight at the Suburban’s windshield. John was impressed to see Adam reply with two quick flashes of the Suburban’s headlights. Adam stopped in front of Corbin’s house and parked. John realized he probably wasn’t comfortable pulling into the driveway, so he made his way to the truck and climbed in the passenger seat next to Adam. “Are you OK?” asked John.

“I’m good, dad. How ‘bout you?” asked Adam.

“I’ll explain in a minute,” said John. “Jump in the back so I can back the truck in.” Adam spilled himself over the front seat and landed in the back as John slid into the driver’s seat. John put the Suburban in gear and quickly navigated it down the length of Corbin’s driveway. He backed the truck in as close as he could to the garage and still be able to open the tailgate. “Is this my mask?” asked John, as he lifted one of the thin white N95 respirators from the dash.

“Yes, dad. I didn’t think you wanted to wear that big ugly rubber one all day.”

“Good thinking. Thanks.”

“No problem, dad.”

“Adam, before we go in the house you need to know something,” said John, as he turned in the seat to face his son. “Corbin’s mother was shot in the back.”

“Did Corbin do it?” asked Adam, concerned and surprised.

“No! Now listen. You’ve never seen anything like this before, and if you don’t want to see it now you can stay in the truck and just keep looking forward.”

Adam swallowed and said, “I’ll be OK, dad.”

“Well, that’s not the worst of it. Corbin’s father is also dead. He killed himself.”

The color in Adam’s face drained away, and he turned to look out the window. John continued, “I brought his mother down. She’s unconscious. I have her laying on the living room sofa. We’re going to take her to the hospital. But Adam . . . I don’t think she’s going to make it. Corbin’s father is upstairs, in the master bedroom. I don’t want you to see him, so don’t go upstairs. Understand?” Adam nodded without looking at John. “Are you sure you’re going to be OK?” John asked his son again.

“I’ll be fine, dad. Does that mean Corbin will be with us for a while?” asked Adam.

“Well, we can’t very well turn him out on the street, now can we?”

“Thanks, dad.”

“What, for not abandoning him?” asked John.

“Yeah, because if something like that happened to me I hope someone would help me like you’re helping Corbin,” replied Adam.

John was deeply touched by Adam’s sentiment and swallowed his emotions. He cleared his throat and said, “First off, that’s not the kind of people we are, we don’t turn our backs on those who need our help. Second, nothing like that is going to happen to us, we’re much better prepared to handle ourselves than most. So let’s not talk of such things. Right now we have work to do. We need to take Corbin’s mom to the hospital, so get the back seat ready and I’ll carry her out.”

John exited the truck and returned to the living room. He lifted the woman from the couch and allowed the blanket to fall to the floor. He didn’t want it to tangle his feet as he carried her out. Adam held the passenger door open for John as he first sat, and then laid the woman on the back seat. He told Adam to strap her in while he returned to the house to get his gear. John grabbed her purse from the coffee table, and the blanket, and with arms loaded, he managed to pull the front door closed. He decided to leave it unlocked, because he had plans to return and collect supplies for Corbin.

As John gently placed the blanket over the woman, Adam said, “She doesn’t look good, dad.”

“I agree,” said John. “She’s on death’s doorstep, but we have to try and help her. So let’s get her to the hospital as fast as we can and hope they can save her.”
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Their drive into town on the secondary roads revealed little traffic, but as soon as they reached the built up area on the edge of town, the number of vehicles on the road surprised John. It seemed to him that people were determined to continue their lives despite the harsh environmental conditions that existed around them. He was even surprised to see a few commercial service vehicles on the roads, though he doubted they were operating normally. It was probably employees trying to get home. All but a few storefronts were dark. Those that were lit were either bathed by light from the high-beams of closely parked cars, or they relied on generators. There was also a lot of people walking around, much more than he would have believed if he didn’t see it for himself.

The churned up ash made driving, and especially walking, a very risky venture, yet people dashed out in front of him as he passed. John was forced to hit his brakes several times to avoid hitting a careless pedestrian. Drivers were maneuvering their vehicles along the roadways as if the ash was little more than an illusion. Intersections were particularly problematic. With the power off and the traffic lights out, people were either overly cautious or dangerously reckless; they either hesitated at the intersections for a painfully long period of time, or they barreled through without so much as a moment’s hesitation. The limited visibility made driving so dangerous that John was surprised he didn’t see more accidents. Apparently, luck favored all the fools who were out on the road, including John.

“What hospital are you taking her to?” asked Adam, after several tense minutes of close calls with either vehicles or pedestrians.

John leaned forward in his seat, trying to get as close to the wind shield as he could, desperate to avoid a collision in the nearly impossible driving conditions. He hated being bothered with questions at a time like this, but he answered Adam anyway, “I’m taking her to the first out-patient clinic I can find, but they’ll probably tell me to take her to the emergency room.” John swerved suddenly to the left and cursed. He barely missed a man walking in the middle of the road with his back to the traffic. “You idiot!” yelled John.

“What’s he doing walking in the middle of the road like that?” asked Adam.

Knowing his son really didn’t expect an answer, John answered anyway, “He’s probably tired of plowing his own trail through the ash, but who knows, he might be crazy. He’ll be lucky if he doesn’t get run over,” said John.

“You think that’s what he wants?” asked Adam.

John snorted and said, “Good point.” He approached the last intersection before reaching the frontage road, a route that ran parallel to the interstate. He sat for a moment, looking left and right, trying to see the headlights of vehicles as they approached from all directions. Ash hung heavily in the air, churned up by all the activity around him. John couldn’t see very well, but he was about to press the gas pedal and turn right onto the frontage road when he heard someone yell, “Stop!” The voice was so loud and clear that it actually stunned him. John quickly moved his foot to the brake pedal and stomped it to the floor. Adam rocked forward and quickly raised his hands to the dashboard. He turned to look at John, but John didn’t notice, because, at that very moment, a dump truck barreled through the intersection. It passed right in front of John’s truck, going so fast that it rocked the Suburban in its wake.

“Wow, dad. Did you see that?” said Adam, as the large truck roared by, followed by a flowing stream of ash that was caught up in its wake.

“I did, and I almost pulled out in front of it,” said John, as he considered the close call. “If I turned when I wanted to . . . we’d probably be dead right now. That dump truck would have driven right over us.”

“Why’d you stop?” asked Adam.

“Didn’t you yell, stop?” asked John.

“I didn’t say anything,” replied Adam. “But I’m sure glad you did.”

They sat silently and considered the implications of what had just happened, or actually what had just not happened. Adam didn’t know his dad delayed making the turn because he was told to stop, and John wasn’t sure he understood what happened well enough to know, let alone explain it to Adam, so they sat and recovered from the surprise of their close call. They looked at each other, wondering how they managed to avoid the fatal error when a car horn blared behind them. John looked in the rearview mirror and saw several sets of headlights, with blinkers flashing to the right, all stacked up behind him. He looked left once again and completed the turn without incident, but his mind was numb from the close-call.

They drove in silence, not speaking until they approached the strip mall where the out-patient clinic normally operated, but everything was dark. John didn’t even bother slowing down. “Wasn’t that the clinic?” asked Adam, as he pointed with his thumb over his shoulder.

“Yes, Adam, that was a clinic, but it’s dark. And if it’s dark, no one will be working there. Our only option is to take her to the hospital. Oh, that reminds me, get me her purse and see if you can find her wallet. I need her ID.”

Adam reached into the back and pulled her purse to the front seat by the long leather strap. “But won’t the power be off at the hospital too?”

“No, all hospitals have generators to keep everything running in the event of a power outage, and the one we’re going to is new. It’s only been open for about a year or two, so it should be well lit. But the bigger concern is whether or not the hospital staff will be working. A lot of people forget doctors and nurses have families too. In a disaster like this, it takes some very dedicated people to keep working,” said John.

Adam found the wallet and opened it. He removed the woman’s driver’s license, and with his flashlight he studied the small plastic card. “Her name is Beth . . . Beth Warner.”

“Here, give me the card,” said John, and he slid it into his shirt pocket, which wasn’t an easy thing to do while driving and wearing a vest. He pulled the radio from his vest to call Jenna. He forgot to call her earlier, but he couldn’t safely do it while he was driving, so he handed the radio to Adam and said, “Try to reach your mom. Tell her we’ll be at the hospital in about ten minutes.”

Occasionally John glanced up at the interstate on his left. He saw parked cars and trucks on the shoulder, and knew staying on the access road was the best way to reach the hospital safely and quickly. But he didn’t think it would remain open for long. It was only a matter of time before people began to spill off the interstate to use the access roads.

Adam tried several times to reach Jenna on the radio, but he was met with silence. He handed the radio back to John without a comment. “Do you think they’re all right?” asked Adam, after several minutes of contemplative silence.

“I’m sure they’re fine, Adam. You’re mom’s a lot tougher than she looks, a lot tougher than you think she is. Did I tell you the story about how she stitched up her own leg once?”

“Yes, dad. Only a thousand times.”

“Well, I’ve never seen a Soldier stitch himself up before, and I’ve been around a lot of wounded Soldiers. I don’t think I could stitch myself up,” said John, and pointed ahead, “Look, over there, the hospital, do you see it?”

“Not really, can you use the wipers again.” John flipped on the wipers for Adam. “Can you spray them off?”

“If I do that we might as well pull over and walk the rest of the way to the hospital because the windshield would be covered in gray slime. Trust me, we’re almost there. Do you remember how to check for a pulse?” asked John.

“I can try,” replied Adam. He released his seat belt and leaned over the front seat to reach into the back. “Where’s the best place to check?”

“Try her neck first.”

Adam moved to a better position and was still. A minute later he moved and paused again. “I can’t feel a pulse.” replied Adam, sounding a little panicked.

“It’s OK, don’t panic. Her life was never in our hands anyway. Let’s just get her to a doctor,” said John, as he tried to calm Adam’s troubled mind. He reached the underpass and turned left, and immediately saw the distant lights that illuminated the expansive exterior of the large area hospital. But when John was about a half mile from the hospital, he was forced to slow and come to a stop. A trail of red brake lights proceeded them by several car lengths. They were so close, but so many cars were trying to approach the hospital that it would take hours to reach the emergency room. They didn’t have minutes, let alone hours to waste, and John was feeling desperate.

He flipped on his four-way flashers and slowly climbed the Suburban over the concrete median to drive down the on-coming lane. Adam didn’t say a word, but John felt his tension. At little more than a fast run, John drove past the cars sitting in the east bound lane. After passing more than forty vehicles, he finally came face to face with a row of stationary headlights, which told him that all the west bound traffic was also tied up with cars trying to reach the hospital. With his way blocked, John pulled into the middle of the intersection, set the brake, and got out of the Suburban. “I’ll be right back,” he said to Adam and closed the driver’s-side door.

John pulled up his thin white mask and made his way to the only vehicle that sat between him and the hospital. He passed around the front of the vehicle and approached the driver’s side. John wrapped on the window with his knuckle and waited for the driver to respond. The window dropped three inches and stopped. A male voice barked rudely from the car’s interior, “What do you want?”

John leaned close to the window, and in his most patient and respectful voice he asked the man, “Sir, I need to get to the emergency room because I’ve got a gunshot victim in the back of my car. Can you, please move your car for me?”

The man countered with a terse, “Screw you!” and rolled up his window.

John calmly removed the combat knife from his vest, and with the heel of the hardened handle, he struck the lower right corner of the window. It shattered into a million small particles of glass and fell inward, onto the man’s lap. John re-sheathed his knife and rested his hand on his pistol. “If you don’t move your car, sir, I’ll move it for you.” The driver, clearly shocked and surprised by John’s response, replied with a string of vulgar expletives. “Shut your mouth,” said John, as his volume increased. “You have exactly two seconds to move your car, or I’ll drag you out and move it myself.”

“Easy, easy. OK, I’ll move it. I’ll move it. No reason to get angry!”

John ignored the man’s ignorant comments and counted to two, actually hoping for an opportunity to knock some sense into him. But the car pulled forward and to the side, just far enough to allow John to pass through. He immediately stepped in front of the trailing car and held up his hand, but it wasn’t necessary. The couple in the car saw John’s exchange with the driver, and they weren’t interested in provoking him, so they remained where they were. The driver signed that he understood and John waved his thanks before jogging back to the Suburban. He quickly jumped in and drove the truck through the gap he so daringly made for a woman he didn’t even know, but who needed his help.

“Did you see what I had to do to get that jerk to move his car?” asked John.

“Yeah, but I won’t tell mom.” said Adam.

“Tell her what you want,” replied John, a little testily. “Look, I would have elevated it to the next level if he didn’t move his car. My behavior was justified, Adam. We’re trying to save Beth’s life.” He took a deep breath while he drove along the hospital exit road, looking for a good approach to the emergency room. “I’m sorry I snapped at you,” said John. “But you have to understand that things have changed. If you choose not to tell mom, I would greatly appreciate it. She already worries too much about me. But I’m not asking you to keep a secret. You’re gonna see a lot of strange things before this is over, and most of them will probably come from me,” finished John.

Every vehicle entrance was packed with cars, so once again, John jumped the curb and drove across the field that was once the hospital’s beautifully landscaped front lawn. He spotted the emergency room area and headed straight for it, only to slow again when he saw that it was also clogged with people and vehicles. John parked on the helipad, which was clearly identifiable by the gray windsock that hung limply in the heavy air, and killed the Suburban’s headlights. “I’ll take her in, but I’m leaving my vest and pistol in the truck, so keep it safe. And remember, my .38’s in the glove box, but I want you to stay with the truck at all times, no matter what. Do you hear me?”

“I hear you, dad.”

“Good. You can stand outside if you want, but don’t let anyone move you, or this truck. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Can I carry your gun?”

“Yes, but it’s hot, ready to fire, so be careful. Don’t do anything foolish, Adam,” said John, as he opened the truck’s door and removed his vest. He laid it on the seat and removed his pistol belt and helmet. He drew the pistol and handed it to Adam. “Nothing stupid, OK?” he reiterated.

“I’ll be alert and careful dad. I won’t do anything stupid. But you be careful too.”

“Thanks Adam, I’m glad you’re with me,” said John, as he closed the driver’s side door and opened the back passenger door to retrieve Beth. He reached in and pulled her from the car seat, and then carefully lifted her onto his shoulder. With his foot, he shut the passenger door and began to plow through the ash toward the emergency room. He didn’t like carrying her like this, but the distance and conditions demanded it. It was tough enough to plow through the ash, with Beth’s added weight it made the walk downright challenging. He was glad he kept himself in shape.

He passed between several stationary cars and yelled for people to move out of his way. His tone of voice must have been enough to command their attention and obedience, for when they turned and saw him coming they made way. When he cleared the crowd, John saw a uniformed police officer standing at the emergency room doors. The officer was angrily shouting at the people around him to stand back. Energized by the sight of the uniformed officer, John pushed through the crowd of people by shouting, “Emergency! Coming through! Make way!”

A young, dark haired nurse, dressed in pale-blue scrubs, stood next to the police officer. She was more than a foot shorter than the officer, which was why John didn’t see her until he reached the emergency room doors. She was busy sliding her finger over the surface of an iPad. John knew she was conducting some kind of patient triage for the throng of people who were pressing her to enter the hospital. From John’s perspective, he saw no one in the crowd that needed emergency medical treatment. He was certain there would be pandemonium if the cop weren’t standing at the door. John stopped in front of the pair. Winded from his burden, and from yelling to make way, he managed a gasping report. “I’ve got a forty something female, single gunshot wound to the back. Pulse weak. Can you help?”

“Is it your wife?” asked the officer.

“No. She’s not my wife. She’s a friend. I have her driver’s license in my pocket,” answered John, breathing heavily from the exertion.

The nurse reached up to check her pulse and said, “Lay her down for a moment.”

“Here?” asked John, surprised.

“Yes, please. We’re very busy right now.” she looked at John and added, “It’ll be OK. I can’t check her pulse when she’s over your shoulder like that.”

John laid her on the concrete, but he kept his hand under her head. The officer pushed back a few curious onlookers as the nurse worked to find a pulse. After several attempts, she took a small pen-light from her pocket and examined Beth’s eyes for a pupillary response. Lastly, she held an ear to Beth’s mouth and, while resting her hand on Beth’s chest, tried to feel for any sign of life. The nurse listened, much longer than was necessary, but John really appreciated her efforts. He already knew Beth was dead, so he stood and helped the nurse to her feet. “It’s OK,” said John, “I know you did what you could for her. Can you still take care of her . . . her body?” asked John.

“Give me her identification,” said the nurse. John handed her Beth’s ID. She looked at it and looked at Beth’s face. “OK, wait here while I have a doctor establish time of death.” John watched the nurse walk through the ER lobby and disappear behind automatic doors. John also noticed the two unarmed security guards in the emergency room. They nodded as the nurse passed.

John caught the cop studying him and asked, “Do you want to take a statement?”

“What? Are you kidding me?” he answered, curtly. “I know you see what’s going on around you. Do you honestly think I have time to take a statement . . . when I’m stuck here guarding this hospital?” The cop looked around with a disgusted expression and said, “I should be out on the streets . . . doing my job.”

“Yeah, guard duty sucks,” replied John.

“You military?” asked the officer.

“Retired,” said John.

“Me too, just last year. Army or marines?” asked the cop.

“Army,” replied John. “You?”

“Army. I was an MP.”

“I was a grunt,” replied John. He offered his hand and the two men shook. It was more a hand shake in recognition of their mutual sacrifice in armed service, than of a generally polite hand greeting. The nurse reappeared and handed a paper to John. “Take this form, and Beth’s body, and give it to the guard at the loading dock,” said the nurse.

“Where’s the loading dock?” asked John.

The nurse pointed to the east and said, “It’s just around the corner, on the side of the hospital . . . over that way.” She helped lift Beth’s body onto his shoulder and John thanked her.

The police officer cleared a path for John by yelling, “Make a hole, people! Get out of the way!” John turned to thank him and headed off, along the side of the hospital, in search of the loading dock. He glanced at the Suburban, but the lights under the emergency room entrance were too bright and washed out his night vision. All he saw was a veil of darkness. He hoped Adam saw that he was carrying Beth away, and that he would continue to wait patiently for him at the truck. Adam had proved himself reliable on many occasions, and he was grateful for his help, but he was also curious and prone to worry.

With the last of his strength, John managed to reach the fenced off area around the hospital loading dock. He spotted the security guard just beyond the fence and yelled, “Can you help me out here?”

“It depends on what kind of help you need,” asked the surly guard.

Really, thought John, I’ve got a dead woman draped over my shoulder and you want to play games with me. “I was told to bring this woman to delivery. She’s dead,” replied John, with all the civility he could muster.

“Do you have any documentation?” asked the guard.

“If, by documentation, you mean this slip of paper from the emergency room nurse, then yes,” said John, as he handed the guard his paper through the fence.

The guard looked at the paper with a flashlight and said, “OK, wait here. I’ll be right back.”

Wait here? Thought John. Is this guy serious? John was just about to sit Beth on the ground when he saw the guard approach with a metal gurney. The man stopped at the guard shack and reached in to unlock the gate. It opened mechanically, rolled a few feet to the left, and ground to a halt. The guard yelled at John from his shack, “Come in and lay the body on the gurney, then you’re free to go.”

John did as he was asked and paused for a moment. He felt a momentary need to say something for the woman, but he wasn’t sure what to say, or even why. He had never before felt emotional about the death of a stranger. “Can I have a second with her?” asked John.

“Sure. Knock yourself out” said the guard. “But hurry, I’m not supposed to leave the gate open.”

John placed a hand over Beth’s forehead and offered a quick prayer for her. It was the Lord’s Prayer, the only thing he could think of under the circumstances, but it made him feel better. He thanked the security guard and made his way back to the Suburban. He found Adam sitting on the hood of the truck. When Adam saw his dad approach, he jumped down and jogged over to him. “Are you OK dad? You look beat. Did they save Corbin’s mom?”

“I am beat. And no, she died while a nurse was examining her. Let’s get out of here,” answered John.

“Back over the lawn and through the traffic?” asked Adam.

“Yup. I think that’s the only way. You want to drive?” he asked playfully, with a nudge of his arm against Adam. It was the only thing he could do to dispel the dark cloud of loss that hung over him.

“No, thanks,” replied Adam, as he climbed into the Suburban. “I had no idea it would be this crazy.”

John nodded and climbed in. He wanted to tell his son that this wasn’t crazy, that crazy was still to come, but he didn’t. John knew that when the ash was gone, and people began to find food and water was in short supply, things would really get crazy. But he didn’t want to scare Adam. He didn’t want his son to lose hope. John almost said, “You don’t give up when things get hard, you just get hard with them,” but he didn’t. Not yet. Not now. John started the Suburban and headed for home. He wondered what the future had in store for him and his family, if more craziness would come knocking at their own front door.
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When John was a few miles from the neighborhood, he handed the radio to Adam and asked him to try and raise Jenna again. Adam was able to reach her, and through him John relayed a message that was brief and to the point. Though the transmission was brief, it comforted everyone on both ends. Hearing Jenna’s voice comforted John more than he expected. He hadn’t been gone that long, no longer than any other trip he routinely took from home, but everything was different now, unpredictable and dangerous. Heading into town was no longer a leisurely distraction, for anything could happen. John realized that he was probably feeling more sensitive than usual for having had to deal with Corbin’s dead parents. The thought of leaving his own children in such a desperate condition chilled him deeply. He would never even think about doing such a thing, taking his own life and leaving his family to fend for themselves.

John turned into the neighborhood, but instead of stopping at the house he drove past and continued down the street to Corbin’s. From the time he left with Beth, John’s plan was to return to Corbin’s house and salvage as much as he could for the boy’s benefit. Now that Corbin was his responsibility, John was purposeful in his desire to facilitate Corbin’s survival. Adam looked at his dad with questioning eyes as he drove past their home, and John ignored his son’s curious expression. John was about to say something to Adam, but he decided to use the radio instead, “Cat, this is Dog, over.”

“Go ahead, Dog. Was that you that just drove by . . . over?”

John could hear the emotion and curiosity in Jenna’s voice. “Yes,” he replied, “I meant to tell you earlier. I need to stop at . . .” He released the talk button and looked at Adam, “What’s Corbin’s call sign?”

“Bird,” replied Adam.

He rekeyed the mike and said, “We need to stop at, Bird’s house to get a few things. Do you want me to drop off Snake? Over,” finished John.

“No, no, everything is fine here. We’re just wondering what you’re up to . . . over,” replied Jenna.

“I don’t want to talk about it over the radio, but we’re stopping for supplies. I’ll explain everything when we return. Over,” said John.

“OK, but please be careful. I’ll call to check on you guys in a few minutes.”

“OK. No worries. We love you. Dog, out.” John dropped his hand from the vest mounted radio and looked at Adam. “Corbin will be staying with us for a while, so we’ll need his clothes. His room is upstairs . . . the first one on the left. Don’t go into any other bedrooms, OK, Adam?”

Adam nodded.

“Just Corbin’s room,” continued John. “I’ll give you a couple garbage bags for his stuff. I just want you to load up all his clothes, clean or dirty, nothing fancy, no dress stuff, just his useful clothes. And grab his bedding, pillows and blankets. Any questions?”

“Yes, sir. What about his other stuff, you know, like his pictures, and toothbrush,” asked Adam.

“Do what you can, but don’t worry too much about what he needs beyond his clothes. We have everything he might need . . . more than enough for him to be comfortable. But unless you want to share your clothes, grab what you can and stuff it in a bag.” John saw concern begin to line Adam’s face, and he reached over and put a hand on his shoulder. “No worries, son. We can always come back with Corbin when the opportunity presents itself. For now, just do the best you can.”

“OK, dad. Hey, how long do you think Corbin will be staying with us?” asked Adam.

As John backed into Corbin’s driveway, he said, “As long as he wants.”

“Cool,” said Adam.

“Perhaps, but let’s keep in mind the conditions of his arrival. He just lost both his parents, so he’s probably not going to think it’s cool,” said John, as he set the vehicle’s parking brake.

“You’re right, dad, I didn’t mean it like that,” said Adam.

“I know. Just be sensitive to his emotions until he comes to terms with everything. OK. Are you ready?” asked John. Adam nodded. “Good, then let’s get busy.” John jumped out, secured the pistol belt around his waist, and slipped his tactical vest over his shoulders. Adam followed him in, but John could feel his son’s apprehension about entering a house where a dead person remained. Adam was growing up much faster than John wanted, but he was proud of him, how he was dealing with so much change. John grabbed the box of contractor-grade garbage bags from the garage, and pulled five from the roll. He handed them to Adam while reiterating his instruction to only grab what he thought Corbin would need. He watched Adam climb the stairs, flashlight in hand, and turn into Corbin’s bedroom. Satisfied that Adam was on track with his mission, John turned his attention to the kitchen.

“First the food,” he said aloud. John started by putting everything from Beth’s pantry into the same heavy-duty plastic garbage bags he gave to Adam. When he finished, he had four loaded bags sitting in the middle of the kitchen floor. He found little else of interest in the kitchen, at least in terms of food, but he did collect Beth’s well-seasoned set of cast-iron skillets. He hesitated to leave Beth’s spices, but decided he could always come back and get them if Jenna wanted them. After a last quick look through the cupboards, John moved into the entryway and called up to Adam, “Adam, I’ll be in the garage!”

“OK, dad!” replied Adam.

John was rummaging through a toolbox when Adam joined him in the garage. “I’m done with Corbin’s stuff. Do you want me to take the bags to the truck?”

“I do, but we should load it with the kitchen stuff first. Can you manage that?” asked John.

“No sweat, dad,” replied Adam, and he turned to leave.

John reached up and pulled a box down from the shelf above the workbench. It contained what looked like a loose collection of cables and wire, but they were cut into measured lengths and capped with lead crimps. “This is interesting,” said John.

“What’s interesting?” asked Adam, as he walked over to look in the box.

John dumped the box onto the workbench and said, “What do you think this stuff is?” he asked, as he held up a single loop of cable.

“I don’t know,” said Adam, “It looks like some kind of . . . tool part, like a lawnmower cable or something.”

“You’re right, it’s a tool, but not what you think. It’s an animal snare,” said John. He saw Adam’s confused but interested expression. “It works something like this,” said John. “You position the loop somewhere near the ground, like by a tree or something that can serve as an anchor, and when an animal moves through the loop, head first, it draws the cable tight around its neck. And this piece here,” said John, as he pointed to a small metal bracket that was threaded through the cable, “locks the cable in place so the animal can’t back out of the loop. It becomes tighter and tighter the harder the animal pulls on it. They strangle themselves,” finished John. He then demonstrated the mechanics of the snare around his wrist.

“So it chokes them out?” asked Adam.

“Yeah, you can say that,” replied John.

“Why not just shoot the animal instead?” asked Adam, incredulously.

“Well, shooting makes noise, for one. Also, you have to see them to shoot them.” John dug through the box and pulled out a smaller snare made of thinner cable, and a spool of wire. “Here, see these, they’re for smaller animals, like squirrels and game birds.”

Adam held up the largest of the snares and asked, “What kind of animal do you think this one is for?”

John, who was still tinkering with a smaller snare, looked at it and said, “Something big, like a dog, or a boar.”

“Wow! Really, that would be cool to see,” replied Adam. “Can I have them?”

“What . . . the box of snares?” John watched Adam nod and replied, “Everything we take from this house belongs to Corbin. Besides, maybe he already knows how to use them. But we’re taking them because they might come in handy,” said John. He reloaded the box and handed it to Adam. “Put this in the truck, too.”

John searched the rest of the garage, but found nothing he needed or didn’t already have. He returned to the living room and quickly passed through the downstairs area, carefully looking for anything useful. When he completed his circuit of the entire downstairs, John caught Adam’s attention, “Adam! How are we looking for space in the truck?”

“Good, dad. We still have plenty of room.”

“Are you done loading the food?”

“Just put the last bag in. Why?”

“Good. Do you see this bookshelf here?” asked John, as he pointed to the floor to ceiling bookshelf standing next to the fireplace.

“Yesss,” replied Adam, drawing out his reply like a snake. “Why?”

John shook his head. “While I’m upstairs, I want you to go through this library . . .”

“Library? That’s not a library.”

“Adam, really? Will you let me finish?

“Sorry, dad.”

“As I was saying, go through these books and look for something useful. Look for any ‘how-to’ books. You know, like books on construction, wood working, gardening, stuff like that. Anything that we can use in the weeks and months ahead.”

“Oh. I get it. Good idea, dad.”

“Thanks, Adam.” replied John, sarcastically. “Remember, don’t come upstairs until I call you.”

Adam dropped to the floor and immediately began to examine the many different colored bindings that sat on the shelf before him.

“Adam?” repeated John.

“Got it, dad,” replied Adam, as he pulled a book off the shelf for a closer inspection.

Just like me, though John. He left Adam to his task and climbed the stairs two at a time. He stopped at the top landing and shined the flashlight down the hall. He wasn’t excited about having to reenter the master bedroom, knowing what was waiting for him in there, so he decided to search the other two unexplored bedrooms first.

John found the bedroom on the left side of the hall set up like a media room. A large-screen, LCD TV was mounted on the far wall. And below it, on a small table, sat a disc player and Xbox console. John found an extensive collection of DVDs and video games in a cabinet, and made a mental note to have Adam collect a few movies and games for Corbin. He scanned the rest of the room with the narrow beam of his flashlight. Other than a large, dark blue, leather couch, which was the only piece of furniture in the room, John had only one place left to examine. John opened the closet door and examined the contents. It was filled with blankets, pillows, file boxes, and an assortment of other odds and ends, such as wrapping paper and board games; nothing vital for Corbin’s survival.

John left the media room and crossed the hall to examine the last unexplored bedroom. He turned the handle and was surprised to find it locked. Without hesitation, John took a step back and, as he had done with Darrel’s chest earlier that day, he kicked the door with a powerful thrust of his right foot. His boot made contact with the door, just to the left of the handle, and it crashed opened with a boom. John’s kick tore the latch plate from the frame, and cracked the inside trim, but it felt good to spend a little pent up energy. He heard Adam run up the stairs, and he decided not to get angry with him for ignoring his order not to come upstairs until called for. John realized he should have told Adam what was about to happen before kicking in the door.

Adam reached the top of the stairs. And when he saw his dad standing in the hall, he relaxed and asked, “What was that? Is everything OK?”

John looked at him and said, “Yup, just unlocking a door.”

Adam looked at the door and said, “Wow! Can I unlock the next one?”

John laughed. “Sure, the next locked door we come to I’ll let you take a crack at it. Did you find anything downstairs?”

“I’m still looking, but I found a couple of books you might be interested in. Do you want me to bring them up?”

“No. Finish looking,” said John, and then he pointed to the room across the hall. “But when you’re done, I want you to bring a bag up and collect a few DVDs and video games for Corbin.” Adam turned to walk away and John added, “Nothing ‘R’ rated.”

“Got it, dad. No ‘R’ rated movies. I’ll be back in a sec.”

“That’s my boy,” said John, and he turned his attention back to the room. He shined his flashlight around the room in a practiced search pattern, methodically taking in all the details of the dark space. He didn’t quite understand why the door was locked, other than the fact that it seemed to be Corbin’s dad’s man-cave, but that didn’t seem to justify the room being locked with what he saw. The room was sparsely furnished. A small bookshelf and coffee table sat near a comfortable looking tan leather recliner that was sitting by the window. Like the media room, it was sparsely furnished.

Hanging on the walls were two large, mounted buck heads, and a black bear head. Their glass eyes unblinking as John passed his flashlight beam over them. Above the bookshelf, also mounted on the wall, was a trophy sized large-mouth bass. The dark green rug on the floor gave the room a strange safari-like feeling, which John thought was a bit overstated for what could have been an otherwise comfortable room. Corbin’s dad was obviously a sportsman, that was obvious, but it still didn’t explain why he felt the need to lock his room. John wondered if Corbin liked going in the room without his dad’s permission.

As soon as John opened the bedroom closet, he had a much better idea of why the man kept it locked. The closet was filled with a neatly stored assortment of archery and fishing equipment. Three compound bows and a cross-bow hung from custom racks on one wall. Fishing rods were neatly stowed in deep-pocketed, angled shelves under the unused clothes rod. A variety of fishing reels and tackle was also stacked neatly on the shelves in a variety of wooden and clear plastic containers. John also saw, and was impressed, with the man’s high-end collection of camouflaged hunting clothes that were folded and neatly stacked on the top shelf.

Corbin’s dad was apparently obsessed with hunting. It helped John understand him a little better, and perhaps even explained a possible reason why he would kill himself. Maybe, thought John, he was so distraught with the disaster - thinking it was the end of all hunting - that he would rather be dead than never hunt again. While that was one possible motive, it still didn’t explain to John why the man would want to kill his wife. Did he want her to join him in death? For John, who always looked for a story, it did shed some light on the dark event. Back in the moment, John hollered, “Adam! Do you have any garbage bags with you?”

“Coming,” yelled Adam from downstairs.

John heard Adam run up the stairs and enter the room. He paused at the closet door and said, “Wow!” He pointed to the very high-tech looking crossbow and said, “I want to shoot that one.”

“So do I,” answered John. “Do you think Corbin knows how to use this stuff?”

“I don’t know, dad. I don’t know that much about him. We just play Xbox together, that’s really about it.”

“Are you finished downstairs?”

“Just about. I found a few books that I think you’ll like. I found one on traps and snares.”

“Really? That’s excellent. Good work. Anything else?”

“Yeah, I found one on skinning animals. Oh, and one on how to make wooden toys, but it looks pretty old.”

“Well, when you’re finished down there I need you to come back up and grab a few things from the media room. I’ll pack up in here, then you can take everything down to the truck while I search the master bedroom. I’d like to leave in about fifteen minutes.”

“Roger that, dad,” replied Adam, and he turned to leave.

John wrapped the bows in the camouflage hunting clothes and slid them into individual plastic bags. He considered taking the fishing equipment but decided against it, at least for the time being. He didn’t know how long it would take for the water to clear itself of the ash, but he knew it would take a long time for the fish to recover, if they ever did.

Adam entered the room with the bags and asked, “Do you want me to start taking these bags to the truck?”

Adam’s light shined across John’s eyes and he said, “Adam, please watch your light.”

“Sorry, dad.”

“Yes, you can take the bags down, but please be careful. Treat them gently . . . and don’t put anything on top of the bows.”

“Got it, dad.”

While Adam cleared the room of the salvaged equipment, John grabbed two of the heavy contractor grade garbage bags and entered the master bedroom. He rolled Corbin’s dad off the bed and it hit the floor with a heavy thud, “I’m OK, Adam. Keep working!” yelled John from the master bedroom.

“OK!” replied Adam, from the other room.

After John wrapped the man in the bloody bed sheets, he pulled the first bag up over the man’s feet and the second down over his head. The two bags met near his waist. “Adam, can you grab me that roll of duct tape we saw in the garage? Hurry please!”

“Sure thing, dad.”

John studied the room with his flashlight while he waited for Adam. He found nothing of interest in one dresser, and was kneeling to look under the bed when Adam entered. Adam saw the large plastic bundle on the floor and froze. “You don’t have to see this,” said John. Adam let his flashlight beam linger over the plastic shrouded man and nodded heartily.

“Is that Corbin’s dad?” he asked, in a solemn tone of voice that was almost a whisper.

“Actually, it’s not Corbin’s dad. It’s Corbin’s Dad’s body,” replied John.

“Same diff,” replied Adam, looking down at the floor.

“No. Not at all. The body is just a vessel, Adam, a carrier of the soul. When a man’s spirit departs, the body is nothing more than an empty vessel. It’s an empty glove.”

“It’s . . . sick,” said Adam, hesitantly.

“It can be, if you linger on the belief that death is the end. But it’s not the end.”

“What-do-you-mean?” asked Adam.

“About death, or knowing it’s not the end?” asked John, wanting to clearly understand his son’s curiosity.

“The part about knowing. How do you know death isn’t the end?”

John was tempted to divert Adam’s question to something less spiritual, but he felt he owed him an honest answer, at least an answer that he would have liked to receive from his own dad if he was in the same situation. John didn’t start thinking seriously about death until his first combat experience. He knew combat was a time when most Soldiers started thinking seriously about God and death, but for John it was more about whether or not death was random or determined. The death he saw in battle looked a little like both, but he had a problem with randomness. It just didn’t fit into what he knew about his life. And if his own life wasn’t random, then nobody’s life was random. For John, the issue of randomness was a life-long question, and it weighed heavily on him while he served in combat.

He realized, much later in his military career, that some life decisions simply weren’t his to make. It was more than being just another number in the system, because within the system itself there existed a countless number of people who made supporting or conflicting decisions regarding their own lives and his. He might be allowed to express his desires to do a certain job, or serve at a certain location, but he learned that he didn’t always get what he wanted. And sometimes, getting what he didn’t ask for was better than what he had actually wanted. He knew he was responsible for doing everything he could to shape his own destiny - he wasn’t willing to let life just happen to him without his input - but he knew deep down that there was a greater work in progress. A work that involved him. Just because he didn’t know what the greater work was didn’t mean it didn’t exist.

John reasoned that something much greater than fate, or chance, was directing his life. From simple decisions like when he went to chow, or to shower, to the more complex decisions like duty assignments, locations, and even the officers he served under, everything came together to define his entire life’s path beyond his physical awareness. With time, he learned to accept life for what it was, to just accept things as they came. Life was an opportunity to learn and grow, to test and be tested, and to be happy. It was sometimes hard to accept the fact that there was more to life than what he experienced with his five senses, but his dreams changed that as well. His connection to the other side was always close. He knew, deep down, that death was not the end, but rather a new beginning.

When John concluded that death wasn’t accidental, he no longer worried about it. He respected death, and wasn’t careless with his or anyone’s life, but he no longer feared it. As such, he was better able to perform his mission in dangerous situations. As for the taking of life, John knew some Soldiers struggled with it, but he didn’t. He knew that it was his right to continue living, just like the enemy, but for John it boiled down to who had the stronger path; which of the two opponents held the most essential purpose in their life. Was it him, or the bomb making jihadist? If he was meant to die at the hands of the enemy, then there was nothing he could do to change that course; a course that was not his to define beyond the parameters.

Some Soldiers noticed John’s behavior, his confidence in battle, and asked him about it. He tried to downplay his personal perceptions, but he always ended up sharing his philosophy with them, telling them that life continued beyond death, that God decided when he was to leave this life, not the enemy. That there was really no reason to worry about death. Sometimes they heard him, but for the most part they just stared at him, surprised to hear such beliefs coming from a military officer who wasn’t their chaplain.

As for life after death, John believed in it long before his first visit from Eli; a visit that only confirmed to him what he already believed to be true anyway. He was actually surprised to find that his beliefs weren’t necessarily stronger than before, but he was comforted by the realization that he had been right. Having that confirmation, a knowledge that death wasn’t permanent, didn’t make it easier to share with others. Not everyone believed what he believed, or knew what he knew, or saw what he saw. And not everyone thought as he thought. John always felt he was different from other people, but now that feeling was much more pronounced. He was different on a whole new level, and he was perfectly fine with it.

“Dad?”

“Huh? Oh, sorry. I was just thinking. How do I know death isn’t the end?” he asked in reply. John looked at Adam and saw him nod. It was clear he wanted to know what John knew. “Well, that’s a very good question, and one you should investigate yourself. After all, how can anyone really know there’s life after death unless they died and traveled there . . . and then returned to tell about it?”

“I’ve heard about people who did that,” replied Adam.

“Yes. So have I, but that’s just it, I haven’t. Those stories are all we have to go on, unless you believe something more,” replied John. It took all the self-control he could muster to not mention Eli. It just didn’t feel like the right time to discuss that subject with Adam, not where they were standing anyway. “What do you think will happen when you die?” he asked his son.

“I don’t know,” said Adam, “but I think there’s something.”

It was John’s turn to nod. “I agree with you there’s something,” said John.

There must have been something in John’s voice, a surety, or conviction that appealed to Adam, because he looked into John’s eyes, unblinking, searching, and said, “I know there’s something you aren’t telling me, dad, but I trust you. You’re the best dad I could have ever hoped for.”

John stifled his emotions to Adam’s sincere declaration, and reached for his son. They embraced and John spoke softly in his ear, “I love you too, Adam. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a son, and more. And you’re right. I do know more than I’m saying, but it’s not the time or place for such discussions. Soon, yes, but not now. Not here, not in this house of death.” With his hands on Adam’s shoulders, John studied his son’s face at arm’s length. “A lot has changed with me. I don’t know what it means, but I know it’s important. And I know you’re going to be a part of it. I need you to trust me . . . to trust me more than ever, because I have a feeling things are going to get very interesting in the days and weeks to come.”

“Interesting?” asked Adam.

John nodded, “Yes. Interesting. Give me a few minutes to finish up in here, and I’ll meet you in the truck. Are you going to be OK?”

“I’m OK dad, but what are you going to do with . . . with him?” asked Adam, as he pointed at the plastic wrapped body lying on the floor.

“For now I’m going to leave it lying right there, but I’ll come back later and move it. Are you sure you’re going to be OK?” Adam nodded once and John asked again, “Are you sure?” He really wanted to hear a verbal response.

“I’m sure, dad,” Adam replied with confidence.

“I’ll be down in a few minutes,” said John, and he escorted his son to the bedroom door. “And don’t forget to grab those books you found.”

Adam walked down the hall and John’s flashlight played off his back as he walked. As soon as Adam was out of sight, John went back to finishing his wrapping of Corbin’s dad. On a whim, John grabbed the small revolver and tossed it into the bag with the man. As far as he was concerned, he could take the murder weapon with him to the grave.

John taped the bags together with a generous amount of duct tape, and examined his work. It wasn’t a body bag, but John hoped the heavy garbage bags and duct tape would contain most of the odor as the body began to decompose. He didn’t know when he would be back to bury the man, but he didn’t think it would be soon. He also thought the house might come in handy later, so he didn’t want to let the body rot in the open air, and hinder any chance of using it later.

With Corbin’s dad wrapped up, John resumed his inspection of the master bedroom. He started with the mattress. And though he really wasn’t expecting to find anything, he knew it was a common practice to hide things between mattresses. When John lifted the mattress, and was surprised to see a wood rifle stock under the side of the bed where Corbin’s dad had lain. John lifted the mattress higher to reveal the rest of the rifle. After retrieving it from the mattress he examined it closely, a Winchester, model 100, in .308, a reliable hunting rifle by most people’s standards. John’s dad owned one, and it was an accurate, rugged and reliable sporting rifle, one of John’s favorites to hunt with when he was a kid.

Atop the rifle was a Zeiss Conquest scope. John figured the man probably paid more for the scope than he did for his rifle. That seemed to be a growing trend these days, for John knew that optics, good optics anyway, were very expensive. He removed the small stock-magazine and cleared the rifle. It wasn’t loaded, which made John wonder why the man had kept it under his bed in the first place. He searched the man’s nightstand, and found a twenty round box of .308 hunting loads. John pocketed the box of ammo and leaned the rifle against the door. It took the same spot where Beth had laid, mortally wounded, only a couple hours before.

John continued to search the bedroom and found Beth’s fine jewelry. But he wasn’t interested in such things, only in things that would directly benefit Corbin’s survival. While searching the man’s dresser, John also found a pistol buried under a stack of folded underwear. It was a 1911, Colt Commander. It was a well-used handgun, but it looked to be operational. He cleared it, and stuffed it into his left cargo pocket.

After a speedy but detailed search of the rest of the bedroom, John moved his search into the master bedroom closet. It was similar to his own closet, in that it was neat and well organized. John searched the hanging clothes, and rattled empty shoe boxes, but he found nothing to salvage. There were several clear plastic storage boxes on the floor under the hanging clothes, so John pulled them out, one at a time, and quickly examined their contents. Finding nothing of interest, John began to slide the boxes back against the wall.

As he went to slide the last box home, something on the floor caught his attention. The carpet in the corner was not securely anchored to the tack-strip. He pulled the storage box back out of the way and knelt down on the carpet to examine it more closely. The carpet had, indeed, been pulled up by more than a foot on each side of the corner. John grabbed the corner of the carpet and pulled. It came up easily. He did the same for the foam padding, and saw that the flooring under the padding had been cut. A small panel, about the size of a shoebox lid, had been cut into the plywood sub-floor, and a finger-sized hole drilled in the middle of it.

John appreciated the man’s efforts at concealment, but thought he could have done a better job of hiding his work. John hesitated before sticking his finger in the hole, thinking the man might have booby-trapped it, but he reminded himself that he was being overly paranoid. Corbin’s dad wasn’t a terrorist. There was no booby trap to worry about.

John was very curious to see what, if anything, the man had hidden in his secret little compartment, so he stuck his finger in the hole and lifted the panel. The beam of his flashlight played along the bottom of the space, and he spotted a small, dark, plastic box. He was familiar with that type of storage container, it was a Pelican box, and he had several. The water tight containers came in many sizes, and were excellent for storing things in very harsh environments. John reached in and removed the plastic box and was surprised by its weight. The small box weighed more than seemed possible given its compact size.

John set the box on the carpet and opened the two levered latches. He offered an audible “Oooh,” and touched the neatly stacked and wrapped layers of gold and silver coins. That explained the weight. He didn’t know how much precious metal was in the little plastic box, and he really didn’t care, as far as he was concerned the contents of the box, and everything else they salvaged from the house belonged to Corbin. But if he had to guess, John figured there was somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty to twenty-five thousand dollars in precious metal lying before him. A modest nest-egg for normal times, but a wise and valuable treasure for a time when paper money was worth little more than pillow stuffing.

John returned everything to its place and hefted the coin box under his arm. With his free hand, he grabbed the rifle and awkwardly pulled the master bedroom door closed behind him. He would have preferred to drag Corbin’s dad’s body into the back yard, or even the garage, but he couldn’t justify the effort, or the time. The body would just have to remain in the master bedroom with the hope that the plastic bags and tape would help control the release of gasses brought on by decomposition, at least until John had time to come back and bury him properly. There was absolutely no point in running the body to the hospital, not under these conditions.

John considered locking the front door, but decided against it. He didn’t want to search the house for keys, and he also didn’t want to have to break into the house when he returned. Leaving the front door unlocked wasn’t a concern, because the house was pretty much picked clean of all useful survival things, but the house might serve as a useful rally point later on. If, for some reason, they had to abandon their own home, an unoccupied house like Corbin’s could come in handy.

Adam, seeing his dad’s full hands when he approached the truck, jumped out and opened the passenger door. When John sat the heavy plastic box on the floor at Adam’s feet, he asked, “What’s in the box?”

“Corbin’s inheritance,” replied John.

“Oh,” said Adam, unsure of what to make of his dad’s short response.

John was glad Adam let it go. He wasn’t in the mood to talk about anyone, or anything relating to Corbin’s family. He had reached his saturation point. And to think that he almost killed Corbin made him shiver. That would have made for a tidy little package, thought John, solemnly. Not one to leave his son hanging, John said, “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to get home. Will you drive?”

“Sure, dad.” Adam slid over to the driver’s seat and put the Suburban in gear. While Adam drove cautiously home, John took the opportunity to radio ahead to Jenna and ask her to open the garage door. When they pulled in, John saw Jenna standing in the middle of the garage with an oil lamp. The soft yellow light of the lamp failed to illuminate the deep recesses of dark garage around her, but it was a welcome sight to see her, and the light. To John, Jenna standing there, holding up the lamp up in the air, made her look like the statue of liberty, or better yet, an angel. When the truck came to a stop, John jumped out and walked up to Jenna. He wrapped her in his arms, and then lifted her several inches off the ground. He held her long enough to steal a passionate kiss.

“Really, mom and dad, you weren’t separated that long,” groaned Adam.

“Hush your mouth, boy. Don’t upset my girlfriend,” responded John playfully.

“Whatever!” said Adam, as he opened the back of the Suburban and began to unload the bags into the garage.

Once free of John’s embrace, Jenna began to scan the contents of the bags as they accumulated on the garage floor. “That’s a lot of stuff,” she said, with surprise.

“It’s Corbin’s stuff,” replied John. “Speaking of which, how is Corbin doing?”

“He’s doing better, but he’s still in shock a little,” answered Jenna.

“I bet,” said John. “If he saw what I saw, then he’ll probably be upset for quite a while.”

“I know you made it to the hospital, but you didn’t say anything about his mom. Did she make it?” asked Jenna, with genuine concern in her voice.

John shook his head and said, “I’m afraid not. She was pronounced dead on arrival, by a nurse stationed at the emergency room entrance.”

John watched Jenna study his face. Something in his demeanor must have communicated his desire to forgo questioning, so she let the subject drop. “What do you want me to do with all this stuff?” she asked.

“Let it sit here for now. We can put it away later,” said John. “Can you get me a change of clothes so I don’t carry ash into the house?” He tugged on his pant legs and shook ash to the ground around him.

Jenna sneezed. “John, please. You’re stirring up the ash,” she said, and pointed to the shelf by the door, “Yes, I have a change of clothes for you and Adam. They’re right over there.” She stepped away from John to avoid the growing cloud of ash around him, and then went to smooth the front of her shirt. Jenna looked at her hands, and then down at herself, and laughed. Her entire front was covered in ash, thanks to John’s embrace. She looked at John with a sly smile, “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”

“What? Hug you? Yes, I did it on purpose,” said John, playfully. “And it looks like you need a change of clothes, too,” said John.
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John couldn’t sleep. He was as tired as he had ever been, but for some reason sleep seemed to allude him. Well, maybe not as tired as I’ve ever been, he corrected himself. During Operation Desert Storm, he went ninety-six hours without sleep. He was so tired after the opening stages of the ground battle that he fell asleep on the hard metal surface of his Bradley Fighting Vehicle. It was also pouring rain, which was something that really surprised him about his desert experience, so he slipped on his wet-weather gear and literally crashed on the hard metal surface of the Bradley as if it was a long awaited feather bed. It was the best sleep he had during the entire deployment.

Countless other thoughts filtered through his mind as he lay in bed thinking about the day’s events. It wasn’t that he was bothered by any one thing, it was just that he couldn’t clear his mind. Jenna lay next to him, breathing softly in the way only Jenna could. The sound of her regular breathing was usually enough to put him to sleep, but not tonight. It was as if his body didn’t want sleep. It was as if his mind was telling him, “No sleep tonight Johnny boy, no dreams tonight. You’ve got work to do.”

John and Jenna spoke privately to Corbin before they retired to their bedroom. When they learned that he had no other family in the area, they offered to let him stay with them for as long as he wanted. They added Corbin’s food to their supplies, and discussed everything with him except the precious metal. John decided to save news of that discovery until Corbin needed it, or he was ready to leave. He locked the box in his gun safe, where it would remain safely tucked away.

John was pleasantly surprised to learn from Corbin that one of the compound bows was actually his, and that he knew how to use and maintain them, even the crossbow. Armed with that news, John gave all the bows and related equipment to Corbin, and asked him to teach Adam and Abby how to use them. Corbin eagerly agreed. John also asked Corbin about the firearms, but Corbin said he only knew about the rifle. John told Corbin he would take care of the rifle and pistol for him, and Corbin readily agreed.

Earlier that evening, Adam agreed to let Corbin share his bedroom. John set up a cot for Corbin, and gave him a large plastic foot locker to store all his personal items and clothing in. Corbin had become, for all intents and purposes, an official member of the Anderson family. John wasn’t sure where that would lead, but he had a good feeling about the boy, and hoped that he could find happiness amid all the destruction that fell upon him when the ash started to fall.

John reached over to his nightstand and turned on the small, battery powered, LED lamp. He stared blankly up at the ceiling while trying to clear his mind for sleep. The book on his nightstand lay still, an orange marker sticking from it like a dry tongue. With that image in his head, reading no longer appealed to him. He drank from a water bottle and turned the lamp off. After punching his pillow several times to soften it, he lowered his head and closed his eyes. He talked himself through a relaxation technique, one that centered on a numbered countdown, and slowly drifted off to sleep.

Someone was pulling on his arm. John opened his eyes and saw Eli standing next to him. He was dressed differently than their previous encounters. In this visit, his grandson was wearing loose fitting pants and an open shirt. The cloth was an off-white color, like a very light tan or cream. “Hello, Papa,” said Eli. “Are you ready to go?”

Eli also looked older. The last time John saw him he was about Adam’s age, but know he looked to be about twenty. John didn’t understand how Eli could age so quickly, but he figured he could choose the age he wanted to appear as. John didn’t know what that meant, the older look, but it didn’t really concern him. Eli was still Eli. “Where are we going?” asked John, as he stood to face him.

“Turn around and look,” said Eli.

John turned and saw himself lying in bed next to Jenna. It startled him for a second, and he wondered how it was possible that he could be out of his body and not be dead. He faced Eli and asked, “Am I dead?”

“No, you are not dead. But where you are going you cannot take your body,” answered Eli, and he began to sing a song. His voice was strong and beautiful, but also mild and still, like an alpine lake “You have a trip to make, a barrier to brake; a place to see, a man to be; a light to draw, a compass to call; a learning true, a work to do. . . Here, Papa, take my hand and come with me,” finished Eli, as he offered John his outstretched hand.

As soon as John took his grandson’s hand, he was lifted high into the air. John saw a bright light above and realized that he was traveling in a tunnel of light. They were traveling fast, faster than John had ever traveled before, faster than humanly possible. It made John dizzy and curled his stomach. He didn’t know how long he traveled with Eli, but during the trip he felt a hard tug at his left foot and he was torn from Eli’s grip. In the brief moment before John slipped and passed through the tunnel wall, he saw shock and surprise on Eli’s face.

John passed through the tunnel wall and found himself falling in a cold, dark place. Having lost his guide, weightless and falling, John called out for Eli. He continued screaming his name until he plunged into what seemed to be cold, deep water. John quickly realized that it wasn’t water, it was too thick, too cold to be water. The cold momentarily paralyzed him, but he swam desperately for the surface, flailing his arms and legs to reach life giving breath.

During his struggle to the surface, John realized there were other people in the water with him. He felt hands reach for him, and feet push against him, as he kicked and pulled for the surface. When his head burst clear, he was stunned. The sky above was a putrid motley yellow that gave off a sickly pale glow. He also realized that he didn’t land in water, but rather some kind of energy stream that flowed like a ribbon. The stream was red in color, streaked with long bands of darker and lighter shades of red that contrasted with equally bleak streaks of orange and brown. The colors swirled together, creating effects like currents. John looked and saw that the stream flowed off into the distance in both directions. It traveled far into the distance, as far as his eyes could see, as it wound under the putrid yellow sky. There were no banks to swim to, no shores to climb upon, and no rocks to hold fast to. The stream was his prison, and he was helpless to leave it.

While he flowed in the stream, John saw the heads and outstretched arms of countless men and women. He saw no children, but there were young adults. Most people looked to be adults of mixed age, but it was difficult to determine anything in that place. Someone screamed and John turned. A man fell into the stream next to him and immediately sank below the surface. John tried to reach for the man, to help him stay at the surface, but he hesitated. He didn’t want to be pulled under, to be down in the stream again.

John saw other people fall into the stream from high up where the yellow sky began. All of them sank into the depths of the stream when they hit, and all of them struggled desperately for the surface, just as he had done. He saw shock and horror on the people’s faces. A look of surprise and dread at being lost in such a terrible place. John realized he must look the same.

With no hope of rescue, he despaired and resumed calling for Eli. With every scream, his mouth filled with energy from the stream. The bitterness of it made him gag and retch. A deep feeling of dread, of impending doom, filled his heart, and he cried out in anguish. Everyone around him called out for someone, or they wept openly as they tried to stay afloat in the stream. All but a few held a hand into the air, as if reaching for someone to throw them a safety line.

John refused to yield to the dread, and he began to examine the scene around him. When he stopped screaming he felt better, he didn’t feel as hopeless or desperate. He told himself that he was caught up in another vision; that it had to be another vision, because a place like this wasn’t real. He wanted to believe he was still at home, in his body, sleeping in bed next to his wife. At any moment he would wake up and everything would be fine. He then tried to wake up, but he couldn’t. He didn’t know how. He was locked in a terrible nightmare that was too real to be a vision.

John abandoned his efforts to wake up and decided to learn something from his experience. He wondered where he was, why he was where he was. Was it some kind of pathway to hell, or was it a holding area, a place to wait? He didn’t know, but he knew he did nothing to deserve such a fate. He didn’t know why the other people were there with him, but they all seemed to think as he did, that they didn’t deserve to be there. While those questions, and many others, raged through John’s mind, he drifted in the stream under the fallow, putrid sky.

He never imagined he’d end up in such a place, but he was helpless to change it. If he was dead, then he never expected to end up in such a hellish place. And if it wasn’t hell, then it was pretty close to being like it. He didn’t know what he did to deserve such an ending, but he came to terms with it. He thought only bad people ended up in such a place, and he didn’t think of himself as a bad person. In fact, he knew he wasn’t a bad person. He didn’t live a bad life. He was honest in all his dealings. He went to church on important days. He accepted Jesus Christ as his Savior. He didn’t understand what he did, but being in the stream was the single greatest agony of his life.

Another man fell into the stream next to him, and when he broke the surface John was shocked to find that he recognized the man. It was Corbin’s dad. He flailed his arms madly as he tried to keep his head above the surface of the stream. Surprised and horrified, John flung himself backward, away from the man. But then he stopped. The man wasn’t dead down here, not in the stream. John didn’t know why he was in the stream, but he knew what it was. It was the death stream.

John quit trying to distance himself from the man when he saw that he wasn’t even interested in him, and that made him wonder. If John was here, and so was Corbin’s dad, and only one of them was actually dead, then he didn’t belong in the death stream. Another difference John noticed was that he was watching everyone, but everyone else was looking up, lost in their pain and agony. They were self-absorbed, not aware of anything but themselves.

John watched Corbin’s father drift away and sink below the surface. John considered reaching out for him, but he knew it was hopeless, pointless even. People all around him were either sinking below the surface, or bobbing along in the stream with utter hopelessness etched on their faces.

Something gripped John’s ankle. Thinking it was Corbin’s dad he kicked out, but the grip returned with a fierce firmness. John reached down to attempt to pry the grip free of his ankle, and he was pulled under the surface. He kicked out in self-defense, but the grip on his ankle was too strong. It cut into his ankle like a vise. John held his breath as he was towed under, not knowing if it was necessary, but not eager to have the death stream in his mouth. He didn’t yet realize that breathing wasn’t a condition of this place, only actual existence, as real as life itself. Maybe even more real than life.

When he emerged on the underside of the stream, he saw that he was falling through the air. He looked up and saw the death stream looked the same from the bottom as it did from the top. The long red stream of energy moved through the yellow air high above him. John was falling so fast that he felt like a meteor. He saw, below him, a vast and expansive, ruinous landscape. Exposed mountains of black rock, razor sharp, like large slabs of knapped obsidian, rose high into the air. The land below was rust colored and desolate, void of all life, as if utterly wasted from having been blasted by a cruel dry wind.

To his escalating horror, John finally noticed what was pulling on his ankle. It was a hideous and loathsome creature, a nightmare mixture of man and animal. It seemed to be smiling up at John with large, red rimmed, green eyes. The creature’s face was reptilian, but his body was covered in a combination of scales and fur, horns and nobs. Its muscular humanoid arms ended in pincer-like claws, its large tail swung freely below, as if a long cord connected it to hell. John’s horror must have been obvious, for the creature bayed with terrible laughter as it pulled him further into the abyss.

John suppressed his feelings of revulsion for the demon, and saw its features soften, just a little, as if John somehow managed to diminish its horrible continence. The creature flashed from man, to animal, and back to man again in flickering pulses that enraged the demon. It reached up and grabbed John’s other ankle with its remaining claw and John screamed with renewed pain. The demon laughed with delight and John calmed himself. Not wanting to give the demon any pleasure, John endured his pain in silence. He was just able to subdue the agony of the demon’s grip when they approached the highest peak of the black mountains.

When John was pulled down the side of the peak, he was better able to see the rust colored plain below him. In a quick moment of clarity, he saw that the plain was not entirely devoid of life. The windswept surface held a multitude of men and women. They stood on the plain, shoulder to shoulder, spaced equally at arm’s length, but stationary, frozen in place. Thousands upon thousands of people, more than the eye could see, stood perfectly still with their heads tilted upward, as if looking for relief. They looked like pegs on a great wooden board, prisoners in hell from across the span of time.

John’s view of them was blocked when he was pulled down behind a sister peak of black rock. He saw the ground approach suddenly, and before he could brace for impact, he was slammed to the hard surface of the dungeon floor with enough force to kill a mortal man. He could feel the pain of that death many times over, but it was obvious to John that death was not a means of escape in this place. He began to think that if there was no escape, then surely he must be dead. His body screamed in protest from the impact, but he refused to cry out. Every bone was broken, every organ crushed, every muscle torn, but he lived, and remained silent.

His mind screamed in agony, but he held on. The pain of the assault filled his mind and he unwillingly allowed a single moan to escape his lips. The demon picked John up and flung him across the room like a rag doll. John crashed against the roughhewed stone wall and collapsed to the floor in renewed agony. Pain upon pain flooded into his mind as he was lifted up the wall and shackled to it. Heavy iron straps were secured around his wrists and ankles, suspending him in the air above the floor.

John opened his eyes and immediately closed them again when he saw the demon staring at him from only a few inches. The noxious smell of the demon’s breath made John gag, and he gasped as the demon clamped a claw around his throat. John struggled for breath and wondered how many times he could die, and yet continue to live, in this place. He wanted to die, to find peace in death. He willed himself to wake from the terrible nightmare, but he was trapped. Like the men and women on the plain, John knew he was a prisoner. He now knew that hell was a very real place, as real as any place he had ever visited on earth.

The demon released John’s throat and allowed him to hang limply in the iron bonds. The cold hard straps dug painfully into his flesh, but the agony of it was lost in the greater agony that he had already endured. John hung his head and tried to understand why he was in here, what he had done to deserve such a fate. After untold minutes, John heard a foul and guttural conversation between two unseen adversaries. The conversation sounded like garbage, it was low and obscene, filled with many grunts, hisses and slurs. It sounded to John like a boiling cesspool of waste, and it assaulted, no, it ravaged his ears. A harsh rebuke issued forth from a third voice in the hall, only to be followed by blessed silence.

John looked up and watched, in amazement, as a well-dressed man entered the dungeon. He approached John and studied him silently for a moment. John was so surprised by the man’s appearance and presence that he was speechless. “Surely you haven’t lost your ability to speak?” asked the man. His voice was smooth and refined, as if he had been richly bred, and highly educated.

John tried to speak, but the words came out slurred and lazy, like he had a mouthful of marbles. To his own ears his voice sounded like, “Whaa-thum-eiw-ooling-errr!” He was unable to enunciate his words, much less form a complete sentence.

“Yes, speech is different down here, but you will adapt to it,” said the man, in a smooth but unfamiliar accent.

John spat to clear his mouth. “What . . . what am I doing here?” gasped John, now able to speak clearly.

“I would ask you the same question,” replied the man, with a smile, and a lingering emphasis on the pronoun.

John felt the craftiness of the man, and knew he had to guard himself closely. “Return me home immediately. I don’t wish to be here!” spat John, through clenched teeth.

“Yes. They all say that when they arrive,” said the business man with a wave of his hand, as if he were shooing away a fly.

“Who are you?” asked John. Two demons stood in the doorway of the dungeon, and they laughed hideously at John’s question. The escort demon now had a partner, some kind of spiked creature who carried a wicked looking whip. John knew the new demon was his jailer, and the well-dressed man was either Satan himself, or hell’s warden.

“Let usss whip him a bit, master,” said the jailer demon, in long hisses, “Then you can come back and question him more plainly.”

The suited man raised a hand and flicked the demon to silence without turning around. “I am not who you think I am,” he replied, “but I’m not without status down here, either. Let’s just say I’m in . . . upper-management.” The two large demons began laughing again, and the suited man did nothing to discourage them this time.

John wasn’t sure what to make of the verbal exchange, but he was helpless to influence it. He was a prisoner, in bondage to this hell-spawn crew. His only option was to try and understand why he was here. “What am I doing here?” he yelled with a choked and hoarse cry.

“You tell me!” yelled the man in return. He calmed himself and added, “After all, it is you who came to us,” said the man. He slapped John’s face and said, “Perhaps you have earned your place among us?” The man reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a small spiral notebook. He hummed to himself as he flipped through the pages. “Ah, yes. Here we are. You took the lives of twenty-three innocent men . . . oh, and one woman,” he concluded, with an exaggerated sigh, as if it revealed a terrible truth behind John’s fall down to hell.

John was aware of the fact that he had taken lives in combat, but not how many. He didn’t keep a count, and he didn’t know that he had killed a woman. One thing that he did know, however, was that he never took an innocent life. The lives he took were all combatants. “I took no innocent life!” replied John.

“Ah, but who are you to judge their innocence?” asked the suited man, as he squinted an eye at John.

“It did not involve judgment,” replied John. “I acted in self-defense.”

“Yes, an act of premeditated violence,” said the man, with a wide grin.

“It’s a lie,” moaned John. “And you’re . . . also . . . a . . . lie.”

“Yet here you are, chained to my prison wall,” said the man, in a voice as smooth as silk. “There is no lie in that, so I will make you an offer. You can stay here, chained to my wall, or you can work for me.”

“I’d rather stay here than work for you,” replied John. “You’re foul, and you reek of deception. I want nothing to do with you, or this place. Be gone with you!” screamed John.

The man laughed, long and deep, but John noticed the man’s eyes were not laughing. “Very well,” said the man, “but you will have a change of heart very soon. Yes, very soon indeed.”

The man turned and nodded to the jailer demon as he passed through the dungeon opening and out into the hall beyond. The jailer demon immediately walked forward with open arms. John saw that he had several long spikes that were much longer than he first realized. In fact, about a dozen or more spikes were several feet in length. John realized they must have been visually lost in the bed of spikes the creature carried. There were thousands of smaller, but still very lethal, five and six inch long spikes that covered his entire front. The spikes were not armor, but rather a part of the demon himself, and each one dripped with a noxious liquid that looked venomous, and smelled of rot and decay.

John stiffened in the shackles, and screamed in agony as the demon pulled him into his embrace. The long spikes were the first to pierce John’s flesh. They passed completely through his body along the length of his torso, and he screamed in pain. It was an exquisite pain, more precise and focused than any he had ever before felt. Once again, John reached a new level of pain, and yet again he wondered how much he could endure. He knew a human body could never endure such pain and remain conscious, let alone alive. Is this what hell was for him, he wondered, through white-hot flashes of pain. Was he to endure endless torment and exquisite pain?

John gasped and screamed as the demon pulled him deeper into its foul embrace. Now the shorter spikes reached John, and they too began to penetrate his flesh along the entire length of his body. No part of John was free of puncture and pain, yet the demon did not stop pulling John forward until they were close together, joined in an intimately horrible embrace. Many of the spikes passed completely through John, but he could not see them because his head was pinned into place by the demon. Several spikes had pierced his face and neck, and his head remained locked against the demon’s chest.

When John was completely impaled against the jailer’s spikes, the escort demon unshackled him from the wall. The jailer’s rotten breath filled John’s mind with terror and abandonment, and he felt small and insignificant. He was entirely helpless, and very nearly broken. When free of the wall shackles, the jailer turned and carried John to the middle of the dungeon. The escort demon secured John to a new set of shackles, ones hanging from the ceiling in the middle of the dungeon. Once secured to the new shackles, the jailer pried John free and left him hanging, suspended in the air by his upraised arms.

The Jailer drew his metal barbed whip and dangled it in front of John’s face. “Do you sssee the barbsss? They will cut you to the bone, yessss they will,” he said with riotous laughter. A long and hideous chorus of vulgarities and curses issued forth from the mouths of the two demons, as if they were singing a demonic song of delight. John vowed to stifle his pain, to not give them any pleasure over his agony, but that thought faded with the stroke of the first lash.

The barbs cut into his back, opening his flesh to the bone, just as the jailer had promised. John gasped for breath, unable to scream, so terrible the pain between each agonizing lash of the whip. The lashes, fierce and powerful, never stopped. John didn’t know how long he endured the abuse, but he couldn’t slip away. He couldn’t escape into unconsciousness. There was no release from the pain, no escaping from its hold over him.

John knew no living being could endure such torture, no physical body could withstand such abuse and destruction and continue to live. John wondered if his torture would be eternal, and he wondered, once again, what he did to deserve such a fate. He began to cry, and the jailer, pleased with his torture, and convinced that he was about to break John, began to deliver the lashes harder and faster than before.

John saw the end approach, the point in which he would do anything to end the agony, even if it meant working for the well-dressed man. He realized being in hell was only half the torment. The other half was surrendering his mind to it, to the realization that sadness, misery, and pain were a new way of life for him. It was complete and total torment, and he wanted it to end.
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As John prepared to leap, to surrender himself to the abyss of unknown dimension, he heard a woman’s voice calling for him. It was Jenna’s voice. With new hope, John turned all his thoughts to his wife and family, to the love they shared. He realized he would willingly sacrifice himself for them, that he would endure eternal torment to guarantee their happiness and safety. As John considered his love for them, the effects of the torture began to lessen. And the more he thought about his love for them, the more it lessened. John let the feeling of love grow within him, but he knew it wasn’t enough to break the bonds and escape his tormentors.

Understanding of a greater love began to fill John’s mind as he recalled the teachings of his father. His dad once told him that the Savior’s love was unmatched among men, so John reached for that love. He cried out for his Savior, and on the third time a bright light filled the dungeon. John couldn’t see the source of the light because it was behind him, but there was fast movement, followed by a whooshing sound and a thud. The jailer’s demon head rolled to a stop at John’s feet. Then another whooshing sound, followed by a second thud. The escort’s demon head rolled to a stop near John’s feet.

Too spent to even turn his head, John remained collapsed in the shackles. An electrical sound filled the air, and he fell to the dungeon floor, free of his bonds. John opened his eyes and shrank back in terror. A tall, darkly hooded figure stood over him. His face and hands were skeletal, and in the crook of his arm rested a large scythe. Renewed horror filled John’s mind, for a Grim Reaper stood before him. John knew it was the end. The reaper had come to collect his soul, to take him to the place where all those who die a true death are taken, the lake of burning fire.

The reaper reached out and offered his hand to John. “You don’t need to fear me,” he said, in a deep but confidently relaxed voice. It was a young voice, much younger than John would have thought possible given the reaper’s reputation. “I’ve come to get you out of here.”

John accepted one of the reaper’s outstretched hands and immediately noticed that it looked skeletal, but didn’t feel skeletal. He realized the reaper was wearing gloves, and also a mask, for it moved with his face when he spoke. John, unsure about how he felt, but happy to be rescued, didn’t feel inclined to question his rescuer about why he was wearing a mask and gloves. He was just glad to be rescued. He managed to croak out a weak, “Thank you.” Anything beyond that was beyond his abilities.

The reaper laughed kindly and asked, “Are you ready to travel?”

John nodded and accepted the reaper’s outstretched hand, and they immediately traveled. He held on tight, not wanting to lose contact with his new escort and be pulled down again. Traveling with the reaper was like traveling with Eli, so John knew it was safe. The reaper’s tunnel of light was different from Eli’s. John wondered if each traveler had their own system or tunnel of light. Already feeling better, John was about to ask the reaper where he was going when they stopped.

“I will leave you here for healing. But don’t be afraid, you’re in very good hands now,” said the reaper, as he bowed slightly. The reaper departed just as he appeared, in a flash of light.

John turned and saw a radiant white light approaching him. It was a man, and his light radiated comfort, power and majesty, and filled him with love. He collapsed to the ground and drifted slowly into unconsciousness. His last memory was of being lifted by many gentle hands and carried into a brightly lit infirmary.

John awoke in a brightly lit room, but it was no ordinary room. Everything around him was of a marvelous shade of light and warmth. Colors seemed more vivid and vibrant, alive and cleaner than any he had ever before seen. Not all was white and blinding as he had first seen when he awoke, but rather very normal looking, except crisp and clear, and free of all distortion. He sat up in bed and saw that he wasn’t alone. Sitting in a chair next to him his was a beautiful young woman. Her long black hair, set with deep loose curls that cascaded over her shoulders and down her back, made her look younger than she really was. She smiled warmly at John in response to his surprise at seeing her.

“My name is Brittany,” she said with an even bigger smile. “I have been your healer these past few days. You came here quite a mess, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“I’m John,” said John, as he extended his hand to shake with Brittany.

Brittany laughed lightly, her brown eyes danced with mirth. “Yes, I know who you are, John Anderson,” and she shook his hand in hers, firmly but tenderly.

“You said, days?” asked John.

“Yes, many days in fact. You were very hurt. You required extensive healing, very special healing. The Savior himself came to you several times, though you probably don’t remember. We had to keep you under so we could heal you completely,” said Brittany as she stood. And with her right hand extended, she pushed John’s head back down to the pillow. “Now let me examine you again before you jump out of bed and demand to return home,” she finished playfully.

John complied with her command and watched as Brittany held her hands a few inches over his body, palms downward. She seemed to be scanning his body, assessing the healing progress of her patient. She would occasionally stop and let her hand hover over a specific area of John’s body for a few seconds, and then offer an occasional “Um, that’s good,” or “Almost complete,” before moving on to another spot. “Can you turn over for me, please?” she asked sweetly.

Without a word, John did as he was asked. He noticed that he was wearing a simple white tunic and trousers, but his head and feet were bare. He felt incredibly clean, cleaner than he had ever felt in his life. “Are there any scars?” he asked, curious about his damaged back.

“No, you will have no scars. Even those in your mind were freed from you by the Savior. All that remains are your memories. And you can leave those too, if you want,” replied Brittany, as she continued to scan John’s back.

John thought for a moment and wondered if he really wanted to hold on to his memories from hell. But strange as it seemed, he wasn’t at all upset about those memories. “You said the Savior healed me?” asked John.

“Yes,” said Brittany. “He’s the best of all healers, save Father, of course. The Savior is the teacher of all healing. He knows the healing arts very well. I learned everything from Him,” she finished, proudly.

“You mentioned . . . Father,” said John.

“Yes. Father,” she replied, with a sweeping hand gesture and a graceful bow.

“You mean . . . God?” asked John.

“Yes. Almighty God Himself. Father. Your Father in Heaven, and my Father in Heaven, too,” she smiled.

“And the Savior . . . that’s Jesus Christ, right?”

“You can turn over again,” said Brittany. “Yes, the Savior is Jesus Christ. Really John, do you not remember your Sunday School lessons?” she teased.

“But . . .” said John.

Brittany put her finger to John’s lips and said, “Shhhh, now don’t go getting yourself all worked up. You have come here by a uniquely different path, so I know you have many, many questions. And they will all be answered in due time, but I need you to rest a while longer. Can you do that for me?” asked Brittany, as she looked into John’s eyes to see if he understood her request. John nodded and she continued, “When you awake, you will meet with someone who will explain everything to you. But for now, I need you to rest.”

John laid his head back on the pillow and Brittany put him into a deeply relaxed sleep state with a touch of a single finger to his forehead. He had never before felt so loved, so safe and healthy as he did at that moment, in the heavenly hospital. He thought of his wife and children and immediately knew they were safe. Images of them sleeping in their beds entered into his mind, and he relaxed even more. He wondered about Eli and an image of his grandson, sitting at a table and reading a book, entered his mind. It seemed like anyone he thought about came instantly to mind.

John decided to carry his search a little further and thought of other people, like his mother. He saw her, at home in Arizona, sitting in a chair on her rooftop terrace. Her boyfriend was sitting next to her. They were holding hands, looking up at the evening sky, wanting to see the stars, but waiting for the ash cloud to break and reveal the twinkle of many distant suns.

John thought of his friend, Pete, in Belton, Texas, and saw an image of him loading up his large, diesel powered, dually pickup. It was filled with camping supplies, food, and other survival equipment. Ash was falling around him as he worked, and there was Bonnie, Pete’s wife. She was busy helping him load the pickup. He saw them pause and look up at the sky, as if they somehow sensed John’s presence. John couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he didn’t need to. He knew they were hitting the road. John wondered where they were going, but he was not given the answer.

John also thought of Mark, his other friend in San Antonio. John saw Mark sitting at home, breaking down one of his many semi-automatic rifles. He saw a look of concern on Mark’s face. John watched as Mark placed two halves of his well-oiled assault rifle into a metalized Mylar bag. He tossed in a bag of desiccant, and removed air from the bag with a small vacuum before sealing it up with a hot flatiron. John wasn’t sure what Mark was up to, but he could see that all but two of his weapons were sealed in Mylar bags. The wrapped weapons lay spread around his living room like the carcasses of fish waiting to be sold at a market.

He turned his thoughts to Ray, Jenna’s brother, but for some reason he couldn’t see him, or anyone in Ray’s family. John tried repeatedly to reach for Ray, but he became tired and slipped, once and for all, into a deep and restful sleep.

When he awoke, John pushed himself up on his elbows. Expecting to see Brittany again, he was surprised to see a man instead. He looked to be in his late twenties, tall, lean and muscular, with a familiar face and features. His thick brown hair was wavy, and fell to his shoulders at his neck. “Are you the Savior?” asked John, as he sat up more completely.

“No,” said the man, with a kind and gentle laugh. “No, I’m not the Savior, but I will take that as a most divine compliment. Thank you for honoring me thus,” he said, as he studied John closely. “Do you not recognize me, Johnny?”

“Dad?” cried John, as tears welled up in his eyes and spilled down his cheeks.

“Come, give your dad a hug,” said John’s earthly father.

John was in his arms in a flash, squeezing his father fiercely. “I’ve missed you so much!” he cried, as he buried his head in his father’s neck.

“There, there, son. All is well, all is well,” he said, as he soothed his son by patting him gently on the back. “You’ve had a very long journey indeed. You may feel you have earned a rest, but you have work yet to do.”

John released his dad and studied his face. He saw the youthful exuberance that radiated from his eyes, how they shined with intelligence and awareness. “Where am I, dad? Why am I here?”

“There are many reasons. Your visit to the enemy was unfortunate, but not without purpose. Search your heart and you will see this,” replied his dad.

John did, he searched his heart and saw that his visit to hell did many things for him. He understood the visit revealed a truth to him that hell was a real place, and that people were not sent there, but they ended up there because of the choices they made on earth. He thought of Corbin’s dad, and understood that he fell into the death stream because he killed his wife and took his own life, essentially assuming God’s authority for himself by choosing to take two lives before their allotted time.

John also learned that pain, spiritual pain, far exceeded any that could be endured in physical life. He realized that physical life was a mirror of spiritual life, in all its forms and functions, save for the fact that it was severely muted. From the vilest horrors of hell, to the upper reaches of heavenly love, physical life resembled, but didn’t even come close, to the extreme positive and negative values of spiritual life.

John also understood that love was a universal law, that it worked with truth, and that it encompassed the creative value of all life. Love produced the life-giving light of creation, and where there was no light, darkness prevailed. John’s mind returned to the prisoners in hell, those souls who stood fixed in place at the outer edge of darkness. But he also saw the multitude of heavenly beings. They were busy, engaged and working. There was no idleness, no laying around, and no frivolity. The entire host of heaven was engaged in work, and they were happy for it.

All his thoughts, all his curiosities about heaven and earth, were laid bare to his mind with a simple desire to understand them. John turned to look at his dad, and saw him smiling. John felt an undeniable interest to understand his own past, his own pre-mortal life, but when he tried to access that information it was closed to him. It was as if the “big book” would not willingly turn its pages for him. “Why can’t I see my past . . . when I was here before my time on earth?” John asked his father. “I know I lived before, so why can’t I see it?”

“You cannot see all things at this time, Johnny. Your physical life is not yet complete. Knowing what you did before you lived on earth will change who you are, and therefore what you must do,” answered his dad. “Come, follow me. We have a meeting to attend. I want to introduce you to some of your family.”

They emerged from the infirmary and John saw, standing before him, a large gathering of many people. He was immediately surrounded by friends and family who had passed on before him; some while John was still alive, but many more before he was born. There was family on both sides. He saw all his deceased aunts and uncles, and spoke to both sets of grandparents, as well as relatives going back several generations. Everyone who approached John embraced or kissed him, and congratulated him on his work.

John saw that his relatives knew him, and that he knew each one of them, personally, in a single moment of clarity, as soon as he saw their faces. He knew everything about them, who they were and what they did with their lives. The family assembly stretched back many generations, and John met them all. In their turn, they approached and greeted him warmly and enthusiastically, and told him to keep up the good work. He knew they had been watching him, and that surprised him, but it also comforted him.

He was also surprised to see several close friends that were lost in combat. One, an officer friend who died after being hit by an IED that literally cut him in half, was a very difficult loss for John. He was deeply troubled by his friend’s sudden departure, and he greeted him warmly; cried even when he saw him dressed in uniform. As they embraced, his friend told John not to worry, that he had found excellent employment as a Soldier in heaven, and that he was looking forward to the day they would once again fight together, but for a much more worthy cause.

While in heaven, John’s emotions were seemingly unrestrained. Free of all the fears and phobias of physical life, he was free to express his love and joy without restraint, as did everyone around him. It was a fascinating and fulfilling experience. John knew love was a condition of heavenly life, but he had no idea how deeply that condition governed heavenly existence. It truly was a law, and he was deeply and permanently touched by the unrestrained love and support he received from everyone around him.

After everyone had a chance to greet John, they returned to their work. He watched the last of his relatives depart, and like it had started, he was left standing with his dad. John walked next to his dad as he escorted him through a beautifully manicured park. Everything from the polished white surface of the elaborate stone walkways, to the trees, flowers, shrubs and grass, glowed with a radiance and brilliance that surpassed anything John had ever seen on earth. The beauty of it sang to him, it filled his heart with peace and joy. It was a serenity like no other, and John was truly at peace.

They approached an open pavilion, and John saw Eli standing there, next to another man he did not recognize. Eli approached John and embraced him warmly. “I’m so sorry I lost you, papa. I know now the truth of your journey, that it wasn’t easy for you. I pray you will forgive me,” cried Eli.

So much had happened since John left his body that he completely forgot Eli was sent to bring him up. “There’s nothing to forgive, Eli. It’s good to see you again,” said John.

“It’s good to see you too, papa. Here, I want you to meet someone. This is Sarrif. He’s your special guardian.”

John studied the man for a moment and knew, in an instant, that he was a highly trained and skilled warrior. It wasn’t the way he was outfitted, for he looked a little like a character straight out of the Halo video games, complete with body armor, helmet, gauntlets, and weapons, but it was his bearing that told John everything about him. He had a presence about him that spoke of capability, strength and confidence. John extended his hand to Sarrif and they gripped firmly, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sarrif,” said John.

“No, the pleasure’s all mine,” replied Sarrif. “It’s an honor to serve you again, sir.”

John was incredibly humbled by the man’s demeanor, but also by his humility. Who was this man, this fine heavenly warrior, to call him, sir? He didn’t miss Sarrif’s reference to having served him previously, but he wasn’t prepared to delve into that at the moment. Everything was moving so fast. “Please, call me John.”

“Thank you, John,” replied Sarrif, as he nodded his head in a strangely familiar salute of respect.

“John, it’s time for me to leave you now,” came the voice of his dad from behind. John turned to see the man who shaped his life in almost every way possible. In an instant, John was carried away in a flood of memories of all the time he spent with his dad. John’s eyes again began to well up, and he asked, “When will I see you again, dad?”

“Soon enough, Johnny,” said his dad, and he approached and embraced John. “You’ll see me again when you need to, and when you return, so don’t worry. You have work to do, and so do I. I leave you in good company.” He held John’s face in his hands and said, “Be true to yourself, John. Let love rule your heart. There will be time to fight, to protect those you love, but fill your heart with love and keep it full. Help those who need your help, and be ready to lead those who come to you, and look to you as their teacher and leader.”

He released John’s face, and after momentarily resting his hands on John’s shoulders, his dad turned and departed the pavilion. John watched his dad walk away until he felt another hand on his shoulder. He turned and saw Eli standing with him, and Sarrif watching warmly from a few paces away. He felt loved, a depth of love that family and friends truly understand. Despite his father’s departure, John knew he would see him again, and he was glad to be in the company of such fine companions.

“Come, papa, let’s sit at the table and discuss the plans for your work, and how it will continue to go forward,” said Eli. “Much will change for you when you return, and we need to prepare you.” He led John to the beautiful white stone table in the center of the pavilion. They each took a seat on the benches around the table, and leaned forward to study the map that lay before them.

The map was unlike anything John had ever before seen. It seemed to be a map of dimensionality, of cross-roads and events that happened and were yet to occur. As he studied the map he thought he recognized certain critical events in his life; key events, life changing events, and events that didn’t seem that important to him at the time, but obviously were to the host of heaven. He pointed to one such event and asked, “This here, the one marked ‘Jackie’, why was it significant?” John presented the question openly, unsure of who would be able, or willing to answer it.

“That marked a potential convergence in your life, a crossroad of paths with a potentially different life partner,” said Eli. “If you stayed with Jackie, as was certainly possible, then you would have taken a very different path and not joined the army,” said Eli, as he ran a finger along the path to show John what he meant.

John traced the line from Jackie to his own, and saw that it did, indeed, follow a very different path. It didn’t converge with Jenna, but it appeared to offer a later option to rejoin the life-line he was currently on, only with Jackie as his wife instead of Jenna. As he continued to study the map, John saw many examples of where his choices had influenced his direction and placement on the life line, but he was surprised to see that most of his choices appeared to converge at a point where he currently was. He was on track.

The only way he could have completely failed was to have diverged from his mission all together, and the only way he could have diverged more completely was to surrender himself to an addiction with drugs, alcohol, gambling or even pornography. He saw that there were other ways he could have lost his way, like through crime or sexual deviancy, but they never seemed to present themselves as significant obstacles in his life. He knew that such a life would have resulted in a prison conviction, but that was never in his path. They knew he would reach this point before he even started. He saw, that even if he slipped a little, he would have recovered from the distraction. He somehow managed to find his way, as if nudged a little, here and there. “What are the red lines?” asked John.

“Those lines represent influence from other sources, they represent people who either directed you along your path, or people who could have assumed your mission had you become lost in your natural desires,” replied Eli.

John pointed at a red line on the map and asked, “Do you mean this line represented someone who could have replaced me if I failed?” asked John.

“Precisely,” responded Eli, in a solemn tone, “but it doesn’t matter. You made it to a critical point. We know you’ll make it the rest of the way, that you’ll finish the mission.” Eli pointed to a place on the map where a single longitudinal black line stood out as the front line of John’s progress. “You are exactly where you’re supposed to be for the work,” explained Eli. He moved his finger forward, along the gold lines that barely showed on the surface of the map, and said, “This is your route. You might notice, because of your visit here, that your path has become much less cluttered and . . . or chancy. Your course was set into motion by your dreams, and strengthened by your desire to understand and follow them.”

“And what is this?” asked John, pointing to a blank area on the map. He traced the yellow lines that stopped short of the area where no lines traveled. “Is this where I die?” he asked.

“Oh, no. You’re death is long in coming. You will learn of it when the time is right. You will be ready for it, even . . . but the blank portion of this map,” said Eli, as he stabbed it with a finger, “has been blocked to us as well.”

“Who does know?” asked John, curious about the change in Eli’s demeanor. He became reserved, reverent even, as if he could not discuss the solemn disposition of John’s life any further.

“Father.” said Eli, with a smile and pointing up.

John instinctively looked up and asked, “How far up is, Father? I thought we were already . . . up,” asked John, clearly confused about the reference to more altitude.

Eli smiled and nodded. “There are many levels in Heaven, papa, and Father sits His throne on the highest. But you must know that He, that Father, is very interested in your progress. The work has reached a new stage, and you will be a big part of it,” replied Eli.

“I’ve heard mention of the work before. What exactly is it?” asked John.

“The awakening. For your part, it’s to bring about several important events that will change things on earth, but that’s all I can tell you for now. Just know that we will be with you. Sarrif and I will guide you on your journey. You were allowed here because you are special, papa. You were chosen for this work long ago, so don’t worry. Be glad that you reached this point in your life. Many things will change for you now . . . good things, important things,” finished Eli
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John bowed his head as he considered what he had just heard, what he had just learned, that God Himself was interested in him, in what he was doing. He didn’t know how to absorb the information, and really needed time to absorb it. He stood and walked to the edge of the pavilion and focused his sight on a distant lake; one more beautiful than any he had ever before seen. With a thought, John found himself standing by the edge of the lake. He was more surprised to find himself alone, without Eli or Sarrif, than to be suddenly standing by the edge of the lake, but he was relieved to be alone. He needed personal time, time to think about everything that he had just learned.

John looked into the water and saw into its depths. The water was crystal clear, and he could see to the bottom of the lake as if it was air. All life in, and around, the lake was open to him, displayed in all its glory. He reached down and ran a hand through the water, and cupped some in his hand. As he poured the water back into the lake, he found that his skin was dry. The water did not wet his skin. It belonged to the lake, and could not be diminished by his contact. Even the water had special properties in this place.

In the distance, at the far end of the lake, John saw a beautiful waterfall cascading down from highlands. It fell several hundred feet into the lake below, and created a beautiful crystalline landscape of mist in the air as its base. A beautiful bow, more vibrant and colorful than possible on earth, spanned the lake from one side to the other.

Beyond the highlands were several tall, snowcapped mountains. Their peeks reached high into the sky, majestic, grand and breathtaking in their glory and splendor. One mountain in particular, that was smaller, yet somehow more significant than its taller sisters, called to John. It sang to him, a song of discovery and release, of understanding and awakening. The mountain invited him, and with another thought, he went to it.

As he stood near the base of the mountain, John felt its strength, it’s unchanging and enduring magnificence. Stone spires rose high into the sky like ancient watch towers. Large rock outcroppings lay balanced at the foot of the mountain like the spreading roots of a giant tree. Amid the stone roots rested many large boulders, they stood like sentinels, alert for trespassers, but ready to guide the deserving. John was no trespasser. He was invited. He felt the invitation flow through him like current, undeniable, complete, and necessary. The strength of the place, the safety and security it offered, was a feeling of sanctuary so complete that he dare not turn away. John noticed a gap in the boulders and walked to it.

The gap was the beginning of a straight and narrow trail that led up the side of the mountain. He followed it as it began to wind around and between several large boulders, all bigger than a house, and all of them clean and smooth, as if placed in a manicured rock garden. After a short walk, the trail emerged into a comfortable clearing, a little larger than a tennis court. Around the clearing, natural stone walls rose thirty feet into the air, creating a fortress like feeling. Despite the potentially confining nature of the space, it made John feel safe and secure. It was like standing inside the walls of a mighty castle or fortress. Feelings of security, of finding a place to sit down and think, to meditate, grew strong within him. It was the mountain. It was still singing to him. He saw no bench, but standing in the middle of the clearing was a stone column. It was at least twice John’s height, and wide enough that he couldn’t clasp his hands around it.

John approached the column to study it more closely. Depending on where he looked at the stone column, the color and hue would change. Fine quartz-like crystals shined within the black surface of the column, creating an impression of a star lit night sky. But then, from a different angle, the stone surface looked more like a summer day, with streaks of gold running through dark brown marble. And then again, from a different angle, veins of blue through green stone. Again and again the appearance of the column changed, but always beautiful to look upon. He had never seen a more beautiful, or alive, element of stone.

He approached the column and ran his hands over its smooth surface. A tangible feeling of strength and security filled him like never before. It was as if all the strength of the earth was present in this single column of stone. John had never before felt so much power and majesty in such a seemingly benign object, but he immediately realized that it wasn’t benign. The column represented more than mere stone and rock, it represented the entire earth, as if it was the spiritual embodiment of its physical existence. The stone column was of great spiritual importance.

With both hands resting on the stone column, absorbing its magnificence, John turned and saw, for the first time, a gate. The gate also called to him, but he was drawing so much comfort from the stone column that he didn’t want to remove his hands from its surface. Finally, and with great reluctance, John released first one hand, and then the other, and walked to the gate. The gate looked very sturdy, and heavy. It was made of some unknown metal, nearly twice his height and five feet wide. It sat mounted to a natural stone archway, though it had neither hinge, nor handle. The gate was a solid and unyielding obstacle before him, a barrier to the path up the mountain.

John wondered if he could push the gate open, so he reached up to lean against it with extended hands. When he touched the gate he recoiled in surprise. John felt fear, sharp and immediate, and very strong. It filled his heart and mind so quickly and powerfully, so personally, that he stepped back and looked behind him to see if an unseen enemy was about to strike him down.

Seeing no enemy, John examined the palms of his hands. Thinking they were damaged from the contact, he wiggled his fingers and made them into fists to test their status. When he saw he was undamaged, John examined the gate more closely. There was nothing new or different about it. It hadn’t changed. It still looked smooth, cold, and ready for his contact.

He wondered what it was about the gate that made him feel so much fear. As John cleared his mind, he began to realize that the gate was a test; that he would only be able to pass through it if he conquered it, conquered fear itself. He steeled himself for the contact and leaned forward to push against the gate for a second time. The feeling of fear returned, but even stronger this time. John didn’t pull away. Dreading an even bigger effect if he failed, he refused to pull his hands away.

Fear gripped his heart and filled his mind, but still, he did not pull away. John was no stranger to fear, and he refused to let it conquer him. It washed over him in waves, and made him feel as if he lost control of his life, that he was a victim, someone to be abused, mistreated, tortured and killed. John feared losing his possessions, his family, and his life. All his childhood fears came rushing back to him in snapshot moments of total recall, only to be followed by the associative fears of his entire adult life.

The fear of not finding true love stabbed at his heart, but the fear of death, of dying in combat, of leaving his family alone, pained him powerfully. Every fear that John ever knew flooded into his mind, and burned into his soul like hot coals. But still, he refused to yield to the Gate of Fear. He refused to let it control him, but he was beginning to tire. He was losing the fight with the gate, and it was surging, about to overcome him once again.

As John neared the point of abandon, the point in which he felt he couldn’t endure the gate a moment longer, he remembered the stone column. The strength he drew from it, how it made him feel capable despite the challenge of fear, began to fill his heart. He embraced that feeling and felt fear begin to ebb away. Drawing on the power of the stone column, on the strength and security of the earth, John began to push his fear away. He opened his eyes, not realizing that he had closed them during his struggle, and looked at the gate. It’s a gate. That’s it. Nothing more. In that moment of clarity, he conquered his fears. He let them go, and when he did, the gate swung open under the weight of his hands.

Surprised by the gate’s sudden release, John almost fell through and landed face first on the trail. He caught himself, and with a cautious step forward, he peered tentatively through the gateway. After having experienced such fear, he wasn’t sure what to expect on the other side. He peeked around the edge and looked up the trail. Everything looked fine. The trail before him continued up the mountain in a steady but gentle climb.

John passed through the gate, and was about to continue up the trail when he felt an overwhelming desire to seal it shut behind him. It was more than closure for him, it was about leaving his fears behind, and protecting himself and the trail. The feeling was strong, one he couldn’t ignore, so he turned and closed the gate. John heard the seal reset as soon as the gate was closed, but he placed his hand against it anyway, to test the lock. His hand grew instantly hot and began to glow red as if made of molten metal. Startled, John withdrew his hand and saw that he left behind a glowing handprint. He watched as his handprint cooled and faded to leave little more than an outline on the backside of the gate. Without realizing it, John had sealed the gate with his personal mark.

With the gate of fear shut firmly behind him, John realized he was on a one-way journey. The thought of it didn’t concern him, because he was far more curious about what lay ahead than his pre-determined direction. But one thing was very clear to John, he had conquered fear.

He walked effortlessly along the trail, much more comfortable and confident than he was when he first started. He didn’t know what other challenges would await him on his journey up the mountain, but he knew it was something that needed to happen. Passing through the gate of fear released something within him, it purged him of some kind of blockage. He wasn’t quite sure what it meant, but it felt good.

John was so deep in thought about the gate of fear that he almost missed the sound of flowing water. To his left, along the side of the mountain trail, flowed a small course of water. It ran down a stone rivulet that was cut into the side of the mountain over a long period of time. The flowing water was a new and welcome companion as he continued his climb up the trail.

John turned a corner in the trail and entered another clearing. He stopped and reverently studied the clearing. He looked up and saw, emerging high up on the side of the mountain, a tall, white ribbon of water falling into a pool high above. From that pool fell another fall, but it fell clean and clear, like a glass curtain. The water gathered in a large stone pool at the side of the mountain. It looked cool and inviting.

At the far end of the pool, the water spilled out and traveled down the stone rivulet alongside the trail. John walked to the edge of the pool and knelt. The sight and sound of the water soothed him. He looked at his reflection and was surprised to see such clarity in himself, and in the water. Curious, John grabbed a handful of white sand and tossed it into the pool. He watched as the water swirled and mixed with the sand, and how the sand momentarily changed the clarity of the water, but then the water was able to push the sand aside and clean itself.

John rinsed his hands in the pool, and he felt the life giving properties of water. He knew it was special water, because it felt different than the water in the lake. He drank the water from cupped hands and was filled with a feeling of confidence and passion, of a desire to commit, and be fulfilled.

John looked for and found another gate. It sat at the end of the clearing, and it looked just like the gate he had just passed through. John stood and walked to the gate. Unsure of what to expect, he tentatively placed a single hand against the gate. A muted feeling of guilt entered his mind, so he placed his other hand on the gate. Now, with both hands firmly on the gate, the full weight of guilt entered his mind. It filled him, and communicated guilt so strongly that he began to weep. But he didn’t remove his hands. He knew what had to be done. He knew, that in order to pass through the gate, he had to endure the feeling of guilt.

When guilt filled John, he began to examine it closely, more closely than possible any other way, for it filled every fiber of his body. It was a part of him. He was guilt. The guilt of failure, of hurt and lies, of abuse and being abused, of addiction and self-gratification. He felt as if he had, once again, lost control. He saw how guilt ate away at his self-confidence and self-esteem. As guilt flowed through him, he began to question his value and purpose in life. He felt worthless and insignificant, as if he hadn’t done enough, hadn’t lived up to his full potential. A deep sadness entered his heart, a sadness magnified by guilt, and it hurt. He was a victim, helpless to control or change anything about himself, his life. He was a failure.

Then, as he had done at the previous gate, John used what he learned about the water, how it was able to cleanse itself by washing away the sand. He realized that guilt tied him to the past, to his regrets and poor decisions, and he refused to be bound by it a second longer. He allowed the life-giving properties of the water to cleanse and renew him, to rid him of his guilt. And as the water began to clean him, John felt the guilt flow away. When the last vestiges of it were gone, the gate’s seal released and John pushed it open.

John stepped through the gate and closed it. And like he did with the previous gate, the gate of fear, he sealed it with his hand. He turned and continued up the trail, his steps lighter. Confidence flowed through him. He never felt more clean and clear. It was as if he unblocked yet another obstacle that prevented him from experiencing life, of knowing truth and light, and he longed for more.

The path continued upward, gently and steadily. As John climbed casually, he began to feel a growing warmth. It was not heat, per se, just warmth. The kind of warmth one might feel when stepping into the sunlight from the shade, or ducking inside to avoid a chill wind. Soon after, John entered another clearing, his third, and saw a fire burning on a low stone platform in the center. The fire burned freely, seemingly without a discernable source of fuel. John approached the fire and studied the flames as they danced and flicked into the air. Long tongues of yellow and orange fire reached up into the air, and like beautiful dancers, they attempted to escape the confines of their minor stage. Below the flames, a bed of bright red coals pulsed like the beat of many small hearts. It was a beautiful display, and John was enthralled.

The power of fire, its unpredictable and wild nature, how it always sought to be free, appealed to John. Without thinking of the consequences, he approached the fire and thrust his hands into the flames. Expecting to feel very intense heat, he was surprised to feel a pleasant and gentle warmth. John moved closer and saw that the flames began to reach out to him, as if they wanted to caress his body. He moved around the fire, and the flames moved with him. He allowed the flames to linger over his hands, and they did not burn. He understood how fire illuminated dark places and protected from cold. How it consumed and destroyed, but brought about new life. John wanted to feel that freedom, to embrace fire and understand it more fully. Again, before he realized what he was doing, he stepped into the flames.

The warmth of the fire washed over and through him. It was then that he finally understood what it represented. Fire was agency. It was the right and responsibility to choose, and make decisions. John felt independent, free to choose for himself, free to decide what he wanted to be, and to do. Free to explore the limits of his perceptions, and able to bring about his own happiness. He felt as free as the fire.

While standing in the fire, John turned to see the gate. He wanted to move on, to face the new challenge, so he stepped out of the fire and approached the gate. There was nothing different about the gate in appearance, but he knew it would feel different when touched. Without hesitation, John placed both hands on the cool surface of the gate and immediately felt a strong and overpowering sense of shame.

John wasn’t overly familiar with the feeling of shame, having been a proud and generally upright man, but his mind opened to shame in a way that he never before experienced. He began to see that he had held on to more shame than he realized. He saw his past behavior, of having ignored the emotional needs of others, and at times, embracing self-pity at the expense of others. He began to regret his past behaviors. Shame of weakness and inadequacy, of being hurt and retaliating, of striking back and hurting others, filled his soul.

John saw how shame cloaked him like a heavy blanket, that it restricted his ability to make good choices. Shame limited his agency. In fact, it choked it like a garden filled with weeds. The feeling of shame was so powerful that it actually weakened him, and prevented him from improving himself and others. Shame limited his choices and hindered his progress, and he was bound to it.

As he searched for a way to rid himself of his shame, John remembered the fire, how it cleansed him. With his hands on the gate, John mentally reached for the fire and let it wash over him. He began to see how the choices he made were his responsibility, and that he couldn’t blame anyone for who and what he was, or what he had done. The new awareness brought forward an understanding of freedom, to forgive himself and others, to rid himself of all his shame. John imagined the fire burning away a cloak of shame, and as the last bits of the cloak were burned away, he felt new hope. Finally, when the last bit of shame was consumed by the flames, and John felt light and free, free of shame, the seal of the gate released and John pushed it open.

He passed through the gate of shame, and after closing and sealing the gate firmly behind him, he continued up the gently ascending trail. He enjoyed the peace and serenity of the trail, how the walk allowed him to clear his mind and body. He also felt the effects of the gates, how passing through them seemed to purge him of his troubles. John didn’t know how many gates remained, or what they would require of him, but he knew he needed to complete the journey.

A gentle breeze stirred against John’s face as he stepped into the next clearing. He saw, in the middle of the clearing, a whirlwind. A powerful vortex of air turned innocently before John. It danced over a stationary spot in the clearing, fixed in place as if entirely content with its location and purpose. Like the fire, John felt no threat for the vortex. Also like the fire, he felt drawn to it, so he approached it confidently. The vortex seemed to pick up speed as John neared. Invisible hands of air reached for him, and began to playfully tug at his hair and clothes. Nimble and carefree, the vortex beckoned John closer.

John stepped into the vortex and let the fast moving air wash over him. It tugged at his pants and tunic, and blew hair into his eyes. As he stepped into the middle of the vortex, all was calm and serene. Surrounded by the vertical tunnel of air, John extended his arms out to his sides and let his hands play against the wall of swirling air. He felt loved, happy, light and free, like the wind itself. An unmistakably soft and gentle caress of love filled his heart. But the great and terrible strength of the air was not lost on John. He knew the vortex could lift and hurl him away if it so desired. He felt the strength of the wind, that it couldn’t be denied. It was powerful and unstoppable.

From the center of the vortex, John saw the gate. He stepped out and confidently approached it. Momentarily curious about what he would be made to endure in order to pass through, he paused to examine it carefully. Finding no markings, or clues of any kind, John boldly placed his hands on the gate. He was immediately filled with grief. Sorrow and hopelessness filled his heart. He felt lost and forgotten, abandoned and alone. A sense of emptiness and hopelessness filled every memory of his life. The death of his dad, his childhood dog, and friends lost in combat. All those feelings began to work against John, to smother him with grief. He recalled the loneliness of deployments, of missing special occasions with his family, and lying injured on a hospital bed while his Soldiers continued to fight without him. Grief, in all its power, flooded over John like a tsunami of regret and disappointment.

In the depths of absolute grief, but having learned how to respond to the overpowering feelings that assaulted him from the previous gates, John drew upon his memory of the vortex. How the fast moving air reminded him of love and power, that he felt happy and light. As he allowed the memory of the powerful and loving currents of air wash over him, John began to feel the bonds of grief loosen. The burden of grief was deep within John, but he allowed the vortex to fill him, and rid him of every ounce of his grief. As the burden lifted, John felt strong and free. As he let go of grief, he felt another floodgate, another unforeseen blockage, open within him.

The seal of the gate released and John pushed it open. He closed and sealed it behind him and stopped for a moment to enjoy the feeling of renewed energy that flowed through him. He resumed his walk up the trail and considered the changes going on within him. With every passing gate, something was happening to him. He didn’t fully understand it, but it was like the gates themselves were somehow connected to him. They were a part of him.

After a short distance, plant and animal life emerged along the trail. Grasses and beautiful wildflowers were home to countless colorful butterflies. The smell of the air had changed. It was more alive, like the springtime air after an early morning rain shower. When John rounded a bend in the trail, he entered a lush and expansive clearing.

He noticed the trail continued through the clearing as it passed through a field of tall grass with even more wildflowers and flowering bushes. A variety of trees and other plant life also grew in the clearing, filling the space with a vibrant abundance of life in all its forms and functions. Everything around him was happy and alive. John was filled with joy as he watched hummingbirds dip and land on bright, nectar bearing, flowers. A variety of colorful song birds swooped and dived through the air, darting between the three branches that hung above the shaded path. Everything was exciting to watch, and it pleased John to be surrounded by such vibrant and exuberant life.

In the center of the clearing, away from all the other trees, stood a large and stately tree that was grand beyond all description. John knew it was the main tree, the center of the clearing. He approached it and studied its uniquely textured surface. Deep within the trunk glowed some kind of energy, the energy of life. It was the source of life for the grand tree, and for all life in the clearing.

John rested his hands against the tree and felt its energy. Happiness and serenity filled his heart as the tree’s energy flowed into him, through his hands and arms, and into his body. Filling him completely. Happiness and joy washed over him, lifting his heart and clearing his mind. It invigorated him beyond measure.

John saw the gate at the end of the clearing, and he was surprised to see that it looked different. It looked damaged, like it had been beaten upon with many heavy hammers. John approached it and placed his hands upon it. He immediately recoiled from the gate and took several steps back. The gate was angry. John readied himself and replaced his hands on the gate. The anger returned, but stronger and more focused than ever. Hatred and vengeance filled John’s mind and forced him to his knees. His hands became fists against the hard, unyielding surface of the gate, but he did not strike it. He did not beat his hands against the gate of anger, but it was pushing him. He did not want to succumb to the gate of anger, but it was winning.

John struggled to maintain even the slightest amount of rational and reasonable control over his mind, so dark were his thoughts of anger. Darkness filled his heart. He wanted to strike out, to hurt and destroy the gate, to hurt or destroy anything he could get his hands on. John wanted to hurt everyone who ever insulted or offended him. He wanted to crush those who laughed at and ridiculed him, who criticized and mocked him. He wanted to hurt, maim, and kill. Crush those who hurt him, hurt those he loved, and hurt all that was good.

As anger was about to consume John, just as he was about to surrender to it, he reached for and drew upon the feelings of joy and happiness he felt when he touched the tree of life. As he drew upon those feelings, he felt new life grow within him. On the field of destruction that represented his persistent anger, John saw new life begin to spring forth from the ground. Grass and wildflowers quickly grew, and trees and bushes took immediate shape. The more growth, the more joy and happiness he allowed to enter his heart, the easier it was to push the anger away. And the more he pushed, the more beautiful and abundant the life that grew within him. Finally, after a considerable struggle, John was able to rediscover the joy of life, and he was able to release all his anger. He was free of it.

With his anger released the gate also released, and John pushed it open. He saw the gate was unmarked, and realized that his renewal was equal to that of the gate. Without hesitation, John passed through the gate and sealed it firmly behind him. Though he never felt more alive, the gate of anger had tired him greatly. When John moved up the trail a short distance, where he could no longer see the gate, he lowered himself to the ground and sat to consider his progress. He marveled at how purposeful the gates were for him, how they seemed to be systematically clearing his body. John touched his chest, where the feeling of new energy flowed the strongest.

He wondered what it meant, and an image of a standing male figure filled his mind. Upon the figure were eight points of light in a line down the center of his body. Around each light, lines of energy moved through and around the body. The lowest point of light started near the tailbone, and the top ended at the crown of the figure’s head. John realized that each point of light must correspond to a gate, and that passing through the gates unlocked, or unblocked, the energy that flowed within him.

From the bottom up, the next point of light was at the bladder, which John knew aligned with water. Then the stomach, which was fire, the lungs, air, and the heart, life. John saw that he had three more gates to complete, and that the points of light were at the figure’s throat, forehead, and crown. John unconsciously touched the three areas and tried to imagine what the elements and the gates would be. He didn’t think they’d be harder or easier, just different, and specific to the individual points of light.

John realized that by passing through the five gates he already cleared five points of light. Now that he was partially unblocked, he felt how his energy flowed freely from his heart, down to his tailbone, and that the true purpose of the gates was to unblock the flow of energy through his entire body. Excited to resume his journey, John stood and resumed his walk up the trail.

He felt a low, harmonic vibration before he even entered the clearing. It was soothing, yet powerful, and complete. Vibrating pulses washed over him, and filled him with feelings of harp-like melodies. When John entered the clearing, the vibration turned to sound that grew clearer and stronger with each step. The sound emanated from a tall crystal in the middle of the clearing, and the closer he got to it, the clearer and cleaner it felt. The music filled John with peaceful strength, and it flowed through him like so much healing music.

John ran his hands over the crystal’s smooth surface. He could almost see his reflection in its opaque, but highly polished surface. He rested his forehead against the crystal and let it sing to him, a personal song, one that only John could hear. It spoke to him in a language of harmony centered on truth and honesty. He opened his mind to it, let it match and move through him. It immediately opened his mind to a level of clarity and insight he never knew. The music also opened his mind to the purpose of the gate without even having to touch it. He turned to examine the gate, but he hesitated to pull away from the crystal, so great was its comfort. Yet he did pull away, for he was close. Close to finishing the trail, close to learning the truth, close to enlightenment. John wasn’t sure how the word enlightenment came up, but it was there, in the front of his mind.

He approached the gate, and without hesitation he put both hands out and leaned against it. As he suspected, it was the gate of lies. He opened his mind to the gate and immediately saw all the lies that he had either said or lived, and how they had hurt him, and those around him. John didn’t think lying was a problem for him, but he knew he wasn’t perfect, that he had hosted many lies. He saw how they confused the truth, and changed people’s directions and decisions. How they clouded his path, and the paths of others.

As John allowed the weight of his lies, the deception of them, and the damage of broken trust, to rest squarely on his shoulders, he wavered in disbelief. He realized that he had been lying to himself by believing that he was free of lies. The very nature of that lie was a loop of all lies, and it had hindered his access to truth. A lifetime of lies filled John’s mind, and he needed help to break its hold over him. He thought of the music, the sound of the crystal, and how it sang to him about truth and honesty. He let the sound fill him, and free him of lies and deception. It washed over and through him, and ultimately purified him. He gathered together all his lies, and he let them go.

He felt the gate release and he pushed it open. After closing the gate and walking up the trail, John noticed, for the first time, that he had gained a great height up the side of the mountain. From his vantage point, John saw the lake far below. It resembled a blue jewel on a bed of fine green silk. He marveled at how it gleamed and shimmered in the setting sun. The view from the trail was breathtaking, but his journey was not over. He turned his attention to the trail and resumed his climb.

Evening began to settle upon the trail, and John worried about his footing. But as he rounded a turn a glowing light began to illuminate the trail ahead of him. At first the light was faint, barely illuminating the steps ahead of him, but soon the radiance, brighter and warmer than the sun, completely filled the trail under him. Moments later, John stepped into the clearing. A pillar of light stood in the center, and a beam of light rose up, from its top, high into the twilight sky, like a fine beacon.

John wondered why he hadn’t noticed the beacon before, so bright and powerful was its radiance, and so high was its reach into heaven, but he didn’t dwell on it. As he approached the beam, he began to feel the energy of it. The light produced a clean and pure feeling, a feeling of healing. The light was so powerful that it would cast out the darkest of shadows within John.

He put his hands on the light and it began to flow through and around his hands. As it moved through his body, John was filled with awareness and health. He stepped into the light, and was immediately filled with an understanding that was ancient and deep. It felt warm and good, and a desire for further knowledge, a more complete understanding of life, flowed into his mind. The light spoke to John. It spoke to him of learning and insight, of expanding his perceptions and centering his life.

When John was filled, he stepped out of the beam and approached the gate. He placed his hands on the smooth, cold surface of the metal gate and it began to shimmer under his touch. John cocked his head, unsure what to make of the different effect, and moved his hands to a different spot. The gate disappeared before his eyes, but he felt its presence under his hands. It was still there, but it was trying to convince John it wasn’t.

He knew what the gate represented. It was the gate of illusion. And while his hands appeared to rest on nothing but air, the gate began to speak to him. It tried to flatter and persuade John to pass through without delay. But for John the deception was obvious. He felt the gate’s deceit, could feel the trickery, and desire to lead him down a path of ignorance. John felt the impact illusion had on his life, how it inhibited his growth and progress.

Though he never intentionally tried to lead other’s astray, the fact that he offered opinions on subjects he knew little or nothing about, jolted his mind. So too did his words about others, words that shaped misconception and fomented illusion. John saw how he succumbed to illusion through falsehood, and how he tried to deny its hold over him. He saw how illusion made him weak and vulnerable, and he struggled to break its hold over him.

With hands resting against the transparent gate of illusion, John saw it as a deliberate obstacle to his understanding and growth. He knew only truth and light could defeat illusion, so he reached for the light in the center of the clearing. Illusion had distracted him from truth, blinded him even, and he had walked in darkness, never realizing his weakness. John called upon the light, let light fill him and wash him clean of all illusion. He removed his hands from the gate and it solidified. He then leaned forward and pushed it open.

After passing through the gate of illusion, John closed it and continued up the trail. Early evening had settled upon the mountain as he approached the top. The moon cast long, dark shadows that stretched across the trail. John knew his journey was almost complete, that he was approaching the last clearing, the last gate. He also knew the gates were changing him. In fact, they had already changed him. He felt the change flowing through him. The gates had cleansed and purified him in a way he didn’t fully understand, but he felt the power of it, and was excited to see what awaited him on the other side of the last gate.

The word “enlightenment” came to mind again, and he wondered what it really meant for him. He wondered if that was the purpose of the gates, to become enlightened. He already reached a new level of awareness, but the word “enlightenment” seemed too lofty, something reserved for the spiritual elite. John heard a voice in his head that said, “You are being spiritually awakened, is that not enlightenment?”

John supposed it was, but it still made him feel strangely uncomfortable, like trying on an expensive new suit, and knowing he didn’t have the money to buy it. He wasn’t ready to let go of the fact that he was a normal man; that having spiritual knowledge was not the same as being spiritually enlightened. “Then why did you choose to travel the path and pass the gates?” asked the voice, in reply to his thought. John considered the question, but didn’t quite know how to answer it. He never before considered himself a spiritual man, let alone one destined for enlightenment. The dreams were one thing, but apparently everything would change after passing through the gates. He knew it was why he was brought here, to the mountain, to the gates.

John was so deep in thoughts of spirituality and enlightenment that he was surprised when he emerged into the final clearing. It was fully dark, but a brilliant light illuminated the clearing from high above. John looked up and beheld the most beautiful sight he had ever seen, the sky was filled with millions of stars. They were as countless as time itself, infinite and eternal in all their glory. They shined from above with such brilliance that John could see the lines on his hands.

Starlight filled the clearing with such magnificence that he stood spellbound by the majesty of it. Desiring a better, more comfortable view of the stars, John laid down in the middle of the clearing and laced his fingers behind his head. He looked up at the stars and saw they were as countless as the grains of sand on all the world’s shores. Their radiance and heavenly presence spoke of order and authority. He knew they were not random or accidental, and that they fulfilled a grand and marvelous purpose of creation.

John understood that the stars were governed by heavenly authority and energy, the very same heavenly authority that governed all life in the universe. A divine energy, perfect in its purpose and flawless in its execution, as timeless, perfect and complete as the stars themselves. The stars spoke to John of love and trust, of joy and happiness, of unity and cooperation, of hard work and accomplishment. They spoke to him of his life’s story, a story that was written in the stars.

John sat up and spotted the gate. After a considerable moment, he stood and walked over to it, curious about its purpose, about what would be a counterbalance to the magnificence of the stars and their heavenly design and structure. When he approached the gate, he saw nothing unusual about it. It looked like all the other gates. Without delay, John leaned forward and rested his hands upon the gate. He was immediately filled with the weight of his earthly attachments.

He didn’t consider himself to be overly attached to earthly things, but he knew he wasn’t entirely free of them either. When he thought about it, John realized that he was actually very much attached to earthly things, such as his body, his family, and even his home. Strangely, the feeling he got from the gate was different than all the others, it was more subtle but very probing, as if the gate was searching for some hidden compartment within his mind. John felt the gate talk to him. It was telling him that it was OK if he didn’t pass through to the other side; that he could stop where he was and still feel pretty good about his progress; that he could still feel enlightened; that he wasn’t really expected to go beyond the boundaries of his earthly existence. John tried to push those feelings away, but he couldn’t disconnect himself from the probing quality of the gate.

He knew the only way to break the connection with the gate and release its seal, was to first understand the conditions of his earthly attachments. He had to let them go, but his mind filled with desire for all things physical. A desire to own many things and achieve great wealth. He wanted to possess and control. Thoughts of cravings, addiction, and dependency filled his mind, and anchored him to his body.

John realized his physical body demanded such attachment, and actually craved pleasure in all its forms and functions. The gate whispered to him, telling him that his physical body would never be free of earthly attachments. His physical body was natural therefore it was filled with natural desires, and the need to fulfill those desires, to indulge himself, was also perfectly natural.

The gate continued to speak to him of entitlement, self-gratification and domination, and it weighed him down; made John feel heavy, lost and desperate. The need to satisfy his hungers and appetites for earthly attachments built up to a point where John thought it would literally consume him. As the allure of earthly attachments continued to grow within him, he began to surrender to it. He saw how earthly attachments made him weak and vulnerable, how they denied the stars and the heavenly authority, but he was powerless to resist. He fought to suppress his feelings of attachment, to clear his mind of them, but their hold was too strong, too deep. His family, his desire to return to them, now seemed to work against him, rather than for him.

Just as John was about to surrender to the power of the gate and accept his failure, he looked to the stars. He saw how his family, his physical body, and everything he possessed, was a gift from God; that he had been entrusted with those gifts for a purpose. John saw that a balance existed between his earthly attachments, and how he used them. A balance defined by responsibility and accountability against excess and false-worship. A new awareness began to settle into him, and he saw his earthly attachments in their true and proper perspective.

As soon as he accepted the new awareness, eight crystals appeared on the gate in front of John. They formed in a single line down the center of the gate, with the top crystal at the top of John’s head, and the remaining seven crystals aligned perfectly to his body. He immediately recognized the crystal pattern, for it matched the pattern he had seen earlier while resting on his journey up the trail.

John raised his finger to touch the top crystal, and it immediately assumed a violet hue. He did the same for the remaining seven crystals, lighting each one up with his finger. Each crystal was of a different color, and from the top down the eight crystals were violet, indigo, blue, green, yellow, red, amber and orange. When the last crystal turned orange, John stepped back to examine the display. He expected the gate to open when the last crystal was lit, but it didn’t. He pushed hard against it, but still it didn’t budge.

Thinking he had missed something important, John began to reflect on the image he had seen while sitting on the trail, how energy had flowed through the eight points of light on the body. With a finger, John traced a line from the top crystal to the bottom. Though slightly delayed, a line of light followed John’s finger as he traced downward, connecting all the points of light.

When John reached the last crystal, he stepped back. As soon as the line of light reached the bottom crystal, an entire diagram of light appeared on the gate before him. John saw that the greater flow of energy traveled along the center line between the points of light, but that energy also flowed around the entire body outline, in a continuous loop through the limbs and along the core, to connect at the top and bottom crystals. Light traveled in one continuous flow of energy around the outline, and it was beautiful to look at.

The gate winked out of existence, but the crystals and energy lines remained. John knew that he was to pass through the lights, so after carefully aligning his body to the diagram, he stepped forward through the open gate. The crystals, and all their corresponding points and paths of light, became a part of John’s body as he passed through the opening. They filled him with such peace and fulfillment that he fell to his hands and knees after stepping through the gate. The feeling was like nothing he had ever experienced before. Unrestrained and uninterrupted, energy flowed freely through his body. John felt reborn and he wept with joy.

While on his hands and knees, John looked up. Someone was standing on the trail up ahead. He rubbed his eyes and saw a man, older than himself, but it was hard to tell because his true age seemed to be covered. The man was dressed in several layers of cream colored robes, which also seemed to mask his status, as is the robes were some kind of concealment, or maybe protection. He didn’t know, only that the man was presenting himself in a subdued manner. The man’s face was kind and wise, full of loving tenderness, but strong and powerful, like all the stars of heaven.

When he rose to his feet and approached the man, John saw that they were of the same height. The man’s hair was longer, and swept to the right side of his forehead, but he radiated wisdom and love. John neared the man and recognition immediately filled his heart. He ran to him and yelled, “Father!” as he fell into his arms. John wept openly while in the familiar embrace of one so kind and dear to him.

“There now, my son. You have been on a long and tiring journey,” said Father, as he patted John’s back tenderly.

“I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you more quickly,” cried John.

“All is well. I thought it better to meet you here than to have you come to me. To see me in all my glory would have been too much for you given all your recent activities. But yes, I am here. It’s good to see you again, my son.”

John went to his knees and bowed his head. “Father, forgive me for not honoring you more properly.”

“Nonsense, stand up my son. You have honored me greatly by being here, right where you are, right now. Come, let us walk together,” said Father, as he lifted John to his feet. They walked silently together, and in a blink of the eye they were walking along the shores of the same lake where John began his journey through the gates. It felt like months since he had started on the path, and years even since he saw his family. But he was happy, filled with light, and talking to his Heavenly Father. John looked at Him and smiled.

“So, what did you think of your gates?” asked Father.

“You’re asking me what I think of them?” asked John, confused and surprised.

“Yes, of course I am. Your counsel has always been held in high regard up here. You helped design the gates. Do you not remember that of yourself?” asked Father.

“I do not remember that. No . . . I do not remember my past . . . my pre-mortal life,” said John.

“You will, with time,” replied Father, “but for now, just know that you have served me valiantly, and you will continue to do so, even.” He finished, his voice warm and loving. It filled John with reassurance and confidence. “You were the first to travel these gates alone, as was designed,” said, Father, with a wave of His hand toward the mountain. “The first who did so with a physical body. Many have sought the same path of enlightenment, John, but so very few actually achieve it. But your solo journey was not without assistance. I did give you a little hint, just once,” smiled Father.

“A hint?” asked John.

“The voice you heard was mine.”

“I see. And thank you,” said John. “You said that I was the first to pass through the gates alone?” asked John.

Father nodded, “Alone in the sense of your singular desire. Many have traveled the gates, but they all need help. It’s no easy thing to face all your weaknesses, but it’s the only way to achieve awakening. You had to unblock the energy that flows within you, that flows within others.”

John asked, “What kind of help do people need?”

“They need a guide, John. A gatekeeper,” replied Father, “Someone to help them travel the path, to pass through the gates . . . as you have done. You are special in that you completed them unprompted and alone. You set the example.”

“And what does it mean?” asked John, speaking before he allowed his mind to catch up with his mouth.

“Really? You do not know the purpose of the gates?” asked Father, in a playful tone.

“You’re right, Father. I do know their meaning, and their purpose. But I don’t understand why I sought them, or why I traveled through them?” asked John.

“You will discover that answer in time, but you are now a gatekeeper. And you will be a gatekeeper for many,” answered Father, as He reached down and grabbed a small stone at his feet and tossed it far out onto the surface of the lake. The stone sat on the surface for a long moment before sinking to the bottom. They watched it settle, like a leaf falling from a high tree, to the bottom of the clear lake.

John reached for a pebble of his own, but he held it in his hand. He looked at Father and asked, “Why am I here, Father?”

“That is a much bigger question than you realize, and one that I’m willing to answer more directly,” said Father. “Your dreams and visions were designed to align you with your path and lead you to your awakening . . . to where you are now. All was set in motion long ago, and you are fast approaching the time of your convergence.”

“My convergence?” asked John.

“The joining of your physical and spiritual self . . . your awakening. You have exceeded my expectations in all ways, and have awakened much quicker than most expected, but not Me. I know what you can do. It is why the enemy tried to detour you. He hoped to trouble you into believing you were having a nightmare. And if you surrendered to that thought, well, then you would have woken up in bed and decided you wanted nothing more to do with spiritual matters. I’m very proud of you, John, for holding on.” replied Father.

“The enemy. You mean Satan?” asked John.

“Yes.”

“And you sent the reaper to rescue me?” asked John.

“Of course I did. And there was much competition among the reapers to have the honor of personally rescuing you. I sent you my favorite reaper though,” said Father with a smile. “He has served me long and well, as have you.”

“Do I know him?” asked John, picking up on the subtle hint. John always thought the Grim Reaper was the only reaper, and that he was evil; a servant of the devil.

“Yes,” said Father, “you know him. The reapers serve me in many capacities, but they do specialize in escorting the newly passed. Their looks are meant to frighten evil spirits, not the dead. It is in the performance of their duties that those living on earth have come to recognize and fear them, but they work for me.”

“How do I know the reaper who rescued me?”

“That knowledge must also wait,” said Father.

“Will I come to know him again?” asked John.

“Of course,” answered Father. “He will come to you. But for now, Eli will be your escort and messenger. You already selected Sarrif as your guardian. He’s a very good choice for you.”

“I did?” asked John.

“You did, before your time on earth began. You also know Sarrif very well. You two are very good friends. A very strong bond exists between you,” said Father, as He continued walking along the lake’s shore.

Father was several steps ahead of John before John moved to catch up. When John was next to Him again, he asked, “I know there’s something I have to do, some kind work I have to perform. Can you tell me what it is?”

“There is, indeed,” said Father. “A very important work for you to accomplish. But don’t trouble yourself with any more questions. Go to Sarrif. Talk with him. When you are comfortable, Eli will lead you home, though you are quite capable of finding your own way.” Father stopped and faced John. He took John’s hands in His own. John felt the depths of Father’s love for him, His undeniable interest in him as a person, an individual, a son. John stood before the God of Heaven and Earth, his true and loving Heavenly Father, and he didn’t want to leave. John wept again, but not out of sorrow. His tears were filled with love and joy at being in Father’s presence once again. John knew he couldn’t stay, that he had to return to his body, but he wanted to enjoy the moment a little longer. John saw that Father was also crying, and they embraced long and tenderly, as a loving father would a loving son.

“Adieu, my son. Until we meet again, Adieu,” said Father.

“Adieu, Father. And thank you,” cried John.

Father turned and walked a short distance away. He waved once and was gone in a flash of light. John waved back and turned to stare out onto the lake. He sat on the shore and wrapped his arms around his knees. A short while later John heard the sound of footsteps approaching from behind. He knew it was Eli, but he remained silent, contemplative, as he tried to digest all that had just transpired.

“Papa, can I walk with you back to the pavilion?”

John stood and turned to face Eli. “Yes, I would enjoy that very much,” answered John. They smiled at each other and walked toward the pavilion in silence.
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From a distance, John noticed that Sarrif remained standing, completely stationary, as if a guard at Buckingham Palace. During his walk to the pavilion, John wondered about Sarrif the man, someone he was supposed to know, but had no memory of. Of course he believed what Father told him, but from his perspective, Sarrif was still a stranger. John wondered why it had to be like that, why he wasn’t given his remembrance. When he approached Sarrif, he realized that any friend from heaven, memory or no memory, was still a very valuable friend. But he didn’t understand why his friendship had to remain a secret, especially now that Sarrif was, more or less, assigned to him.

“Sarrif,” nodded John, with a grin.

“John,” said Sarrif, with a nod and grin of his own.

“So we are friends?” asked John, in a tone that was more observation than question.

“That we are, and long and fast friends at that,” replied Sarrif. “I know you don’t remember our friendship, but you will come to know of it when the time is right. I cannot say more than that, but I can say that when you do remember, you will see why remembering it now . . . is not important.” Sarrif placed his helmet on the pavilion table and bid John join him for a sit.

John sat and continued studying the man that sat across from him. “Was that your voice at the intersection last night, the voice telling me to stop?”

Sarrif nodded, “It was,” he replied, “but many others have a role in your life now; a vested interest in your continued success. You were not in any real danger, but if you ignored my voice I would have stopped you.”

“What do you mean?” asked John.

“What I mean is, it was our way of seeing if you would hear me and actually do what we needed you to do to protect yourself from danger,” replied Sarrif. “Most people can hear the voice of their guardian angel, but they ignore it, rule it away as self-thought. Then there are others who think that every voice they hear is evil. It is true that the enemy also likes to be heard, but what is heard depends on who you are and who you align yourself with. We were very pleased that you heard me, but then again, I knew you would. My voice is familiar to you, even though you don’t remember it,” finished Sarrif.

“Well, I’m glad I didn’t disappoint you,” replied John, with a smirk. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to delay me somehow, you know, to keep me away from that potential accident all together . . . like flatten my tire or something?”

Sarrif nodded, “Yes, we could have delayed you,” he said, “but it always becomes an issue of agency. We can’t interfere with your right to choose. However, we could have put some interest before you that would have delayed you long enough to eliminate the threat, but then . . . we wouldn’t be sitting here having this conversation right now,” said Sarrif, with a wide and persistent smile.

John nodded and considered Sarrif’s words carefully. There was so much to wonder about, so much to consider, that John wondered how much more his mind could handle. Every minute in this place meant more to think about, more to understand, and he wasn’t quite sure how much more he could think about and not feel like his brain was going to burst. He turned to face Eli. “Will I leave here with a memory of this visit?” asked John.

Eli sat at the table and said, “It’s up to you, Papa. It’s not necessary that you remember any part of your visit up here. That memory will forever be a part of you in the end, a part of your spiritual memory. But if you want to leave with all, or just some of your memory of this visit intact, to keep it active in your physical mind . . . well, Father said it’s entirely up to you.”

John thought about Eli’s words and he wasn’t sure what to make of them. He understood what he meant, but having a choice to remember was something he wasn’t sure he appreciated. He almost said, “Yes, I want to leave here with no memory of this place,” but he knew he couldn’t. He knew he wanted to keep the memory of this trip. “I think I’ll keep my memory intact.” replied John.

Eli and Sarrif looked at each other and nodded. Eli offered, “We figured you would.”

“So, now what,” asked John, with a palm’s up gesture and a shrug.

“It’s time for you to return,” said Eli. “Are you ready?”

John stood, and Eli and Sarrif followed suit. Eli moved next to John and the two men embraced. “Many things are happening as we speak, papa,” said Eli. “By keeping your memory of this visit you have put into motion events that will shape many lives, and future events. When you rise in the morning, make plans to go visit the Hernandez family. Do you remember them from their earlier visit with you?”

“I do,” replied John.

“They need you. You will become good friends with them, and they will come to rely on you, as you come to rely on them,” finished Eli.

“And you?” asked John. “Will I see you again?”

“Yes, of course. Our connection is set,” replied Eli. “Sarrif and I will accompany you down. One of us will always be with you. Remember the gates, they will serve you, and others like you. You are a gatekeeper now, papa. You are a guide to knowledge, to truth and light, a healer and a protector.”

John nodded and said, “I understand. I’m ready.”

Eli took John’s hand and they were instantly traveling through a tunnel of light once again. John held tightly to Eli’s hand. He wasn’t about to lose his grip and be pulled down to hell again. After what seemed like a much quicker journey, the party of three arrived in John’s living room. John noticed that his feet touched the carpet, but Eli’s and Sarrif’s remained a few inches above the ground.

Eli looked at John, quickly smiled and waved, and then departed. John stood staring at the spot where Eli had stood and wondered, once again, if he was losing his mind. He had so many questions that he wondered why he didn’t ask them when he had the chance. But then he realized that he had been given many answers; that he probably knew more about life and death than most living men, and he wondered what that made him. A gatekeeper.

John walked into his room and stood by his bed. He stared down at his sleeping body, as it rested peacefully next to Jenna, and he wasn’t sure he was ready to return to it. He saw that he looked comfortable and content, and he marveled at the complexity of his separation, of life that existed in and out of a physical body. He liked how he felt out of body. The feeling of being free from all physical pain and ailments, restrictions and limitations, of having access to knowledge and truth, was something to be longed after. He wondered what would happen if he decided not to return to his body. Would he be free to wander the earth as a disembodied spirit; free to travel the world? He doubted it, but he wondered just the same.

He discerned the thought that to not return to his body wasn’t from him. He wouldn’t think of leaving Jenna and the kids like that. The desire to seek personal gratification, even as a spirit, began to fade from his mind. He didn’t want to wander the earth, lost and separated from his family, or heaven, on his own accord. If he was to be without his body, then he would do it at Father’s time. But it made him wonder if there were others, if there was disembodied spirits walking the earth in spirit form.

When John had that thought, he actually saw them. Thousands, no, hundreds of thousands of disembodied spirits walking the earth around him. They were the spirits of deceased men and women, and they wandered the earth, lost and separated from heaven by their own choosing, or through confusion surrounding their physical death. Some were unsure about how to return to heaven, but others were content with where they were, seeking to relive their lives through the activities of the living. All were lost spirits.

John also saw the disembodied spirits of children, which surprised him until he realized all ages were present. It made sense to him because people died at all ages, but he didn’t see many children under the age of eight. The lost spirits were also dressed in the clothing of their period, which seemed to cover the last four or five hundred years.

A group of seven lost spirits caught John’s attention and he studied them closely. The group was composed of men and women, and it seemed to interact like any typical living group of people. Suddenly, the group scattered and hid themselves in an adjacent car. Curious about what would make lost spirits run and hide, John watched them carefully. He wanted to see what could scare a spirit that was already dead. Within a few short minutes, John saw three male spirits walking down the street. When the three spirits passed, the lost-spirits emerged from their hiding spot and resumed their conversation as if nothing had happened.

It was obvious to John that the three male spirits were a threat to the lost spirits, which meant they had to be evil. But they didn’t look evil, at least not like the evil spirits John encountered in hell. He noticed evil spirits looked a lot like lost spirits, but after closer examination he saw that the evil spirits had a few subtle differences; their facial proportions were off. For John, the most revealing difference was with their eyes. They were all wrong. They were either too big, too small, too close together, or too far apart. John reasoned that evil spirits could assume any shape they wanted, but because they never had a physical body, they couldn’t duplicate the finer details of one. Or maybe they weren’t allowed to, thought John. He understood why so many mortal people were confused about spirits. It was much more complex and complicated than he ever imagined.

John had learned enough from Sarrif to understand the general differences between what he decided to term LS’, for Lost Spirits, and ES’, or Evil Spirits. He was now ready to return to his body, so he gently lowered himself into his sleeping form. When he made initial contact he recoiled, finding his physical body feeling cold and heavy. To John, feeling his body as a spirit felt a little like wrapping himself in a heavy wool blanket soaked in cold water. It didn’t help that his alignment was off, so he adjusted himself for a second attempt. When he was properly aligned, John dropped into his body. He heard a sort of odd clicking sound when the connection was complete. The rejoining of his spirit to his physical body sounded something like the joining together of two Lego blocks.

John slowly opened his eyes and sat up. He looked at his hands as he held them close to his face, and then wiggled his fingers. The room was too dark to see them clearly, so he reached over and turned on his battery powered LED lamp. It was a little after three in the morning. John guessed he had fallen asleep sometime around one-thirty, which meant he was “gone” for less than two hours. How he could have done so much - seen so much - in such a short amount of time, added another layer of wonderment to his mind.

John kicked his feet over the side of the bed and sat up. He felt exhausted, and debated on whether or not to stay in bed and get more sleep, or get up and record his experience. He decided he had had enough sleep. Besides, his mind was too busy for sleep. He stood up, but then he quickly sat back down when his head felt light. Jenna stirred as John lowered his face into the palms of his hands and tried to regain some composure. Jenna’s voice filled his ears like so much sweet, heavenly music, “Are you OK, baby?”

“Can’t sleep,” said John, barely able to suppress the emotion that surged through him at the sound of her voice.

“Here, lay down and let me rub your back,” she said, as she pulled the bedspread aside and patted the mattress with her hand. “I know you have a lot on your mind, but you really need to get some sleep.” With his pillow in hand, John situated himself close to Jenna, and willed himself to relax as she began to work out the tension in his shoulders, neck and back. “Wow, you are tense,” she said softly.

John wanted to tell her about everything that had just happened, but he knew she wasn’t ready to hear it. For that matter, he wasn’t sure he was ready to explain it. He knew it would be a good idea to collect his thoughts before he tried to explain his experience to her, or at least think about it for a while and try to formulate a reasonable explanation for her, one that didn’t make him sound like he had lost his mind.

As he lay still under her firm and expertly probing fingers, John wasn’t sure what was real for him. His trip to the spirit world, coupled with the disaster, was almost too much for him to bear, let alone try to explain. It was as if his mental circuitry was very close to reaching its maximum capacity.

Jenna slowly and tenderly worked the knots out of John’s tense body, and he began to see how all the events fit together like pieces of some complex puzzle. Without the first dream, long ago, he would not have been prepared, or been alert enough to notice the news of the coming disaster. If he hadn’t reacted to the news the way he did, he wouldn’t have made the critical additional preparations. He might have survived with just his original preparations, but he saw how his recent actions put many new things into motion. More visions came, and then finally the trip to the other side.

John moaned as Jenna pressed hard against a knot in his upper back. “Thanks babe, that’s the spot,” he whispered softly to Jenna. He was absolutely certain his recent trip to the spirit world would not have happened if he didn’t have that first dream long ago. John knew that first dream put everything into motion for him. Without that dream, he would have been just another guy trying to live his life in complete and utter ignorance of how things actually worked, or what life really meant. What did life really mean? John wondered. It was definitely more than flesh and blood.

His recent spiritual experiences played a huge role in shaping his life over the past few days. To the point that the disaster itself seemed little more than a mild inconvenience by comparison. He knew his awareness was due, in large part, to the grandness of his spiritual experiences, of being shown the destruction that occurred closer to the eruption, but that wasn’t all. He also followed his gut. As for the local effects of the disaster, it was nothing when compared to what happened to cities closer to Yellowstone. They were leveled, buried under a mountain of ash. No, he knew he was exactly where he was supposed to be, and it boggled his mind to consider the complexity of it all.

John lifted his head from the pillow and said, “I just had another . . . I don’t know what to call it really, a dream . . . a vision . . . a spiritual experience.” He waited patiently for Jenna to comment, but after a minute of silence John asked, “Are you OK?”

“I’m OK,” she said, “but I’m worried about you. I think you’ve been under a lot of stress lately and it’s taking a toll on you.”

It was John’s turn to be silent. He immediately realized that he wouldn’t be able to talk to Jenna about his trip to the spirit world. As much as he wanted to, as much as he really needed to talk to her about it, he knew it wasn’t the right time to share that news with her. It saddened him to have such knowledge and not be able to share it with her, but he understood her limitations. John knew the back-to-back visions were hard enough for her to bear, but to share his account of hell with her, or that he talked to God - that was way too much for her to handle right now. If he told her all about his trip, it would only serve to convince her that she was right; that he was under too much stress, and that he was losing his mind.

John knew most people wouldn’t accept the possibility that there was more to life than a physical existence. In fact, anything that shattered their perceptions of reality would be considered impossible, crazy, or evil. The last perspective always surprised John, how some Christians found fault with spirituality whenever it didn’t fit within the confines of their specific doctrinal parameters. It was as if their doctrine was the only, absolute truth, and anything beyond it was evil, or of the devil.

He knew he had attained a new level of awareness. He knew God was a living person, and the testimony of it was impressed upon him so completely, imprinted so firmly into his mind, that he couldn’t deny it, even upon pain of death. His testimony of God was engraved upon his soul like so much fine script carved into granite. John slipped briefly into sleep and roused himself, “I think all of us have been under a lot of stress lately,” he said. “But you don’t have to worry about me. I’ve never felt more alive, more aware and ready for what lies ahead than I am right now. What just happened was more different than anything else that ever happened before. But I don’t think I’m ready to talk about it anyway.”

“You know I’m OK with you talking about anything,” said Jenna.

John considered her words carefully. He knew a minefield when he saw, or heard one, and he wasn’t about to offend Jenna with his concerns about her inability to cope with his strange report. But he also knew he had to tell her something, that he couldn’t just drop it after what he already said. He thought, perhaps intuitively, that maybe she could handle news about the gates. “It was different from the other dreams. In this one I traveled through eight gates,” he replied.

“Gates?” asked Jenna.

“Yeah, gates. It was like, I don’t know, a cleansing process. I had to pass through eight gates to purify myself.”

Jenna paused to rest her hands on John’s back and asked, “How do you purify yourself by passing through gates?”

“It was interesting,” replied John. “It started at the bottom of a mountain. I saw a path and followed it into a clearing. The first clearing was earth, I think, or maybe stone. Anyway, there was this stone column in the middle of the clearing, and when I touched it I felt the strength of the earth. It was really powerful. At the end of the clearing was this big metal gate. It was taller than me, so the only way up the mountain was to pass through the gate, except the gate didn’t have any handles or hinges on it.”

“It sounds to me like it was more of a barrier than a gate,” interjected Jenna, between John’s contemplative pauses.

“Yes, it was . . . the gates were barriers. But that’s what was strange about them. Anyway, at the first gate I wondered how to open it, so I leaned against it with my hands and felt . . . fear.”

“Fear? Do you mean you were afraid of the gate?” asked Jenna.

“No. I wasn’t afraid of the gate, but the gate was . . . fear.”

“What do you mean?” asked Jenna. “How could the gate be fear?”

“I don’t know,” said John, “But when I put my hands on it, a feeling of fear filled me so completely that I had to step back. I looked around thinking someone was about to attack me.” He paused to give Jenna a chance to respond. He liked that Jenna was curious about the gates, but he didn’t want to push her into a challenging or stressful discussion about them. When she was silent for a sufficient amount of time to know she wasn’t going to comment, John added, “And when I put my hands back on the gate, I was filled with a fear of everything in my life . . . and I mean everything . . . from my childhood, up to today. It was really strange.” He paused and turned to look at her. “As I was about to surrender to the gate, to fear itself, I remembered touching the stone column and how it made me feel . . . that it gave me strength. As soon as I drew from that strength the fear broke, and the gate opened.”

“It opened? Just like that?” she asked.

“Just like that,” said John. “I pushed the gate open, passed through the archway, and closed it behind me. Closing the gate was weird too, it was like I knew that if I didn’t close it . . . my fear would somehow follow me.”

John gave Jenna another chance to inquire about the gates, but after more silence he thanked her for helping his back and gave her a hug. As she nuzzled against his neck, John ran his fingers through her thick brown hair and said, “I love you, Jenna. I know things have been really crazy lately, and I wish I could tell you things will improve, but I suspect crazy will be the new normal for the time being. I do believe things will get better, but I fear they’ll get worse before they do.”

Jenna gripped John in a fierce hug, and he tenderly stroked her back. “I’ll see us through this mess, Jenna. I promise you. I just need you to trust me,” he said.

She nodded her head against his neck and said, “I trust you, John. I know you can get us through this mess, but I don’t like it. I don’t like how everything changed. I can tell Adam is having fun, but I hope you’ll be there for him when the reality of it sinks in. He’s still just a kid, even if he’s almost your size. And Abby, well, I’m really scared for her because, even if we survive the disaster, we’ll have to address her insulin dependency again, down the road. And you, with all your dreams and stuff, I’m worried you’re going off the deep end.”

John felt the wetness of her tears on his shoulder. He didn’t know how to reassure her that he was fine, more than fine, really. “Jenna, baby, look, I’m fine. I really am. Don’t let my dreams scare you. There is so much more to them than I can put into words. If anything, I believe they’ll help us along the way. Remember, it was my dream long ago that put us on the road to preparedness in the first place. Without that first dream we would be in a very desperate situation right now. I know you see that? And Abby, well, I’m not worried about her either. I know things will work out for her as well.”

“I hear you, John, but that doesn’t mean I’m comfortable with it. I don’t understand how or why you have your dreams, or why you’re so confident about the future, but I trust you. I trust you will do everything in your power to take care of us.”

“Of course I will. You know I’ve done everything I can, and that I will continue to do everything I can, to take care of you and the kids. I wouldn’t have it any other way,” said John. Jenna laid back and pulled the covers up to her chin. John did the same, but slid close to her. He liked having contact with her while he slept, there was something defining about it. John closed his eyes, and in minutes he was asleep.
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John stirred in bed and sat up. The room was dark, so he reached over to feel for Jenna only to find that she was no longer in bed with him. He picked up his phone and saw that it was after eight. John couldn’t remember the last time he slept so late, even with the disaster. He dressed quickly and followed his nose into the kitchen. Jenna was standing over the stove, and the sound of sizzling bacon added to his cheer. “Now I know what woke me up. How much more do we have before we use it all up?” he asked.

“None, if we don’t keep the freezer cold,” she replied with a snort. “Things are starting to defrost already, but I think I can stay on top of most of it. I was planning to can most of the ground beef and chicken today, and maybe some of the other beef cuts. Are you going to start the generator again? I also need the sink . . . and I want to do the dishes.”

“I’ll go start the generator right now,” replied John, as he stretched after placing his hands at the small of his back. “What time did you get up?”

“I was up by seven,” she replied, as she turned the bacon in her well-seasoned, cast-iron skillet. “Do you want some eggs?”

“Sure.”

“How many?”

“I’ll take three. But do I have time to run out and take care of the generator?” asked John.

“It’s your breakfast,” she said with a smirk, as she glanced over her shoulder at John. “But you better hurry. You know how Adam is with bacon.”

John kissed her cheek and headed to the laundry room to suit up. He was taping up his coveralls when he realized he forgot his pistol. “Jenna!” he yelled.

“Yes?”

“Can you grab my pistol? I left it on the nightstand. But be careful . . . it’s loaded,” John hollered from behind the plastic curtain. He saw her walk through the kitchen and return a moment later with his pistol. She sat it on the floor near the plastic curtain and returned to the stove to manage her cooking. John strapped on his pistol belt and slid the pistol into its holster. “I’ll lock the door on the way out. Same code to enter, OK?”

“OK. Be careful,” hollered Jenna from the kitchen. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” said John, as he passed through the plastic and into the mud room. He put on the rest of his protective gear and pulled aside the heavy curtain that hung over the window. He didn’t know what he expected to see, but everything was gray in the dim light of his oil lamp. John thought it didn’t seem as dark as it was the previous day, maybe because the ash wasn’t as thick and heavy in the air. He looked left and right to clear his exit, unlocked the door, and quickly stepped out into the gray. He didn’t like locking the door with just the handle, but it was better than leaving it completely unlocked.

John stepped off the landing and walked to the front of the house to get a clear look to the east. The sky was brighter. It looked like the sun was trying to make an impression through the hanging ash cloud that covered his part of the world. Far on the horizon, John saw the sun was just able to penetrate the ash with enough light to make everything look alien, a sort of grayish-green color. There certainly wasn’t enough light to read by, but it was comforting, and hopeful for the future. The rising sun was just barely able to illuminate the landscape by a few points above a normal starlit night. If John were to guess, he’d say the illumination was about twenty-five percent, or something similar to how a full moon would look through a nighttime cloud layer.

John walked to the back yard and surveyed his property with new eyes. Though still greatly defused, the sun’s subtle illumination provided an interesting visual backdrop. Everything low to the ground was almost completely buried in ash, making it hard to distinguish its true purpose. Everything above the ash line, such as yard furniture, the shop, and trees, was covered with ash, but still distinguishable, and merged with the monochromatic landscape in varying shades of gray. It still looked like the moon, but his back yard on the moon.

He walked around the pool, his helmet mounted flashlight sliced a relatively clear beam through the still air. The ash remained committed to the ground until he stepped forward, or bumped into something coated in it. Ash had accumulated heavily along the bottom edge of the tarp, and John knew it was exerting tremendous strain on the cover. It still looked solid, but he was worried. When he competed his circuit of the pool cover, he was surprised to find the tarps untorn, or pulled from their anchor lines. Still, he knew he would have to sweep off some ash if he wanted to continue counting on its protection of the pool water below. He went to a lot of trouble to protect the water, and he wasn’t about to give up on it now.

John saw a flash of movement and took a knee. He flipped off his flashlight with practiced ease and moved a few feet from where he first knelt. He didn’t feel danger, but he realized he’d been careless with his security and movement around the property. Nothing looked out of order, and after scanning the area for potential threats, he stood and moved more cautiously. The low light seemed to be playing tricks on his eyes.

Deciding he wasted enough time inspecting the pool cover, John headed for the shop. He remained ever watchful for any sign that someone was or had been lurking around his property. When he approached the shop he saw his and Corbin’s earlier tracks. There were no fresh tracks to be seen. The ash had back-filled the earlier tracks enough to make them look like little more than game trails.

After inspecting the exterior of the shop’s large roll-up door, John made his way to the side door. He cursed himself for not bringing a carbon monoxide detector, but he wasn’t about to return to the house to get one. He knew the generator had run out of gas several hours ago, and that there shouldn’t be a dangerous amount of carbon dioxide in the shop, but he wasn’t willing to bet his life on it.

John unlocked the side door and propped it open with a large rock. The exhaust pipe for the generator was vented, but John didn’t think it was vented enough to keep the shop’s air safe. At least not well enough to guarantee safe breathing in the shop while the generator was running. Holding his breath, John walked over to the roll-up door, unlocked it, and pulled on the long chain until the bottom of the door was about four feet above the shop floor. That gave him about two feet of clearance over the ash. Ash spilled into the shop when the door was lifted, but that didn’t concern John. There was already ash on the floor. Between the two open doors, John figured enough air would pass through the shop to exhaust any remaining gas that might be lingering. It was well worth the extra ash on the floor.

While the shop vented, John grabbed a shovel and went to inspect the fuel pit that he and Adam had constructed before ash fall. The pit was easy enough to find, it was the only smooth raised surface in the yard. After shoveling the ash off the top of the fuel pit cover, John flipped the plywood cover over. It plopped onto the ash and forced out a cloud that completely engulfed him. John stifled a curse and held his breath under the breathing mask, momentarily forgetting he was protected.

The pit was relatively free of ash, which pleased him. It seeped in on the exposed sides, but it did nothing to harm the closed fuel cans. John grabbed two gas cans and carried them into the shop. After recovering the fuel pit, he returned to the shop to fill the generator’s tank. He checked the engine oil, then pushed the starter button. It came to life with a satisfying roar.

After rolling down and locking the shop’s steel door, John gave the windows a security check and grabbed a broom. He locked the shop’s side door, and with the heavy shop broom in hand, he returned to the pool cover. He wasn’t excited about moving the ash off the pool cover, thinking he might actually tear the tarps by brushing it away, but he had to do something about it before it collapsed. The longer he waited to deal with the ash, the more likely it would tear and allow ash to contaminate the pool water.

Using the heavy shop broom, John pulled ash off the lower edge of the tarp. When he finished, he was surprised to see how much ash was piled around the edge. A four foot dune of ash now surrounded the pool. John would have liked to move the ash farther from the pool cover, but he dared not spend any more time on the project than he promised to Jenna.

He worried the ash would hinder the flow of rain water off the tarp, when and if the rain did come, so he cut several large channels through the dune. If it rained, at least the water would wash into the yard and away from the pool cover. That’s what he hoped, anyway. He looked up at the dark gray sky and actually wished for a nice, heavy, Texas downpour. Something big enough to wash all the ash away would be nice. He also needed rain to wash the ash off his solar panels, and save him a dangerous trip up a ladder and onto the roof.

Sweating under his helmet and coveralls, John rested against the broom. After catching his breath, he made his way to the side door and knocked loudly. Surprised by an immediate response, John wondered if Jenna had been worried about him. Perhaps she had been waiting for him at the door since he stepped out. John leaned the broom against the side of the house and responded with the correct reply knock sequence. The door opened and Adam greeted him with a grin. “Hey dad,” said Adam, as he adjusted his grip on the shotgun, “mom’s been worried about you.”

“Yeah. I figured as much. I didn’t think I was going to be out that long, so I didn’t take a radio with me. We’ll have a routine worked out soon enough. I had to move the ash off of the pool cover before it ripped through. Anyway, go tell mom I’m OK, and that I’ll be cleaned up in a minute,” replied John.

Adam nodded and left as John began to remove his ash covered clothing. He stepped into the clean-room to remove the remainder of his clothing and then wrapped a bath towel around his waist. Abby and Jenna were already preparing to begin a day of canning. “Hey babe. Sorry, I’m late, I was moving ash off the pool cover. Did you save my breakfast?” he asked, as he kissed her cheek.

“It’s in the oven, but it’s probably cold by now,” she replied, with a mildly annoyed tone of voice. John figured he’d hear about it later. “That’s OK. Thanks for saving it for me,” he replied. He grabbed his plate from the oven, and was about to head to the bedroom when he saw Adam looking desperate and forlorn. It was obvious to John that his son wasn’t interested in getting caught up in the canning operation. “Hey Adam, can you get my pistol from the clean room and clean it while I shower?” asked John.

“Sure dad. Where’s the cleaning kit?” asked Adam.

Adam knew where John kept his cleaning kit, but John figured he wanted Jenna to hear about his new mission, so John said nothing to spoil his plans. “It’s in the garage. On the shelf under the rag boxes,” he said, with a wink.

John’s cleaning kit was more of a cleaning footlocker. And it was loaded with an assortment of oils, solvents, brushes and cleaning patches. When combined with his weapon’s toolbox, John had enough supplies to maintain every firearm he owned for several years. But the footlocker also held a small field cleaning kit in a green, metal, fifty-caliber ammo can. That box alone held everything John needed for routine weapons cleaning. It was his go-to cleaning box for the range.

As they parted ways, John added, “Just use the cleaning stuff in the fifty-cal can. And go very light on the oil . . . just the slide rails. I don’t want ash sticking to my gun.”

“Got it, dad. No problem.”
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The aroma of cooked ground beef reached John’s nose all the way in the master bathroom. He wasn’t sure what Jenna was cooking, but it smelled really good, and hot. He finished his cold breakfast, but something hot and spicy sounded really good to him at the moment. The ground beef was practically calling his name, and he wondered if that same smell was being carried outside. I’ll have to guard against that in the coming days and weeks, thought John. He quickly dressed and went to catch up with his family in the kitchen, but as he stepped into the hallway he heard a clear voice say, “The Hernandez family needs you!”

John stopped in his tracks and considered the message. Was it Sarrif? No, it sounded like my own voice. How could I expect it to sound like Sarrif if it’s in my head? Just because it sounded like my voice doesn’t mean it’s my voice. And the voice came out of nowhere, and it was helpful, not destructive. Besides, it was for a good reason, so it has to be from a good source. John nodded and said, “Thank you,” aloud, and headed for the kitchen. He didn’t know what was going on with the Hernandez family, but he knew it was something he had to act upon, and quickly.

The hanging Christmas lights, coupled with a collection of mason jars, cooking and canning utensils, their large pressure cooker, and a variety of bowls and spices sitting on the kitchen island, made the entire kitchen look something like an exotic laboratory. But it was the smell that held John’s attention. “Is that taco meat?” he asked.

“Hand me that bowl, please,” said Jenna, ignoring John’s question with a tilt of her head to a bowl that he was expected to grab for her. She continued to stir the simmering meat as John reached for the first empty bowl he saw. “No, John, I need that one . . . the one with the taco seasoning in it,” she said, as she directed John to the correct bowl with another toss of her head.

“Got it,” said John. “We having taco’s for lunch?”

“Seriously, John. Do you honestly think we’re having tacos for lunch?” asked Jenna, as she wiped her shimmering brow with her shirtsleeve.

“I could use a taco,” said John.

“Daddy, we’re canning the taco meat. It’s going in the jars, and then into our food storage,” said Abby, with a playful smile. She was enjoying the verbal exchange between her two parents.

“Can I have just a little?” asked John, playfully pleading with his seriously engaged wife.

“John, please. Make yourself useful and stir this meat while I add the seasoning.”

John grabbed a heavy wooden spoon and began stirring the meat for Jenna as she added the pre-measured taco seasoning into the pot. Once blended, he was instructed to hold the bowl steady as Jenna scooped the cooked taco meat into a large-mouthed funnel and into several tall, glass mason jars. John watched Jenna cap the jars and lower them into the hot water bath at the bottom of her pressure cooker. “What else are you going to can?” asked John.

“I want to can all the meat first. Who knows how long the generator will run. And I would rather can everything now, while it’s still frozen and when I can pace myself, than wait for the day when we have no electricity at all,” replied Jenna.

“What about the fish, can you can that too?” asked John

“Of course I can, but I’m sticking to the beef today. It’ll take a couple hours to finish the taco meat, and then I was planning to can the steaks.”

John would rather grill the steaks, but he knew that was an unrealistic expectation. He couldn’t grill them when ash covered everything outside, and by the time the ash was sufficiently dispersed, there would be too many hungry people walking around outside to risk such an operation. The last thing he wanted was to advertise to the neighborhood that he was stocked well enough to celebrate their survival with a steak cook-off. He also knew the smell of cooked food carried much farther when people were hungry, and the last thing he wanted to do was attract unwanted attention. He knew, from experience, that hungry people were dangerous people, and the hungrier they were, the more dangerous they were.

“How are you going to can the steaks?” asked John.

“Simple, I’m going to cube them, season them in a variety of ways, and then cook them in the half quart jars under pressure. It will be just like cooking the taco meat, except it will take a little longer,” replied Jenna. She paused and scribbled some notes onto a pad of paper. John leaned over her shoulder and saw that she was recording every timed move of her canning process.

“I’m impressed, babe. How long will the canned meat last?”

“At least a year, but I think we’ll have it eaten long before then. Don’t you?” she asked.

John snorted and said, “You’re right about that. We’ll likely eat everything you’ve canned long before we start eating the freeze-dried food in the bunker.” He leaned forward, kissed her cheek, and asked, “Will you be OK for a little while? I want to run over and check on the Hernandez family. I’m a little concerned for them.”

“Really,” asked Jenna, with a hint of surprise, “just the other day you said you couldn’t wait for them to leave. Why the sudden interest in their wellbeing?”

John knew she was right to question his change of heart, but he couldn’t very well tie his desire to check on them with his spirituality. In a flash of inspiration he decided to tie his concern to the battery guy. “I know, but that was before the battery guy showed up. What if he went to their home and somehow managed to power his way into their lives?” asked John, and as soon as he said that a chill ran up his spine and made his arms stand out in goose flesh. As he waited for Jenna to reply, he took a spoon and scraped the remaining morsels of taco meat from the bowl and popped it into his mouth.

“Are you going to take Adam with you?” she asked.

“No, I want him to stay here and pull security. Speaking of Adam, where’s Corbin?”

“He’s upstairs . . . in Adam’s room. And the last I saw him, he was writing something in a notebook.”

“Abby. Baby. Can you go get your brother for me?” asked John

“Sure, daddy.”

As soon as Abby cleared the kitchen, John asked, “How’s Corbin doing?”

“I think he’ll be OK. Adam’s been keeping an eye on him . . . staying close to him,” replied Jenna.

“OK, good,” said John, as he wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “I won’t be gone long. I’ll give the boys instructions before I leave, and I’ll take a radio with me this time. I’m sorry about this morning,” said John.

“It’s OK. I know you were fine, but it’s very hard, John. All of this is very hard on us right now, and the thought of losing you keeps filling my mind.”

John noticed her resolute demeanor, her desire to remain strong and calm. “I know you’re worried, but trust me when I say I’ll be fine, that I won’t be leaving you anytime soon.”

Jenna lowered the last of the glass mason jars into the pressure cooker and sealed the heavy lid. “Ten minutes to steam up to pressure, then another seventy-five to cook, thirty to cool, and I start all over again,” said Jenna, without looking at John. “Call me Betty Homemaker.”

“You mean, Susie Homemaker,” corrected John.

“No. Betty Homemaker is a cross between Susie Homemaker and Betty Crocker . . . it’s a hybrid name for a hybrid woman,” replied Jenna with a smirk. “Besides, you can’t always be right.” John pulled her in for a hug and she said, “Please be careful, John Anderson.” She rested her head against his chest and breathed deeply. “You smell good after a shower”.

“That’s because I smell like a pig the rest of the time,” said John. She patted his butt and he smiled. “I know you worry about me, but I need you to trust me. I know what I’m doing, and I’ll be around to take care of you and the family for a long time,” he said.

“I know,” replied Jenna, “It’s just a lot to take in right now. I do trust you, John. I trust your confidence and your abilities, but that doesn’t mean an accident can’t happen.”

“You’re right, an accident can happen, but not to me, not now. I know what I’m talking about. I know it sounds crazy, but it’s all tied to the dreams. I know that’s hard for you to accept right now, but I know we’ll make it, Jenna. I just know it.”

John heard Adam, Abby and Corbin enter the kitchen. They were debating about what movie to watch when John said, “You know, I’m fine with you guys watching an occasional movie, but you need to wait until I get back.”

“Where you going, dad?” asked Adam, clearly excited to begin another adventure with his father.

“This is a solo mission, Adam. I’m going over to the Hernandez home to check on them, and I need you and Corbin to guard the house while I’m gone.”

Adam’s shoulders dropped, but only for a moment. He turned to Corbin and then back to his dad, “Can we use the radios?”

“Sure, no problem. That will make it easier for mom. You guys can monitor my activity and keep her posted.”

“Can I be in charge?” asked Adam.

“No, that will be your mom’s job, Adam. But you can be . . . the head of security. How does that sound?”

“Awesome. Thanks, dad,” replied Adam.

“And my pistol?” asked John.

“I put it back in your holster. It’s in the clean-room.”

“Thanks Adam. I’ll be leaving in a few minutes. We’ll use the same radio channel and call signs as we did previously. Keep your ears and eyes open. I’ll be calling you soon.”

“Got it dad. You can count on us,” replied Adam, and he and Corbin jumped into a conversation about radio operating procedures.

John was glad Corbin was old enough to help, and that he wasn’t crushed over the loss of his parents. Adam had a lot to do with Corbin’s recovery, and he was grateful for his son in ways he never imagined possible, certainly not at his current age anyway. It wasn’t easy raising a teenage boy, especially one who had a survivalist minded father. John also appreciated Corbin, and knew he would come in handy, but wasn’t sure how much he could rely on him. Adam he could rely on, and Abby too, for that matter, but Corbin, he was still a wild card. Only time would tell, thought John.
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After an extensive security briefing with Adam and Corbin, John stepped out onto the driveway and pulled the side door closed. He remained standing on the steps until he heard Adam engage the security plate. Adam slid the curtain aside to give John a thumb’s up, and John returned the gesture and turned to begin his long walk to the Hernandez’s home.

The Hernandez’ lived on the opposite side of the neighborhood loop, which was about as far as possible given the developer’s layout, but John was OK with it. He wanted to walk. He actually needed a little uninterrupted time to think. A more direct route did exist, but it meant passing through several neighborhood yards, and wading through ash, and jumping fences. Though concerned about the Hernandez’, John didn’t feel rushed, so he decided to stay on the road. At most, the walk to the far side of the loop would take ten minutes.

John gave Adam a quick radio check as soon as he reached the end of the driveway. Satisfied that everything was in order, he made his way to the center of the road and drew his pistol. He performed a quick blind-check to see if it was loaded, and it wasn’t. His finger touched no chambered round, so he released the magazine and pressed the top load to check its capacity. Satisfied that Adam had fully reloaded the magazine, John slapped it firmly home into the pistol’s grip and quickly chambered a round by drawing and releasing the slide. Before returning the pistol to its holster, John performed a second check, but this time with his flashlight. Satisfied that his weapon was ready for action, John set off in the direction of Paul’s house.

Vehicle traffic left a nicely plowed track through the ash, which made John’s walk much easier, so he lengthened his stride to quicken his pace. It felt good to be out despite the conditions, but he was also curious about why the Hernandez’ needed his help. Being a curious man by nature, John often followed up on anything he had no knowledge of, be it Salafist Jihadist in Nigeria, or fire ants in his own backyard. John loved finding and collecting information. It also made for some interesting conversations with family, friends and coworkers, especially his coworkers, who often thought of him as a know-it-all. It didn’t bother him that people thought of him as a know-it-all, because it was true, for the most part. He did know a lot. Not enough to be an authority, but enough to shape ideas and awareness.

He reached the corner, and when he turned west he began counting mailboxes. The Hernandez’s home was the fourth on the right, so when the fourth mailbox was near, John slowed and began to carefully survey the surrounding area. As he approached the house his feelings changed from those of concern, to dread. John didn’t know what was happening, but he had a very strong feeling that it was something bad. It was always strange, to feel something bad was either happening, or about to happen, strongly enough to actually believe it. He had felt it before, but never here - never in his own neighborhood. It was the kind of feeling he had whenever he was close to the enemy, and it was a feeling that saved his life more than once.

Eli told him to check on the Hernandez family when he returned, so there had to be a good reason for it. And then the prompting from Sarrif when John left the bedroom. Those two messages must mean John had some important business to do, that this wouldn’t be a casual visit. Something was going on, and John was expected to investigate and resolve it. Maybe it was some kind of test. He didn’t know, but it really didn’t matter. He was always a morally obedient soldier. Maybe that’s why I’m here, thought John. Maybe that’s why I’m the right guy for the job.

John took a knee by the mailbox and watched for any signs of activity, a glimmer of light from a bedroom window, the movement of a curtain, or even a sound. Anything that would tell him something about what was going on inside would be helpful. As he scanned the house, John made a brief, and very low-key, radio check with Adam. As they previously planned, John told Adam that he would mute the radio on his end, but leave the microphone open for him to monitor all his activity. John made the necessary adjustments and clipped the radio back to his vest. He wasn’t sure why he wanted Adam to monitor his radio, but it made him feel better knowing, that if worse came to worse, Adam could respond.

John knew the radio safeguard measure was contrary to his promise with Jenna, the one about not being worried for his life, but that belief didn’t justify any carelessness or risk on his part. In fact, John was even more dedicated to his survival since having the last spiritual experience. It was strange to be less afraid, but more cautious; less worried about threats to his life, but more careful with those of others. He was now operating under a very different perspective.

Nothing about the Hernandez home looked different, or stranger than any other home he passed on his way. It was dark, like all the others, and quiet, but it still felt different. No, John corrected himself, it was too dark and too quiet. It was like a heavy blanket covered it. John opened his mind, willing his senses to reach into the house. He wanted to feel more, to feel something, a confirmation that trouble was afoot, but nothing new came to him. So much for exercising my spiritual self, thought John.

Their van wasn’t parked in the driveway, but John figured Paul probably moved it into the garage when the ash started to fall. He also noticed a pickup truck sitting on the shoulder about a hundred yards up the road, just past the Hernandez’s property line, and that caught John’s attention. Few people in the neighborhood parked on the street. And with the ash on the road, that seemed even less likely to happen. Every house in the neighborhood had a long, double wide driveway. There was plenty of room for parking, even for visitors. Nobody parked on the street in John’s neighborhood except for service and delivery vehicles.

John stood and walked casually to the truck, knowing that his slow movements would attract less attention than fast, sudden ones. He approached the truck from behind and tactically made his way to the driver’s side door. It was empty. John paused to listen, and registered the latent noise to establish how much noise he could make without attracting attention. He tried the driver’s side door, but it was locked. With the helmet flashlight in hand, he cupped the end of the light and shined a muted beam into the truck’s cab. It was littered with paper, empty aluminum beer cans, empty packs of cigarettes, and an assortment of fast food and candy wrappers. John saw that the passenger side door was unlocked, so he killed his flashlight and walked to the other side.

He opened the passenger door, flipped on his flashlight, and went straight for the glove box. Finding it locked, John fished through the trash on the floor, and under the bench seat, in search of something useful to pry open the glove box. He found a new roll of duct tape, and a large standard-tip screwdriver. Pleased with his find, John rammed the tip of the screwdriver into the edge of the glove box, and using it as a lever, he pulled quickly downward. The door popped open to reveal a collection of documents, gas station receipts, and a small baggie of marijuana and a pipe.

John dropped the screwdriver to the floor and flipped on the flashlight. He found exactly what he was looking for, the vehicle’s registration paper. The truck was registered to a Darrel Fallen, of Krum, Texas. Well, that just about makes us neighbors, thought John. That confirmed it for John. He knew who he was dealing with, Darrel, the battery man. He suppressed feelings of excitement over the anticipated confrontation with the troublemaker. He knew it wasn’t right to look forward to hurting someone, even someone as rotten as Darrel, but if he was in the Hernandez’ home, most assuredly uninvited, John knew he would gladly exact some very rough justice. And he was prepared to administer said justice, with extreme prejudice even.

John made his way back to the Hernandez’s home, but he wanted to first take up a different position of observation. If memory served, he remembered the Hernandez’s had some kind of play station in their backyard. Not wanting to enter the back yard from the front, John walked through the neighbor’s yard. Using bushes to conceal his movement, John cut across the yard and reached the play station. He knew he didn’t have time to waste, but he was also starved for intelligence. He couldn’t go in, guns blazing, if the kids were in the house, which he was certain they were. He just wanted to know where they were. He also doubted Darrel was tactically trained, but he couldn’t afford to be overconfident, not when so many good lives were on the line.

He positioned himself under the play station and released the mute button on his radio to send a brief report to Adam. Adam must have been listening carefully, because he peppered John with questions about his activity. John told him to keep listening, but he did amend his standing orders. He told Adam that if he heard the words, “I surrender,” over the radio, he was to drive the Suburban immediately to the Hernandez home and wait for further instructions. Adam acknowledged the instructions, and John returned the radio to its mute – transmit only - setting.

There was surprisingly little ash under the play station, and it offered John a great view of the back of the Hernandez home, but it was still too dark to see anything helpful. Nothing significant to report, said John. For the first time, he regretted not bringing his rifle with the night scope, or even a pair of binoculars. Most people didn’t know that certain brands of binoculars worked really well in the dark, but that knowledge didn’t comfort John while he sat under the Hernandez’s play station, straining his eyes to see into their house without the help of magnified optics.

John thought he saw a flicker of light from the kitchen window, but he wasn’t sure. He reasoned it was a flashlight beam because it moved high, and quickly, across the drawn curtains. Several minutes later another flash of light appeared across an upstairs window, but again, it was faint, and offered John little in terms of useful intelligence. About five minute later, John saw the lights of a vehicle coming down the road from the direction of where the pickup was parked. He dashed out from under the play station and quickly took up a position at the left side of the house, near the garage door.

Breathing heavily from the exertion of running through the ash, it dawned on him that someone was with Darrel, and that observing the house from the backyard was not the best of plans, especially when he was acting alone. John also chided himself for not flattening at least one of the pickup’s tires. That simple act would have taken less than ten seconds, but given John much more time to respond to Darrel’s unpredictable actions.

From a concealed position by a hedge, John watched the pickup move slowly past the Hernandez’s driveway and stop. The truck’s back-up lights came on, and the vehicle began to slowly back down the driveway. The driver overcompensated a few times, swerving slightly left and right, as if unfamiliar with backing up the vehicle. John realized it wasn’t Darrel driving the truck, and his suspicions were confirmed when the vehicle stopped and the driver’s door opened. The interior dome light revealed the driver to be female, thirty-something, with brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore torn and faded jeans, with a black leather vest over a long-sleeved red T-shirt. In that brief glimpse of light before the door shut, John saw that her vest was adorned with an extensive array of patches and embroidery. He couldn’t make out any detail from where he stood, but he was certain she was a biker chick.

John knew there were many respectable motorcycle club members who wore vests with patches and insignia, but so did the few asocial gangs that roamed the country. He didn’t know what club the woman rode with, but the fact that she was in the Hernandez’s home was enough to convince John that she wasn’t from one of the good ones. If she was so bold as to wear her vest during the crime, then the invaders were more likely planning to eliminate all the witnesses. If they hadn’t already done so, thought John. The situation was now a lot more serious, and much more dangerous.

He let the woman pass around to the rear of the pickup, and then he silently dashed forward and slipped an arm around her neck. He locked his right hand into his left arm, and quickly slid his left hand up and over her head to brace it against his arm. As soon as the headlock was set, John leaned back and lowered himself, and the woman, to the ground. He wrapped his legs around her waist to prevent her from reaching for any weapons, and then he waited. She thrashed wildly for a few seconds, but then quickly relaxed when the blood flow to her brain stopped flowing. She was out cold, but John maintained the pressure hold for an additional minute to make sure she wasn’t playacting. Finally, John pushed the woman off his chest and knelt beside her. He quickly searched her for weapons. After finding and pocketing a rather large pocket knife, John stood and looked down at her. Now he had a problem of securing the woman.

He knew it wouldn’t be long before Darrel came looking for her, so he grabbed her arms and quickly dragged her to the side of the house. In a search for something sturdy to secure her to, John spotted a narrow oak tree at the edge of the yard. He dragged her over to it and leaned her against it. After pulling her arms behind her, John used two heavy duty zip-ties to form interlocking loops and slipped them over the woman’s wrists before pulling them tight. John knew the big zip-ties weren’t as good as flexi-cuffs, but they would work for the moment. John also applied two zip-ties, in like manner, to the woman’s ankles. He thought of stuffing a rag in her mouth, but he didn’t have one, and he wasn’t willing to sacrifice his bandana on her, so he let it go. Besides, he didn’t think she’d regain consciousness before he was finished with Darrel.

The woman’s head hung limp on her chest, and John removed a glove and placed two fingers on her neck to check her pulse. Satisfied that she was alive and breathing, he left her under the tree and walked to the front of the house. He paused to listen for any sign of Darrel, but he heard nothing. He wanted to take the keys from the pickup, but didn’t dare risk silhouetting himself against the truck’s interior dome light, so he decided to leave the truck keys where they were and wait for Darrel to make the next move.

Cautiously, John moved to the front door. He pressed himself against the widest section of brick wall, between the door and the first window, and paused to listen. Standing under a covered patio meant there was very little ash at his feet, which he knew would make quick movements much easier, but he felt very exposed. Other than Darrel, John didn’t think there were any more members in the home invasion party, not with the pickup being the only means of transportation, but that clearly wasn’t a guarantee. As challenging as it would be to ride in the back of that truck with ash in the air, someone could have managed it, so he couldn’t afford to charge the house until he knew who else remained.

John heard movement at the window to his right and he quickly pressed himself against the exterior wall. The blinds had been quickly pushed aside and released in one quick motion. Someone had just looked outside, probably to see if the truck was in the driveway. Other than that one flash of activity, everything remained silent. He hoped to hear something from inside the house, any clue about the disposition of the Hernandez family, but again, there was nothing but silence. He was beginning to fear for the worse, that Darrel had already killed them.

John was about to change tactics when he heard the garage door slide up in its tracks. Darrel apparently wasn’t happy about having to raise the door manually, because several curses kept pace with his effort. John knew it wasn’t Paul. He just wasn’t the cursing type, so John quickly moved to the opposite side of the front door and leaned against the short wall that separated the garage from the entryway patio. A beam of light penetrated the dark and flickered over the truck’s tailgate before going out. Another curse, followed by heavy footsteps.

“Lou!” came an irritated, but cautiously subdued voice from inside the garage. John wondered why Darrel was being so cautious if he felt he was in control of the situation. He wondered how it would have played out if he secured the woman to the truck’s steering wheel. “Luanne, where the hell are you? Damn you, woman, I told you to meet me at the garage door!” hissed Darrel.

John peered around the corner, just to keep an eye on the driveway, and he waited patiently for Darrel to step out from the garage and reveal himself. He didn’t know if Darrel was armed, but he wasn’t about to risk a direct confrontation without first knowing what was in his hands. John commanded himself to wait, to be patient and wait for Darrel to make the next move. But with the advantage potentially slipping away, John quickly considered his options and decided to force a confrontation outside, away from the house and the Hernandez family.

Once again he wished he was in a better position to observe the house, but he had to make do with the condition and situation. John hoped Darrel was stupid enough to think Luanne was off emptying her bladder somewhere, or maybe even standing at the front door.

“Luanne! Get your ass in here . . . right now!” hissed Darrel.

Then John had an idea. He silently drew his pistol, coughed lightly, and wrapped on the front door with moderate force, three times, very quickly. It was his intent to imitate Luanne, and though it was a risky move, he hoped Darrel’s overconfidence, a belief that he was in control, was enough to make him walk around to the front door.

John heard more footsteps and saw a flashlight beam sweep across the ash covered walkway. He pressed himself deeper against the wall and waited for Darrel to appear. A flashlight beam settled on the trail in the ash as Darrel stepped clear of the garage, and complaining as he walked, he said, “What the hell, Luanne? Why can’t you follow simple instructions you stupid . . .”

“Hey, pal. It’s good to see you again,” said John, in a casual tone, as he turned to face Darrel. Surprised, Darrel spun quickly and attempted to lift his flashlight and shotgun individually, which never worked in a tactical situation. John’s instinctive defensive reaction was to shoot, and he did, but not with the trained and conditioned double-tap to Darrel’s chest, but instead to his left leg just above his knee. Darrel screamed, dropped his flashlight, and reached for his damaged leg as he fell to the ground. Through it all, Darrel managed to maintain a grip on the shotgun. He tried to lift it to aim it at John, but John quickly stepped forward and pinned it to the ground with his boot. In a calm voice, John said, “If you try to move again I’ll shoot you in the other leg. I don’t want to kill you Darrel, but if you resist I will shoot you again.”

“Arrrgggg!” managed Darrel, through clenched teeth. “You’re crazy . . . this is my house!”

“Does that mean you live here?” asked John, as he kneeled next to Darrel, resting a knee on his neck. John pried the shotgun from Darrel’s hands and leaned it against the side of the house.

“Yeah, it’s my house, and you’re gonna pay for shooting me. I’m gonna take you down,” said Darrel, through gasps of pain followed by a string of expletives.

“Well that’s funny,” said John. “I just happen to know the people who live here, and if they’re hurt in any way it won’t be good for you.” John quickly removed four zip-ties from his tactical vest and roughly rolled Darrel onto his stomach. John zip-tied Darrel’s hands firmly behind his back and dragged him, by his undamaged leg, to the nearest patio post. Darrel moaned with the movement, but to his credit he didn’t scream. John pulled him up against the post until his two legs straddled it, and he zip-tied Darrel’s ankles together. The thug was lying face down on the ground, straddling the patio post with his legs, arms secured firmly behind his back with zip-ties. John knew he wasn’t going anywhere without help.

John saw blood on the back of Darrel’s pant leg and ripped them open. The bullet had passed cleanly through the meaty part of his leg. He would live. “You’re lucky,” said John. “I missed your femoral artery. You won’t bleed to death.” John stood and grabbed the shotgun and added, “I’m going to leave you here for a few minutes. While I’m away, I want you to think about how much mercy you can expect from the Hernandez family when they find out you’re lying tied up in their front yard.”

Darrel unleashed another string of obscenities, all of which were directed at John and his mother, and he tried to raise his head. John placed the toe of his boot against Darrel’s cheek and said, “You better not have harmed them in any way, because if you did, well, I wouldn’t want to be you.”

More obscenities flowed, followed by, “I’m gonna kill you . . . you . . . jarhead punk!”

John kicked Darrel lightly on the damaged leg, and the man screamed in agony. “I’m not a Marine, you tard. I’m a Soldier. If I was a Marine you’d probably already be dead by now. So shut up before I tape your mouth.”

Darrel began to mumble, “You’re a dead man. You’re a dead man,” over and over again. John left him and went back to check on Luanne. He saw that she was still unconscious, or at least that’s what she wanted John to believe. He checked her restraints and entered the house through the open garage door. John shined his flashlight into the Hernandez’s van as he passed, and saw that it was loaded with food and other supplies. He laid the shotgun on the hood of the van by placing it in the gap with the wiper blades, and forgot about it. It was nothing special, just a generic tactical model, not even a Mossberg, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t deadly. It could get the job done. He also didn’t want to carry the unfamiliar shotgun with him. It was never smart to rely on an enemy’s weapons until it could be tested, so it would stay on the van, in the garage.

With his pistol drawn and held at low-ready, John entered the kitchen from the garage. More food and supplies were piled on the kitchen floor, and laying on the kitchen counter in heaps. John moved silently through the lower part of the house, walking quickly and silently in a heal-down, roll-to-toe motion that worked very well indoors.

The house was quiet, too quiet for John’s comfort. He found no one downstairs and immediately feared the family was already dead, or perhaps even worse, gone. Anger presented itself to John. It tried to rise up in his mind and take control, but he quickly subdued it, much more effectively than he ever had before. Since traveling the gates, John felt he was in much more control of his feelings and emotions. It was a strange observation and ability to possess, the awareness that he was in control of his emotions.

John continued his search upstairs and found the three Hernandez children in the first room he entered. They were lying face up on the floor, tied and gagged with duct-tape. He saw fear and terror in their eyes, but he couldn’t help them yet, there was still two more people to account for. He also didn’t want to risk their safety by letting them run free through the house before he finished clearing it. He whispered to them, “Everything will be OK, just be calm. I’m here to help you. I’ll be right back,” and left them amid their heart rending squeals of fear.

After he cleared the two adjoining bedrooms, John made his way to the master bedroom. A flicker of light danced off the bedroom door, and the smell of spiced pears reached his nose. John knew it was from a scented candle. He tactically entered the bedroom and saw Marissa, naked, spread-eagle on the king-sized bed, her limbs stretched and tied to the four corner bed posts with long strands of twisted duct tape. John went to the small scented candle and stopped to blow it out, but then paused, it needed to burn a bit longer despite the associative damage it would cause. The light was still useful.

John went to Marissa before clearing the rest of the bedroom, but he couldn’t help it. She was still, unmoving, and he wondered if she was dead. He removed the strip of duct tape over her mouth and pulled out the rag. Her pulse was strong. John wanted to do more to help her, but he had to find Paul. He had a very strong feeling that Paul should be the first one Marissa saw when she regained consciousness. He didn’t question that feeling because it made complete and total sense to him. He was tempted to radio Adam to come over, but he still wasn’t sure the house was safe. Besides, the scene definitely wasn’t something he wanted his son to see.

He found Paul in the master bathroom, his face bloody and swollen. The patriarch of the Hernandez family had been hog-tied with duct-tape, and left to lay on the tile floor of the dark bathroom while the invaders abused his wife in the bedroom. Before he approached the injured man, John cleared the two closets and the toilet stall. He then knelt next to Paul and removed the tape and rag from his mouth. Paul’s pulse was also strong, and John quickly cut his bonds and attempted to rouse the man with firm pats to his cheeks.

“Paul! It’s John . . . John Anderson.” After several pats, and a bit of shaking, Paul’s eyes finally opened, but he appeared disoriented as he tried to find his way back to consciousness, back to the surface. John realized he must have submerged to a great depth in order to deal with the horrors happening around him. When awareness returned to Paul’s eyes, he recoiled from John and prepared to lash out with his fists. John put up his hands, palms out, and said, “Paul. It’s OK. It’s me, John. I’m here to help you.”

“John?”

“Yeah, I need your help, Paul. Marissa needs your help. Your children need your help,” said John. He could see by the look in Paul’s eyes that awareness was returning to him. “Paul . . . are you with me?”

Paul looked at John and cried out, “Oh my God! Marissa!” He shot up and ran into the bedroom. He collided with the door frame as he passed, and roughly threw himself onto the bed next to his wife as he wept openly. “Marissa, my love! What have they done to you? What have they done to you?” he cried, over and over.

John followed him into the bedroom and began to cut Marissa’s bonds. John needed Paul’s attention, so he reached for the man’s shoulder and shook him tenderly. “Paul!” he said, firmly. “Paul!”

Through sobs, Paul yelled, “Leave us alone. Haven’t you done enough already?”

“Paul, I know you’re upset, but you have to be strong for your family. I need you to dress Marissa while I free your children. They’ll want to see their mother, and you can’t let them see her like this. Paul! Do you hear me?” John was about to slap Paul again, but he saw control come to his face. Paul cradled his wife’s head in his lap and looked up at John as if seeing him for the first time, “Can you help us?”

“That’s why I’m here, Paul. Now go get some clothes for Marissa while I check her vitals.” Paul did as he was told, and whet to the closet as John examined her head and neck for trauma. He found her pulse and pupillary response to be normal. She had been beaten and abused, but she would live. John was able to rouse her completely from her unconsciousness, but when she opened her eyes she looked right through him. “Paul. She needs you now,” said John as he stood.

Marissa curled into a fetal position, and John covered her with a blanket that had apparently been thrown to the floor. He really wanted to get her some water, and he was just walking out of the room to find some when Paul returned with clothing. “Can you dress her?” he asked Paul.

“Yes,” answered Paul, as he went to his wife.

“Do you have any bottled water?” asked John.

“It’s in the kitchen . . . the pantry,” answered Paul, as he began to rouse Marissa to dress her.

“I’ll be right back, Paul. You stay with Marissa, OK? Do you understand me? Do not leave her side.”

“Yes. I understand. Thanks John,” he said, and looked up at John with wet eyes. “Thank you for helping us.”

“I’ll be right back. Remember what I said, Paul. Stay with Marissa.” Paul nodded his understanding, and John left the bedroom to find the bottled water. He found a partially used case of it sitting on the kitchen floor, and hoisted it onto his shoulder. But then stopped and lowered the water to the countertop. John forgot to call Adam, so he quickly adjusted his radio for two-way communications and pushed the talk button.

“Snake?”

“Dad, are you there? Dad. I know what’s going on. I’m coming over right now,” came Adam’s frantic voice over the radio.

“No!” cut in John. “I want you to stay where you are. Is mom there? I need to talk to her.”

“I’m right here. Do you need me to come over?” asked Jenna. All radio formalities were apparently thrown out the window with the crisis, but at least they weren’t using their true names in the clear.

“Yes, but stay in the truck until I come out to meet you. There are two bad-guys tied up in the yard. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Yes,” replied Jenna, calmly.

“Good, then pull straight in and park as close to the pickup as you can. Kill the headlights when you arrive, but leave the running lights on. I’ll come out and walk up to the passenger side. Make sure you come armed. Can you do that for me?”

“I can,” was her short reply. “And I love you.”

“I love you too. I’ll see you in a couple minutes . . . out here,” said John, and he ended the communication. He grabbed the water and ran up the stairs. He sat the case of water next to Paul and instructed him to wipe Marissa’s face and have her drink some of the water. With a hand on Paul’s shoulder, John said, “I’m going to release your kids now. They’ll come in here very excited. Are you ready for them?”

“I am,” choked, Paul. “Thank you, John.”

John patted him on the back and went to release Paul’s children. They looked calmer than before, but still frightened and upset. He talked to them softly as he released them, and started with the youngest of the three boys first. As soon as the little boy was free, he ran crying into his parent’s bedroom. John released the middle boy with the same effect. But as John reached down to pull duct tape off the third child’s mouth, the oldest boy, he saw anger and hatred flash in his eyes.

John paused, but then removed the tape anyway. The boy screamed, “Let me go! Untie me, now!”

“What’s your name?” asked John.

“Why won’t you release me?” he screamed at John again. “Let me go!”

John sighed and sat next to the boy. “Look,” said John, “your parents were both brutally attacked, and your brothers are very upset. If I let you go you have to promise me that you won’t attack me, or create any problems for the rest of your family.” John looked into the boy’s angry eyes and saw strength and intelligence. “I know you’re angry,” continued John, “but you’re alive. Your family is alive. I need you to think about that for a minute, and be grateful for it.”

John saw tears well up in the boy’s eyes, so he bent and cut the duct tape bonds from his feet and hands. The boy immediately pulled his knees up to his chest and began to sob. John sat next to him and wrapped an arm around the boy’s narrow shoulders. “I know there’s nothing I can say to ease your pain right now, but I promise you, when this is all over, I’ll teach you how to fight and defend yourself from bad people . . . like the ones who attacked you and your family.”

With a shaky voice the boy asked, “Do you promise?”

“Scout’s honor,” replied John, as he made the three-fingered salute.

The boy wrapped his arms around John and said, “Thanks for saving us.” They stood together, and hugged again. “I’m Marcus,” said the boy, as he wiped a hand over his face to clear his eyes.

“Hello, Marcus. I’m John. It’s nice to meet you. Now go to your mom. I’m sure she’s worried about you.”

Marcus wiped his eyes once more and turned to go find his family. John peeked in at them from the hall as he passed. They were holding each other and crying. John saw that Paul was speaking softly, with his head bowed, and wondered if he was saying a prayer. Not wanting to interrupt them, John left them in peace and went out to meet up with Jenna. He knew she was parked in the driveway because he saw the beam of the Suburban’s headlights play off the far bedroom wall while he was talking with Marcus.

John also thought it was a good time to check on the status of his two prisoners, so he made his way to the front yard through the garage and approached Luanne. He was glad to find both prisoners conscious but quiet. John didn’t say a word to either of them, but he saw the worry in their eyes, and that made him feel better about what he did. They knew he had seen what they had done to the Hernandez family, and that judgment was close at hand.

John accidentally kicked Darrel’s injured leg as he passed, and it earned him a long string of expletives from the subdued rapist. John stopped at the hood of the Suburban and allowed Jenna to recognize him, and then walked over to the passenger side. He climbed in the Suburban after Jenna reached over and unlocked the door. They kissed and John said, “It’s sure good to see you, my love.”

“Good to see you,” she replied. They kissed again and embraced. “I was freaking out when I heard the shot over the radio, and then very relieved to hear your voice immediately after. You scared me to death, John. Next time please leave the radio off, OK?”

“Sorry, Jenna. I just . . . well, I just needed to know you guys were there for me, that’s all. But point taken,” replied John, sheepishly.

“It was hard to piece everything together with what we heard coming over the radio, but we figured you took care of two bad guys, and that everyone in the family was alive. We understood a lot more when you started talking to Paul. I could tell in your voice that Marissa had been . . . attacked,” said Jenna.

“Yeah, it was bad for her, Jenna. She was beaten and raped.” John looked to the front of the house. “It surprised me because one of the attackers was a woman. Oh, and it’s the same guy who tried to get into our house yesterday . . . the battery guy.”

“He did? It was?” said Jenna with surprise.

“Yeah, he’s tied to the front porch, and she’s tied to a tree at the side of the house. She was the first one I took out.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Jenna. “Why would a woman participate in the rape of another woman,” she asked.

“You’re thinking like a civilized person,” answered John. “Anyone hanging out with Darrel is not likely to be civilized. Anyway, it’s not that uncommon for such an act to occur with the approval of either partner. The point is, she’s as guilty as he is.”

“What are you going to do with them?”

“The bad guys?” asked John.

“Of course. The Hernandez’ are coming home with us,” replied Jenna in a matter-of-fact tone. “We can’t leave them here after what just happened. What are you going to do with those two scumbags?”

John really hadn’t thought about it, but she was right, he had to do something with them. He figured he could take them to the nearest police station and turn them over, but there was a problem with his report. The fact that he shot Darrel in the leg presented a number of problems that John really wasn’t prepared to deal with, especially when it came to dealing with law enforcement during a disaster.

From John’s experience, cops saw everyone as, “guilty until proven innocent,” even during the best of times. They’d probably throw him in jail for something like this, especially since it would be his word against Darrel’s. And even if the police station was open and manned, John wasn’t willing to risk possible incarceration pending some ridiculous investigation that would likely never produce any real results. He definitely wasn’t willing to subject himself to whatever informal judgment the police deemed appropriate given their personal views on vigilantism or self-defense.

John knew that if he got locked up now, it would put his family in very great danger. To be locked up, just as things were heating up, would be very dangerous for him and his family. “I’ll think of something,” he said. “I’m not willing to waste my fuel to drive them to jail. Besides, I don’t think it would produce the desired results, and I’m definitely not willing to risk incarceration for either of them. But for now, we just need to focus on getting the Hernandez family to our place.” John studied Jenna’s face and asked, “Can you help me with Marissa?”

“I figured that’s why you wanted me to come. How do you want to handle it?” she asked.

John sighed. “Well, you can start by going in to comfort her. They’re all upstairs, in the master bedroom. Just be sure you announce yourself before you enter so you don’t surprise them.” John removed his helmet and scratched his head. “I’ll move Darrel’s truck out of the way so Paul can drive the van over to our house. Their van is already loaded with food and supplies. I’m not sure who loaded it, but it’s loaded. I’m thinking Darrel was planning to drive away with it. Anyway, you take Marissa and the kids with you in the Suburban, and I’ll follow behind you as soon as I tidy up around here.”

Jenna studied John’s face and put a hand to his cheek. “I’m proud of you John . . . for what you did here. And I love you very much.”

John leaned forward and touched foreheads with Jenna’s. He said, “I love you too, but I’m afraid we’re going to see a lot more of this kind of ugliness before things get better. Though I’m a bit surprised this happened so early, and here, in our neighborhood. I just wish I did something to stop Darrell the other day, when he was under my control.”
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John waited for Jenna to enter the garage before backing up the Suburban. He needed a little more room to work with Darrel’s truck. As he climbed into the cab of the pickup, John saw several large, chrome plated, eye-bolts mounted on the top side of the pickup’s bed rails. Darrel probably used them to secure his motorcycle in the back of the truck, but they would work just as well to restrain Darrel and Luanne. John began to formulate a plan on how to move the prisoners by himself.

John moved Darrel’s pickup to the side yard, and then jumped out and lowered the tailgate. He retrieved the roll of duct-tape from the cab and searched for a couple of rags. He found rags in the garage and went to retrieve his first prisoner. Luanne looked up at him with a mixture of curiosity and fear. “What are you going to do with me?” she asked.

John didn’t say a word as he firmly wrapped duct tape over her mouth and passed the roll around her head several times. Her eyes grew large in the beam of John’s flashlight. “I don’t need to hear anything from you, Luanne,” he said. “I pretty much figured out what happened here, and even why you’re here.”

John took a knee in front of her and said, “Now, in the old days, and I mean the real old days, people like you would have been hung from the nearest big tree . . . judgment would have been swift and deadly.” John paused to scan the yard around him before continuing. “And then there’s yesterday, the new old days. The days when politicians decided the fate of people, and well paid attorneys could get scumbags like you and Darrel off the hook with a little cash. But despite the inconsistency in the courts, it was still a time when good people could live with a reasonable expectation of safety and security.

Well, now we’re in the new days. They’re a little like the really old days again, because people will once again have to defend themselves from evil people like you and Darrel. They’re going to have to deal out their own justice. You see, Luanne, the courts are gone, at least for a while, and once again justice will have to be swift and deadly. The way I see it,” said John, as he counted off with his fingers in front of Luanne’s face, “you’ve invaded a home, threatened a family with young children, and with deadly force, you bound them, and held them hostage, and beat the man of the house while you raped his wife in front of him,” said John, with a pause. “Oh, and you planned to steal their personal property, property that was important for their survival. Did I miss anything, Luanne?”

Luanne shook her head violently left to right, and tried to protest with several muted no’s. John lifted her chin with his gloved hand and continued, “And you meant to cover it all up by killing them, didn’t you, Luanne . . . maybe even burn their house down around them?” John saw that he was finally getting through to her. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and slid effortlessly over the smooth gray binding that covered her mouth. “But it’s your lucky day,” continued John, “I’m not going to execute you, Luanne. Nope, I’m going to take you to the police . . . in the back of your own truck. I’ll let them decide what to do with you. And the sooner I’m done with you, the better I’ll feel.”

Luanne began to sob, which John figured was probably difficult for her to do while breathing through her nose, but he had no sympathy for her. In fact, he felt only contempt. The tears and snot that dripped from her jaw was like so much corruption that filled her heart. He grabbed her under the arms and lifted her to a standing position against the tree. John tied a rag over her eyes and said, “Now I know you can hear me, Luanne. Nod if you can hear me.” Luanne dutifully nodded for John. “Good. Now I’m going to release your hands and then re-secure them. If you give me any trouble, I’ll shoot you. Do you understand, Luanne? Nod again if you understand me,” said John. Luanne nodded.

John released her hands, and as he re-secured them with fresh zip-ties, he studied the vest she wore. John’s flashlight reflected off the many multi-colored embroidered patches that were sewn onto the back panel of the vest, but one patch in particular caught his attention. It was a patch that very few biker gangs openly wore, it was a one-percent patch. A patch worn by biker gangs that openly opposed the rule of law – at least everyone’s law but their own.

Not wanting to retie her hands again, John drew his combat knife and cut through the vest at the shoulders. He removed the vest from Luanne and stuffed it under his tactical vest. “Now walk forward, nice and easy, and I’ll guide you to the truck,” said John, as he steered her to the back of the truck and helped her climb in. When he had her face down on the hard ribbed surface of the pickup’s bed, he resecured her ankles. “Now you lay here and be a good girl. I don’t want to have to shoot you, but I will if you give me any trouble.” Luanne mumbled something akin to understanding, and John went to fetch her accomplice.

“Hello Darrel,” said John, cheerfully, as he approached the prone man.

Darrel wasn’t in the mood to talk, but he was in the mood to curse John up one side and down the other. John fixed that problem by lifting Darrel’s head by his hair and taping his mouth shut with duct tape. John used a lot more tape on Darrel than he did on Luanne. He saw that Darrel’s blood had soaked the ash around his thigh, so he propped him up and applied a generous amount of duct tape to the leg wound. Darrel wasn’t pleased with John’s medical treatment, and he continued to curse John under the gag. John patted the tape bandage and said, “I thought you liked duct-tape, Darrel. You sure didn’t have a problem taping up defenseless women and children with it. I must have counted at least three empty rolls upstairs.”

John got as close to Darrel’s face as he could handle, and said, “Now I’m going to release your legs and walk you to the back of your truck. You’ll do exactly what I say, when I say, or I’ll shoot you in the other leg. If you continue to act up, I’ll keep shooting you until I run out of bullets. And I have a lot of bullets, Darrel. Do you understand what I’m saying?” Darrel nodded enthusiastically.

John tied a rag over Darrel’s eyes and cut one zip-tie from his ankles. Darrel was a big guy, and it took all of John’s strength and alertness to stand him up safely. Once Darrel was upright, John reached his left arm up through the loop of Darrel’s restrained arms and gripped the back of his shirt collar. The grip forced Darrel’s arms up and exerted pressure on his shoulders, but it afforded John the control he needed to guide Darrel safely to the truck, while at the same time allowing him to keep his right hand free to draw and shoot if necessary.

Darrel hopped along, favoring his damaged leg with groans and curses. John sat Darrel on the dropped tailgate and had him lay back. John then re-secured Darrel’s legs, and raised them up and around to situate Darrel with his back to the tailgate. John raised the tailgate and pushed Darrel forward to get his arms over the back of the tailgate, then with another generous portion of duct tape, he secured Darrel’s arms to the trailer hitch. When finished, John patted Darrel on the back and said, “Now no monkey business from you, Mister Fallen. I’ll have you at the police station in no time. But if you try to escape I’ll shoot you down like the dog that you are. No, on second thought, dogs have more class than you. Please give me a reason to shoot you, and save me the trouble of taking you in,” finished John.

John started the pickup and backed it down the side of the house, close to the tree where he had tied Luanne. He wanted to move the truck far enough away to hide the prisoners from the family when they left their house. He knew no good would come from them seeing the monsters who had tormented them, for God knew how long. As John entered the garage he heard Jenna’s voice over the radio. “Can we come out in ten minutes?” she asked.

“You can come out now . . . if you’re ready. Just let me move the Suburban in a little closer.”

“You moved the . . . prisoners?” she asked.

“Yes, they’re both secured. You won’t see them when you come out,” said John.

“OK. We’ll be out in a couple of minutes.”

John turned the Suburban around and backed it in as close to the garage door as he could get it. After opening the vehicle doors for the family, John decided to wait for them in the garage. Jenna was the first to emerge from the house, followed closely by Marissa, and her three boys. Everyone was carrying a white plastic garbage bag filled with clothes and bedding. John winked at Jenna as she passed, but he was completely surprised when Marissa dropped her bag and wrapped her arms around John’s neck. He didn’t know what to say, but he returned her embrace. She released John from the embrace and cupped his face in her hands. She didn’t say a word, but her eyes said everything to John. He smiled at her warmly and then bent to lift her bag.

Jenna touched Marissa’s arm and led her to the waiting suburban. Marcus also paused next to John, but he kept walking when his dad entered the garage behind him. John saw that Paul was carrying several large bags of bedding and clothing, so he helped him carry the bags to the Suburban. Once everything was loaded up, Paul said goodbye to his family and stood next to John as they watched the Suburban pull slowly away from the house in a cloud of ash.

“John, I don’t know how to thank you,” said Paul.

“No thanks are necessary, Paul. I was . . .” John was about to say “sent here,” but he didn’t. “I was planning to come visit you guys anyway. I’m just glad I did. You guys will be safe now.”

“I think they were going to kill us,” said Paul, in a subdued voice that bordered on absolute defeat.

John came to that same conclusion, but he wasn’t about to confirm it for Paul, at least not when he was in such a distraught mental state. Paul didn’t need John’s confirmation of anything so stark at the moment. “That may be,” said John, “but it’s not important now. They’re tied up in the back of the pickup.” He gestured with a thumb in the direction of the side yard and asked, “What do you think we should do with them?” John only asked the question because he was curious to hear what Paul would have to say about it.

When Paul didn’t answer, John turned to study him. Paul was staring off into the gloomy ash filled air. John allowed Paul his solitude and noticed that the illumination had improved, if only incrementally. John guessed it at somewhere around forty or fifty percent now. The air was still gloomy and oppressively heavy, but it was brighter, and that gave him hope that the ash wouldn’t linger for much longer. John’s watch said it was a little after one o’clock, which meant the sun was practically overhead. That would explain the brighter conditions. With the sun overhead, the atmospheric obscuration would be at its thinnest. John was about to recommend they prepare to leave when Paul said, “What are you going to do with them?”

John realized Paul was clearly out of sorts, but he acted as if the question was original and immediate. “I’m going to drive them into town and give them to the police,” said John. He didn’t think it was necessary to explain to Paul that the police station was probably closed, at least the nearest one, but it was the only way to respond given Paul’s emotional state.

“What do you think the police will do with them?” asked Paul.

“I don’t know. Probably lock them up. They’ll most likely need statements from us,” replied John.

“Do you think Marissa will have to see that man again,” said Paul, as he gestured to where Darrel sat, “. . . the pig that raped her?”

“I don’t know what will happen once the police are involved. It’s possible that Marissa may have to face him in some sort of ad hoc trial, but that’s way down the road. I don’t think anyone will react to this crime like they did before the disaster,” replied John.

Paul continued to stare into the gloom. After a lengthy pause he asked, “You don’t think the police will come out here, do you? You don’t think they’ll investigate the crime scene, you know, take evidence and stuff like that?”

“Honestly?” asked John.

“Yes. Honestly,” said Paul.

“No,” replied John.

“I see,” said Paul, and he turned to stare back out into the gloom.

They stood together a little while longer before John cautioned another request, “Are you ready to get moving?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“OK, here’s my plan. I’ll stay here and guard the prisoners. You drive the van to my house and I’ll have Adam help you unload it. Then you come back here, and we’ll load up the rest of your stuff. Once that’s done, you’ll drive the van back to my house and I’ll take the prisoners to the police station. How does that sound?” asked John. Paul continued to stare blankly ahead, and John nudged him with an elbow. “Are you with me, Paul?”

“Huh? Yes, I’m with you, John. That sounds like a good plan.”

“Good,” said John, as he walked to the van and opened the driver’s side door. “Paul, where are the keys for the van?”

Paul walked to the van and stared blankly at John as he climbed into the driver’s seat. “The keys aren’t here,” said Paul. “I need the keys.”

John was getting worried about Paul’s state of mind. He saw post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD victims before, but this was a serious case, and John was wondering if he could even manage Paul, let alone work with him. “Where do you keep the van keys, Paul?”

Paul was silent. John was about to repeat his question when Paul said, “They’re upstairs, in the bedroom . . . on my dresser.”

“Good. OK, I’ll go get them. You wait here and I’ll be right back,” said John, and he was off in a flash. He felt an overwhelming need for urgency, but didn’t quite understand it. He saw two dressers in the master bedroom, but it wasn’t hard to figure out which one belonged to Paul. At first John didn’t see the keys, but then he looked into a small, blue, hand-made ceramic dish. John figured it was something one of his boys made for Paul in elementary school. John grabbed the keys and ran down the stairs. As he passed through the kitchen, John heard a gunshot.

Reflexively, John drew his pistol and ran into the garage. Paul wasn’t sitting in the van, and he knew in an instant that Paul had armed himself with the shotgun, the one taken from Darrel earlier, the one he left sitting loaded on the hood of the van. John figured Paul had either just taken his own life, or shot one of the prisoners. As dreadful as it sounded, John sincerely hoped it was the latter of the two possibilities. He wasn’t prepared to tell Marissa that Paul killed himself.

When John rounded the corner of the garage, he saw Paul standing on the back bumper of the pickup. He was leaning over Darrel’s lifeless body and taking aim at Luanne as she lay tied up in the back of the pickup. “Paul! No!” screamed John.

Paul looked at John but kept the shotgun aimed at Luanne. “John, they raped my wife. They beat me, tied me up, and made me watch. They don’t deserve to live,” he cried.

John holstered his pistol and approached the pickup. “You’re right, Paul, they don’t deserve to live. But are you prepared to handle that judgment for both of them? Are you prepared to live with her death as well?”

“They were going to kill us!” screamed Paul.

“You don’t know that, but more importantly, they didn’t. You’re still alive, Paul. Your family is still alive. They hurt you. I know they hurt you, but you’re still alive,” said John, as he continued to inch his way toward the truck. “Do you think you could live with yourself if you took her life too?” asked John. He didn’t know if he was getting through to Paul, but he was almost close enough to knock him off the back of the truck and disarm him. It was a dangerous proposition, but one John was willing to attempt if it meant saving Paul and Luanne.

With a quivering voice, but much lower and less shrill than before, Paul said, “I’d live better knowing these two could never hurt anyone again!”

John noticed Paul lower the barrel of the shotgun, ever so slightly, and realized that he wouldn’t have to tackle him after all. “I understand what you’re saying, Paul, but you already eliminated the main threat. The man is dead, and rightly so, but trust me when I say that killing the woman will not make you feel better. It will bother you for the rest of your life.”

Paul dropped the barrel of the shotgun to his side and stepped completely into the truck’s bed. He kicked Luanne once, very savagely, and she cried out in pain. “You deserve to die you sick bitch, but your day will come. You’ll face judgment, and I hope I’m there to see it,” screamed Paul. He then turned to John and said, “Here. Take this before I change my mind.”

John reached out and grabbed the shotgun. He quickly cleared it and stuffed the remaining shells into a pocket. Now that the weapon was little more than a club, John laid it against the van’s rear bumper. Mentally exhausted from the exchange, John collapsed against the van and slid down to sit on the rear bumper. The thought of having to deal with yet another dead body weighed heavily upon him. No one should have to deal with so many dead bodies this early into the disaster, he thought. Especially in my own neighborhood. He was just glad he was able to prevent another death.

The thought of death made him think of Corbin’s dad again, both the physical and spiritual ones. Their brief encounter in hell, in the death stream, was something he was still trying to come to terms with. Apparently the Catholics were right, thought John, suicide is a one-way ticket to hell. He considered his rescue from the jailers and wondered if other people, people like Corbin’s dad, who died in their ignorance of heaven and hell, could be saved. Surly they could if God willed it to be so. He decided that it would be a good question to ask Eli, or maybe Father himself if he got the chance. The reality of it slammed around inside his head like so many pachinko balls. John forced himself to stop and compose himself before taking another breath.

He felt the van settle as Paul took a silent seat beside him on the bumper. He knew they couldn’t leave Darrel in the back of a pickup, not like he was, and not if he planned to turn Luanne over to the police. He considered dumping Darrel’s body in a field somewhere, but that also seemed like the wrong thing to do. John knew they had to dispose of Darrel’s body the right and smart way, especially since he felt responsible for setting up the conditions for Darrel’s execution.

John had seen aggressive behavior directed toward enemy prisoners while serving in Iraq, but Paul surprised him. He honestly didn’t think Paul was capable of such retaliatory actions. When a Soldier lost a close friend in battle, and the unit managed to capture an enemy combatant, even one who may not have been directly responsible for the Soldier’s loss of life, the unit had to pay close attention to safeguarding the prisoner. John never attacked an enemy prisoner, but he certainly sympathized with the desire to do so. John realized they really had only one option, and he turned to Paul to ask, “Do you have a shovel?”

“Yeah, I’ve got a couple in the garage,” said Paul.

John noticed Paul seemed to be in a much better state of mind now that Darrel was dead. He wondered, even for a brief moment, if Paul played him. Fetching the keys had been a perfect distraction for John, and it gave Paul just enough time to visit his vengeance on the rapist. John realized that if he had been played it had been masterfully done, so he decided to let it go.

“Here, put this in the van,” said John, as he handed Paul the shotgun. “I’ll drag the body into the back yard while you grab the shovels.”

John got up and made a quick radio call to Jenna as he walked to the pickup. He told her they had experienced a slight delay, but that everything was fine and they would be along shortly. Luanne whimpered in the back of the truck, but John ignored her. He lowered the tailgate, cut Darrel free of his bonds, and began to drag his body out of the truck. The body dropped in the ash with a dull thump and John stepped back to let the ash cloud settle.

John looked at Luanne with new pity. He didn’t know her exact role in the violence, but she was an active participant, even if Darrel was her puppet master. John felt no sympathy for her, only pity in that she allowed herself to be lead astray by such an evil man. Paul came around the corner with two shovels, and John asked, “Do you have something to put the dirt on, like a large plastic bag or cardboard?”

“I’ve got garbage bags. How many do you want?”

“Bring the box,” replied John.

Paul left and John began to pull Darrel’s body farther into the back yard. He noticed that Paul must have taken the shot from a relatively short distance, something like five or six feet away, and he was glad Paul didn’t shoot him in the head. The chest shot was ugly enough, but a head shot would have been really messy. From that distance the buckshot pattern had no time to spread, so it left a neat hole in the rapist’s chest about the size of a half-dollar coin. It was a terribly deadly wound, but John saw much worse in Iraq.

John reached the end of the house and waited for Paul to catch up. Darrel was too heavy to pull through the ash by himself. “Where’s the easiest place to dig?” he asked Paul, between heavy breaths. Dragging Darrel’s dead body through the ash had exerted him more than he realized, or maybe it was the combined exertions of the entire emotional scenario. “I was thinking the lawn, or in a flowerbed . . . somewhere where the dirt is soft,” finished John.

“I’ll show you where we can dig,” said Paul, and he reached down and grabbed Darrel’s free arm. They dragged Darrel’s body a short distance into the back yard, and when Paul dropped Darrel’s arm, John dropped the other. They stood and looked around, both men winded from having dragged the big man through the ash another fifty feet. Paul, even more winded than John, looked at him and said, “This will do.”

After scooping away the ash the men took turns digging a shallow grave. Paul cut through the sod with his shovel and tossed the chunks of dirt onto the plastic bags. The green grass stood out, fresh and alive, despite having been buried and forgotten under a heavy blanket of gray ash. John wondered how the grass managed to stay green, but he reminded himself that it had only been on the ground for about thirty-six hours. He knew grass could stay green for a while, but not much longer than that.

The grave digging went faster than John thought possible. The two men fell into a digging rhythm and soon had a four foot deep hole that was large enough for Darrel’s body. After they slid it into the shallow grave and covered it with garbage bags, the two men began to scoop dirt back into the hole. After tamping down the dirt with their shovels, they covered the dirt with ash. Darrel was gone, and the entire process took less than forty minutes.
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Hot and sweaty from their exertion, both men agreed to take a break. Paul aimed for a lounge chair on his back patio, and John went to the house to get the bottled water. He returned a few minutes later and sat the half empty case at Paul’s feel. “Drink up, you need to stay hydrated,” said John.

“That was a first for me,” said Paul, after he drained his first water bottle and crushed it in his hands. John remained silent, curious to see what Paul meant as “first.” Was it killing a man in the heat of passion, or burying a body in his backyard. Maybe he was even talking about surviving the attack, or having to watch his wife be assaulted. None of Paul’s firsts were gratifying.

When Paul didn’t elaborate, John said, “You know something . . . we should save these empty water bottles. We’re not going to see new ones for a very long time. And they make good canteens when you tie a piece of string around the top,” said John.

Paul studied the crumpled plastic bottle and nodded. “You’re right. I keep forgetting everything has changed.”

John drained his own water bottle and stuffed it back into the plastic covering that held the remaining water bottles. “Yup, everything has changed around us,” said John, “but we have to guard ourselves against some of the change. We have to remain civilized. If we remain civilized we’ll be able to rebuild, but if we become like animals . . . we’ll just end up killing each other and never recover from this,” he finished, with a head nod to the ash.

Paul looked at John and said, “That’s deep, but I know what you mean.”

“Take Darrel for instance, it makes me wonder if he changed when the ash started to fall, or was he always so warped? Was he just waiting for a reason to let himself go, to become the predator that he was, or was he being an opportunist, bent on exploiting the change in order to survive?” John reached for another water bottle and added, “Neither justified his actions, but I don’t understand what drives a man to do what he did.”

“I sell dairy products on-line,” said Paul, in a matter-of-fact tone of voice. “I only know what people want when they order milk and ice cream.” Something about that struck John as funny and he laughed. Paul joined him, and said, “I don’t know about you, John, but I’m happy to turn my back on some of the things that controlled my life before the ash began to fall.”

“I know what you mean,” said John, “But a lot of people won’t be happy with the change, especially when there’s no food and water around. When good people get hungry they’ll become desperate, and desperate people will do desperate things. Darrel was only the first. There will be many more like him before things settle down again.”

“How many more do you think?”

“It’s hard to say, but I think we’ll see problems here in the neighborhood before we have to worry about a bigger outside threat.” replied John.

“An outside threat?”

“Yes. Even a large, disorganized group of displaced persons could easily overrun our neighborhood and strip us of all our food and supplies. But an organized group, like a gang . . . well, they could do a lot more harm.”

“In what way?” Paul asked.

John could see Paul was genuinely interested in his opinion, which was understandable give his recent experience with violence, but he didn’t want to frighten him or overplay the threat. “Well,” continued John, “You saw what Darrel was capable of. Just imagine a large group of his type here in our neighborhood.” John saw Paul flinch at his words. “I know it sounds terrible, but that sort of thing happens around the world, and has occurred across the span of time. It’s how invading armies fed and motivated their forces. They took anything and everything, including slaves.”

“How do we defend ourselves against something like that?”

“There are ways, but we can’t do it alone. We’d need to rally everyone in the neighborhood. First, we’ll have to convince them there’s a threat, and then motivate them to prepare and man defenses,” said John.

“That shouldn’t be too hard to do,” added Paul.

“It will be harder than you think. Take you for example, if Darrel didn’t attack you, where would your heart be on the matter of defense and security?”

“I see what you mean,” said Paul.

“By the way, how did Darrel get into your house?”

Paul was silent for a moment. Apparently replaying the event in his mind was too painful for him to discuss openly. “I understand if you don’t want to talk about it,” said John.

“No. It’s not that,” replied Paul. “We just let her walk right in, and I think Darrel followed right behind her.”

John nodded. Apparently Darrel had learned something about conducting home invasions since visiting John’s home previously that day. He now wished he had done more to prevent Darrel from terrorizing the Hernandez family instead of just letting him go. He could have cuffed him right then and there, but he didn’t know what the man was capable of. Apprehending Darrel wasn’t justified at the time. He didn’t enter John’s house. As John reviewed his first encounter with Darrel, he realized that he couldn’t have handled it any other way. “So the woman came to the door and you invited her in?” asked John.

“I was upstairs,” said Paul. “Marissa opened the door for her, and when I came downstairs they were already in the house.” Paul covered his eyes with one hand and continued. “He had a knife to Marissa’s throat, and he told me to bring all my guns out or he would cut her. The boys were screaming and crying. I brought out my shotgun, it was the only gun I had. I should have shot him. It was much worse for us after I gave up my gun,” finished Paul.

“That’s usually how it works,” said John, “so, why didn’t you shoot him? Was he standing right behind your wife?” asked John.

“Yes. But his head and shoulder was exposed. I thought about shooting him, but I didn’t want to hit Marissa, and I know shotguns can blast large areas,” answered Paul.

“How far were you standing from him?”

“About twelve feet,” said Paul.

“You could have shot him in the head from that range, but you have to know where to aim for that kind of shot. When you’re that close with a shotgun, the shot pattern is still pretty tight. I’ll show you how to do it someday,” said John.

“So you’re saying I screwed up?” said Paul, defensively.

“Not at all,” said John. He wanted to tell Paul he shouldn’t have surrendered his shotgun to a knife, but he knew Paul didn’t need the criticism. “You did the right thing. You would have hated yourself even more if you hit Marissa with the shotgun blast, or if he cut her when you missed.”

“You’re right, I couldn’t shoot because I was afraid for Marissa. He told his woman to take the shotgun from me, and I didn’t even think to shoot her. From that point on our lives were a living hell,” said Paul, as he rubbed his eyes and looked away from John.

“Well, you survived. Your family survived. And you learned from the experience. But we have work to do. Are you ready to drive your van to my place?” asked John.

“Yes. I’m ready.”

“OK, you drive the van to my house and I’ll go deliver the girl to the police. When I return, we’ll come back and load up the rest of your supplies. How does that sound?”

“It sounds good to me,” said Paul, as he stood up. “John. I really don’t know how to thank you for saving us. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

John stood. They clasped hands, embraced with a quick single slap on the back, and pushed away from each other. “You don’t owe me anything,” said John, sincerely. “I’m just sorry I didn’t come earlier.”

“I’m just glad you came when you did, and that you knew how to take care of the problem. I can see I have a lot to learn if I’m going to survive this disaster,” replied Paul.

“You and me both,” said John. “Now let’s get out of here.”

John closed the garage door as soon as Paul pulled out with the van. He tossed Luanne’s vest into the cab of Darrel’s pickup truck, along with two water bottles and a can of chili, and drove away. As he left the neighborhood, John considered his options in dealing with the woman. A part of him wanted to drive her out to a remote stretch of road, shoot her in the head, and then leave the body, but he knew he couldn’t do that. Despite the fact that she posed a serious threat to their survival, John couldn’t bring himself to execute her for anything less than a witnessed murder. And since she didn’t kill anyone, at least not to his knowledge anyway, he didn’t feel justified in executing her.

He also wasn’t inclined to take her to the cops for all the reasons he already considered, but mostly because the conditions changed even more. With her partner dead and buried in Paul’s backyard, John knew he couldn’t take her to the cops. That pretty much left him with only one option; let the woman go. But where to let her go was a considerable problem. Too close and she could make her way back to the neighborhood, too far and John would put his own survival, and the survival of his family, at risk.

When he reached the highway, John decided to drop her off on the outskirts of a neighboring town just to the south of them, as far from Krum as he could manage. He hoped she would get caught up in the exodus to reach the ash free zone in the south, so when the pickup’s odometer reached twenty-five miles, John began to search for a suitable place to pull over.

He wanted to talk to her a bit before he let her go, so he looked for a place that he could work without attracting any attention. He saw several large grain silos up ahead and pulled in behind one of the adjacent out-buildings. John stopped the truck and climbed out. After lowering the tailgate, he reached in and dragged the woman to the edge of the gate by her ankles. She squealed in fear and surprise as John sat her up and removed her blindfold. She looked around wildly.

“Calm down, Luanne. I’m not going to hurt you,” said John. “I’ll remove your gag and release your hands, but if you scream, I’ll tie you back up and leave you on the railroad tracks over there.” Her eyes got big and she nodded understanding.

With a small pocketknife, John carefully slit the tape by her hair and slowly peeled it away from her mouth. True to her word she remained quiet. He then reached behind her and released her wrists. She immediately brought her hands forward and began to rub her wrists. John handed her a water bottle and said, “Drink this.” She quickly opened the bottle and gulped it down. “Feel better?” he asked.

She studied him for a moment and said, “You won’t get away with this you . . .”

In a flash, John drew his pistol and aimed it at her face. She grew quiet once again. “Now let me explain something to you, Luanne; if you communicate so much as a single threat to me or my family, I’ll shoot you right here and leave your body for the dogs. Do I make myself clear?” She nodded deeply. “Good. Now answer a few questions for me and I’ll let you go. Why did you come to our neighborhood?”

“I don’t know. Darrel knew about it. I think he did some work there once. He said it was a quiet neighborhood, and easy pick’ns . . . that we could take whatever we wanted,” mewed Luanne.

“Including innocent life?”

“I never wanted to hurt those people,” she cried.

“Stop your tears, they won’t work with me. I know you’re harder than that,” spat John. She stopped crying and glared at John with contempt. “What’s the name of my development?” he asked.

“What?”

“Where do I live?” asked John, patiently, as he holstered his pistol.

“I don’t know. It was my first time there. Everything was dark and dusty.”

“I believe you, Luanne. I’ve got your driver’s license, do you still live at the same address?”

“Are you a cop?”

“That doesn’t concern you,” said John, as he returned her license to his pocket.

“I know my rights,” she complained.

“You do? And what rights are those, Luanne?” asked John, genuinely curious about where her mind was at the moment.

“I have a right to . . . to a lawyer.”

“And what rights did the Hernandez family have when you invaded their home?”

“They invited me in.”

“Really? That’s interesting,” said John, with obvious cynicism in his voice. “So when someone invites you into their home, what they’re really saying is come in and beat us, tie us up and rape us, and steal our food before you burn our house down around us? What kind of world do you live in, Luanne?”

“We live in the new world. It’s survival of the fittest. The strong will rule the weak!”

“And what is weakness? Is it weakness not to shoot someone when they’re holding a knife at your wife’s throat?” asked John. He was completely irritated with Luanne and her rationalization for violence. He was already having second thoughts about turning her loose. “Do you think the violence I used against you was unfair?” She was silent, perhaps suspecting a trap. “Answer my question, Luanne. Do you think you are being treated unfairly?”

“No. I guess not, but you killed Darrel.”

“Yes. Darrel is dead, but not by my hands. I know you heard the verbal exchange.”

“You stopped that man from killing me, too,” she said, and lowered her head. “Do you have any more water?”

John pulled another water bottle from his cargo pocket and handed it to her. “Yes, I stopped him from killing you. Did I make a mistake? Should I have let him kill you, Luanne?”

“Thanks for saving me . . .”

John snorted and said, “Well, that’s more than I expected from you. Now I have one more question. What are you going to do with yourself when I let you go?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you mean, what do I mean? What . . . are . . . you . . . going . . . to . . . do . . . when I let you go? Where are you going to go? What are your plans?”

She took another long drink from her water bottle and looked John straight in the eye. “I can be your woman.”

It took all of John’s strength not to laugh in her face. The absurdity of her offer told John everything he needed to know about her life; about how she was raised and who she hung out with. It was sad, and for the first time since subduing her, John actually felt sorry for her. “Luanne, I’ve got a woman. And you don’t need to surrender yourself to any man, but I doubt there’s anything I can say that will help you see yourself as more than just a toy, or puppet, for some worthless turd like Darrel.”

She hung her head and began to sob. John resisted the urge to comfort her. He had to remind himself that she participated in a violent attack on a good family, and that her road to recovery was sufficiently acted upon by John’s mercy. He bent and cut the bonds from her ankles, but she remained seated on the tailgate. “I’m leaving you here, Luanne. There’s a town about three miles down the road. Here’s a can of chili, and your pocket knife.” he said, as he sat the items on the tailgate.

John looked at her sternly and added, “Luanne, if I ever see you again I’ll not show you mercy. Survival of the fittest doesn’t mean the strongest or the most violent people will rule the world. People who rely on violence will always find it waiting for them, just like Darrel. In the end, it will be civilized people who survive, people who know how to build instead of destroy, how to cooperate instead of dominate. Of all the struggles between men, Luanne, you must know one important thing, justice always conquers over injustice. It’s written in the stars.”

She looked at John strangely, but then her look changed to one of surprise as John grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. “It’s why I’m letting you go. I don’t hate you, Luanne. I sincerely hope you find yourself one day. Now take your stuff and get out of here. I’ve got a damaged family to attend to.”

With that, John climbed into the truck and started the engine. He wasn’t sure if Luanne grabbed the chili and knife off the tailgate before he drove away, but he really didn’t care. For some reason, thoughts of Luanne occupied his mind during the entire drive home. He had a strong feeling that he would see her again, and that she would return with trouble, but he wasn’t concerned about it. John had several other and more pressing issues to worry about than Luanne. But one thing was for sure, he would never forget her.
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As soon as John returned from his trip to relocate Luanne, he and Paul began making trips between their two homes. For ease of moving the larger items, John continued to use Darrel’s pickup truck. It was perfect for hauling the children’s twin mattresses, as well as several large plastic containers filled with Marissa’s wants. John and Paul loaded the containers with kitchen utensils and cookware, cold weather gear and other seasonal clothing, and some necessary supplies like medicine, toiletries and toys.

With the ditching of Darrel’s pickup completely abandoned, all John needed was a place to stash it. He wanted to convince Paul to let him park it in his garage, and he spent several minutes telling him how valuable it was. But Paul didn’t need convincing. He agreed with John that the truck was too valuable to discard, especially with its remaining half tank of fuel still in it. John and Paul agreed the fuel alone was worth more than the truck, so keeping it was the only logical thing to do.

With the moving and settling in of the Hernandez family, things around the Anderson house were very busy. The addition of another family was easy once Jenna concluded that conventional accommodations were not practical. She solved the problem by dedicating her entire living room to Marissa. John and Paul made short work out of moving the living room furniture into the dining room, and then they hung several thick moving blankets across the entrance for privacy.

Jenna wasn’t happy with how it turned out, and she offered up the guest room, but Marissa declined, saying they actually preferred the bigger space of the living room and really wanted to stay together as a family. Jenna and Marissa embraced, and the tears flowed freely once again. Not wanting to get caught up in the emotions, John and Paul got to work setting up the new living space. With the twin mattresses on the floor, it looked inadequate to sleep the entire family, so John convinced Paul to return to his house and get the boy’s bunk-bed frame, and Paul’s king-sized top mattress. When complete, the new sleeping arrangements afforded the Hernandez’s plenty of personal space and privacy. Anthony, the Hernandez’s youngest boy, would sleep only with his parents, so the king mattress proved to be a valuable last minute addition.

Thinking of the sleeping accommodations eventually brought John back around to Corbin. He asked him if he wanted his own mattress, but Corbin said he liked sleeping on the cot in Adam’s room, so John dropped the subject. With everyone happy about their sleeping arrangements, John moved on to other important matters, like his daughter. He worried that Abby was feeling a bit overwhelmed with all the boys in the house, but she seemed to enjoy the attention, especially from Marcus and Corbin. Her brother continued to treat her like he always did, with sibling indifference, but the two new boys playfully doted on her, and it made her feel special.

Jenna was also happy about having company. She and Marissa became inseparable, and seamlessly fell into a partnership of cooperation and teamwork. Abby was a big help around the house, but Jenna could push her only so far before she would ask for a break. The arrival of Marissa was both timely and appreciated, as she was not only a great cook, but she worked hard and never complained. With her help, Jenna was able to move much faster in canning the remaining food from the garden and freezer.

Sanitation was the first big challenge for the group to overcome. When the generator wasn’t running the water didn’t flow, and when water didn’t flow the toilets didn’t flush. But that didn’t stop everyone from using them. John groused that everyone must think it was just another day in the park, so he met with Paul to discuss the problem. They called a group meeting, the first of many until things settled into a routine, and discussed the conditions of living in a house without constant running water and electricity.

The sanitation rule to follow was that, when the Christmas lights were on it was OK to use the toilet, but when they were off, which was all night and a good part of the early morning and late evening, everyone was to use the camper’s potty in the powder room. John asked everyone to pee in the empty five-gallon plastic buckets, and close the lid when they were done. He asked them to leave their “solid waste,” which was a new term for the kids, in the pail lined with a garbage bag. John had only one toilet seat for the five-gallon buckets, so he told them they would have to switch it to the appropriate bucket when needed. A large bottle of hand sanitizer sat on the vanity, and John asked everyone to use it before they left the bathroom.

John’s future plan was to use the urine as fertilizer. He remembered reading a Scientific American Magazine article that said urine was loaded with nitrogen, potassium and phosphorus; essentially everything a plant needed to grow strong and healthy. When one part urine was mixed with nine parts water, the solution made an excellent garden fertilizer. He saw the benefits of human-waste fertilizing while stationed in Korea. The pungent solution was most often used in rice patties. But for now, their human waste was dumped in a pit at the farthest corner of the property, which was as far from the well cap as John could manage.

Bathing was also highly regulated by John. He didn’t have an infinite supply of propane or gasoline, so the generator, which was their only means to pump water while the solar panels were covered in ash, meant that the hot-water heaters were an endangered species. It was showers only for all of them, and the routine was simple and direct. The shower procedure was; get wet, soap up, rinse off, and get out. Those who didn’t get dirty or sweaty would be encouraged to go a day or two before showering. That policy didn’t please the ladies, but they agreed to the plan given the situation. As for the kids, they were perfectly fine with skipping an occasional shower.

There was also the issue of laundry. John’s kids were keenly aware of his clothing usage policy, which was to change only their undergarments and socks daily. All outer clothing was to be worn until it could, “stand up on its own,” as Grandma Anderson used to say. Everyone agreed to the house rules, and Paul even developed what he called a, “Power and shower schedule,” which was little more than a way to maximize the use of their available generator time, and put everyone on a predictable bathing schedule. Other daily schedules included look-outs, or security duty, garbage collection, waste hauling and disposal, kitchen duty, babysitting, and laundry, just to name a few. Everyone was busy, but cooperating and getting along very well.

After a hearty spaghetti dinner and kitchen cleanup, two groups naturally formed. The adults sat at the kitchen table to discuss the next day, and the kids went off to watch a movie in the media room. John said they had about two hours of electricity before the generator ran out of gas, so they took off without delay. John told them there was plenty of other entertainment options, such as board and card games, but they said he was “old-fashioned.” He smiled and watched them leave. With the kids occupied with a movie, it gave the adults a perfect opportunity to talk privately.

Earlier, while dinner was being prepared by Paul and Marissa, John found an opportunity to talk privately with Jenna about what had happened to Darrel, and what he had done to release Luanne. John was surprised at Jenna’s lack of remorse for Darrel, and even more surprised at her concern about letting Luanne go. John defended his decision with reason, but he knew Jenna was right, they had not heard the last of her. He told her about it because he wanted her to be aware of the event should it come up in a later discussion, and he was glad that he did.

While sitting at the kitchen table with Paul and Marissa, they took turns examining the leather vest John removed from Luanne. Paul was particularly interested in the vest, and he closely studied the large patch sewn onto the center of the back panel. He ran his finger over a picture profile of a fat man wearing a large Mexican sombrero and carrying a machete in one hand, and a pistol in the other. At the top of the vest, in large red letters, on a gold background, read the word “DESPERADOS.” “What does the one-percent patch mean?” asked Paul, to no one in particular.

John shrugged and said, “One percent is just that, one percent of all the biker gangs that consider themselves independent of civilized behavior.”

Paul, apparently confused by John’s explanation, asked, “What?”

“It’s like this,” answered John, “most biker groups are law abiding. They don’t have the attention of federal or state law enforcement agencies. But there are a few motorcycle groups out there . . . those who operate outside of the law. They call themselves one-percenters’ because they’re not like the other ninety-nine percent of the law abiding motorcycle clubs out there,” finished John.

“How do you know that?” asked Paul.

“Somebody from the Bureau gave us a briefing on domestic terrorist groups while I was on active duty,” answered John.

“Oh,” said Paul, as he continued to examine the vest, “and the MC stands for . . . motorcycle club?”

“That makes sense to me,” replied John.

“And the bottom patch is where they’re from?” asked Paul.

It was obvious to John that it was. The big red letters spelled “FORT WORTH,” the club’s obvious chapter location. He stifled the urge to say something smart-alecky, but instead answered with a simple, “Yes.”

“Look at all these patches on the front,” said Paul, “there’s more patch than leather. Where do they get all these patches?”

“From wherever,” said John with a shrug. “Some, like this one, you can get on-line.”

“What does it stand for?”

“F.T.W stands for, blank the world. And this one is . . .”

“Blank the world?” asked Paul.

John was beginning to lose patience with Paul, and wondered if he was really so dense. Jenna gave him a look, so he took a second to decide how to politely answer Paul’s question without dropping the F-bomb in his own kitchen. “Yeah, when I was in the army it was F.T.A, for ““blank the army.” “Blank is the F-word, Paul.”

Paul was visibly embarrassed by his naivety and quickly changed the subject. “What about this patch, the one that says ‘Enforcer.’ What do you think that means?” he asked.

“Yeah, I was wondering about that too,” said John. “I think it’s the same as a Sergeant at Arms.” Before Paul could ask the next obvious question, John continued with, “A Sergeant at Arms is someone who works for the club president. He’s usually the toughest guy in the club, and a friend of the president. He can organize the other gang members, and is known to hold them to a particular standard of conduct, whatever that may be.”

It was Jenna’s turn to inquire. She pointed at the vest and asked, “John, what does this all mean? Is this biker group a danger to us now?”

Marissa’s response to the discussion was to bury her head in her arms. Paul immediately put his arm around her and asked, “They can’t be that much of a danger, right, John? Besides, if they have women in their group they couldn’t be all that bad, right?”

John understood what Paul was trying to do. He was trying to reassure Marissa. But idealism wasn’t the way to deal with Marissa’s anxiety about possible future attacks. When an enemy presented itself, whether direct or indirect, it was never a good idea to shelf it out of sympathy for someone’s mental health. At least that’s what John always believed. He knew that being a Soldier tended to focus his perspective, but he hated lies, even lies dressed as uncertainty or unlikelihood. It was never a good idea to put an enemy on a shelf with the hope that a better understanding of their capabilities and limitations will come. In war, realism was the only way to roll, and right now they were at war with nature, and mankind. Yes, thought John, Indians have surrounded the fort, and yes, they can burn it down around us. They absolutely needed to consider appropriate response measures to such attack threats. John preferred offense actions to defensive ones, but he didn’t have enough information. He needed better intelligence on the gang. They clearly hadn’t seen the last of them, and if it isn’t them it will be someone else. His bigger question was, when will they attack? He needed help.

He looked at Paul and said, “It’s a biker gang, not a group. They usually don’t allow women in, at least not as patched members, but women are a big part of those gangs, just in ways we don’t really need to talk about right now.” He paused and cleared his throat. “Besides, I’m pretty sure that vest belonged to Darrel. It was way too big for Luanne.”

“Well, it shouldn’t be an issue anymore since you took care of Luanne,” said Paul. “What did the police say?” he asked as he stroked Marissa’s back.

“I didn’t take her to the police, Paul.”

“What?” replied Paul, much too loudly for the group, and the moment. He rose to his feet and asked, “Then what did you do with her? Please tell me you . . . you took care of her?”

“Paul, please sit down and keep your voice down. There’s no reason to get upset,” replied John.

“I am upset,” he moaned. “Did you, or did you not . . . finish her?”

“I did not.” said John.

Paul’s face changed from angry to calm and back to angry in quick successive flashes of emotion. “I knew you didn’t have the guts to kill her,” exploded Paul.

John stood up so quickly that his chair skidded backward on the tile floor with a screech. He was ready to punch the big-mouthed idiot in the face; lay him out for the night. But as soon as the anger presented itself, as soon as it made itself known, John let it pass over and away from him. He spoke calmly and evenly, but with an edge in his voice that was sharp as a knife. “If you ever say something like that to me again you had better be ready to back it up. There’s no honor in killing a defenseless person, Paul!”

The blood drained from Paul’s face and he quickly sat down. Marissa stared at Paul with curiosity that turned to understanding, and then to anger. But to her credit she held her tongue. Jenna also remained quiet, and John was glad he shared the news of the event with her before dinner.

John looked at Paul and added, “I am not a killer, Paul. I wasn’t going to take her out into a field somewhere and execute her. I didn’t take her to the police because I couldn’t. They would have had every reason to come here and question us, and take us into custody.”

“John?” It was Marissa who spoke with calm curiosity, “What happened to the man, to that pig named Darrel?”

With great effort, John avoided looking at Paul. To have done so at that moment would have given Paul away as the definitive killer. “He died from his wounds,” replied John, which wasn’t a complete lie. Darrel clearly died from his gunshot wounds. What John wasn’t willing to say was that it was Paul’s gunshot – delivered to Darrel when he was bound, gagged and blindfolded in the back of his pickup - that killed him.

Marissa stared intently at John for several seconds, as if trying to read his thoughts, and then turned her attention back to Paul. Paul leaned forward and embraced his wife. It was the perfect move to escape his spouse’s visual interrogation, and John approved, though he knew she would question him later. John put his palms on the table and leaned forward. After a moment of calculated silence he resumed his seat. “He’s dead and buried, Marissa. But the woman . . . I drove her twenty miles out and released her. It was the only thing I could do given the circumstances,” replied John.

“John, I apologize for my husband’s behavior . . . for his rudeness.” said Marissa, as if she was presenting an official proclamation between two warring factions.

“Thank you Marissa, but it’s really not necessary. It’s been a long and painful day. I know you are tired. We’re all tired. I think it’s a good time for everyone to get some sleep.”

“Thank you John. Thank you Jenna. You saved our lives today and invited us into your home.” Tears began to spill down her cheeks. “We may never be able to repay our debt to you, but we thank you a thousand times, and we’ll do everything you ask of us, and more even. We are forever in your debt. Without your help we would probably be dead right now. Thank you,” she said, while crying freely and unashamed. She reached over the table and extended a hand to touch Jenna’s and John’s hands.

John was touched by Marissa’s sincerity, and he could see Jenna was too, for she was also freely crying. The two ladies got up and embraced. John and Paul looked at each other, shrugged, and shook hands. With that, the meeting was over. After a few goodnight wishes, and other farewells, everyone separated for the night.
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John settled into bed next to Jenna and closed his eyes. He was absolutely exhausted, but he had never felt more alive, more in tune with his life and surroundings than he currently felt. They talked quietly about a few of the day’s events, and shared an intimate moment together in each other’s arms. Jenna knew John was too tired for anything more than a passionate kiss, so she gave him a pass, and told him to turn off his light and go to sleep. As John reached over to turn off his lamp he noticed he didn’t have a water bottle handy, so he stood up and said, “I’ll be right back, babe.”

“Where’re you going?” asked Jenna, amused.

“I need a bottle of water,” replied John.

As John reached for the door handle, Jenna cleared her throat and said, “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Oh yeah,” said John, and he walked over to Jenna. As he leaned over to give her a kiss, she giggled and said, “No, you big goof, you can’t go walking around the house in your underwear anymore.”

John looked down and laughed. “Oh. You’re right. Sorry love.” He threw on a pair of gym shorts and a t-shirt, and made his way to the kitchen. He was in the mood for ice cold water, but the only source, cold or otherwise, was in the now silent refrigerator. John entered the kitchen and saw Marissa sitting at the kitchen table. She was writing in a thick book under the light of a single flicker candle flame.

“Oh, sorry Marissa. I didn’t expect to find you here,” said John. He was impressed with Marissa’s resiliency and stamina, but figured she’d be sleeping off the day’s trauma by now. She should have been an emotional wreck given all that she endured. “I’ll be out of your way in a minute,” finished John.

“It’s OK, John. I’m just writing in my journal,” she said, with a quick glance up before resuming her writing.

John went to the refrigerator, and with a disposable cup in hand he held it under the water dispenser. It dribbled and sputtered pathetically. “Oops, forgot the water’s off,” he said aloud. After setting the cup on the counter, he opened the dark fridge and grabbed a cold water bottle. He found a partly frozen bottle and removed the lid for a drink. There were several frozen water bottles in the fridge. They were used to fill the empty space; to help keep the food cold during the night. Not feeling the least bit guilty about decommissioning one of the ice bottles, John took a long pull and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He loved cold water, and there was something about thinking he wouldn’t be able to enjoy it much longer that made it that much more enjoyable.

He was about to leave the kitchen without bothering Marissa, but he couldn’t ignore the prompting to say something to her. “Can I say something, Marissa? I don’t want to offend you, or anything, but I just don’t know any other way to say this,” said John.

Marissa put down her pen and looked up at John. The candle light shined warmly on her face, making her look extremely serene. She headed off his question by saying, “Are you surprised that I’m not all tears and sadness?” She locked eyes with John and smiled warmly.

Once again, John was impressed by Marissa. She quickly read his heart and opened the conversation with a discerning question of her own. “I am,” said John, “but only because I’ve seen how other women have responded to such violence. I’m very impressed with your strength and resiliency. It’s very unique,” finished John.

Marissa sighed, and with a finger she pulled a long strand of dark hair from her face and looped it over her ear. “I was raped when I was sixteen,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Today was brutal, but it wasn’t my first experience with such terror.”

John coughed on a mouthful of water, and when he tried to swallow his reply came out as a sputter. “I’m sorry, I . . .”

“John, really, it’s OK,” she replied, and stood as if intending to approach and pat him on the back.

He composed himself and said, “You surprise me once again. You are full of surprises, Marissa, but it does explain a lot.” He coughed and cleared his throat again. “Still, it was a terrible experience, and one that would have ruined a lesser woman. How do you cope with it so well?”

“That’s very kind of you to be so concerned, but the first experience did almost ruin me,” said Marissa, as she returned to her seat. “When I was in the hospital after the first attack, two men from my church came and gave me a blessing. They were my home-teachers, they. . .”

“Your home-teachers?” asked John.

“Yes. In my church, members visit other members at their homes. We call them home-teachers. They delivered a very special spiritual message to me through their prayer, and it has always helped me cope with hard times,” said Marissa.

John knew about home-teachers, but he wasn’t ready to admit it. He just wanted to make sure he heard her right. He moved around the kitchen bar for a quieter conversation, but wasn’t ready to join her at the table. He felt something about her story was going to be important to him, and he didn’t want to miss any of it, but he didn’t want to impose on her. “You’re Mormon, right?” he asked, nonchalantly.

“Yes, we’re called Mormons, but we’re actually members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The term Mormon is a reference to the Book of Mormon, which is an account of the people who lived here long ago. Have you heard of us?” she asked, clearly excited about John’s interest.

“I have,” said John, without leaving a clue about how he heard “So this blessing you got must have been important for you.”

“I always believed blessings are special, but the one I got in the hospital was special because I was unconscious . . . and I didn’t want to come back,” said Marissa.

“Come back?”

Marissa lowered her head. John wasn’t sure if she was deep in thought, or saying a prayer. It didn’t feel right to interrupt her, because he had already done so too many times, so he waited patiently for her to continue. After a short moment, she looked up and spoke in a soft, clear voice. “I was dead John, I left my body and didn’t want to come back. When my home-teacher blessed me, he said things that made me want to come back to my body. I still wasn’t sure though, so an angel brought me back.”

“An angel?” asked John, as he approached the table. “Do you mind if I join you?” He was now very eager to hear her story.

She furrowed her brow curiously and said, “Of course not, it’s your table,” said Marissa, as she studied his face with interest. “I can tell by your reaction that you’re interested in my spiritual experience.”

“You can say that,” said John. “Can you share your story with me? All of it?”

She nodded and continued. “I won’t talk about how I fell into the rapists’ clutches, but while they were raping me I left my body. I slipped completely out of it, John. I know that sounds crazy, and I don’t know how it happened, but I was glad to be out of it because I no longer hurt. I floated up to the corner of the room and saw the two men raping me . . . except they weren’t alone.” Marissa grew silent, contemplative, but not sullen. John thought she was deciding whether or not to continue.

“The men were cruel and ugly, but what I saw when I was out of my body was far worse. The spirits I saw there were even more foul and ugly than the men. They were fighting each other to enter the two men who were raping me. But there was this one spirit . . . I know he was very evil. He was big and ugly . . . their leader or something. He looked up and screamed when he saw that I was out of my body. He reached up for me and I cried out. I screamed and called for the Savior, and the room immediately filled with a blinding white light.” Marissa looked at John to gauge his response, and when she saw that he wasn’t laughing or shaking his head, she continued.

“The evil spirits were gone, and suddenly there was this old man who came running into the room. I don’t know what he said, but he flung the rapists off me like they were rag-dolls, and they ran away. I watched as he covered my body with a blanket. But the strange thing was that he looked up at me as I was floating above him. I was out of my body in the corner of the room, and he could see me. He held up a hand and asked me to come to him, and I did. He guided me back to my body and said that my time on earth was not yet up; that I still had work to do, that I should be strong and brave.

I returned to my injured body, but I don’t remember anything until I woke up in the hospital. It was then that I heard Brother Peterson’s voice. He brought me back. He gave me a blessing that brought me back to consciousness, and blessed me to recover, to regain my health, and to be healed from the physical and emotional abuse I endured. He told me Father knew me personally, and that I was to stand valiant against evil in the last days. His sweet blessing brought me back to life, John.”

Marissa wiped tears from her eyes and studied John’s face for a reaction. John closed his mouth, realizing that it had been hanging open, and swallowed. He said, “I absolutely believe everything you just told me, Marissa. I absolutely do. Did you have help this time too?”

She smiled at John through her tears and said, “Yes, the old man was with me again. He was with me the entire time, but only as a spirit. He said you were coming, that you would take care of everything.”

“That I was coming?” asked John, surprised despite himself. Even though he received a message and a prompting to go to the Hernandez’s home, hearing it from Marissa was somehow more powerful.

“Yes, he said help was coming. Then he touched my forehead and I slipped into unconsciousness. The next thing I remembered was waking up in Paul’s arms. Paul told me how you rescued us,” said Marissa, as she stared into John’s eyes. “I wanted to say thank you in the garage, but it didn’t seem like the right place or time. I know Heavenly Father sent you to us, John,” she finished, as she reached over and took his hands into hers.

“Yes. Yes he did,” replied John. Now it was Marissa’s turn to look surprised. “I’ve got my own stories, Marissa,” said John, “but I think it needs to wait until we’re both better rested. But I do have a question for you.” Marissa nodded, and he continued. “A couple of days ago, Paul said you had a dream about the disaster. Can you share that with me too?”

“He did?” It was John’s turn to nod. “Well, it was, let’s see, a couple of months ago at least. The kids were quiet and Anthony was taking a nap, so I decided to take a nap too. Anyway, just before I woke up I had a dream. I was standing outside and it was raining gray water, though it was more like paint. I was standing under a big umbrella with my kids, but for some reason Paul wasn’t with us. There was a man standing in the gray rain. I waved for him to join us under the umbrella, but he ignored me.

The man was completely gray from the rain, but it didn’t seem to bother him. I watched him turn and walk over to an apple tree. The tree was also gray, but I still knew it was an apple tree. The man reached up and pulled a gray apple off the tree and walked over to hand it to me. I wanted the apple. I needed the apple, but I couldn’t move my arms to take it.

The man looked at me, shook his head, and then dropped the apple to the ground. When his apple hit the ground, all the apples on the tree fell to the ground at the same time. The sound of it was harsh, and the thought of losing all those apples made me cry. My children also began to cry. Then I heard Anthony calling my name and I realized it was real, so I woke up. That’s all there was to it,” she said with a sigh.

John was speechless. To hear another account of an ash related dream made him wonder how many other people might have had one of their own. He wasn’t a dream interpreter, but he thought her dream was a warning to get food. “What do you think it meant?” he asked.

“I can only guess,” said Marissa. “I’ve never had dreams like that before, but I know how it made me feel.”

“And how was that?” asked John.

“It made me want to go out and buy up a lot of food,” she answered, without emotion.

“Excuse me for saying this, but I thought people in your church were supposed to be prepared; to have a food storage?” asked John.

Marissa shrugged. “Food and water,” she added, “but it’s not enforced or anything. Our church doesn’t operate like that. We’ve been told for a long time to have a food storage, but it was hard for us to justify it. I remember my father’s food storage. We ate his dehydrated potatoes and powdered milk all the time, but only because he wanted to rotate his supply. We never had to live off his food storage.” As an afterthought she added, “He still has food he bought back when I was a kid, like wheat, rice and beans.”

“You referenced a very common argument against preparedness just now,” said John. “You said, justify.”

“What do you mean?” asked Marissa.

“I think justifying preparedness is the biggest obstacle for most folks in our generation. You mentioned never having to live off your dad’s food storage, right? Well, to see your dad’s food storage sitting there all those years without him ever needing it . . . that can influence your decision to prepare. I’m sure you’re not alone in that justification. I suspect a lot of people in the church think that way. I certainly did,” replied John.

“You’re a member of the church?” asked Marissa, surprised.

“You can say that. I was baptized at eight. My dad was a member, but my mom wasn’t. It made for some interesting discussions at home, which left a bad taste in my mouth when it came to the subject of religion. I haven’t been back since I joined the army. Anyway, my dad also had a food storage. My mom was OK with it, and she would even buy extra food at the grocery store every month, but it was my dad who did most of the heavy lifting when it came to preparedness.” John paused for a moment and saw interest in Marissa’s face. “When my dad died I was given all his food storage. My mom didn’t want it, and said if I didn’t take it she was going to give it away, so I took it. It’s what I used to start my own food storage when I retired from the army.”

Marissa was quiet, contemplative even, as she studied John’s face in reply. Her brown eyes were filled with understanding and compassion. “Paul and I were raised in member families, but Paul was never interested in food storage. Money was always an issue for him, and so was storing the food. I did what your mom did, I bought extra food every time I went grocery shopping, but Paul figured it out and asked me to stop.”

“There’s a ton of reasons to justify not having a food storage,” said John, “and they can all be overcome with intent. Things like cost, space, and even time, are lifelong challenges, but we always find a way to overcome them when it’s about something we really want to have.”

Marissa nodded once, and John slipped into a well-rehearsed pro-prepper dialogue. “I know many people who think they don’t need to prepare because the government, or some private relief organization like the American Red Cross, will come to their rescue after a disaster.” John locked eyes with Marissa and said, “And that’s a poor excuse even for small disasters.” John shook his head and said, “I met a lady who told me she’d rather die than live through a disaster. It’s not easy penetrating that desire with logic.

This disaster is like nothing we’ve ever seen before . . . it is way too big for the government to handle. And even if they could leverage the entire stateside military as a relief effort, it would be impossible for them to influence the destructive outcome of the disaster. They’re struggling as much as we are. We won’t see any rescue or relief effort for this disaster, which means we’ll be on our own for a long time.” John rubbed his eyes and asked, “How many of our neighbors do you think are prepared for this disaster?”

Marissa stared silently at John, sighed, and then said, “I think there’s another church family in our neighborhood, but I don’t know for sure.”

“Church membership obviously isn’t an indicator of preparedness,” replied John, as he looked at his hands. Marissa and Paul were supporting evidence for that conclusion, but he didn’t want to make it a point. “People are motivated to prepare for reasons other than the counsel of their church leaders. Do you happen to know of anyone else in our neighborhood that might have food and water?”

Marissa shook her head and said, “No. I don’t.”

John snorted and said, “I’m sure there’s a few people who thought they were prepared, but won’t it be interesting to see if the other church family comes knocking on your door asking for help.”

“Do you think they’ll do that?” asked Marissa.

“We’ll see,” said John. “Once the ash is less imposing I’m sure people will begin to venture out in search of food and water. I won’t be surprised to see a lot of door-to-door activity going on. That’s when everything will start getting interesting. When the food starts running out . . . things will get very interesting around here. I sure hope you guys are up to the challenge.”

“Do we have a choice?” she asked.

John snorted again and said, “Good point. We really don’t have a lot of choices to make anymore. John looked at her, and with genuine sincerity he declared, “I want you to know that we’re really glad you’re here with us. We can use your help. I also want you to know that you guys are a part of our family now . . . and what’s ours is yours.”

Marissa closed her journal and stood. John also stood, and waited while she walked around the table to hug him. “Thanks for saving our lives, John. And thanks for taking us in.” She released John, and as she reached for her journal on the table, she added, “And I know you’re covering for Paul . . . that he had something to do with Darrel’s death, but I’ll take care of that myself. Goodnight, John. You’re a good man, and a God send.”

Before John could respond, Marissa left the kitchen and was gone. John grabbed the candle and made his way through the kitchen. He could find his way through the house blindfolded, but he wanted to check the duty roster before he returned to bed. He saw that Marcus, Paul’s oldest boy, was on watch until zero-one-hundred hours. With a puff of air, John blew out the candle and set it on the kitchen counter. He found Marcus sitting at the foot of the stairs, reading a book under his flashlight.

“Hey, Marcus,” whispered John. Marcus didn’t flinch at John’s voice, which told John that he was either engrossed in his book, or he already heard John coming. John suspected the later. “What’re you reading?”

“Hey Mr. Anderson. I heard you talking with my mom.”

“Yeah, your mom’s quite a lady. That book looks familiar.”

“It’s a trapping book by some guy named, Buckshot. It’s really cool. It shows you how to set snares and traps for animals. Is it OK if I read it? I found it in that pile of books over there,” asked Marcus, as he pointed to the short pile of books on the floor by John’s den. It was one of the books he and Adam recovered from Corbin’s house.

“Of course you can read it,” said John. “I have a box of wire and other stuff that you might find interesting. I’ll show it to you tomorrow.” John put a hand on his shoulder and asked, “When does your shift end?”

“One o’clock,” answered Marcus.

“And what are your duties?”

“Walk around . . . quietly, so I don’t wake anybody up. Check the doors, and look out the upstairs window and watch for anything suspicious . . . and report it.”

“And who do you report to first?”

Marcus smiled. “I report to you first.”

“And how do you alert me?” asked John, impressed with the young man’s demeanor.

“I scream bloody murder if it’s an emergency, but if it’s something strange, like a sound or something moving, I go straight to your room and quietly wake you up,” he answered, proudly.

“Very good, Sergeant Marcus. I’m impressed.”

“Really?” asked Marcus, apparently thinking John was pulling his leg.

“Very impressed. You know your orders and your special instructions. You would make a really good Soldier.”

“Cool,” said Marcus.

John stood and said, “Keep up the good work, Soldier. I’ll see you in the morning,” and he offered the boy a casual salute.

Marcus shot up, and with a smile on his face, said. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

John returned to his room and wasted no time getting comfortable in his bed. Jenna was sound asleep, and wanting to feel her body heat he moved close to her. As he lay there, willing his mind to clear, he kept thinking of Eli. John wondered if he would see him again. Every night since John learned about the disaster he experienced a vision or some other spiritual event. He didn’t know if that was some kind of trend, but he wanted it to be. There was something strangely alluring about being in contact with the spirit world. The spirit world - that sounded a little off to John. It was like some kind of weird TV show or something. It wasn’t weird at all though, just different, and very real. Just as sleep overcame him, John thought that the other side of the veil seemed more real than this side.
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It felt as if he was being pulled down through the bed and into the floor. John tried to move, but many firm hands gripped his arms and legs. He tried to raise his head and couldn’t, nor could he cry out. A single large and heavy hand covered his entire face. He was defenseless, helpless to respond to the unknown but powerful threat that assaulted him.

The downward movement suddenly stopped and John was free to stand. Now completely out of his body, John watched in amazement as Sarrif masterfully wielded a sword against John’s numerous attackers. The largest attacker, the one that held John’s head, was the first to taste Sarrif’s wrath. In movements too fast to be physical, Sarrif lopped off the demon’s head. The grotesquely featured head spun lazily on its ear until it came to a rest in the corner of the room.

With the leader eliminated, Sarrif made short work of the remaining evil spirits. He moved through them quickly, in a blur, effortlessly dispatching them one after another. John never saw anyone move so fast before. Sarrif moved as if the demons were merely standing still. Suddenly, in a flash of awareness, John was able to match time with Sarrif’s, and watch him move. His guardian dispatched the remaining demons with a casual flick of his wrist, the long blade of light moving as if through air. Nothing impeded the bright blade, not demon flesh, bone or armor. And, when hacked or impaled by the sword, the demons appeared to simply de-atomize and vanish.

But even at matched speed, John had to closely watch Sarrif’s movements to see the details. Sarrif gracefully swung the four-foot blade of silver light as if it was an extension of his arm, and he didn’t stop moving until the last of the demons were gone. The ballet of death lasted less than a few seconds, but in that short amount of time, John saw enough detail to admire Sarrif’s martial skill. Every detail, every attack angle and thrust point, every step and turn of his body as he moved through to engage the demon host, was absorbed by John. With a final flourish of the sword, Sarrif sheathed it and looked at John.

“Nice work, Sarrif,” said John.

Sarrif bowed and smiled. “Yes, nothing like a little combat to wake you up. Are you OK?”

“Yes, I’m fine . . . thanks to you. I was a little startled at first. I wasn’t sure what was going on. It felt like I was being pulled down, but then I was suddenly released. That’s when I saw the leader’s head spinning in the corner,” answered John. “Why didn’t the head disappear with the rest of him?” asked John, as he walked to the corner and tapped the head with his toe.

“To answer your first question, you were released when I removed the leaders head,” answered Sarrif. “His head didn’t leave because I want to use it. I thought we’d send it to the enemy camp . . . as a sign and a warning.”

“Do they really die when you kill them?” asked John.

“A true death, even a final death, will come for some, but it’s not yet time for such as that. But this one here,” said Sarrif, as he bent to pick up the demon’s head by one of its long pointy ear, “is now in exile. He will not bother us again. As for the rest of them,” said Sarrif with a shrug, “when slain, they are merely sent back from whence they came, only with much less vitality. They lose a bit of themselves with every defeat. It takes time to heal, and even longer for them to return and cause trouble.”

“Hell?” asked John.

“Indeed,” answered Sarrif, as he lifted up the demon’s head to better examine it. He wrinkled his nose and said, “We need a basket for this filth. Here,” said Sarrif, as he handed the large head to John. The beach ball sized head was surprisingly light, and also about as heavy as a beach ball. John bounced it in his hands twice and switched his grip to the demons ear like Sarrif had done.

As John examined the head, bright blue light caught his attention. He turned and saw light rising up from the floor and accumulate in Sarrif’s downturned palms. His guardian chanted something that John couldn’t hear, but he knew the words were sacred. The light continued to pour upward from the ground and collect in Sarrif’s palms, and when he was satisfied with the amount of energy he held, he moved his hands to his front. In moves that reminded John of Tai Chi, Sarrif rotated his hands and arms in a tight circle to form the energy into a ball. Then, with the energy ball resting in one hand, Sarrif began to sweep his arms around in a fluid motion of offering. Before releasing the energy, he brought the ball to his chest before pushing it away.

John was completely mesmerized by Sarrif’s movements, and watched in wonder as he took the ball of energy and formed it into the shape of a basket. He looked at John and said, “Place the head in the basket.” John did as he was asked and dropped the demon’s head into the newly created energy basket. Sarrif handed the basket to John.

“What do you want me to do with it?” asked John, still amazed at Sarrif’s display of energy manipulation and control, but not quite sure what he was supposed to make of it.

With an extended finger, Sarrif pointed downward and said, “Send it down, of course. You’ve been down there. You know where to send it.”

“But how do I do it?” asked John, confused and excited. If Sarrif knew he could send the basket to hell, then it must be possible.

“It’s easy, just send it to where you want it to go,” answered Sarrif.

John did as he was instructed. He released the basket and willed that it travel to hell, to the very dungeon where he had been tortured. He watched it pass through the floor and travel at great speed until it reached its destination. “There, it’s done. I saw it arrive. I saw it in my mind. It landed on the dungeon floor. But when it arrived the basket disappeared. Only the head remained.”

“Yes, the energy I used to make that basket will not abide the darkness. It will work for you when you’re down there, but you have to be near it, in direct command of it,” replied Sarrif. “Come, let’s walk awhile and talk. We should not disturb more of Jenna’s sleep.”

“How can we disturb her sleep when I’m on this side?” asked John with a glance at his wife. As if on cue, Jenna stirred softly and rolled to her opposite side.

“Her spirit is open to yours, John. You can talk together . . . but she would not remember it when she woke.” Sarrif looked at John and continued, “And, like your first experience, she would feel very tired. But that should wait. We have work to do. Come . . . let’s go to the kitchen and not disturb her.”

John watched as Sarrif walked straight to the kitchen. He passed through walls and furniture without deviating from his direct route. John wasn’t as comfortable passing through the shadows of physical things, so he assumed a more traditional route to the kitchen. But when he reached the bedroom door he was forced to pass through it, finding that he couldn’t open it with the doorknob. Passing through the door was a strange experience for him. The door felt alive, and since he wasn’t sure what to make of it, he passed through quickly.

When John reached the kitchen, Eli was talking with Sarrif. “Hello, Papa. Sarrif said you had some unwelcome visitors,” said Eli.

“Unwelcome, yes, but I wouldn’t call them visitors,” replied John, dryly.

“Well . . . we’re going to take care of that right now. We’re going to put protection up around your house, and we want your help,” said Eli.

“OK,” said John, “what do you want me to do?”

Sarrif and Eli looked at each other and smiled. Eli turned to John and said, “That’s one thing I love about you, Papa, your ability to adapt to new things. First, we’re going to set a beacon of light. It will be set here in your kitchen. You and Sarrif will anchor it on this end, and I will run it up. Are you ready?”

“I’m ready,” replied John.

“Stand opposite of Sarrif, about three feet apart, and kneel. As you form the light with Sarrif, I will pull it up. Continue to build up the light until I return. Ready?”

John nodded and said, “I’m ready.”

“Good. Then here we go.”

John knelt across from Sarrif and followed his instructions. Then suddenly, rising up from the ground, there emerged a beam of the brightest azure light John had ever seen. The beam filled the space between them and began to quickly shoot high up into the sky. It grew brighter and stronger with every passing moment. John remembered the beacon of light at the gate of illusion, but this one was cleaner, stronger, and brighter. He also felt the intensity and purpose of it, as if it was meant for much more.

Sarrif met John’s eyes and said, “We will now anchor the light. When I say three, bring your palms to the ground and hold them there. Ready . . . one, two, three.” At the count of three, Sarrif and John brought their palms to the ground and leaned into them. They held the position for several seconds until Sarrif said, “OK, it is set. Eli has returned. We are done.”

Eli stood next to them and said, “The beacon is set. It is now an open line to heaven. Now for the shield.” Eli moved like Sarrif did when he made the basket, but Eli’s movements seemed more pronounced and exaggerated. When he finished, Eli held a ball of energy in his hands, but he held it for several seconds before releasing it. The ball of energy hovered in the center of the room, to one side of the beacon, before it began to expand. Like a giant bubble, the energy grew past the three men, and continued beyond the kitchen, the house, and out into the yard.

John watched in fascination as the barrier expanded, and he wondered how big it would grow until Eli stopped it about fifty yards from the front door. Eli then went to the barrier wall and began moving his hands over the surface. The wall went from a fluid state of energy, to one of solid interlocking crystal panels. It was very beautiful, and John had a thousand questions about what he had just witnessed. He opened with his most pressing question, “Can I do that?”

Eli and Sarrif both smiled, but it was Eli who replied. “Papa, everything we have done with Ka, with energy, as you call it, you already know how to do. We learned it together . . . from the same master.”

John was confused. How could he know how to use energy to create things, but not know? “I don’t understand? How can I know how to use energy . . . Ka, and have no memory of it when I’m with you on this side?” he asked.

Eli nodded and said, “It’s a matter of convergence . . . and acceptable allowances,” replied Eli. “You’re not at a point yet where everything you know about yourself is available to you. You knowing all about yourself would upset the balance between both sides. And it would affect your lifeline. But is it not true that knowing you know will make it easier for you to work with it? You don’t need your remembrance to use Ka, the Earth’s energy, like we do,” replied Eli. “With time, everything will return to you, papa, but for now just know that there’s a reason, and a season, for all things when it comes to you and your life.”

John quietly considered Eli’s words. He had so many questions, but he didn’t know where to start. He wondered if that was their intention, to give him so much to think about that he couldn’t focus on any one subject. John laughed and said, “Well, I can see I’ve got a lot of catching up to do. But tell me, will the barrier you just put up keep the enemy out?”

Eli nodded and said, “The barrier will hold . . . at least long enough to allow us to make additional preparations for your protection. The enemy is interested in you, so that means things will probably get interesting around here, but you’re safe now.”

“What’s the purpose of the beacon of light?” asked John.

“It will serve many purposes, but it is designed to attract attention. It will draw many here - many who are lost and looking for the light,” replied Eli.

“Lost spirits?” asked John.

“Yes. Those who left their earthly bodies but remained down here. They are lost in that they have not returned home.”

John remembered what he learned about LS’ before, but was grateful for the refresher. Still curious, he asked, “Were they the same spirits that attacked me?”

“No,” answered Eli, “You were attacked by evil spirits . . . those who serve the enemy. They are those who were cast out of heaven for rebellion. But some lost spirits do serve the enemy. Those who have lead foul and evil lives on earth are his minions. But most lost spirits are just that, lost. Your beacon is already calling to them.”

“But if it calls to the lost spirits, won’t it also call to the evil spirits?” asked John.

“Yes, but not as an attraction. They will come to torment, deter and hinder the lost spirits who are seeking the light. That means you, your home anyway, will now be a target. You and Sarrif will devise a contact plan for when you are in your body, but you will need to learn how to leave your body without being pulled from it. To do that you will have to achieve a meditative state very quickly, and that will take practice. That will become an important part of your gatekeeping responsibilities, to learn and teach others how to reach a meditative state,” said Eli, as he stepped close and embraced John.

“But I must return now, papa. I know a lot has transpired for you in a very short amount of time. I wish we had more time to prepare, but time is short. A lot of important events are in motion, and we have to keep pace with them or we will fail. Practice your meditation exercises. I will see you again as soon as I can. I have to attend to other matters and I’ll be away for a while, but Sarrif will remain with you. He will help you. I love you.” And with that, Eli slipped into the beacon of light and disappeared.

John turned to Sarrif and asked, “So . . . about meditation?”

“It’s easy, really. You already know how, but once you understand what you’re actually trying to achieve through it, it will be much easier. The link between spirit and body is through the mind. When you learn to control your mind, then you will control your body . . . even leave it at will. Your spirit doesn’t need controlling because your spirit is you, your true self. When you’re in your body the struggle for control begins. The body is natural. It belongs to the earth, and it craves all things of the earth. Because it craves all things physical, it must be controlled. You learned this when you traveled the gates,” said Sarrif.

“But how is it that I am able to separate from my body in the first place?” asked John, “It can’t be common. Have I always been pulled out and now I’m just remembering the experience? And I thought you had to have a near-death experience to be able to leave your body,” said John, excitedly.

“Oh, John, but you did have a near-death experience. Don’t you remember the head injury you received when you were a young boy?” asked Sarrif.

John remembered the accident. In fact, he remembered it so well that he often relived it in all its detail. The cause of the accident was a white aluminum swing set accented with red and blue stripes wound around the main pipes like long flowing ribbons. The set supported a simple aluminum slide, a swing that hung from chains, and a hanging bar. But John’s favorite piece of equipment on the set was the swinging, two-seat carriage. John loved swinging in the hanging carriage. He would stand on the middle of the platform as he held on to the uprights, and then swing the carriage high into the air until his body was nearly horizontal with the ground.

One day, while playing alone out back, John had an overwhelming urge to low-crawl under the carriage as it hung slack on the center beam of the set. While sliding low on his belly, he crawled easily under the stationary carriage. But that wasn’t challenging enough. It wasn’t daring enough for young Johnny, so he stood up and gave the carriage a really big push. He then dropped to the ground and began to low-crawl under the swing while it was moving.

What young John didn’t realize was that the descent angle, or the leading arc of the carriage’s outer corner, was well within his low-crawl space. So as he inched his body forward on his belly, the sharp metal edge of the carriage struck him on the top of his head with enough force to knock him unconscious and slide him back in the dirt several inches. He was really lucky the blow didn’t kill him, for the wound resembled that of a war axe.

John emerged from unconsciousness twice, once while his dad was holding him over a kitchen sink as it filled with blood, and again when his dad was racing him to the hospital through red lights with a blaring car horn. John regained full consciousness while a doctor was stitching up the top of his head. He opened his eyes to see nothing but a green stitching apron draped over his head, and it really freaked him out. His dad quickly calmed him down and told him to be calm while the doctor finished stitching him up. The wound required ten sutures, but the only thing that changed for John was that his head had been shaved clean. He wanted to see the wound, but he couldn’t because it was covered by a big white bandage. And he really didn’t mind losing his hair, which stayed short from then on, because the big bandage taped to the top of his head was really cool. All the kids in his Kindergarten class thought so, anyway. That same day, John’s dad disassembled the swing set and threw it away.

“That was my near-death experience?” asked John, after he reflected on the accident.

“You don’t have to go into cardiac-arrest to have a near-death experience, John,” replied Sarrif, “and remembering the experience also isn’t a qualifier either. You could have been called home from that accident. People are called home for a lot less than what you experienced with the swing set. It just wasn’t your time.”

Sarrif’s explanation helped John understand how he went from dreams and visions to being pulled out of his body, but it didn’t answer the one important question that remained, “Why me? What did I do to deserve this . . . this ability . . . this attention?”

“I can’t answer that. I haven’t been allowed to see your life line moving forward. But if your past work is an indication of your worth, then I say you were well chosen,” said Sarrif, as he looked at John and smiled, “So, how do you want me to get your attention?”

“Can you yell at me again . . . like you did before the near miss with the dump truck?”

“I can, but I was thinking of something a little more subtle, like touching you. Where do you think you will best feel my hand? On your shoulder?”

“I don’t know. Will what I’m wearing interrupt the contact?” asked John.

“Only if what you’re wearing interrupts the feeling. But you’re right, we should use something that’s routinely exposed. How about your ear?”

“We can try. Sure, so if I feel you tickle my ear I can assume you need my attention?” asked John.

“Exactly. But knowing I need to talk to you is only half the problem. You will have to learn to relax enough to leave your body, or at least hear me talk to you more clearly,” added Sarrif.

“I can try to take a nap,” said John.

“A nap is an option, but you can achieve a relaxed state without falling to sleep.”

“My relaxed state is sleep,” replied John.

“True,” replied Sarrif, “but sleep is farther down than you need to go to communicate with me. There’s a place between awake and sleep that’s optimal for communication. Many call it a meditative state, it’s a state of balance between the two. It’s achieved when the two halves of your brain, the left and the right hemispheres, are synchronized. It’s perfect for communication and separation.”

“How do I achieve that balance?” asked John.

“There are several ways, but relaxation is paramount. Remember what you learned long ago from your army friend. You must first clear your mind of all negative thoughts, then entirely relax your body, and then center and control your breathing. You can also talk with Jenna, she used a meditative technique when she delivered Adam and Abby.”

“You’re right. I totally forgot about that. Good idea,” replied John. “I even think she has a book on the subject.”

They spent the next half hour talking about how to draw upon and use energy, and how to engage in armed and unarmed combat. It was strange talking about spiritual action, for John always assumed everything was accomplished by will alone. Sarrif informed him that “will,” as John called it, was not sufficient to work on this side. Searching for a word that John would understand, Sarrif offered, “It requires an appointment, or a calling. Not everyone can do what we do, nor do they want to. There are other required . . . conditions . . . as well, but most of them were met before you even took a body.” Sarrif stared at John and added, “If you haven’t yet figured it out . . . you’re a special person, with special abilities, John.”

Uncomfortable with Sarrif’s intense focus, John pushed the discussion to the use of energy. Sarrif told him that energy had many sources, but the earth was the best source of energy for doing work on the earth. It had everything to do with how energy interacts with its environment. John didn’t understand the finer points of Sarrif’s explanation, like how energy could literally come alive when formed into a creature, but he understood enough to feel comfortable about moving forward with the discussion. Sarrif demonstrated the words and movements to call upon earth’s energy, and then had John practice it a few times.

Like Sarrif, John enjoyed talking about combat more than energy. But Sarrif reminded John that the developed and refined use of energy would eliminate the need for weapons altogether. “This sword,” said Sarrif, “is made of energy, though not of earth’s energy.” He drew the sword and said, while handing it to John, “Combat on this side is obviously different. Many of the laws that apply to the physical world do not apply to combat on this side; like the ability to slow down, stop or even reverse time, or jump from place to place,” added Sarrif.

“I thought you slowed down time. The enemy you killed looked like they were standing still,” replied John.

“You saw my movements then?” asked Sarrif.

“Yes, of course. Why?”

“That means you can already control time, which is good. The only way you could have seen me move is if you were able to match time with me,” replied Sarrif.

A light went off in John’s head, and he realized that his previous assentation about his quickness was wrong. Time didn’t slow down for him because of adrenalin, it slowed down because he was tapping into his innate spiritual abilities. John’s spiritual abilities were bleeding through into his physical life. “I understand,” was all he could say given the new awareness. “It’s an ability I already possess,” said John.

“Exactly,” replied Sarrif “and you have more abilities than you realize. Many more than I possess, you have only to discover them.”

“Can’t you just tell me what they are so I can begin working on them?” asked John with a grin.

“You know I cannot,” replied Sarrif with a grin of his own. “But you will find them quickly. I have seen it. But now you should return to your body, it does not rest well when you are away from it, and you need your rest. And drink plenty of water,” added Sarrif.

“Seriously?”

“Of course, you must keep your body fully hydrated. The brain is the first to suffer when you are dehydrated, so drink water.”

Sarrif accompanied John to his bedroom and said “adieu,” as John lowered himself into his body. The cold wet feeling of his body was unpleasant, but he was getting used to it. He heard the clicking sound of the reunion and inwardly sighed. A part of him clung to the comfort of his body, but the spiritual part of him longed for more freedom; the freedom to do things he couldn’t do while in his body. John wondered if he could leave his body without being pulled out by Eli and Sarrif, or yanked out by evil spirits. He decided to begin working on reaching a meditative state as soon as possible.

He opened his eyes to see if he could see Sarrif, but everything was dark and quiet through his physical eyes. John rubbed his ear, thinking a fine hair or thread had tickled him. He turned to his side and his other ear was tickled. He reached up to scratch it and realized what was happening, Sarrif was conditioning him for the agreed upon contact. John smiled and gave Sarrif a thumb’s up. It must have worked because his ears stopped tickling.

The bedroom clock told John that his conversation with Eli and Sarrif had lasted less than fifteen minutes of real time. John shook his head in amazement, yawned, and stretched his back and arms. He had the early morning watch, the period of time most commonly used by the enemy to launch attacks, which meant he was the only one to pull duty at a fixed time. If he could only manage to fall asleep, he’d enjoy another two hours of rest. John cleared his mind, relaxed his body, and began to control his breathing. Sleep embraced him, quickly and mercifully.
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“John! John, wake up. There’s someone outside.”

John opened his eyes to see Paul leaning over him, a hand resting on his shoulder as he rocked him lightly. “OK, Paul. I’m awake. Give me five minutes.” Paul turned to leave the room and John stopped him with a question, “Did you say someone was outside?”

Paul turned and stopped. “Yes, someone is parked out front, by the mailbox.” he whispered, as he walked back to take a knee next to John who was now sitting up in bed. “I thought I saw a door open, but I didn’t see anyone get out. I just thought you’d want to know.”

“Is everything OK?” asked Jenna, groggily, from her side of the bed.

“Everything’s fine, love. Go back to sleep. I’ll be done in a sec,” replied John, in a quiet and soothing voice. Jenna rolled over without reply and returned to sleep. John wished he could join her for a few more hours. He was tired, and irritated with himself for having to be shaken awake by Paul. You’re losing your edge, John, he thought, but then reminded himself of why he was so tired. John switched on the battery-powered lamp. The cone of bright, white, LED light illuminated the nightstand, and revealed his pistol, hand-held radio, a small Surefire flashlight, and his semi-useless cellphone. He grabbed the phone and instinctively tried to check his email before reminding himself that those days were gone. After turning off the phone’s alarm, he told Paul, “Keep an eye on the truck. I’ll meet you upstairs in a couple minutes.” Paul stood, then turned to leave. “And Paul, let me know immediately if you see anyone moving around outside, OK?”

“Sure, John. No problem,” answered Paul in a whisper, as he turned to leave the room.

John dressed quickly and slipped the pistol into his waistband. He climbed the stairs and entered the guest room to find Paul standing at the window, the heavy blackout curtain pulled aside a few inches. The house was quiet except for the sound of light snoring coming from Adam’s room. John didn’t know if the snores were Adam’s or Corbin’s, since they were both capable of serenading the house at night, but it never bothered him. It reminded him of barracks life. “Any change?” asked John in a low voice as he moved to stand next to Paul.

Paul let the heavy curtain fall across the window and said, “No. It looks like whoever they are, they’re staying put.” He stepped away from the window to allow John access. John moved the curtain aside and he could barely make out the silhouette of a large pickup sitting on the street in front of his mailbox. John felt there was something vaguely familiar about that truck.

“How long has it been sitting there?” he asked.

“About thirty minutes . . . I think?” replied Paul

“You think?” asked Pete.

“Well, they could have been there longer, I just don’t know. I noticed them about thirty minutes ago.”

John continued to study the truck for several minutes and said, “I think I know who it is.”

“Someone you know?” asked Paul.

“Yeah. But I’m not entirely sure, just a hunch really, but I think that’s Pete’s truck.”

“A friend of yours?”

“Yes. A very good friend,” said John.

“What do you want to do?”

“We’ll have better illumination when the sun begins to rise,” paused John, as he looked at his watch, “in about an hour. I don’t want to sneak up on him, and I know he doesn’t want to sneak up on us. I think it’s best if we sit tight for now. Can you go wake up Adam for me?” asked John.

“I’ll keep watch,” replied Paul.

“Are you sure? Your shift is almost over.”

“I’m fine. I won’t be able to get back to sleep anyway.”

“OK. Thanks,” said John. “I need to use the can. I’ll be back in a minute.” Paul nodded once and pulled the curtain aside to watch the truck. John left him standing in the window and went to use the bathroom. As he descended the stairs, he thought of Pete. Adding Pete to his survival group filled him with excitement and hopeful anticipation. It would be more than he could have ever asked for, almost better than his planned arrival even. John left him with an open invitation more than a week ago, but he never thought it would come to pass.

Pete was more than a friend, he was a brother in arms, a better Soldier than himself. He would be a huge asset to their small company of survivors. John wondered if Bonnie was with him, but only for a moment. She had to be, they were as inseparable as he and Jenna. Pete also adored his two boys, but they were grown and gone, each having joined the army to follow in their father’s footsteps. John couldn’t remember where Pete’s boys were currently assigned, but if he could have brought them with him he would have, and they, too, would have been warmly greeted.

John finished his bathroom duty and pumped a glob of hand-sanitizer into a palm. He rubbed his hands together vigorously until they were dry. As a young officer, he studied lessons learned from the Soviet Army. They had practiced very poor field sanitation during their occupation of Afghanistan in the 80’s. Their cooks, in particular, practiced the worst field hygiene of all. They reportedly never washed their hands, smoked directly over the food they cooked, and urinated and defecated within feet of their field kitchens. Water purification was also a factor, but he remembered more than forty-percent of the Soviet Army contracted some kind of debilitating sickness due to poor field sanitation practices. It wasn’t the sole contributing factor to their withdrawal from Afghanistan, but it was believed to be a major contributing factor. John considered them every time he used hand sanitizer, and he wondered about his need to associate.

He knew the importance of field sanitation, especially now that the hospital, which was once a reasonable hope of immediate and reliable medical care, was beyond their reach in every way. With the hospital no longer an option, every cut or scrape, no matter how small, was a potential life threatening injury due to the risk of infection. That was something they couldn’t afford, to lose someone to infection during the disaster.

Before the disaster, serious injuries weren’t much of a concern to John, but that changed overnight. And medical doctors, they were worth their weight in gold. He wished he knew there was one in the neighborhood, but there wasn’t. John had a generous supply of over-the-counter medications, for everything from headaches and coughs, to constipation and diarrhea, but he had no prescription drugs, no antibiotics, and no pain killers. He had nothing for serious medical emergencies except a comfortable supply of insulin for Abby, and he didn’t want to think about what would happen when they ran out.

After grabbing two granola bars and a bottle of water from the kitchen, John returned to the guest room. He handed a granola bar to Paul and traded places with him at the window. “I think Marissa’s up,” said John. “I heard her talking to one of your boys in the living room.”

“Yeah, she’s an early riser,” said Paul. “She’ll probably go to the kitchen and start breakfast. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Of course not,” answered John.

“I know you two were talking in the kitchen last night,” said Paul, demurely, as if he wasn’t quite sure how John would react to his indirect implication of impropriety.

John took a moment to consider how to respond to Paul’s statement. He wasn’t sure what point Paul was trying to make, but he knew honesty was the only option for Paul. Without leaving the window, John said, “Yes, we talked for a little while last night.”

Paul sat on the corner of the guest bed and sighed out a question, “Did you tell her I killed Darrel?”

“I did not,” replied John. “I didn’t think it was my place. That’s between you and her.”

“What else did you guys talk about?” asked Paul.

John was getting uncomfortable with Paul’s line of questioning, but he also wanted to settle his nerves. “Paul, you should talk to her about it. It’s not wise to talk to a man about his wife. There’s a chance he’ll hear something he won’t like, and then take it personally.”

Paul seemed to consider John’s words for a moment and said, “I know Marissa very well. We’ve been married for a long time. I know she was moved by your heroics . . .”

“Paul, wait a second,” John interrupted, “my actions in no way . . .”

“It’s OK, John,” said Paul, interrupting John in his own turn. “Really. I’m not jealous. It’s not like that at all . . . but did she tell you she was raped when she was a young girl?”

John nodded and said, “She did.”

“So then you probably also know about her . . . her so-called spiritual experience?” asked Paul.

Once again John carefully considered his next words. If Paul thought Marissa’s spiritual experiences were “so-called” then he would very likely think John’s experiences were down-right crazy.

“You don’t believe her?” John asked.

“It’s not that I don’t believe her, it’s just that I think she exaggerates a little. I think the stress of the rape messed with her mind . . . that’s all,” replied Paul.

“I’m sorry, Paul, but that’s the same thing as not believing,” answered John. “What is it about her story that you don’t believe?”

“Well, you know we’re Mormon, right?”

“I do. Yes.”

“Well, then you might also know we don’t believe in that kind of thing.”

John asked, “What kind of thing?” He was now very curious to see where Paul was taking his argument.

“You know, the stuff about leaving your body, seeing angels, and that kind of stuff,” replied Paul.

John wasn’t entirely convinced Paul believed his own words, but he wanted to understand Paul’s rationale. “So you think Marissa’s story is delusional?”

“I guess so. I mean, I’m not a mental health counselor or anything, but I think her experience caused her to dive deep into her subconscious, you know, as a way to leave the rape behind. I think she imagined the entire angel thing as a coping mechanism.”

John realized he was at a cross-roads with Paul. He could play along with his shallow psychological evaluation of his wife and avoid a potential conflict, or he could come clean and tell him something of his own beliefs on spirituality. “Paul, I believe Marissa. And I have good reason to believe her.”

Paul put his hands on the bed as if he meant to stand, but he remained seated. He looked at John as if he was unsure how to proceed, and waited for John to continue. John saw the turmoil in his eyes; saw how Paul seemed to hope John wasn’t one to believe such nonsense. “I . . . what do you mean?” he managed to say.

“What I mean,” answered John, “is that I’ve had spiritual experiences of my own. I absolutely believe Marissa, and I think it doesn’t have anything to do with her being a Mormon. I believe there are a lot of people who have spiritual experiences, they just don’t want to talk about them because they don’t want people to think they’re crazy.” John let the curtain fall over the window and turned to face Paul. He was surprised to see him lying on the bed, feet on the floor, an arm over his eyes. “Paul, what is it about her spiritual experiences that bother you so much?”

“I don’t know. It’s just weird. It’s not natural,” he answered.

“You’re right, it is unnatural, as you say, but that doesn’t make it any less real for the individual. Your reality is not the only reality. Do you have to actually see something for yourself before you believe it’s true?”

“No.”

“Then why is it so hard for you to believe Marissa’s experiences are real?” John watched Paul fidget on the bed, and he waited for him to speak. Finally, after a long silent pause, John asked, “Do you believe in God?”

“Of course I do.”

“Have you seen Him?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know He exists?” asked John.

Paul sat up. “I don’t know. I just do,” he answered.

“Is it a feeling?”

“Yes . . . no, it’s more than a feeling. I know it, deep down inside. It’s hard to explain,” answered Paul.

“So you believe in God, but you haven’t seen Him. Then why is it so hard for you to believe that Marissa saw an angel? God must surely have angels working for him . . . don’t you think?” asked John.

“Of course He does,” said Paul, as he sat up, “it’s just that this isn’t the bible. We live in modern times. Our guidance comes from our church leaders. They’re the only ones who . . . who do those kinds of things.”

“So you think you’re not open to personal revelation? Hmm . . . wasn’t your first prophet a sixteen year-old boy?” asked John.

“What? Joseph Smith?” Paul studied John for a moment and said, “How . . . never mind. This conversation is ridiculous.”

“Perhaps it is, but what do you think will happen to you when you die?”

“My spirit will go to heaven,” answered Paul.

“And where is your spirit now?” continued John.

Paul put his right hand over his chest and said, “It’s here, in my body.”

John nodded and said, “OK, and why is that?”

“Really? I don’t want to talk religion right now,” replied Paul, with exasperation.

“I’m not talking religion,” said John. “I just want to know what you believe about yourself, not your church.”

“OK, my-spirit-makes-my-body-alive,” said Paul, as if the sentence was one long word.

“A joining of spirit and body?”

“Yeah.”

“Was your spirit born with your body, or did it exist before?” asked John.

“Before what?”

“Well, some people believe your spirit doesn’t exist before your body. What do you think?”

“Does it really matter?”

“It does if we’re talking spirituality.”

“Then yes. I believe I existed as a spirit body before I had this body,” replied Paul, as he touched a hand to his chest.

“So you believe you have a spirit body, one that existed before you were physically born, that exists now, and will continue to exist when you die?” asked John.

Weary of a trap, Paul reluctantly answered, “Yes.”

John nodded and said, “But you also believe the physical body is dominate to the spiritual body, that people can’t just separate from their bodies. Right?” asked John.

“Right! Because I . . . because it’s a one-way trip. When you leave your body you’re dead . . . you die,” answered Paul, mildly defensive.

John knew Paul was tiring of the conversation, but he really wanted to understand why Paul didn’t think it was possible to be aware of his spiritual self if he already believed he was, and is, a spirit in a physical body. It just didn’t add up. “I agree,” said John, “it usually is a one-way trip.” Paul leaned forward, and John continued before he could interrupt. “But what if Marissa died during the rape, Paul? Maybe it was so terrible that she separated from her body.”

Paul was shaking his head left to right. “Why is that so hard to believe?” asked John, as he turned to look out the window. “Do you have to have your own spiritual experience before you can believe Marissa?”

“I’d rather not,” replied Paul.

“Believe, or have one of your own?”

“I don’t think Marissa is crazy, and I don’t want one of my own,” replied Paul.

“A lot of people are like that. It’s scary to think there’s more to life than what we physically experience.” John dropped the curtain and said, “Last question and I’ll drop it. Why do you think it’s like that? Why do you think we don’t know, first and foremost, that the most important part of us is our spirit bodies?”

It was obvious to John that Paul was no longer interested in answering more of his questions, so he dropped it. Logic clearly wasn’t the right argument to use when dealing with someone’s personal feelings or faith. John’s feelings were as fierce as Paul’s, but the conflict was one of experience; John had it and Paul didn’t. He didn’t know if Paul was envious, scared, or indifferent, but he knew Paul would never accept Marissa’s out-of-body experience as truth until he had one of his own. When he thought about it, John realized he wasn’t much different from Paul before his dreams began. John was changed with time, and maybe Paul will too.

John pulled the curtain aside and said, “I think there’s enough light now. Let’s go get Pete’s attention.”

“How you gonna do that?” asked Paul, coming to his feet.

“I’m gonna throw a rock at him,” replied John.

After several attempts to strategically hit Pete’s large diesel dually from the front porch with a small rock, John finally made contact with the rear quarter fender. The sound of the rock hitting the truck sent a surprisingly loud “clang” echoing through the still morning air. A moment later Pete stepped out of the truck with a shotgun in hand. He was apparently ready to blast whoever, or whatever attacked his precious truck.

John hollered through cupped hands, “Pete!”

Pete waved and hollered back, “Hey John. Did you just hit my truck with a rock?”

“I did, and I’ll pay for the repairs, but I wasn’t about to go knocking on your door. And I see that was a smart decision.”

“It’s OK,” hollered Pete in reply, “I would have aimed for your leg. Let you suffer a bit before I put you out of your misery.”

“Yeah, right, like that deer you shot in Wyoming two years ago?” chuckled John. “Would you care to join us for breakfast?”

Pete ignored John’s comments about the deer and replied, “I would love to, but only if you have coffee.”

“I think I can help you, but can you pull into the driveway. I’ll meet you at the garage.”

Pete waved in acknowledgement and climbed into his truck. John watched as the big diesel chugged to life, and when it started to roll he went inside. John went to the bedroom to share the news with Jenna, and he saw she was already up. He found her in the master bedroom closet, dressing by the beam of a flashlight. “Did I wake you with all my yelling?” he asked.

“No, I was already up and moving about before you stepped out. I was about to go join Marissa in the kitchen. So Pete made it up here after all?” said Jenna.

“Yeah, Paul woke me early this morning. He arrived a few hours ago.”

“Is Bonnie with him?”

“I don’t know, but I’m about to find out.” John kissed his wife on the forehead and turned to leave. He paused at the door and asked, “By the way, do we have any coffee?”

“I think so. Check the freezer.”

“Thanks Babe.” John walked the length of the house and found Marissa making fresh tortillas in the kitchen. “Wow, those sure smell good. Can I have one?” Marissa smiled and handed him one right off the griddle. “Thanks. Where’d Paul go?”

“He’s in the bathroom,” she replied, as she rolled out another tortilla with a well-used rolling pin.

“I’m sure you heard all the yelling. A friend of mine just arrived.”

“I can tell you’re happy. He must be a very good friend,” replied Marissa with a smile.

“The best,” replied John, between bites of the hot flour tortilla he held in his hand. “You wouldn’t happen to know how to make coffee . . . would you?” asked John.

“I do. Do you need me to make some for you?”

“Yes. Well no, it’s not for me, it’s for Pete. But if you could get it started that would be great.” John grabbed a bag of coffee from the freezer and put it on the counter next to Marissa. “Thanks Marissa, and when Paul comes out just let him know I’m in the garage.”

“I will, and you’re welcome. And John, please stop thanking me for everything. I owe you more than I can ever repay.”

“I’ll try, but it’s in my nature,” he answered with a smile of his own. “I’ll be right back.” John went to the garage and pulled up the large two-car garage door with the manual release handle. Pete had finished backing his truck down the driveway and was standing patiently next to Paul’s van. He walked up to the door as soon as it was up.

“I see you’ve been moving about a bit too,” said Pete, as he pointed to the Suburban. “There’s no ash piled on your rig, and a lot of tracks in and out of your driveway.”

Bonnie climbed out of the truck and approached John with open arms. “Hi John, it’s good to see you again.”

“It’s good to see you too, Bonnie. I’m glad you’re here. Jenna will be very glad to know you’re OK. Please . . . go in and make yourself at home.”

When Bonnie released John, Pete approached and embraced John in their former military fashion. It wasn’t all sloppy or mushy, just a hand clasp followed by a moderate chest bump and a quick, but firm, pat on the back. John was first to speak after breaking the hug. “Man it’s really good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you too, brother. I didn’t think we’d make it. Everything’s a real mess right now,” replied Pete.

“I admit, I’m truly surprised to see you. I thought you would have gone to Fort Hood,” said John.

“I tried,” said Pete, and he turned to look at his truck. “Is everything safe around here?”

“Safe enough for the moment,” answered John, “but we have some catching up to do. Your truck will be fine for now.” John lowered the garage door and turned to lead Pete into the kitchen. “Let’s go get some breakfast, and I have some people I want you to meet. One of whom is busy making your coffee right now,” said John.

“Well, if she makes coffee better than you, we’ll be friends for sure,” replied Pete.
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Though John wasn’t a coffee drinker, he liked the smell of it. And since most of his extended family drank coffee, he usually always kept some in the house. It pleased him beyond all measure to see Pete and Bonnie sitting at his kitchen table, enjoying a fresh cup of hot coffee.

As soon as everyone warmed up to the new faces, they enjoyed the last of Jenna’s fresh eggs that had been scrambled and rolled up in Marissa’s tortillas to make breakfast tacos. As simple as they were, John couldn’t remember eating a better tasting meal. John ate more than his share, and complemented Marissa several times. Pete and Bonnie also enjoyed the food, and they too expressed their appreciation several times, but John was very eager to hear about their trip, and he could barely contain himself. After several attempts to get them to talk about it, John pleaded, “Please, tell me about your trip before I die of old age.”

Pete laughed and said, “It’s a long story, John. We’ve been on the road for three days, and a lot has happened along the way.”

“Three days?” cried John, “You’ve got to be kidding me. It’s less than two-hundred miles.”

“I know,” said Pete, “but the roads are a mess. And that’s not counting the better part of one day trying to get on post.”

“So you did try to get on Fort Hood?”

“That I did, but let me tell you it was a mistake,” said Pete, as he took the last bite of his breakfast taco and sipped coffee from his mug. John waited for him to finish chewing. Pete narrowed his eyes and shook his head when he said, “Fort Hood is not the place to go if you want to maintain your individual freedoms.”

“What do you mean?” asked John.

“What I mean is, they were letting people on post if they had valid DOD stickers on their windshield, but they were confiscating all weapons, ammunition, spare fuel, and food,” answered Pete.

John whistled softly and shook his head. “Sanctuary with a price. It doesn’t surprise me though.”

“Right after I talked with you on the phone, when was that, last week sometime, I think? Anyway, I went shopping and bought food, and a bunch of other stuff. I continued to hope you were wrong, John. That you were wrong about everything.” Pete took Bonnie’s hand and squeezed it firmly. “Even when we heard about the eruption we continued to wait. We really didn’t think the ash . . .”

“We?” asked Bonnie.

Pete nodded and continued, “I . . . I didn’t think the ash would reach us. Once again, you were right. When the ash started to fall we packed up the truck and headed to Fort Hood. I figured it was the best place to go, that they would be the best organized to handle the disaster, the best prepared and capable of handling a large influx of displaced active and retired military personnel.”

“I take it they weren’t as ready as you thought,” asked John.

“No, they were ready, more than ready. And if I didn’t know better, I’d say they were even expecting it.”

“That’s interesting,” said John. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they knew about the eruption before it happened. Why do you think they were ready? You and I both know it wouldn’t take them long to establish elevated perimeter security measures . . . at least around the cantonment area,” replied John.

“It was more than just security,” answered Pete, “it was the way they were logistically supported. Teams were up and running way too fast for my experience. And they were collecting and sorting all privately owned weapons and ammunition that entered the post. There was also teams collecting and sorting all the spare containers of fuel and motor oil, and even more teams collecting and sorting all the food. It was happening at all the open gates.”

John silently considered Pete’s words. He wasn’t surprised. Fort Hood was, after all, federal property, and they could do pretty much whatever they wanted, especially during periods of heightened security, but confiscating everyone’s personal property seemed a little extreme. “They were doing that at all the gates,” he asked, “even with the active duty personnel?”

“Roger that,” said Pete.

“Can you give me your entire story? From the time you left home and arrived at the gate?” asked John.

Pete cleared his throat and said, “I can,” and shifted in the kitchen chair as if trying to assume a more comfortable position before beginning a long drive. “I never actually entered the fort,” he began. “I turned around at the gate. But let me finish my story and I’ll answer your questions as I go.” He paused a moment, as if considering what details to include, and said, “From my house I crossed over Belton Dam and headed west. I wanted to enter the post from the East Range Road gate entrance. You know the one?”

John nodded and said, “I do.” It was fifteen miles of two-lane road that turned and bounced through cattle country over Army Corps of Engineer land. The gate was the eastern most entrance onto the fort. Just north of the road sat Belton Lake, also an Army Corps of Engineer project, so practically all the roads around the lake belonged to the army. The army also maintained more than three-quarters of the lake-front property, which included all but a small portion of the north-east side of the lake - on the opposite side of the damn - where Pete and Bonnie owned their home. The dam itself was earthen, but capped with an impressive concrete crossing that rose more than fifty feet above the waterline. John wanted to ask about the water in the lake, but decided it could wait. He already knew the water was polluted with ash.

“I figured the east gate would be less busy than the main gate, or the commissary gate,” continued Pete, “so we headed there along the range road. Just before the last turn to the gate, I saw the first set of brake lights. I pulled in behind the last vehicle and stopped. The ash was falling, but it was light, like dust, so I wrapped a bandanna over my face and got out. I wanted to see what was going on at the gate before I got close, so I asked Bonnie to move the truck forward, but to leave enough room to turn out if we decided to leave.” Pete looked at Bonnie and winked. John saw that Bonnie apparently didn’t share Pete’s enthusiasm about the entire event. She furrowed her brow in reply, but eventually winked back.

“Anyway, I walked toward the gate . . . and passed about thirty vehicles in the line. Almost all of them were loaded down with family, and an assortment of personal gear. When I was about five vehicles from the gate I saw an MP talking to a driver. I know he was an MP because he had a brassard on his tactical vest. He was also wearing his full tactical kit, like we did in Iraq . . . body armor and everything. And a protective mask, which I thought was a little excessive, but you know how the army is. I never did like those things. You know how they limit your visibility and hearing,” replied Pete, with a sideways glance at John.

Pete sipped from his coffee mug and returned it to the table. He wrapped both hands around it as if he didn’t want it to slide away. “Thanks again for the coffee, Marissa. I really needed it. Now, where was I? Oh yeah. So I slowly approached the MP, being sure he saw and heard me before I got close. I didn’t want to spook him. Anyway, there was something familiar about the MP, so I pulled down my bandanna so he could see my face. I tried to get a read on his name tag, but he recognized me first and called out my name. After a friendly greeting, we walked a short distance away and talked.”

Paul joined them at the table again, after having left to address the needs of one of his children, and said, “Sorry. What’d I miss?”

“I’ll catch you up later. Go ahead, Pete,” said John.

Pete resumed his report. “Well, in a nutshell, the MP told me that the entire post was at a modified threat-condition level four lockdown. He said only vehicles with valid Department of Defense stickers and identification cards were allowed on the post, and then only after they submitted to a complete individual and vehicle search. He said no one was being allowed to leave the post. Oh, and in addition to the permanent barriers, there were armored vehicles at every gate. He also said line-units were building and manning fighting positions, and conducting regular patrols along the entire perimeter of the cantonment area. The post was sealed up tighter than a drum, and it was at the highest security level he had ever seen, even higher than after nine-eleven. He said people were only allowed to enter the post when they surrendered their personal stuff. I told him I didn’t believe him, but he said I could go talk to Colonel Stevens myself.”

“Stevens . . . from division staff, Stevens?” asked John, unable to contain himself. “The one who did that investigation on you in Afghanistan?”

“The one and only,” replied Pete.

John knew Stevens well. He was the consummate military bureaucrat, infamous for successfully avoiding personal risk, and known for bogging down reports with the removal of details that he thought were too controversial, or reflected poorly on the division’s Provost Marshal’s Office. But most importantly, the man was a liar, or at least someone who loved to lie. He was a desk jockey, someone who never commanded troops, so to put him in charge of a gate detail was saying something about the desperation of the disaster response on Fort Hood. MP or not, John figured the army must be really short of good personnel to put Stevens in charge of anything.

“I’m guessing you didn’t go talk to Stevens,” asked John.

“You got that right,” replied Pete. “He probably would have had me arrested just for the hell of it,” added Pete.

“So that’s why you didn’t try to get on post,” asked Jenna, “because some jerk was in charge at your gate?”

“Oh no, that’s not the reason. I didn’t like the idea of them taking my food and fuel,” answered Pete. “I understand them wanting to take my weapons and ammo, but why my food and fuel? The army has always been paranoid about controlling Soldiers’ privately owned weapons,” Pete paused to take another sip of his coffee, “but food and fuel? It’s funny when you think about it. I mean you have Soldiers carry their weapons with them all day, every day, when they’re deployed, but when they’re home they’re treated like children. If you’re caught bringing an unregistered weapon on post you can lose it, and face jail time.”

“Why is that?” asked Paul.

“The post is Federal property,” replied John, “so they can pretty much do whatever they want, all in the name of security, of course. Most people don’t realize that Soldiers follow a much stricter set of rules and laws than ordinary citizens.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot about that,” replied Paul.

“So, Pete. What happened after you talked with the MP?” asked John.

“Well, we talked a bit longer. I was trying to get as much information out of him as possible, you know, to understand what was happening on post without talking to that prick, Stevens.”

Bonnie reached over and slapped Pete’s arm, “Pete, don’t talk like that!”

“You’re right, my apologies to all. Anyway, I still wasn’t ready to leave. I thought the conditions were draconian, but still somewhat reasonable given the unique circumstances of the disaster. There was something appealing about being on post, of being surrounded by armed soldiers and having food and water at my disposal. I also figured my retired rank would afford me some benefit, but the longer I talked to the MP the more I began to realize that the conditions of security would also make me a prisoner, with or without electricity,” added Pete.

John knew exactly what Pete meant, but Paul looked surprised and confused. “They had electricity? And what do you mean . . . a prisoner?” asked Paul. “Fort Hood had to be better than staying home, or driving here,” said Paul, with a wave of his arm.

Pete studied Paul’s face, as if trying to gauge the benefit of addressing him, but to Pete’s credit he entertained Paul’s curiosity. “Yes, Paul, they had electricity, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t from the installation’s internal power grid. It was most likely from generators. The post can produce its own power, but they also have a huge inventory of large capacity generators, and plenty of fuel to run them for many months,” said Pete.

Pete shot a glance at John and said, “I heard the sound of one or more generators running at the east gate, and I can see you have one of your own.” He looked around the kitchen, at the string of Christmas lights hanging from the cabinets, and said while looking at Paul, “I’m not sure why you’re surprised the army can provide itself with ample amounts of electrical power . . . at any time. They are, after all, an army.”

“It’s just that I thought, well, I thought that things would be better there. If I could get on the . . . what do you call it . . . the post, I would do it in a heartbeat,” replied Paul.

“I’m sure you would,” replied Pete. “I think a lot of civilians would say the same thing. After all, it’s hard to ignore the benefit of electrical power and a secure perimeter. As for me, armed security for a disarmed group of people is something that makes me uncomfortable, especially during these uncertain times. If you know history, you would know that when governments want to control their citizens they first move to disarm them,” replied Pete, with mild irritation in his voice.

“That may be so,” said Paul, “but you’re a Soldier. You knew the rules when you joined, when you went to the post. I still don’t know what the big deal is about having to give up your guns and all with Soldiers that can protect and feed you,” said Paul, with irritation of his own.

John decided it was time to intervene on behalf of both men. “Look, Paul, it’s not that cut and dry. Like me, Pete is retired. If things turned ugly on post he couldn’t just go to an arms room and draw a weapon. He would be at the mercy of any armed group. He would have to do exactly what they wanted him to do. He would have no choice about it, or at least very few options.”

Paul turned to John, “Yeah, but they’re Soldiers. They’re not a threat to him, not if they’re trying to protect the post.”

It was John’s turn to stare at Paul in amazement. He wondered, once again, if the man was truly that naive. “Paul, the point here is that the right to defend ourselves is, at least in my book, absolute. It’s a God given right. When you surrender that right, you surrender control of your life to others . . . it belongs to those who have weapons. Making everyone surrender their weapons, food, and fuel, as a condition to get on post, is wrong, Paul, even for the army, but especially for the government.”

“I was just thinking it would be better than living here,” said Paul.

“It doesn’t look too bad here,” said Pete.

“Yeah? Well, you weren’t here yesterday, now were you,” replied Paul.

Pete ignored the slight and asked John, “What happened yesterday?”

John looked at Pete, then Paul, and finally back at Pete. “I don’t want to get into that right now,” said John, “but let’s just say we had an incident with a man that turned a little ugly.”

“A little ugly?” said Paul, with a raised voice. “He raped Marissa and wanted to kill us.”

“Calm down Paul,” said John, in a stern and even voice. It was a voice of caution that Paul seemed to understand.

“I’m sorry,” said Paul. He stood up and looked at Marissa. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got family matters to attend to.”

“Paul, you don’t have to leave like this. We talked about this already. What’s done is done. I’ll brief Pete about what happened to you and your family, but for now we need to hear what’s going on at Fort Hood. It’s important because the army was our best hope for survival. But if they’re not willing to respond to the disaster, to help us in any way possible, then we’re really on our own.” John looked up at Paul and motioned for him to return to his seat. “Paul, please have a seat. I know you’re upset, but we all have to remain calm and level-headed if we’re going to survive this mess.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” mumbled Paul, as he took a seat.

John ignored the comment and looked at Pete. He noticed Pete carefully studying Paul, as if he was examining a counseling patient, and trying to determine if he was terminal, or just a little ill. Pete turned to John and asked, “Do you want me to continue?”

“Yes, please. You were last talking to the MP,” replied John.

“I was talking to the MP about what was happening on post,” said Pete, “but what really turned me off about going on post was what the MP said about the Corps Commander, Lieutenant General Dill. You remember him, don’t you, John?” asked Pete.

“I do,” said John. General Dill was another self-absorbed military politician, and a perfect excuse for John to leave the army. As John rose higher in the officer corps, he began to realize that politics had as much to do with general officer selections and promotions, as did their intelligence and leadership ability. Clearly, the army wasn’t a flawless organization, but John wondered how some senior officers, generals like Dill, managed to slip through the net and be put in command of large formations. What bothered John the most about Dill was that he only managed to survive in command because he surrounded himself with excellent staff officers. The man contributed nothing to his own command. Much like Stevens, Dill was a self-absorbed army bureaucrat.

“The MP told me Dill was planning to reinstate all the retirees that came on post . . . that he was planning to conduct some type of reserve call up, or something like it. He said he was planning to organize them into work details with on-post dependents, and that they would be tasked to handle all the work civilian employees handled before the disaster, things like the dining facilities, collecting trash, the hospital and clinics as orderlies, and stuff like that,” finished Pete.

“You’re kidding, right?” asked John.

“I’m not, brother. I wish I was, but I’m not,” answered Pete.

“So it looks like they’re digging in,” said John.

“Yes it does.”

John scratched the back of his head and leaned back in his chair. “I shouldn’t be surprised given who’s running the show down there. Do you think they knew the disaster was coming?” asked John.

“If they did they sure didn’t let on,” said Pete. “I have a lot of connections on post. I’d like to think someone would have called me if something big, like the disaster, was anticipated.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“John, you’re the first person I heard from. In fact, you’re the only person I heard from,” exclaimed Pete.

“So you turned around and came straight here?” asked John.

“Well, not straight away. We went back to the house to close up a bit tighter, but we left pretty quickly. It took a lot longer to get here than I thought,” answered Pete.

“I bet it did, but I’m sure glad you’re here. How long are you planning to stay? No, scratch that, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want. You can call this your home. You can have the guest room, or you can set yourself up in the shop. It’s your choice,” said John.

Pete and Bonnie stared at each other, as if communicating telepathically. It was Bonnie who broke the silence first. “Jenna, John, we thank you so much for your hospitality, but are you sure?”

Jenna beat John to the punch. “Absolutely! John is right. Our home is your home. We’ve learned that having more people makes for lighter work. Marissa, Paul, are you OK with us adding Bonnie and Pete to our growing family?”

Paul was apparently too surprised by Jenna’s question to answer. However, Marissa smiled and said “absolutely,” and then joined the ladies in a group hug. John attempted to break up the spontaneous sentimentality by pretending to barf on the floor. Pete laughed and joined the ladies in a group hug by saying, “I want some of that.” Soon everyone was talking about how and where to settle in with the newcomers. Pete and Bonnie graciously accepted Jenna’s offer of the guest room.

While the women went upstairs to show off the living space, the guys went to unload Pete’s truck. It didn’t take long with all hands. They quickly had Pete’s belongings piled on the garage floor, and allowed him to dictate where everything went. When it came to weapons, Pete wasn’t as well armed as John, but he clearly wasn’t helpless. Pete owned a black, scoped, Springfield M1A, with a cheek rest and bipod, as well as a Remington 700. Pete loved his rifles in 7.62 NATO, which was essentially the same as .308. He and Bonnie also came with a matching pair of Springfield XD1’s in .40 caliber, and one additional surprise. Pete grinned wide when he held up a recently acquired Rock River Arms LAR-8.

“Wow, when’d you add this beauty to your collection?” asked John, clearly impressed with the weapon. He accepted it from Pete’s outstretched hands. John shouldered the weapon and took aim at a distant point through the open garage door. It’s a .308, right?”

“Of course,” replied Pete.

John asked, “What’s the story behind it?”

“It’s long. Too long to talk about now,” said Pete. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

John nodded and helped his friend arrange the supplies and equipment. Pete brought all his hunting and camping gear, and about a thirty-day supply of food, which was more than John would have thought possible. The food would be added to the group’s larder. Everything else would remain Pete’s, including the fuel. All but one of his fuel cans was empty, but John didn’t have a need for diesel fuel anyway. Still, any fuel was better than no fuel, and diesel had other useful properties, like when it was mixed with a generous portion of fertilizer.

With John’s help, Pete refastened the tarp over the truck’s bed. They pulled the garage door down and everyone fumbled with their flashlights as the space was plunged into darkness. The various flashlight beams dancing around the floor, ceiling and walls drove everyone but John and Pete back into the house. After a moment of tidying up, John’s light beam settled on the floor at Pete’s feet, and he asked, “I need to restart the generator. Do you want to come with me?”

“To the shop?” asked Pete.

“Yeah. I want to show you something.”

They made their way to the shelter with John’s disposable breathing protection. They were already covered in ash, so John didn’t see the point in suiting up. Besides, he didn’t want to waste any more time getting the generator restarted for Jenna. After opening the shop doors, John started the generator and revealed the shelter to Pete. His friend was both surprised and delighted. “How long have you had this?” he asked, as he admired the placement and construction.

“As long as I’ve had the shop,” replied John.

“And you’ve managed to keep it a secret?”

“I think . . . for the most part. It started out as a tornado shelter. I never thought I would need it for something like this,” added John.

“I know what you mean,” replied Pete. And after a short pause he added, “I sure wouldn’t want to be trapped down there . . . not with an angry mob at my feet, or head, or whatever,” replied Pete.

“I was thinking about using it if we were to face a gun battle. I’d put Jenna and Abby inside, but then it would be a matter of timing . . . and safety.”

“You’re right. You’d need enough warning to reach it without exposing yourself to danger. And then there’s a chance the enemy would find the entrance and smoke you out. I think I’d rather have an open retreat option.”

“Exactly. That’s why it’s now my underground storage container,” grunted John.

“That’s not a bad thing,” replied Pete. “Especially if you can hide the entrance.”

“I have something in mind, but I’m not done with it yet,” replied John. “Anyway, let me tell you about Paul and his family . . . how they ended up here.”

John spent the next twenty minutes telling Pete about his run-in with Darrel, and his rescue of the Hernandez’. Pete complimented John on his actions, and restraint, and told him that he would have shot the woman and dumped her body in a field somewhere. John assured Pete that he considered it, but he knew it wasn’t the right thing to do. They discussed the likelihood that trouble would return, especially if the biker woman somehow managed to reach her biker friends, and Pete asked, “Is the neighborhood prepared to defend itself, to repel the gang?”

John offered an uneasy laugh and said, “No. Not yet anyway. But that’s next on my to-do list.”

“I take it you’re not expecting a lot of cooperation,” snorted Pete.

“I don’t know what to expect, but whatever it is we may be handling it on our own. I’m really glad you’re here, Pete. I can sure use your help.”

“Are you worried about Paul?”

“You can say that. He seems unstable, but he’s manageable. He’s not crazy. He shot the guy who raped his wife, and I think he planned it that way. He played me like a fiddle,” said John.

“I would have done the same thing,” replied Pete.

“Played me like a fiddle?” asked John.

“Yeah. That too,” said Pete, with a grin.

“What I didn’t tell you is that he shot the man with a shotgun, at point-blank range, while he was tied up in the back of a pickup.”

“He shot him while he was tied up? That’s pretty good.”

“No, I mean Darrel was tied up in the back of his pickup. Paul killed a secured prisoner,” replied John, flatly.

“Relax, John. I’m just teasing. But you know this isn’t Iraq. We’re not in the army any more. This is Darwin at his finest. And frankly, I’m perfectly fine with Paul’s actions. I know he seems a little rattled right now, but I think he’ll be fine in a few days. We just need to handle him carefully until he returns to center,” replied Pete.

“You’re right about that,” said John, “I’ve already gotten short with him on two occasions. You handled him pretty well this morning.”

“Well, I handled you in Iraq didn’t I?” said Pete.

“That you did my friend . . . that you did. I think we kept each other sane over there, wouldn’t you say?”

“Ain’t that the truth,” exclaimed Pete, with a heavy sigh and a headshake.

“So . . . when are you going to fill me in on the drive up? I know it wasn’t as easy as you let on. I can read it all over your face,” said John.

Pete was quiet for a moment. He looked around the shop, and seeing two camp chairs in a corner, he walked over and opened both. “You might want to make yourself comfortable,” said Pete, “this will take a while.”
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Pete pulled into his driveway, glad to be home after a disappointing trip to Fort Hood. He was very troubled by what he learned about the sprawling military installation. The place where he had devoted many years of dedicated service to his country was turning into some kind of post-modern communist labor camp. He knew Fort Hood was just a place; that it was only people who ran it, but it didn’t make him feel any better about what was going on there. To Pete, the installation represented more than just a spot on a map, it represented the center of his entire military universe, and it really pissed him off that it was now diminished in his mind.

As soon as the truck stopped, Bonnie jumped out before Pete set the parking brake. She had repeatedly asked Pete to pull over so she could pee, but Pete denied her request given their location, the landscape, and their close proximity to home. But the real reason he didn’t want to stop was that he didn’t want to lose sight of her for even a second. The ash was deeper now, and they were too close to the fort for his comfort, so he kept telling her to wait, that they’d be home in a minute, and she could use her own toilet. She wasn’t happy, but she didn’t fight him on it. Apparently, she wasn’t thrilled about having to pee in the ash either.

When Bonnie disappeared inside the house, Pete took time to check the load in the back of his truck. He wondered if there was anything else he could pack up for their longer trip north. He already had everything of immediate value, at least from a survival standpoint, but he also didn’t want to load the truck above the top edge of the side panels. For Pete, visibility was very important, especially since the air was filled with so much ash. It was challenging enough to drive in the ash without blocking his rear view. Checking his six was a habit of his, and the disaster conditions effectively heightened his many military instilled paranoia.

After turning around and abandoning their plans to enter Fort Hood, Pete and Bonnie talked seriously about what to do next. Bonnie wanted to stay home. She was worried about the boys, thinking they might try to contact them, or even attempt to make it home. Pete assured her that Pete Junior, who was currently assigned to duty on Fort Campbell, Kentucky, and Tyler, who was stationed at Fort Wainwright, Alaska, were both safe, and that they couldn’t possibly make it home for several months. He assured her that they would be busy until things either returned to normal, or the military released them from their service commitment. He told her he didn’t know which of the two would happen first, but that he had confidence in their abilities. The last thing he needed her to know was that he was also worried about them, so he told her not to worry, that it wouldn’t help anything.

Bonnie was a strong woman, as most career military wives are, but she loved her boys very much and forever worried about their safety. She cried for a week when she learned that Pete Junior was deploying to Afghanistan with his unit. Pete managed to break her depression by taking her to Fort Campbell to say goodbye to him before he left, but she cried the entire drive home, which is saying something given the distance. But as soon as they got home, Bonnie recovered and quickly resumed her normal routine.

Pete watched her closely, looking for signs of trouble, but Bonnie persevered. Pete Junior had a lot to do with her recovery, he called her every day before deploying, and when deployed, he even managed to stay in touch with his mom regularly, through the internet, for the duration of his deployment. But Bonnie didn’t relax until he returned to the States. Now, the thought of leaving home, of abandoning their sanctuary of twenty years, worried her greatly. She trusted Pete entirely, but she made him promise to leave a message about where they were going, so if the boys managed to somehow return home they would know where to find her.

After a lengthy discussion, Pete managed to convince Bonnie that John’s place was their best option for survival during the disaster. He didn’t have to remind her that John was more family than friend, and that he was well equipped. “If it wasn’t for him,” he told her, “they wouldn’t be as prepared as they are.”

Bonnie loved John and Jenna just as much as Pete did, but the attempt to gain access to Fort Hood had unsettled her again. She was very disappointed, and Pete wasn’t sure how much more she could handle. She peppered him with questions about how he planned to reach John’s place with the disaster, and even tried to convince him to go south, to Mark’s place in San Antonio, away from the ash, not further into it.

Pete agreed with her that going south was a smart plan, but he told her everyone would be thinking and doing the same thing. Everyone would be heading south to leave the ash, and that meant all the roads would be choked with people trying desperately to reach some sort of mythical safe zone, where food, water, and shelter would just be sitting there waiting for them. He spent a considerable amount of time defending John’s position on the disaster, but Pete finally sold Bonnie on the idea to travel north when he said John’s home was off the grid, that he had a well, solar panels, and enough property to garden and raise chickens and whatever else they needed to survive.

Pete continued to think about Bonnie’s wellbeing as he released a tie-down from the tarp’s corner and reached into the truck’s bed to reposition a box that had shifted during a turn. He looked up and saw Bonnie standing in the doorway. She waved to beckon Pete to the front door, and when he waved back in reply. “Pete, come here,” she yelled. “I want to show you something.”

Pete pulled the tarp down and joined his wife at the front door. “What is it Bon? I want to rearrange the load before we go,” he tenderly replied.

“I thought we should take one of the twin mattresses with us, you know, so we can sleep on it in the back of the truck at night. I don’t like those air mattresses you use,” she said, with a wrinkle of her nose.

“Bonnie, honey, we won’t need the mattress when we get to John’s. Besides, I’m thinking we can make the trip in a day, maybe two . . . tops. If and when we need to sleep, we won’t want to waste time setting up the tent, or dragging a mattress around with us. We’ll probably just sleep in the truck anyway.” Pete saw a down-turn in her demeanor and had an idea, “But why don’t you grab something from the house that’s special to you; something that will remind you of home while we’re away. Get anything you want as long as it’s not too big,” finished Pete.

Bonnie smiled and returned to the house, and Pete did another walk around the yard, but with a much different perspective now. He didn’t think they would be back anytime soon, but he knew better than to say anything to Bonnie. He entered the detached garage, and before locking it up for good, Pete grabbed a can of black spray-paint and wrote a short message on the inside of one of the garage doors. As an afterthought, he added the Lat-long of his destination.

Pete stepped outside. The ash was falling, light and soft, but denser than he would have thought possible given their distance from the eruption. It didn’t block out all the light, but it was trying to. He sneezed once and then blew his nose into a bandana from his front pocket. A disgusting wad of gray snot stared back at him from the folds of the blue and white cloth. He knew he should be wearing something for breathing protection, but he wanted something better than a bandana. The only one he had with him was no longer an option. He wished he had one of those disposable painter’s vapor and dust masks. They would be perfect for the ashy conditions.

Satisfied that everything around the yard was stowed away, Pete returned to the house and went to his bedroom. He searched his closet until he found a bag of old army t-shirts from his many Middle East deployments. He had more than a dozen of the tan colored shirts, and couldn’t believe he almost left them behind. He removed a folding knife from his pants pocket and quickly sliced one of the t-shirts into a long bandana. He wrapped it around his head and looked in the mirror. Satisfied, he cut four more bandanas, and dropped the excess pieces to the floor.

Pete returned to the living room and saw Bonnie holding a box. She handed it to him without a word. Pete asked, “Is this what you want to take with you as a memory?”

“No,” said Bonnie, “they’re just some useful books. This is what I want to take . . . my favorite painting.” She pointed to an impressionistic landscape painting that hung above the fireplace mantel. It was a painting of modest size, about thirty-six by forty-eight inches, titled, “Texas Sunset.” Pete knew it was her favorite piece of art for many reasons, but she was most proud of how she came to possess it. On an invitation, they attended a Ronald McDonald House charity fundraising event in Austin. Among the many silent auction articles available for bid, like vacation and hunting trips, toys, and jewelry, there was a painting. The painting was the only thing that caught Bonnie’s eye, as well as her heart. Amazingly, she was the only one to bid on the painting, and she won it for a modest amount. It was, in a matter of speaking, her only trophy.

Pete nodded and said, “OK, I’ll wrap it up and stick it in the back of the truck.”

“Can you please put it in the cab? I really don’t want it banging around in the back.”

“Your wish is my command,” replied Pete, “but I can wrap it up so it won’t get harmed.”

“I hope so, it’s a memory that I want to keep,” replied Bonnie

He carried the box of books to the truck and immediately got to work on preparing the painting for its journey. Pete added a few items of his own, such as his favorite tactical gear and two containers of water, but all in all, Bonnie was ready to leave again in less than an hour.

They left the house, but instead of turning south and crossing over the damn, Pete turned north. He hadn’t yet seen the traffic on the interstate, so he had no idea how busy it would be, but that was how he planned to start his journey. He was hoping to cover as much distance as possible on their first day of driving, but he knew that would depend on obstacles; traffic being the most likely. Despite his concerns about traffic, Pete felt the interstate was their best hope for making good time to John’s.

He patted the pile of folded maps lying next to him on the dually’s large bench seat and smiled at Bonnie. With the GPS not working, paper maps were his only hope of negotiating potential obstacles along the way. He wished he had a few military grade maps. The one-over-fifty scale maps offered valuable contour lines that he very much appreciated as a Soldier, but he figured he’d be able to bypass any troubled spots with the commercial maps he had. They might not show all the detail he liked, but they showed all the roads, and that was more than enough to get him to his destination.

Despite what he told Bonnie, Pete didn’t think they would reach John’s in two days. It was about a hundred and seventy-five miles to John’s place; a three and a half hour drive under normal conditions, but there was nothing normal about the road conditions. He was prepared to endure a week of driving, but not willing to share that news with Bonnie. She made it very clear that going north was crazy, and asked Pete several times if heading deeper into ash was such a wise decision. Pete assured her, as best he could, given the repetitive quality of their discussion, that a couple hundred miles wouldn’t put them deeper into the ash, at least not noticeably deeper.

Pete knew it was only a matter of time before the former weather patterns attempted to reestablish their dominance in the area. Warm air from the gulf consistently traveled across the state, bringing with it sustained winds and, for the most part, rain. The only exception was when the Jetstream pushed cold air down into the state. That made for some freezing temperatures during the winter months, but it was the collision of warm wet air against cold, dry, air that generated such spectacular thunderstorms in Texas. Pete longed for the rain, knowing full well that it would help clear the atmosphere, and wash the roads of ash. At least that’s what he hoped would happen.

Hope seemed to be Pete’s new standard. Despite the challenge of reaching John’s place, his curiosity about John himself justified the risk of driving through the ash. In fact, Pete would have driven much further north just to talk to John face-to-face. Something about John had changed, and Pete was very curious to understand it. John had seen the disaster coming, knew it was going to happen even, and that got Pete’s full and undivided attention. He knew John was different, that he had an eye for detail, but precognition? That was something entirely different.

Pete approached I-35 with mild trepidation. Unsure about what to expect at first contact, he was nevertheless surprised to see traffic moving rather normally. Other than the ash, everything and everyone seemed to be treating the disaster as little more than a mild inconvenience. Cars and trucks moved on the interstate in both directions, kicking up ash as if it wasn’t there.

Pete climbed the onramp and joined the flow of traffic heading north. Things were slow going in places, slower than they first appeared, which was saying something for Texas drivers, but everything was moving along. He picked a safe distance from a vehicle to his front and checked his speedometer. Traveling at a little over forty miles an hour meant it would take them close to six hours to reach John. He doubted that would be the case, but again, he hoped.

When they were about ten miles north of Temple, Texas, they hit their first obstacle. Red tail lights blazed brightly before them. Traffic had come to a complete stop. Pete and Bonnie exchanged a glance, and he said, “Let’s wait a bit and see what happens. We’ve only just passed mile-marker 314, which means we haven’t gone far. I can always walk ahead and see what’s going on,” he added, inquisitively.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea. If the traffic starts moving again I could drive right past you and not see you. Besides, if it’s an accident, the traffic might be backed up for miles,” replied Bonnie, concern etched in her voice.

“You’re right. Let’s look at the maps and see if we can find a bypass. But let’s give it at least thirty minutes, and if nothing moves by then we’ll get off the freeway and see if we can work our way around it by using the frontage road, or even the farm or ranch roads.”

They waited. The traffic inched forward a few times, but no real progress was made. Pete opened the driver’s side door, and while standing on the running boards, he tried to see what was happening up ahead. He thought he saw the flickering of yellow light in the distance, but he wasn’t sure. The ash muted everything in the distance. He also couldn’t hear if there were any emergency vehicles up ahead, but again, the ash was probably muting sound as well. Everything was too quiet for his comfort. He returned to his seat and closed the door. With his hands gripping the steering wheel, Pete said, “I think it’s time to exit the freeway.”

“Well, if mile-marker 315 is ahead, then we’re not far from the town of Brookeville. Can you make the access road from here?” asked Bonnie.

“I can, but I want to walk it first.” Pete pulled onto the shoulder and flipped on his hazard lights. “I’ll be right back,” he said, as he climbed out of the truck. After a quick inspection of the embankment down to the frontage road, Pete returned to the truck and said, “There’s a drainage ditch at the bottom, but we’ll be OK if I take it at an angle. Hold on, this may be a bumpy trip.”

Pete drove off the shoulder and down the slope. When he neared the bottom, he approached the ditch at a forty-five degree angle. The truck dipped when the first front tire entered the ditch, and Bonnie let out a gasp as she reached for a hand grip. “Three more times and we’ll be across,” said Pete, calmly, as he eased the truck over the ditch. “There, we made it. You all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Now this is a two-way frontage road, so stay to the right. It should take us past Brookeville, or at least give us a better perspective on what’s happening up ahead,” said Bonnie, as she studied the map under a mini-LED flashlight.

Pete drove along the access road, and managed to maintain a consistent forty miles an hour. He saw no other vehicles on the frontage road, but they were alert for anything. They both kept an eye on the traffic that remained stationary along the interstate. “I see light up ahead,” said Bonnie.

“Yeah, I do too,” said Pete, concerned.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Bonnie, picking up on Pete’s mood.

“In this case I don’t think it is,” said Pete, “it looks like a fire to me.”

“A fire? Really? You can tell from here?” asked Bonnie, skeptically.

“I’ve seen plenty of fires from a distance, Bonnie, yes, it’s a fire. See how it flickers? And it’s high, and yellow, not white. It’s definitely a fire,” said Pete.

“What do you think it means?”

“It means there’s an accident on the freeway and something’s burning,” answered Pete.

“Don’t be short with me, Pete. I’m just asking questions.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry, Bon,” replied Pete, without taking his eyes off the road, “it’s just that I’m trying to concentrate. And I don’t like the fact that the road is getting closer to the freeway.”

“You should pass under the freeway in a mile or two, and then we’ll continue north on the other side of the interstate.”

Pete nodded and said, “That makes sense. We’re doing pretty well right now. But I have a feeling our luck will change when we get close to the accident. I’m surprised more people aren’t already on the frontage road.”

They passed under the interstate and emerged on the far side after climbing a small hill. Soon they were level with the interstate and able to see the traffic again. A flash of light, and a low, rumbling boom, filled the truck’s cab. “What was that?” asked Bonnie.

“It sounded like an explosion to me, something small though, like a car’s gas tank going off.”

“You can tell all that from here?”

“Yes, dear. I’ve heard my share of explosions while deployed. Fuel explosions are a lot different from munition explosions.”

“Well, mister explosion expert, I was just wondering why you were so sure of yourself.”

It was now clear to Pete that Bonnie was upset and looking for a fight. “Look Bonnie, I know you’re not happy about leaving home, but you have to trust me. I’ve never lied to you. This trip will be dangerous, but going to John’s is better than staying put.” Pete looked at her and continued, “I really don’t want to fight with you. It’s not the time or the place. It’s distracting . . . and I really need to stay focused right now.”

“I’m not trying to start a fight,” said Bonnie, “but I don’t like the idea of traveling, especially when there are fires and explosions all around us.”

“It’s better now than later. Right now a lot of people think the ash is temporary, that when it goes away their problems will go away. But when they figure out it’s only the beginning of their problems, things will get even more complicated. And the explosions . . . they aren’t happening all around us. We won’t even get close to that fire up there,” replied Pete, with patience.

Pete desperately wanted to avoid pushing Bonnie off her cliff of self-control. He loved her, and needed her to stay whole. He was also afraid of what he might do if she lost control. Like a volcano waiting to erupt, her hysteria was bubbling below the surface. Pete shook his head and decided to avoid using that analogy on her. The ash was stressful enough for Bonnie. Driving deeper into it did seem counterintuitive, but as Pete saw it, it was their only hope for survival. Staying home wasn’t an option. John was their only option. “You know I can take care of you, Bon . . . that you’ll be safe with me. We’ll make it through this, and you’ll feel better when we reach John’s. We’ll make it, but I need you to trust me.”

“I know you can protect me, Pete, but that doesn’t mean I have to like what’s going on around us,” replied Bonnie.

Pete nodded and said, “Look, it is an accident. It looks like a fuel tanker’s burning.”

From across the interstate flames revealed a silver tanker lying on its side. A length of road behind the tanker was also burning. A long trail of flames reached greedily for the cars and trucks that sat trapped in the traffic, as the roadway granted just enough slope to facilitate the rapid movement of spilled fuel under the traffic behind. Pete slowed the truck and stopped. He watched in awe as the fire rapidly spread down the freeway. A car jumped slightly into the air as it was engulfed in a ball of fire. A split-second later, the sound of the exploding car reached their ears. “The fire is spreading down the line of cars,” said Pete.

“Where’s the fire department?” asked Bonnie, as if she was cursing them.

“That’s a good question,” answered Pete, “but I’m guessing they’re probably tied up somewhere else.” He put the truck in gear and moved back onto the road.

“Look, people are running from their cars, there, see . . . behind the wreck,” yelled Bonnie excitedly, as she pointed toward the spreading fire. “Isn’t there something we can do to help?”

“The best thing we can do is stay out of the way,” answered Pete, flatly.

Another car exploded and erupted into flames. Pete pulled over and looked at Bonnie. “I can go help, maybe get the other people to evacuate their cars, or maybe help clear enough cars to create a firebreak, but you have to stay here . . . in the truck,” said Pete. Bonnie looked back at him with scared eyes. He could see she was gauging her commitment to help in proportion to the consequence of Pete’s safety, and her possible separation.

“No, you’re right,” she said finally. “There’s nothing you can do for them. Besides, you would have to cross the southbound lanes of the freeway, and in these conditions you’d probably get yourself run over. Let’s go.”

Pete drove on without a word. Bonnie continued to watch the accident as they distanced themselves from it. She only turned to look forward when the road dipped away and she lost sight of the accident all together. She silently resumed studying the map with a small flashlight. After a few moments of moving the beam over the map, she said, “I think we’re coming to the area where the frontage roads are on both sides of the freeway again, but they’ll be one-way. That will put us about twelve miles from Waco. Are you planning on getting back on the freeway?”

“I’m thinking it will be the fastest way over the Brazos. What do we have for other options over the river?”

Bonnie studied the map and said, “It looks like there’s five options on the west side of I-35 and two on the east side. I say we stay to the west.”

“I don’t want to go through the downtown area, nor do I want to track too far to the west. So let’s try right down the middle and see what happens. If we get bogged down we can always head west and cross over on . . . what’s the next highway over to the west?” asked Pete.

“Highway 84,” answered Bonnie.

“Yeah. That’s the one,” said Pete, and he realized that keeping Bonnie occupied with the maps was a good thing. They drove silently. Bonnie kept an eye on the road, looking for landmarks to estimate their progress. She called out the next turn and they made their way back onto the interstate, just shy of mile-marker 319, to continue their journey northward. Pete managed to maintain a disciplined fifty miles-per-hour, but after a few minutes the big truck began to sputter and act sluggish. “I need to pull over,” he said casually to Bonnie, “I need to check the air filter.”

“What’s going on?” asked Bonnie, concerned.

Pete heard fear in her voice and quickly squashed it, “It’s nothing, really, probably just an accumulation of ash. The same thing happened to our vehicles in Desert Storm. I just need to stop and beat the ash off the air filter. It will just take a minute.”

“If you say so,” she replied.

“Well, if I don’t stop,” replied Pete, “the truck will stall out and leave us stranded.”

“Please don’t stop on the freeway.”

“I wasn’t planning on it. I’ll pull off and take a look. How far to the next exit?”

Bonnie responded with a tentative “OK” and resumed her study of the map. “There should be an exit coming up soon . . . exit 325.”

“Got it,” said Pete, as he slowed to exit the freeway. He felt the truck lurch under him and knew he had to pull over soon. After driving a short stretch of the frontage road, Pete spotted a gravel parking area and turned out. He killed the engine, turned off the lights, and waited.

“What are you waiting for?” asked Bonnie, after a few short, but silent minutes.

“I’m waiting to see if we attracted any attention,” answered Pete. He reached under his seat and pulled out his pistol. He quickly checked the load, saw that it was ready to fire, that it was in condition four as the pros called it, and slid it into his waistband. He didn’t like carrying his pistol without a holster, but he didn’t plan on carrying it for long. He would wear a holster as soon as he needed to, but his waistband would do for the time being. Bonnie watched him without saying a word. “What’s the status of your pistol?” he turned and asked.

Bonnie reached behind the seat and grabbed her bag. After rooting around in the bag for a few seconds, she removed a pistol, pulled it free of its holster, and chambered a round. “There, it’s ready,” she said. “Do you want me to carry it now?”

“It’s up to you, but it would make me feel better knowing it’s more accessible. I don’t know what to expect from here on out, but I think we should be prepared for anything,” answered Pete, and then added, “What do you think?”

“I think you’re right, but you know I don’t think I could ever use it on someone. You remember that, right?”

“I do, but I also think you would if you had to,” replied Pete.

Bonnie signed and laid the pistol on the seat next to her with the muzzle pointing forward. She looked at Pete and said, “Do you need me to do anything while you’re working on the car?”

“Just keep your eyes open,” said Pete.

“From inside the truck?” she asked.

“It’s up to you, but inside is probably fine until I signal you.” Pete studied Bonnie’s face and saw her concern. “Everything will be fine. I’ll be done in a few minutes,” he said. With that, he reached down and popped the hood release. He climbed out, shut the door, and walked to the front of the truck. After briefly studying Bonnie through the windshield, Pete waved his hand to reassure her. It was hard to see through the hazy gray film of ash that coated the glass, but he thought he saw her wave in reply. He smiled, forgetting he was wearing a cut up t-shirt as a face mask, and lifted the hood.

With the hood propped up, Pete walked to the truck’s bed and reached under the tarp to feel for his canvas tool bag. Still working by feel alone, he managed to find a screwdriver, and a small clip-on LED lamp. He slid the light onto the bill of his cap and turned it on. It wasn’t fancy, but it allowed for hands-free work, which was perfect for the conditions.

Pete inspected the engine compartment and saw, to no surprise, that everything was coated in gray powder. He immediately got to work removing the air filter cover and pulled the filter from the box. As he suspected, it was entirely coated with ash. No wonder she lurched. She was gasping for breath, Pete said to himself.

He tapped the filter against the bumper. Ash fell heavily from it, but it didn’t seem to affect its overall serviceability. He regretted not putting his twelve-volt, portable, air compressor in the truck’s cab before leaving. I was buried under the tarp covered supplies in the back of the truck. As he dreaded the hunt for his air compressor, Pete remembered that he had a can of compressed air in his cab. He used it to blow dust off the truck’s instrument display, and hoped it would work well enough for the air filter.

When Pete opened the driver’s side passenger door, looking hurried, Bonnie asked, “Is everything OK?”

“Yeah, I need some air.”

“What do you mean you need some air?” asked Bonnie, confused.

“I need to blow ash from the air filter, Bon” replied Pete, with waning patience. “I need some compressed air to blow the ash from the filter so the truck can breathe. Can you help me look for it? I’ve got a can of it somewhere in the cab. Please check under your seat.” Just as Pete said it, he found the can on his side. “Never mind,” he said. “I found it. I’ll be done in a sec,” and closed the passenger door harder than he intended, which meant Bonnie would certainly comment on his bad attitude. She hated it when Pete showed attitude, and he hated being short with her, but her questions were pushing him over his own edge. Pete paused to consider the state of his mood. He had no reason to snap at Bonnie. It wasn’t really her questions that bothered him, it was the disaster, the conditions of the disaster. He didn’t know what was going on, but the enormity of it all was beginning to sink in, and he didn’t like it. He knew he had to get Bonnie someplace safe, and the safest place was John’s. He knew if he could make it to John’s everything would somehow be better. At least that’s what he wanted to believe. But the first step was actually making it there, and in order to do that he needed his truck.

Using the canned air, Pete blew ash from the filter through the back. The canned air wasn’t strong enough to thoroughly clean the filter, but it did make a difference. He put the filter back into the box and sealed it up. Next, he returned to the truck for a piece of t-shirt, and a roll of duct tape. The t-shirt rag would cover the air intake and serve as a pre-cleaner of sorts. With some pulling and stretching, Pete managed to get the rag over the intake. He then secured the rag in place with duct tape. It wasn’t pretty, but he hoped it would filter out some of the heavier ash before it hit the truck’s air filter. It would make cleaning the air filter easier.

Before the trip was over he would have to dig the air compressor out of the back. He would need it to keep the truck alive. He knew he couldn’t afford to neglect it, because it was their best hope for reaching John. The truck was their lifeline to sanctuary, their only means of survival, and for the time being, it was also their home.

Pete pulled down the hood and conducted a quick visual inspection of the truck’s exterior before approaching the driver’s side door. Since he was already out and dirty, Pete considered adding more fuel, but he decided against it when he saw the truck’s fuel gauge was still above three-quarters. The tank wouldn’t hold another five gallons of diesel, so why bother. Besides, he wasn’t ready to mess with the tarp. When it came to the tarp he wanted to be under something, like a barn or an overpass, before he removed it. He really didn’t want the ash getting on all his stuff. Everything looked good, so he patted himself off and climbed back in the truck.

Bonnie cringed at Pete’s ash coated appearance, but she said nothing. Other than stripping down and changing his clothes, there was nothing he could do about the ash. He was glad she didn’t comment, because he wasn’t in the mood to argue or change. When the engine started, Pete smiled. It sounded so much better than before. “Interesting how such a simple thing as a choked air filter can knock the truck out,” said Pete. “We’ll probably need to do this again . . . every forty miles or so,” said Pete.

“Do you want me to keep track of the mileage?” asked Bonnie.

“Would you?”

“I will, but you have to promise not to be short with me, Peter. This is all very stressful for me you know.”

“I know it is, Bonnie, and I’m sorry. I’ll try harder. But you’re right, we’re both very stressed right now. I’m just glad you’re with me. Do you need to pee before we go?”

She turned to look out the window, and then at Pete. “You don’t think the conditions will improve?” she asked. Pete shook his head slowly, left to right. “Well, I’m not ready to look like you just yet. I think I can wait a little longer.”

“What’s wrong with the way I look?” said Pete, with a smile.

“You look like someone rolled you in an ashtray,” said Bonnie, with a grin. “You kind of smell like it too,” she added, as she mimed smoking a cigarette and snuffing it out in an ashtray.

“Oh really? Well, I happen to like how I look and smell,” teased Pete.

“And I do too. You’re so sexy to behold right now,” cooed Bonnie.

Pete laughed and put the truck into gear. When he pulled back onto the frontage road he asked, “Food?” It was actually more of an idea than a question, but he was hungry.

“I can get you a sandwich,” she replied.

“That will work,” said Pete. “And can you also grab me a bottle of water. My mouth is really dry from rolling in the ash.”
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Anticipating a smooth ride all the way through Waco proved premature. As soon as they hit the southern edge of highway-6 the road conditions changed dramatically. It wasn’t the actual condition of the roads that changed, for this section of the interstate was new and it endured the quakes and ash, even the flyways that connected H6 to I-35 were still standing. What changed for them was the heavy traffic. It seemed to come out of nowhere. The ash churned up by the moving vehicles hung in the air like a cloud of doom.

Pete narrowly avoided colliding with the first stopped car by slamming on the brakes and swerving onto the shoulder. He cursed and apologized to Bonnie. Visibility was only about five yards, and he knew he shouldn’t have been driving so fast. But now that he was stopped, he stretched his legs and relaxed. Driving in the ash cloud was stressful. It was worse than fog.

As traffic backed up behind them, the ash finally began to drift away and settle into its normal pattern of descent. Up ahead, a long line of taillights rose to the horizon line about a half mile away. Pete noticed southbound traffic was now much heavier, and that it didn’t seem to be hindered. He assumed there was another accident up ahead, but unlike the previous accident, a bypass wasn’t really an option given their need to cross the Brazos River. Glad for the rest, Pete decided to wait out the traffic and see what happened next.

He noticed there were more cars and trucks pulled over to the side of the road. He didn’t know if all the vehicles were disabled, but he suspected most of them were. They were probably suffering from ash related mechanical problems. He figured a lot of folks probably didn’t know how to clean their air filters, let alone where to find them in their vehicles.

They passed exit 330A and their eyes were drawn to a large and well-lit hospital on the west side of I-35. Pete marveled at how majestic the structure appeared. It looked like a white pearl against a gray panel of silk. Apparently other people felt the same way, for countless vehicles were lined up to gain access to the hospital grounds. To Pete it seemed very medieval; like when peasants would turn to the castle before an invading army, or how the cathedrals in France must have looked when all other nearby structures were no more than a couple floors high. The grandness of the hospital held his attention until Bonnie mentioned that the traffic had moved. “It looks like a cathedral,” said Pete.

“What?” Bonnie replied, having been startled from her preoccupation with the maps.

“The hospital,” said Pete. “It’s attracting survivors like flies.”

“It looks beautiful,” she said. “I can see why they’re drawn to it.”

Pete said, “Yeah, me too,” and forced his eyes back to the road. He wanted to look, needed to look, to see something normal, or as normal as could be in the ash, but he knew he had to stay focused on the road. The traffic crawled forward. At points it would move slowly, but then it would surge ahead with speed and raise ash high into the air. He could barely make out the taillights to the car in front of him, but mostly because everything was covered in ash. He reminded himself to wipe off his taillights at the earliest convenience.

It was clearer off to the sides, but that served no purpose other than to distract. Pete knew the hospital lights would attract the attention of other drivers, so that meant he would have to be extra careful along this stretch of the highway. A collision would end their trip, and after seeing the accident in Temple, he very much wanted to avoid one. Besides, it was obvious all first-responders were either completely overwhelmed, or just not able to respond to all the emergency calls. “I think we should stick to side roads after we cross the Brazos,” said Pete. “What do you think?”

Bonnie flipped on her small flashlight and shuffled through the maps. She found what she was looking for, and after studying it for a minute she said, “It’s a little more than ten miles through the city, but we can jump back onto the frontage road just north of Loop 340. From there we should be able to stay on side roads for most of the way to the I-35 split.”

The traffic was moving along nicely again, and they continued their journey in silence. Pete remained focused on driving, while Bonnie remained focused on the maps and the surrounding area. She called out the recognizable landmarks, and would report to Pete about something interesting she had seen, such as a group of people walking along the freeway with small children, or a trucker disconnecting his trailer. She reported that a few people even tried to get their attention as they passed. One idiot actually jumped out in front of Pete’s moving truck, only to quickly leap back onto the shoulder when Pete accelerated past.

“Would you have run that guy over?” asked Bonnie, fear and concern etched in her voice.

“I would have if he didn’t jump out of the way,” replied Pete.

“How would that make you feel? Running over that man,” asked Bonnie.

“Seriously? Look, Bonnie, this is not a Sunday drive to Fort Worth. For me, for us, this has become a military exercise. It’s a road-march, a road-march of survival, a . . .”

“I get it, Pete,” interrupted Bonnie. “It’s just that everything has gone so crazy.”

“That it has. And you’ll go crazy too if you allow it to bother you,” replied Pete. “You have to make a break, Bonnie. You have to let go of everything you knew about the past and look straight ahead. Thinking about the past, about how things were when they were normal, how they used to be, will only make it harder for you to adjust,” finished Pete.

“How can you just turn it off, turn off normal, like that,” she said, with a snap of her fingers.

“I’m a Soldier, Bonnie. I’ve turned off normal more times than you can possibly imagine,” replied Pete, with a sigh. “It’s hard at first, but it gets easier with time. Look, I need you to understand one very important thing, people are already beginning to realize that things have changed. That means we’re going to see a lot of crazy stuff . . . things that will surprise and disgust you. You have to brace yourself for it because I need you whole. I need you alert and aware.” Pete paused and swallowed before he continued. “I need you, Bonnie. I can’t survive this without you.”

She put her hand on his arm and said, “I can’t guarantee how I’ll act in any given circumstance, Pete. This is all new to me, but I won’t give up on you as long as you don’t give up on me.”

“Of course I won’t give up on you. We’re in this together, for the long haul. Look, there’s something going on up ahead.” About a half mile ahead, on a rise, opposite a long dip in the interstate, several vehicle lights were illuminating the road.

Bonnie leaned forward in her seat and asked, “What do you think’s going on?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” said Pete, more to himself than to Bonnie. “Traffic is moving, so it probably isn’t an accident,” he added more clearly.

They temporarily lost sight of the lights when they dipped into a low spot on the interstate, but when they reached level ground they saw the flashes of a car’s headlights. “Did you see that?” asked Bonnie.

“I did,” said Pete. “It’s a signal . . . and I don’t like it. That car is facing us on our side of the freeway. Get your pistol ready.” Bonnie grabbed her pistol and held it up in front of her. “Keep it low, and be ready to duck when I say,” said Pete. She nodded and pointed the pistol down.

“Do you want me to shoot?” asked Bonnie, now obviously scared.

“No,” said Pete. “I just want you alert and ready.”

At least eight cars were lined up on the side of the interstate, and all but one was pointing inward and illuminating the road with their headlights. Two men were fighting in the middle of the well-lit slow lane, and several more stood by watching the fight. “Is that a fight up ahead?” asked Bonnie.

“It is, but it looks staged,” said Pete. “Yeah. They’re just wrestling . . . play fighting.” Pete was about to move into the passing lane and shoot past the fight when a small red car shot past him. It kicked up an annoying trail of ash as it pulled ahead. Pete slowed and studied the fight scene while the ash settled. He felt, more than knew, that his truck was a target, and he was glad the traffic was moving. He kept his eyes open to see if the men would try to put something in front of him, like a spike strip, but they didn’t seem prepared to do so. That told him they most likely wanted his truck intact, to make it a clean capture, if they could manage it. They obviously didn’t know who they were messing with, thought Pete.

As he approached the fight scene the headlights from the cars parked on the shoulder pretty much blinded Pete to all activity on the side of the road. However, he did notice that the men paid no attention to the little red car, even when it slowed to gawk at them as it passed. But when one of the fighters stole a quick glance at his approaching truck, Pete acted quickly. He floored the accelerator in an effort to shoot past the ambush. The dually was no racecar, it had no speedy zero-to-sixty, but the sound of the accelerating engine immediately communicated Pete’s intent to the men standing along the highway.

As the big truck began to pick up speed, instead of changing lanes, Pete stayed in the slow lane and charged forward toward the fighting men. “You’re going to run them over!” cried Bonnie.

“Get down, Bonnie!” yelled Pete. Bonnie dropped to the floor just as the two fighters dived out of the way. The big truck blew past the fight scene. It was moving, but not fast enough for Pete’s comfort. As soon as he passed them, he swerved left, into the passing lane.

Headlights continued to illuminate the cab, and they blinded Pete to everything that was happening on the shoulder. He couldn’t tell what the men were doing, but when shadows passed in front of the stationary headlights he knew they hadn’t given up.

One fool of a man ran into the highway to take a swing at Pete’s truck with a baseball bat. Pete swerved towards him. The man jumped back, but Pete’s large extended side mirror hit him on the shoulder and spun him to the ground. Bonnie screamed at the impact, and screamed again when a flying bottle crashed against the truck’s front grill. A tinkle of glass cascaded off the windshield, followed by several more impacts. Pete actually felt, more than heard, the bangs and thuds as thrown objects hit his truck, but he didn’t care as long as the windows remained intact. He cleared the scene and maintained his speed to clear the area. He didn’t slow until he knew he wasn’t being pursued. Bonnie climbed back into the seat, the pistol shaking in hand, and she looked out the back window.

“What do you see? Is anyone trying to follow us?” asked Pete.

“I can’t see through your dust trail, but it doesn’t look like it,” she replied, breathing heavily and excitedly. She turned and sat the pistol on the seat next to her. “How’d you know they were going to attack us?”

“It’s probably a good idea to put your pistol in the glove box,” said Pete. “If I hit the brakes it will go flying.”

“I’ve got my holster,” said Bonnie, and she removed the slim Remora waistband holster from her bag. She slid the pistol into the holster and put it in the glove box. With her hands over her face she asked Pete a second time, “How’d you know it was a trap?”

“I didn’t . . . not at first. That car with the flashing lights was probably a lookout, to signal that a target was approaching. As for the fight . . . well, the men didn’t even look at the red car, but one of them looked at me. That’s when I knew . . . when I floored it,” said Pete.

“What do you think they wanted?”

“Probably our truck, but I don’t know for sure. Your guess is as good as mine. But guessing by their numbers, they probably wanted our truck because it’s bigger than what they had. Or maybe they thought we had food and water. I can turn around and ask them?” joked Pete.

“Ha ha,” said Bonnie, “but what would have happened if they managed to stop us?”

Pete could tell by her voice that she was on the verge of tears. “It would have taken a pretty serious roadblock to stop us back there. Besides, those guys were looking for easy prey. I won’t speculate on what they would have done if they managed to stop us . . . it’s pointless to consider. But I wouldn’t have let them hurt you, Bonnie. You can count on that.”

She wiped at her eyes and said, “I think it’s safe to slow down now.”

“You’re right. Thanks,” said Pete, and he brought the truck down to a safer cruising speed.

They continued on in silence, not talking until they reached the outskirts of Waco about ten minutes later. As they began to pass through the city, Pete was surprised to see evidence of electrical power along both sides of the interstate. He wasn’t familiar with the power grid for the City of Waco, but he figured it should have been dark and quiet, like all the other small towns he drove through on his way north. That clearly wasn’t the case, for several businesses were open and seemed to be operating normally. Gas stations and fast-food restaurants were lit and running as if nothing had changed.

“That McDonalds is open,” said Bonnie, pointing her finger across the cab toward Pete’s window.

“Yes it is,” replied Pete. He was concentrating on the traffic, very interested in getting off the freeway as soon as possible, and much too focused to engage Bonnie in conversation about Waco’s use of electrical power. An uncomfortable feeling of confinement began to rise up in Pete when he noticed the three-strand cable fence that ran down the middle and bordered the side of the interstate. The cables were thick, suspended on heavy aluminum poles, and apparently designed to prevent any out-of-control vehicle from crashing into stores or on-coming traffic. It made exiting the freeway impossible to do without an actual off-ramp. Pete didn’t like the feeling of being trapped on the freeway.

He also didn’t want to add to Bonnie’s stress, so he asked her questions about the layout of the interstate as it passed through the city. “It’s about twelve miles,” said Bonnie. “The river crossing is about eight miles ahead. I think we should get off the freeway as soon as we cross the river. What do you think?” she asked.

Pete slowed the truck and pulled into the slow lane before coming to a complete stop behind a long line of traffic. Trapped, Pete asked the only logical question available to him, “What’s the next exit? I didn’t see the last sign.”

“According to the map, there are no more exits before the river,” replied Bonnie.

“Great!” said Pete. He nervously tapped the steering wheel with the palm of his hand.

“It’s just a little traffic,” said Bonnie.

“And it was just a little fight back there,” said Pete. “I hate being canalized like this.”

“Canalized?”

“We’re in a canal, of sorts. We’ve got no choice but to deal with the flow. Do you see those cable barriers on your side of the road?”

“Yes,” said Bonnie, as she looked out the window.

“Well, they’re on both sides. That means we’re stuck here,” said Pete.

“Oh.”

They inched forward in traffic, with time measured in feet instead of miles. Pete refused to watch the clock, as it only served to agitate him even more. He hated feeling vulnerable, and being stuck in traffic, on a freeway that offered him no hope of immediate escape, made him feel vulnerable. He didn’t know what to expect down the road, but if the interstate continued to be like this, with endless miles of traffic, he’d rather go around, even if it added days to his trip.

Pete knew they had many miles to travel, and the city of Fort Worth yet to negotiate, but he forced himself to relax and accept the fact that, despite the danger, he wasn’t in a hurry. He wondered what caused the delay, and thought maybe the bridge over the Brazos was damaged during the earthquake. Impatience getting the better of him, Pete opened the door and stood on the running board to see ahead. In the distance, the unmistakable strobe-like flashes of red and blue lights appeared through breaks in the floating ash. He returned to his seat and huffed.

“What did you see?” asked Bonnie.

“We’re about a half-mile from an accident, or something. I saw police cruiser lights ahead, so the police are involved,” said Pete.

“Could it be an ambulance?” asked Jenna.

“They have red lights only, not red and blue. In Texas, only law enforcement vehicles have red and blue lights, not ambulances,” answered Pete.

They talked about the boys, work, the disaster, and everything else as they moved slowly forward. Some thirty minutes later, when only a handful of cars stood between them and the police cars, Pete stepped out to have another look. It wasn’t an accident, it was a checkpoint. He watched as two City of Waco police officers inspected every vehicle that passed through the checkpoint. They weren’t conducting a detailed search, like the one at Fort Hood, but it was obvious they were looking for something, or even someone.

He watched the two officers, a male and a female, both wearing yellow reflective road vests over their dark uniforms, and disposable N95 breathing masks on their faces, as they worked the single vehicle inspection lane together. The male officer approached the driver’s side and would briefly talk with the driver. Sometimes he would shine his flashlight into the car, and sometimes he wouldn’t. His partner did the same on the vehicle’s passenger side. Pete noticed that she didn’t talk to anyone, and that she was always the one conducting the physical inspections, when signaled by the male officer.

Pete could tell the two officers had a good working relationship because they performed their duties with little or no verbal communications. A subtle head nod would cue the female officer to inspect a trunk or truck bed. Once her inspection was complete, she would nod to her partner and the male officer would wave his hand for the driver to pass through the checkpoint. It looked very proficient, but it still created a painfully large bottleneck. Pete wondered what idiot ordered the checkpoint.

“What do you think’s going on?” asked Bonnie.

“It looks like a sobriety checkpoint,” said Pete, “except they’re checking trunks.”

“What do you think they’re looking for?”

“Don’t know,” he said, as he turned to look at her, “but please let me do the talking, OK? And keep your hands where they can see them. And don’t volunteer any information, even if they ask you a question. Answer directly, quickly, and to the point, but nothing more. OK?” Bonnie nodded and fidgeted in her seat. “And stop fidgeting, you’ll make them suspicious. We’ve done nothing wrong . . . we’re doing nothing wrong . . . so relax.” added Pete.

They were still several cars from the checkpoint, but they were now in a single line. Pete surveyed the checkpoint layout and saw there was no real physical barrier in place. The only controls were two police cruisers, and a small collection of red cones. To Pete, that meant the checkpoint went up quickly, and that it could also be taken down quickly. A hasty checkpoint meant a fugitive hunt, but he didn’t understand why something like that would be a priority given the disaster. He shook his head and slowed his breathing to relax.

Pete watched as a third officer emerged from the second police cruiser and walk up to the male officer. They walked off a short distance to talk, apparently to share some important private police conversation. After a brief discussion, and a hand gesture towards the traffic, the two officers got back to work. The female officer looked over to her checkpoint partner and shrugged once, in a comically pronounced manner. He nodded for her to continue, and she did. The third officer drove away, lights flashing, and Pete imagined him running some kind of important errand just to relieve his boredom.

Finally, when Pete was just two cars from the checkpoint, he pulled out his driver’s license and asked Bonnie to do the same. He wasn’t sure if the cop would need to see his ID, but he didn’t want to give the pair any extra time to examine his truck. Pete’s goal was to pass the checkpoint as quickly and easily as possible.

Finally, after what seemed like days of waiting, Pete moved forward and was waved to a stop by the officer. His window was already down, and he was able to catch the officer’s name. Pete liked using names, it communicated contact, and was useful information that could be used later. Having served as an MP his entire military career, Pete also understood the subtle signs that triggered law enforcement officers to dig deeper; such as improper eye contact, shaking hands, evasive answers to questions, and a handful of other human responses that could communicate deception. “Good day, Officer Bodel. Can I help you?”

The officer looked at Pete and asked, “Where are you guys heading?” He briefly shined his flashlight beam over their faces and around the interior of the truck.

“Dallas,” said Pete.

“You active duty?” asked the officer?

Pete figured the officer either saw the Defense Department decal on his windshield, the large sticker that said “Military Police” on his back window, or probably both. “Retired in 2014,” answered Pete.

“What do you have in the back?”

“Food, water, fuel, camping gear, that kind of stuff,” answered Pete. “Can I ask you a question?”

“What?”

“The checkpoint . . . what’s it for?” asked Pete.

The officer scratched the back of his head and replied, “We’ve had some problem with looters.”

“All this for looters? Wouldn’t it be better to be on patrol . . . presence and all that?” asked Pete, as innocently as possible, so as not to upset the tired and potentially grumpy officer.

“The mayor’s house was looted. We’re looking for the looters,” said the officer, obviously annoyed with Pete’s observation. “Do you have any more questions? Because unless you’re willing to park and help me check all these vehicles, I’ve got work to do.”

It was obvious to Pete that the officer wasn’t serious about his request, but it’s not like Pete would have volunteered to help him anyway. He had no interest in helping a mayor settle a score with some looters. The officer looked at his partner and nodded his head to the north, the sign to let them through. Pete looked across Bonnie and out the passenger window to watch the female officer. He involuntarily stiffened when she took a step away from his truck, but relaxed when she waved her hand for him to proceed. Pete turned to see the male officer respond in kind.

“Good luck,” said Pete, and he rolled up his window and left the checkpoint. When they were clear, Pete sighed heavy and said, “Well, that was fun.”

“What do you mean?” asked Bonnie, curious about her husband’s apparent anxiety over the checkpoint. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“The big deal is that checkpoints are dangerous,” answered Pete, with a little too much edge in his voice. She turned to stare at him, and he saw that her demeanor was once again guarded. “I’m sorry, Bonnie. It’s just that you don’t see the danger in things like I do. But then again, most civilians don’t. Most people will complain about the inconvenience of being delayed, but not question the infringement on their rights. They won’t ask the cops why they’re being delayed. Checkpoints should have legal precedent, not just pop up at the whim of some city mayor. Cops are not supposed to throw up checkpoints whenever they want. Look, there’s another one.” Pete saw the police had a similar checkpoint set up at the bridge on the south-bound side of the interstate.

“I get all that, Pete,” said Bonnie, “but I don’t understand why you were so worried. They were just looking. And like you said, we aren’t hiding anything.”

“True . . . we’re not hiding anything that we knew of,” said Pete, “but what if they wanted to take everything we had, like they were doing on Fort Hood? What would we do if they decided to take our fuel, food, or guns? It would make our survival difficult, if not impossible. I won’t stand for a gang, or even cops taking our stuff.”

Bonnie gasped. “Pete, you would shoot it out with the cops over this stuff?” she said, with a wave of her hand toward the back of the truck.”

“Bonnie, you still don’t get it. We need this stuff to live, honey. There are no more grocery stores, no more gas stations, banks, convenience stores, restaurants . . . no more nothing. It’s all gone! Everything is different now. Yes, I will use deadly force to protect this stuff because we need it to survive. Without these supplies we could die in a matter of weeks, or maybe even days,” said Pete, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. He willed himself to relax and drew in a few deep breaths.

Bonnie was silent for a minute, but finally said, “I’m sorry I upset you.”

“You’re not upsetting me, Bonnie. I don’t like what’s going on any more than you do. We just need to be strong. It will be better when we reach John’s . . . I know it will.”

“If you say so, but I think he’ll be in the same condition that we are.”

“No. You don’t know John like I do. He knew the disaster was coming, Bonnie. He was prepared before it came. I bet he’s not stressing about anything right now.”


[image: ]

Once clear of Waco and the troubling checkpoint, the interstate traffic was light. Pete decided to stay on it a little longer since they were making such good time. They couldn’t help but notice all the stalled cars and trucks along the southbound shoulder of the interstate. There were a few stalled cars on the northbound shoulder as well, but not near as many as on the opposite side. In fact, there were so many vehicles on the southbound shoulder that it looked like a third lane had developed.

Bonnie also noticed, and provided a rolling commentary on, the large number of people walking along the interstate. Again, most of them were along the southbound shoulder, walking next to and among the stalled cars and trucks. There were a few individuals, but most people moved in groups of eight to ten, and all were coated in ash. To Pete, they looked like refugees, displaced persons from a nuclear war-zone. Even to the point that many carried bags, suitcases, and bundles over their shoulders. Almost everyone, regardless of age, had something over their nose and mouth, which only added to the strange, twilight-zone effect of the scene.

About fifteen miles north of Waco, the interstate traffic began to thicken once again. Pete took that as a sign to exit and face the more promising option of traveling the many available side roads. After what they had experienced heading into Waco, he wasn’t willing to risk any more delays. Getting trapped on the interstate was something he seriously wanted to avoid. Besides, he needed his truck. They would never make it to John’s walking.

A huge fan of options, Pete recognized how they affected survival. He was keenly aware that people without options became desperate people, and desperate people did desperate things. There was a big difference between prepared survival and desperate survival. The later often involved death. Pete’s view on death was simple, it was pretty much live and let live until the threat dictated otherwise. He may not be the first to fire his weapon, but when he did he never missed. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use deadly force to reach John’s, but he doubted that would be the case. Things were already crazy.

When Pete exited the interstate, Bonnie asked for a bathroom break. They passed an interstate rest stop, but it was so packed with cars and trucks that they couldn’t get close to it. But even during normal times, Pete wasn’t a fan of interstate rest stops, so stopping at one now, when they were packed with survivors, was entirely out of the question. He promised Bonnie that he would find her a safe place to pee, and he was busy looking for just such a place when she spoke up.

“What about over there?” asked Bonnie, as she pointed to a gravel road semi-hidden between two native stands of mesquite and cedar. They weren’t as dense as native stands, which told Pete that someone had taken the time to clear them of their low lying brush and branches. He had no doubt they were on private property. Pete stopped and scanned the area with keen eyes. There was a barbed-wire fence, but no sign, gate or even a mailbox. He pulled forward and then backed the truck down the gravel road until they were hidden from view. Pete could still hear the cars passing by on the elevated interstate, but he was completely out of sight, and that pleased him. He set the parking brake and turned to Bonnie, “Can you wait a sec while I do a security check of the area?”

“Only if you want me to pee in my pants,” replied Bonnie.

“Right. Well, I’ll make it quick then,” said Pete. He shut his eyes, opened the door, and stepped out. With the door shut and the interior dome light out, Pete reopened his eyes and quickly scanned the area. After a short walk down the road he found an open gate. A brief inspection of the trees revealed no threats, so he approached the truck, on Bonnie’s side, and opened her door with closed eyes.

Amused, she asked, “What are you doing?”

“I’m protecting my night vision,” replied Pete. As soon as she was out of the truck he shut the door and opened his eyes again. Bonnie walked away and immediately stumbled on a rock. She cursed once and flipped on her little flashlight.

“I wish you wouldn’t use that right now,” said Pete.

“How can you see in the dark?” she asked, clearly annoyed with Pete.

“I’ve got good night vision. Besides, we don’t want to advertise our presence, so if you can manage without a light I would greatly appreciate it.” Bonnie huffed and Pete added, “Wait a minute and your eyes will adjust to the dark.”

“Fine, fine. How long are we going to be here?” she asked.

“There’s no rush. I just want to blow ash off the filter and add some fuel to the truck . . . I’d say fifteen to twenty minutes.”

Bonnie wasted no time heading to the trees, and Pete went straight to the back of the truck to get the air compressor. He spent the next ten minutes cleaning the air filter, but it was difficult to determine how effective the results were in the dark. He wished he had a red-lensed flashlight, but he couldn’t plan for every contingency, especially in the disaster world gone crazy overnight. When Bonnie was ready to reenter the truck, Pete opened the driver’s side door to inspect the filter under the interior dome light.

Happy to see the filter clean, at least much cleaner than it was before their previous stop, Pete put it back in the box and turned his attention to the t-shirt pre-cleaner. He stole an occasional glance at Bonnie while he worked, and was happy to see her thumbing through the maps under a flashlight. Pete closed the hood and Bonnie jumped. “Sorry, Bon. I’m almost done,” said Pete through the window. He hated making so much noise, but he didn’t have a choice.

The truck’s fuel tank was about half full, so Pete decided to add two five-gallon cans. That wouldn’t top off the tank, but it would be enough to get him to John’s house without another refueling stop. As Pete lifted the can to pour in the fuel, he heard the crack of a small stick. He would have missed it entirely if the air compressor was running, but he was sure it was tied to the weight of a human foot. Acting as if he heard nothing, Pete stood and walked to the truck and opened the driver’s side door. With eyes closed, he said in a louder than normal voice, “I need to pop the hood again. I’m almost done.”

To Bonnie’s credit, she just stared at him and said nothing. Pete pulled the hood release and walked to the front of the truck. He casually lifted the heavy hood, and as soon as it was up he crouched down and hurried off into the trees to his right. He drew his pistol, and moving quickly and silently through the trees to his right, Pete made his way around behind where he thought he heard the noise.

Drawing upon years of tactical training, Pete worked his way around the trees and emerged on the road well beyond the truck. He silently knelt, and using the occasional passing headlights of the vehicles on the freeway, he scanned the area for the source of the sound.

Pete was very alert to sound and movement while he walked. Using a toe-to-heel technique that allowed his foot to set lightly on the ground under his feet, he moved and scanned for potential threats. He stopped every few paces to listen for anything that would betray his target. Suddenly, up ahead and to his right, Pete spotted someone crouching behind a cedar tree. It was a man, and he was armed with what looked to be a shotgun. He was crouched behind a tree less than five yards from the back corner of Pete’s truck. It looked to Pete like the man was planning to surprise him when he returned to add more fuel to his truck.

Pete considered throwing a rock at the truck to distract the guy, but he didn’t want Bonnie to climb out and investigate. She was already in more danger than she deserved. His safest option, now that he was behind the threat, was to confront him directly. Pete removed the Surefire tactical flashlight from his pocket and positioned it into his left hand using the Graham Technique. The technique allowed Pete to keep two hands on the pistol, and use the pressure-on button of the flashlight to illuminate a target. He knew the highly concentrated beam of the Surefire flashlight would disorient the target long enough to either safely disarm him, or shoot him.

Pete stood, and after taking cover behind a tree of his own, he turned the flashlight on. The super-bright beam made the man turn, and Pete raised it to shine directly in his eyes. In a firm and commanding voice, Pete yelled, “Drop the gun now, or I drop you.”

The man immediately threw the shotgun to the ground and yelled, “Don’t shoot, mister. You’re on my property, is all I can rightly say. I just came down here to check things out. I saw you pull in and I was worried, that’s all.”

It was an old man, perhaps in his late seventies or early eighties. He was wearing overalls, with an old beat-up straw cowboy hat tilted to one side of his head. “It looked to me like you were waiting to ambush me,” said Pete, as he held the light in the man’s eyes.

“Pete! Is everything all right?”

“Stay in the truck Bonnie. I’ll be done in a second,” answered Pete.

The old man turned to look at Bonnie and Pete said, “Sir, don’t look over there. What’s your name?”

“The name’s Turner, Robert Turner. Can you please move that light out of my eyes? It’s burning a hole clean through my brain.”

Pete chuckled to himself and lowered the beam to the man’s chest. “Well, Mr. Turner, I don’t know what to make of you trying to sneak up on me. I could have killed you.”

“Well, I reckon you’re right about that. But please, call me Robert,” said the old man, as he removed his hat to wipe sweat off his brow with the green bandanna.

Pete walked up to the man and looked him over. “I’m sorry to scare you like that. I didn’t know what kind of threat I was facing. I’m Pete,” and he extended a hand to the man after holstering his pistol. “You mind if I take a look at your shotgun?” Pete asked, as he reached down to pick it up off the ground.

“No, of course not. Help yourself,” said the man called Robert. He was breathing heavily, and leaning hard against the tree that had previously served as his concealment.

Pete examined the double-barreled, twelve-gauge shotgun, and unloaded it with a quick break of the chamber. He placed the two shells in his pocket and handed the shotgun to Robert. “Do you need a drink of water? You don’t look well.”

“Yes’er, water would be really fine right about now. I thank you kindly.”

Pete called for Bonnie and she stuck her head out the window. But before she could ask any questions, Pete said, “Can you bring a bottle of water for Mr. Turner, please?”

Bonnie brought the water and eyed Robert suspiciously as she walked around him. With a signal from Pete, she handed him the water, but it was Pete who offered the introduction. “Bonnie, this is Robert Turner. Robert, this is my wife, Bonnie.”

“Pleasure to meet you, ma’am? Thanks for the water. Do you mind if I sit for a spell?” he asked, after looking at Pete.

“Please,” replied Pete, with a sitting hand gesture to the ground. “Be my guest.”

“I thank you for not shooting me. My missus would have been terribly upset with me. She told me to stay put and all, but you know how it is,” said Robert.

“That I do,” said Pete. “Look, we apologize for trespassing. We weren’t planning to stay long. Bonnie needed to pee, and I needed to do some maintenance on my truck. As a matter of fact, before I heard you in the trees, we were getting ready to leave.”

“Well, if you’re not in a hurry, why don’t you come on up to the house for a visit. You seem like decent folk, and we could sure use some word about what’s going on around us. Besides,” sighed Robert, “I could sure use a ride back up to the house.”

Something about Robert’s down-to-earth nature struck Pete as funny, and he laughed kindly. “There’s something about you that’s decent too,” said Pete. “OK, we’ll take you up on your offer, but we can’t stay long. We’ve got a ways to go yet, and I don’t like how things are developing. The sooner we get to where we’re going, the better I’ll feel. If you know what I mean?”

“That I do,” said Robert in his turn, “that I do.”

When he finished fueling the truck, Pete backed down the road to a spot where Robert said was safe to turn around. After getting out to close the man’s gate, Pete drove slowly along the gravel road as it crested up and over a small hill. Even with Robert pointing it out, his house was hard to spot. It was completely dark, lost in the haze of ash behind a depression on the far side of a hill. That explained why Pete didn’t see it from the road when he stopped. “You’re house is . . . really well hidden,” said Pete.

“Yup, it’s our only defense for privacy. It’s why I built it down here, and not on the hill like most of the ranchers around here do,” said Robert. “Besides, I didn’t want my lights attracting any attention . . . even before the ash.”

Bonnie leaned against Pete’s shoulder and said, “That’s something I’m learning about, too, that lights attract a lot of attention now.”

Robert must not have heard Bonnie, for he said, “The last thing we want is a bunch of freeway travelers coming up here asking for help when they break down. We’ve got lights on in our house . . . we just cover all the windows.”

“You have power then?” asked Pete, surprised.

“Yup, we have a wind turbine. It’s a small one, but it powers us up nicely. Though there’s not enough wind to turn it right now, so I’ve got my generator running. Robert pointed and said, “Park right over there . . . by the barn.”

Pete followed Robert’s directions and killed the engine. Robert was the first out of the truck. As soon as his feet hit the ground, he turned to Bonnie, and with a wink and a smile, he said, “Come on in and meet the missus. I know you will cheer her up.”

They followed Robert into the house. It was a comfortable two-story home, well built, and well lived in. It reminded Pete a little of a lake-side home he had seen near Belton, only this one wasn’t near a lake. Pete also didn’t hear a generator, and he wondered if Robert had to start it up. He was about to offer his help when Robert pulled aside a heavy blanket and opened a side door. Warm light illuminated the narrow patio, and a ginger tabby poked her head out to take a look at the strangers.

“In or out, Peaches,” called Robert. The cat turned on a dime and disappeared back inside. “She hasn’t gone out since the ash first hit the ground. Makes for an awful mess in the litter box. Vi! We got company.”

Pete was too busy admiring Robert’s noise and light discipline to notice the cat. He whispered to Bonnie, “Is his wife’s name, Peaches, or Vi?”

“Peaches is their cat,” chided Bonnie.

Pete wondered if Robert was a military man, and he looked for a clue about Robert’s former profession, but he saw nothing to indicate a military background. Unable to contain himself, he asked, “Where’d you learn your security precautions?”

“Oh, reading . . . I guess. It made sense to be careful,” replied Robert.

“That it does,” said Pete.

Robert introduced his wife, and the gathering became something of a family reunion, if such a thing was possible when two couples meet for the first time. Grateful for an opportunity to recline in a comfortable chair, Pete made straight for the loveseat. To Vi’s credit, she didn’t even flinch when Pete collapsed onto her hand-crocheted couch cover.

Robert’s wife, Viola, was a gem of a woman. She was as down to earth as her husband was daring. They talked casually, about friends, family and the world, while she made fresh tea. She then immediately began to prepare a meal of grilled-cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, all on her kitchen’s wood burning stove. When they finished and put the dishes in the kitchen, Vi wiped her hands on her apron and said, “I wish I could have offered you more. It’s just that I have a feeling things are going to get scarce now,” as she sat next to Robert on the couch.

“Ma’am, your kindness and hospitality are greatly appreciated,” replied Pete.

“Yes, thank you for letting us into your home, and for feeding us,” added Bonnie.

“It’s no trouble. I just thank you for not shooting my pig-headed husband,” she said with a scowl, as she rested her hand gently on his knee. “I told him to stay put, but you can see how much influence I have over him.”

“Now sweet potato,” cooed Robert, “you know I do everything you tell me to do, but we can’t be too careful now, not with all that’s happening.” Before she could reply, Robert turned to Pete and said, “I was heading down to close the gate. That’s when I heard your air compressor . . . and I decided to investigate further.”

Viola smiled at Robert and said, also directing her attention to Pete. “What’s going on out there, Peter. Can you give us some news?”

“Well ma’am, I wish I had some good news for you, but things aren’t good. Say, are you guys alone here?”

Viola and Robert exchanged a long, silent glance before turning back to Pete. It was obvious they were unsure how to answer Pete’s question. Finally, it was Robert who nodded and said, “Yes, we’re alone now, but not always. Miguel, our ranch hand, left to go get his family. He’s been gone for two days . . . but we expect him back any time. But we can take care of ourselves.”

“He said he’d be back in a couple days,” added Viola, speaking directly to Robert.

“Yes he did, Vi. Yes he did. We’ll see what happens though, won’t we.”

“And what do you suggest we do if he doesn’t?” asked Vi. “You know it’s not safe here by ourselves.”

Pete and Bonnie watched the verbal exchange with curiosity that merged on alarm. Curiosity because they were arguing in front of them, alarm because they feared Robert and Viola would ask them to stay, or worse yet, to go with them. They didn’t ask either, but Pete braced himself for it just the same. He never considered the problem of tag-alongs, and wondered how he would deal with a request when it did come up. After a few additional comments between their hosts, they grew silent and stared at Pete and Bonnie. When neither commented, Robert said, “I apologize for that.”

“Yes. We do tend to carry on a bit, but normally not in front of strangers,” added Vi.

“It’s not a problem,” said Pete, “We always argue. Right Bon?” She rolled her eyes and Pete continued. “I know you have a lot of worries, and we’re sorry to impose on you like we did.”

“We’re actually glad for your company,” replied Vi, “but please, can you tell us what you’ve seen outside?” she repeated.

“Yes, ma’am. Do you want the long or short version?” asked Pete.

“Well, you decide. You’re the travelers . . . the ones with the story,” she said with a smile.

With that, Pete offered a moderately detailed description of their recent events, all the way up to their arrival at the Turner’s property. Pete included the part about going to Fort Hood, but he was very careful about offering his opinion on how long he thought the disaster would endure, or if things would ever return to normal. Deep down, Pete knew the country was down for the count. He was pretty sure things wouldn’t be the same again, but he didn’t want to dump his dark opinion on the Turner’s. For once, Pete wasn’t insistent on sharing the truth as he knew it.

They asked a lot of questions about Waco, but Pete had to remind them that they only drove through the city via the interstate, and he couldn’t account for the electricity, security, or even the medical support. However, he did tell them that there was an increasing number of refugees walking along the freeway, and that it was smart to maintain a low profile.

The Turner’s stared at each other for a moment and turned back to Pete. “What would you do if you were in our shoes, Peter?” asked Vi.

Pete was ready for that question, but he swallowed once and looked at Bonnie. “That’s a question I can’t answer for you, ma’am. All I can say is that I don’t think you’ll be safe here by yourselves . . . not this close to the freeway anyway. But then again, no place is really safe right now. We both know that when food and water become hard to find, people will get very desperate, and desperate people do desperate things. I saw it happen in Baghdad after we ousted Saddam Hussein. Thirst and hunger make people do things they wouldn’t normally do, like steal, and even kill.”

“Do you have family nearby . . . someplace safe to go?” asked Bonnie.

Pete tapped Bonnie’s foot with his toe, under the coffee table. He desperately wanted her to stop talking. She looked at Pete, annoyed, and turned her attention back to the Turners. “There’s got to be someplace you can go,” she persisted.

“Our two kids live on the East Coast, I’m not going to one of those damned government camps, so that means we’re staying put,” said Robert. “Besides, this has been our home for forty-five years. We’ll not pack up and leave for a gray sky and falling ash. We’ve seen dark skies before, and we’ll see them again, I reckon.”

Pete was about to elaborate on where he thought the dark skies would lead, but he stopped himself. He wanted to keep his efforts dedicated to communicating their need for caution and security, while at the same time avoiding their desire to tag along for, “someplace safe,” as Bonnie had suggested. That’s why Pete flinched when Robert asked, “So why exactly are you guys heading north? Isn’t that closer to the eruption . . . further into the ash?”

“I don’t know how much deeper the ash will be where we’re going,” said Pete, “but it’s not much farther. We’re going to see our friends in Fort Worth. They’ve invited us to join them.”

Robert nodded, and after sneezing and clearing his nose in his green bandana, he said, “Well, I wish you both a safe journey. I think heading south would be better, but you seem like smart kids.” Robert pointed at Pete with a crooked finger, and continued, “And you’re obviously more than capable of defending yourself. It isn’t easy to sneak up on an Indian . . . even one as old as me.” He closed with a wink and pulled a box of Tic-Tac’s from a shirt pocket. He popped one in his mouth and offered them to Pete and Bonnie, who declined with gratitude.

Pete smiled and stood. “Well, I guess it’s time for us to be going. I can’t thank you enough for your kindness and hospitality, Mrs. Turner.”

“Yes. Thank you very much,” said Bonnie. “Do you mind if I use your bathroom before we leave?”

“No. Of course not, dear. Help yourself,” replied Vi.

“Go ahead and flush too,” said Robert. “I’ve got plenty of water.”

For some reason Pete doubted Robert’s claim, but he hadn’t seen the whole of his property either. If they had a wind turbine, then they probably also had a windmill and a cistern. But water was always a problem in Texas; there was either a lot of it, or it was a drought and hard to come by. Bonnie thanked Vi and headed to the bathroom. Pete, feeling the shotgun shells in his pocket, reached in and handed them back to Robert. “Here, I almost forgot these. By the way, how are you doing on ammunition?”

“I’ve got eight shells,” he replied with obvious self-loathing. “I never needed more, but now I wish had more.”

Pete pointed to the two shells in Robert’s hands, and asked, “Are all your loads the same?” and he held out his hand to take a closer look at one of the shells. Robert handed it to him and said, “I’m not sure, but I think they’re turkey loads. I use them mostly to drive the coyote’s away . . . they love our chickens.”

“I bet,” said Pete, and he handed the shell back to Robert. As an after though he added, “Come out to the truck with me and I’ll leave you with a box of shells.”

“You’d do that for me?” asked Robert, openly surprised by Pete’s generous offer.

“Why not? You were kind to us. But let me show you something first. It’s a little trick I learned from my grandfather.” Pete removed a small folding knife from his pocket and flicked it open with his thumb. With the very sharp blade, he cut the plastic shell casing around the wad. He explained the process as he worked, “This only works for breech-loading shotguns like yours. When you cut the plastic casing at the wad, the shot stays tight together when you fire it . . . it’s sort of like a shotgun slug. It should allow you to hit the coyotes from a greater distance. But be careful not to complete the cut or the shell will separate. Let it overlap a little, like this, see,” said Pete, as he handed the modified shell back to Robert.

“Well, I’ll be. That will come in handy,” said Robert, as he studied the cut shell casing.

“It will give you more range, and more lethality for point targets. I recommend you practice with one or two before you come to rely on them for real engagements. Come on, let’s go get you a box of ammo,” finished Pete.

Robert followed Pete to the truck and thanked him repeatedly for the ammunition, even before he had it in his hands. Pete didn’t have a surplus of shotgun ammo, but he knew he couldn’t leave Robert with only eight shells. Besides, shotguns weren’t Pete’s firearm of choice. He wasn’t even a big fan of pistols, but he loved rifle shooting, especially at a long range. “I won’t miss it,” said Pete. “And remember, keep a low profile. I also recommend you drop a couple of cedar trees across your road at the entrance. Use trees that can’t be easily moved by hand, and make a new entrance to your ranch . . . somewhere that’s less obvious. Then conceal your driveway from casual observation. You know, from people driving or walking by. It might make a difference on how long you remain unnoticed back here,” said Pete.

“I take it you don’t think we’ll stay unnoticed for long,” replied Robert.

Pete carefully selected his next words. He didn’t want to sound over dramatic, but he wanted Robert to know the truth. As Pete was formulating his response, Robert spoke up, “I know it’s dangerous out there, and I appreciate your sensitivity to my fears, but honestly, Pete, how long do you think this disaster is going to last?”

“I wish I knew, but I think it’s going to last for a very long time. I’ve never seen anything like this before. This is something entirely new . . . unprecedented. We weren’t prepared for it either, Robert.” said Pete, as he pulled the last of his tie downs tight across the tarp. He turned to face Robert and almost said, “I know one man who was ready, and that’s why we’re heading north,” but he didn’t. Instead, he said only, “Just be careful. Try to keep your heads down and stay out of sight.”

Pete saw Bonnie and Vi walking to the truck, arm in arm. He was glad she connected with Vi, and he marveled at how some relationships just seemed to happen, but others took so much effort. “You’ve got a nice set-up here, but if your ranch hand . . . what’s his name?”

“Miguel,” replied Robert.

“Right, if Miguel returns that’s great, but if he doesn’t, then you might want to look for people to invite here, people you can trust, and who you can work with. Sitting next to the freeway like this . . . well, it’s only a matter of time before bad people find you.”

Robert nodded, shook the box of shells once, and said, “You’re right. I’m not prepared to defend this place by myself.”

“Don’t trust any stranger,” added Pete. “People can be very tricky when they’re desperate. Oh, and stay away from the access road as much as possible. Can you do that?” asked Pete, with a wink to Vi.

Robert nodded and reached out to shake Pete’s hand with both of his. Bonnie stood next to Pete and said, “Thanks again for feeding us. We wish both of you the best of luck.”

“If you come back by this way again,” said Vi, “please stop in and visit again.”

“We’ll do that,” said Pete. The two ladies embraced warmly, and Bonnie surprised Pete when she reached for and hugged Robert. Vi didn’t seem interested in receiving a hug from Pete. And since Pete wasn’t much of a hugger anyway, he offered her a gentle handshake, and thanked them both for their hospitality. “Please take care of yourselves,” said Pete, as he climbed into the truck to start it up. “I look forward to our next meeting.”

Before pulling out, Pete yelled from the window, “I’ll keep my lights off until I’m on the access road. Then I’ll close your gate. And don’t forget what I said about the trees.”

“Good luck to you, and safe travels,” replied Robert. Both couples waved farewell and Pete quickly rolled up the window to keep the ash from drifting into the cab.

“What trees?” asked Bonnie.

Pete told her what they talked about, and she said, “We should have taken them with us.”

Pete sighed and said, “It could have come to that.”

“Come to that? What do you mean?” asked Bonnie.

“We would have had to literally kidnap them. They wouldn’t have come with us even if we offered,” answered Pete.

“But you didn’t offer,” retorted Bonnie.

“You’re right, I didn’t. I didn’t have to. They made it clear that they didn’t want to leave. Besides how would we have managed it?”

“We have plenty of room in the truck.”

“We do? Only if they came without baggage, Bonnie. Are we to toss out our survival stuff to make room for theirs?” asked Pete, immediately irritated with Bonnie’s narrow vision of their survival.

“Pete, sometimes you’re such an insensitive jerk.”

Pete nodded and said, “You’re right, Bonnie. I am. I’m insensitive to anyone but you, and the boys, and it’s not nice to attack me when I’m trying to keep us alive. I’m not responsible for every nice person we meet.”

“But we have to remain human, Peter. We can’t just abandon humanity. We can’t turn our back on our Christian values.”

“But that’s just it, Bonnie, I’m not letting go of my humanity, or my Christianity, when I hold on to you. I could pull to the side of the road and start feeding everyone that passes by, but in two hours we’d have nothing left. And then what? What would we do to survive? Where would we go to find food and water?”

Bonnie buried her face in her hands. She didn’t seem to be crying, but she was clearly upset. Pete dropped the subject, but he was beginning to think that Bonnie might not be up to the mental challenge of disaster survival. He would need to be very patient with her if they were to have any hope of making it through the disaster as a couple. He reached over and put his hand on her shoulder. With a loving pat he said, “I love you . . . my sweet potato.”

Bonnie looked up and smiled, but her smile immediately turned to a laugh. Soon they were both laughing uncontrollably. With the tension in the truck released, Bonnie resumed her navigational duties once Pete cleared the Turner’s long gravel driveway. After closing the gate, Pete drove north on the frontage road. Bonnie informed him that they were about twelve miles from the I-35 split, which meant they would either have to get back on the freeway, or find an alternate road that ran parallel to the interstate’s western most path.

Once again alert and focused on the road, Pete drove while Bonnie listed and described the different routes they could take around the split. They were near their halfway point of the trip, but Pete wasn’t sure they could, or even should, continue their drive. He never thought they could make the trip in one day, but it was always a matter of where to rest. It was getting late, and he wondered why he didn’t just choose to crash at the Turner’s place for the night. They would have allowed it, but he didn’t think about it then, and he wasn’t about to turn around, not now, not after Bonnie so completely attached herself to the Turner’s predicament. No, thought Pete. It was best to distance themselves from the Turner’s as far as possible before they stopped for the night.
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“You can stay on the access road all the way to exit 364,” said Bonnie, after a yawn. “That will put us near Hillsboro. From there we have a couple of choices. We can take 81 and go through Hillsboro to the west, and then take 171 northwest toward Cleburn, or we can stay on I-35W after the split. Either way, there are several cross-roads that connect I-35W to 171,” said Bonnie, and yawned again.

Pete was impressed with her knack for navigation. What Bonnie lacked in tactical skill, she made up for with brains and common sense. Like Pete, she was intuitive when it came to a sense of direction, but Pete was more willing to trust his intuition than Bonnie was. Then again, thought Pete, Bonnie never had to trust her intuition. Pete learned to trust his in combat. When being shot at by an unseen enemy, he was more likely to trust his intuition than not. He found that whenever logic failed him, intuition always came to his rescue. “Did you happen to see what mile-marker we just passed?” asked Pete.

“It was 356, which means we’re about ten miles from the I-35 split,” she answered confidently.

“There’s hardly anybody on the frontage road, so let’s stay put until we approach Hillsboro. We can decide what to do from there. Hey, do you see what’s going on in the construction lanes?”

“The construction lanes?” asked Bonnie.

“Yeah, the new lanes they’re working on in the middle of the freeway,” said Pete.

“No, I didn’t. Why? What’s going on?”

“I’ll stop at the next rise and let you see for yourself,” answered Pete. When he reached the next overpass, Pete pulled over and parked the truck. He turned off the engine, checked his pistol, and said, “Follow me. I want to show you something.”

Bonnie followed Pete up to the middle of the overpass. She joined him when he stopped against the middle of the south-side railing. What looked like the middle lanes of the interstate was actually the future southbound lanes of I-35. It was newly constructed, so the surface was still unpainted, but it was almost entirely filled with human traffic. Hundreds of people walked south, down the length of the barricaded lanes, as if they were going to work in some distant big city. Bonnie gasped in surprise and asked, “Where did all those people come from?” She leaned over the rail to get a better look at the line of people as they disappeared in the dark gray distance. The occasional flashlight bobbed along, but for the most part, the headlights from passing cars illuminated the pedestrian procession.

“Most of them are probably walking because their cars stopped working,” said Pete, “but who knows.”

“Why are they all heading south?”

“Remember, we talked about this already. They’re probably heading south to get away from the ash,” replied Pete. Bonnie turned and started walking to the north side of the overpass, but Pete grabbed her arm, and said, “Stay on this side, Bonnie. I don’t want those people seeing us up here.” Bonnie nodded and returned to Pete’s side.

“It’s scary, Pete. It looks like that scene in that war movie, Band of Brothers. You know the one. It was the part where the captured German Soldiers were walking down the middle of the autobahn,” said Bonnie.

“Yes. I know the scene you’re talking about, Bon. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

They returned to the truck and resumed their drive north. They also noticed more stalled cars and trucks parked along the side of the freeway. They were lined up to fill every available shoulder space, and where they could, they were also lined up in the center divider. “Do you think all those cars and trucks are broken down?” asked Bonnie.

“I don’t know, but I bet a large portion of them died from ash inhalation,” said Pete. “We’d be on the side of the road too if we didn’t clean our air filter.”

“I’m surprised more people don’t know how to do that,” said Bonnie.

“Me too, but I’m betting not all of them are stopped because of the ash. I’m sure some of them ran out of gas, or are resting, or who knows what. Some people might just be waiting for the traffic to clear up. They’re probably living in their cars until the conditions improve,” replied Pete.

“That’s pretty scary,” said Bonnie.” I’m beginning to think we made a big mistake leaving our house.”

Pete looked at her and turned his head to watch the road. He wanted to be careful in how he formed his response to Bonnie’s statement. “Staying home might have worked for a week or two, but after that we most likely would have been trapped. From that point forward, Fort Hood would have been our only option.”

“Is that so bad? You used to like being on Fort Hood.”

“Bonnie, I didn’t have a choice, it was my place of duty. It’s not like that anymore. Look, from here on out every unexplored option is going to look really good to you. You’re going to question every possibility. Practically everything you imagine will seem better than what you’re currently doing, but I assure you . . . no, I promise you, that I will always have your best interests at heart. You may not be happy right now, but I’m looking down range. What seems like a good and safe location today doesn’t mean it will be that way tomorrow. It’s the same for the Turner’s. It’s the same for everyone. Sometimes staying put is a good idea, but sometimes moving is better. It just depends on how things present themselves.” Pete glanced at her and saw that she was looking out the passenger window. “Bonnie, my love, I know you think I’m talking down to you, but I’m not. This is hard for me too, but it’s harder when I think you don’t trust me.”

“You’re wrong, Pete, I do trust you. I’m just scared.”

“I’m scared too, but we can make it if we stick together. I’ll be honest with you though, things will probably get worse before they get better.”

“I’m beginning to see that,” answered Bonnie, as she continued to stare out the window.

Pete reached over and put his hand on her thigh. “I love you my sweet potato,” he cooed.

“Stop it, Pete. That’s retarded.”

“Really? I think it’s kind of cute. You really don’t like it?”

“Not when you use it to distract me,” replied Bonnie. “And it reminds me of the Turner’s. I still feel bad for them.”

“You shouldn’t, Bon. You can’t feel responsible for everyone, not now, not in these conditions. It will give you a nervous break-down. And I need you, Bonnie, more than you know. You’re the only one that really matters to me. Everyone else . . . everything else is only a means to an end.”

She turned to him with wet eyes, “Why now, Pete. Why’d all this happen now?”

“I don’t know, but I have a feeling John will know,” answered Pete, in a very matter-of-fact tone.
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Pete decided to avoid the interstate split altogether, but he also didn’t want to deal with the potential chaos that was likely taking place in downtown Hillsboro, so he jumped back onto I-35 with a plan to exit as soon as they passed through to the north. The trip was only two exits, or about three miles of interstate driving, but it was the most tense and riveting portion of the drive thus far.

When Pete drove through Hillsboro, or at least the part of town that catered specifically to passing interstate motorists, he saw a madhouse. The power was out and everything dark, but the area was still very much alive. Several buildings were freely burning, with no sign of any firefighting effort. All but one of the gas stations was either burning, or had already been completely destroyed by fire. Several of the stores in the popular retail outlet mall, were also burning.

Large groups of people were seen standing around bonfires that were burning freely in the parking lots of every fast food franchise or restaurant they passed. Even more chaos raged in and around the popular Hillsboro Outlet Mall. Pete knew it was a popular shopping destination. Every time he drove past the mall it was filled with shoppers, and it was still busy, only now it resembled Baghdad in 2004. Looting and violence had turned the place into a war zone. The scene, eerily illuminated by the headlights of stationary vehicles and fires, revealed merchandise strewn across the parking lot. Broken windows, overturned cars, and fistfights, contributed to the hellish nature of the environment. As if the disaster itself wasn’t enough.

“What?” Bonnie asked.

“I didn’t say anything,” answered Pete.

“Yes you did,” she persisted.

“OK, maybe I did. I just don’t understand how people can lose control like that,” replied Pete.

Pete and Bonnie sighed in relief as soon as they left the interstate. Passing through Hillsboro only served to elevate Pete’s concern about passing unmolested through Fort Worth. If a small community like Hillsboro could fall prey to complete and utter chaos, then he could only imagine how crazy it would be in Fort Worth. He wondered if Bonnie was thinking the same thing.

Southbound vehicle and foot traffic on I-35 was also picking up, which told Pete that people finally figured out which way to run. That’s why he wanted to use route 81 and avoid the split all together, even if it meant backtracking a little.

“Pete, I need to pee again. What are the chances of stopping soon?” asked Bonnie

“Really? You just went . . . what, about an hour ago,” said Pete.

“More like two hours ago,” said Bonnie, “and if you don’t pull over soon I’ll pee my pants.”

“OK. All right, I got it,” said Pete, with mild irritation. “We’re never going to make it if we have to stop every two hours,” he grumbled.

“Don’t be a jerk. And we’re not in a hurry. Besides, I know you don’t want to rush blindly into trouble,” replied Bonnie, using one of Pete’s own sayings while completely ignoring his quarrelsome tone. “It would be nice to have a toilet,” she continued, “but just a little privacy will do. I don’t want my backside displayed to the entire world.”

“You got it, sweet potato,” said Pete, in a not so endearing manner.

“Pete, will you please stop calling me that?”

“I don’t know what you’re getting all riled up about,” he asked.

“I’m getting riled up because I have to pee,” replied Bonnie, with irritation edging into her voice. “Turn left on 4247. It looks like there’s a creek bed about a quarter mile to the west. I can find a place there.”

Pete surrendered to Bonnie’s absolute dominance over their priorities, and obediently followed her instructions to the creek bed. He also wanted a place that would afford them privacy, but not one that would take them too far from their route, or put them on someone’s private property. Pete saw another vehicle make the same turn behind them. He sensed something was up, but pushed it down as paranoia. But what bothered him was that they left the main road for a smaller ranch road, one that wasn’t even painted with a center line.

“Turn right . . . there,” said Bonnie, but Pete turned left. “I said right, Pete, not left.”

“I know, Bon, but I have a funny feeling about the car behind us. Just humor me for a second. I’ll turn around up ahead,” replied Pete. When Pete turned left, heading south, which was the opposite direction they were traveling when they picked up the tail, he watched to see if the car followed.

“Yup, we’re being followed,” said Pete. Bonnie turned to look out the back window and Pete stopped her. “Don’t turn around, Bonnie, I don’t want them to know we’re on to them.”

The car quickly gained on them and began to match the truck’s speed. It approached to within a car length and held that spot for a quarter mile. Frustrated, Pete slowed the truck and moved to the side to allow the driver to pass. The maneuver worked. The driver began to pass, but when he was adjacent to Pete, he slowed to match Pete’s speed once again.

To Pete’s surprise, the vehicle was a dark green, Hill County, Deputy Sheriff’s cruiser. Pete slowed again, but continued to roll forward as he lowered his window. “Can I help you, officer?” yelled Pete.

“Where you folks headed?” yelled the deputy from the cruiser’s open passenger window. The man spoke in a lazy, back country drawl as he leaned slightly to his right to get a better view of Pete. The height advantage gave Pete a clear view of the cruiser’s interior. Empty beer cans and food packaging littered the floor. A cigarette dangled from the officer’s lips, and several day’s growth of beard covered his face. During normal times, the deputy’s appearance would have raised several red flags, but Pete rationalized his concerns away. Given the ramifications of the disaster, he assumed the deputy probably hadn’t slept in several days.

“I need y’all to pull over,” said the officer.

“Did I do something wrong, officer?” asked Pete. “I’m a ten-twenty-two.”

“And I’m a ten-four. Now stop yur damn yappin and follow me,” hollered the deputy.

Pete suppressed anger over the deputy’s rudeness and unprofessionalism. A ten-four, really? He was beginning to realize the deputy was either drunk, a fraud, or both. What cinched it for Pete was that the deputy made the stop without using his roof lights. Apparently, this deputy didn’t want to attract any attention. Despite the man’s official badge, Pete sensed they were in grave danger.

The deputy lumbered out of the cruiser and flicked his cigarette to the ground. When he paused to snuff out the smoke, which Pete felt was another uncharacteristic trait of a real law enforcement officer, he slowly moved his pistol to his left hand and let it rest between the car door and his leg. “Pete, what the hell are you doing?” hissed Bonnie.

“Shut up, Bonnie. I’ll explain in a minute. Just don’t say a word,” hissed Pete in reply.

“Evening. I’m deputy Morales,” said the man as he approached the truck’s window. “Can I see your driver’s license and insurance?”

“Sure thing officer, let me get it for you.” Morales? Thought Pete, what an idiot. The Morales surname didn’t fit the description of the man standing before him. And when he approached the truck straight on, and at the driver’s side, Pete was convinced the man wasn’t a cop. He moved all wrong, without caution.

With as calm a face as he could muster, Pete asked, “Can you tell me what I did wrong?”

“We received a call that there was a truck in the area . . . it was filled with stolen goods.”

“Stolen goods, huh?” asked Pete. “What kind of stolen goods?”

“Um, somebody robbed a house not far from here, after they killed the whole family. I’m gonna need you to follow me to the police station for questioning.”

“Follow you?” asked Pete.

“What? Do you have shit for brains? Yes, follow me! Now where’s your driver’s license!”

“Right here,” said Pete, and he switched the pistol to his right hand, raised it above the edge of the window, and shot the deputy in the center of his chest.

Following the shot, several things happened at once. The deputy went flying to the ground and landed, spread eagle, in the plowed ash on the road; Bonnie screamed; and Pete jumped out of the truck to disarm the cop impersonator. “Bonnie!” he yelled, “Please stop screaming. He’s not dead. He was wearing a vest.”

Pete holstered his pistol and knelt next to the unconscious man. He quickly removed the officer’s duty belt, complete with a Glock 22, taser, pepper spray, handcuffs, and flashlight. Pete took the cuffs from the duty belt before stashing it under his tarp, and then he rolled the man over onto his stomach and cuffed him. Lastly, Pete searched his pockets. Finding the man’s key ring, he stood and went to check on Bonnie. She was sitting on the floor of the truck, and crying softly to herself.

“Bonnie, it’s OK. The guy was wearing a vest. He’s not dead. He’s just unconscious. He hit his head pretty hard when he fell, but he’s alive,” said Pete, in an effort to calm and sooth Bonnie.

“You just shot a cop!” screamed Bonnie at the top of her lungs.

“He’s not a cop! And quit screaming at me,” responded Pete, trying to remain calm, but very much on the verge of screaming back. His blood was up, and he was trying to think about what to do with the unconscious cop imposter. “I need you to drive the truck . . . to follow me. Can you do that, Bonnie?”

“How do you know he’s not a cop?” she managed, through heavy, gasping breaths.

“Slow down your breathing or you’ll hyperventilate,” said Pete.

Bonnie returned to the seat and buried her face in her hands. After a few controlled breaths she said, “Damn you Peter, you scared the crap out of me. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was thinking the only way to get out of this situation was to control it, and the only way to control it was to eliminate the person who had control,” replied Pete, with a nonchalant shrug of his shoulders.

“You could have warned me,” she said.

“There wasn’t time. I didn’t know he was a fraud until just before I shot him. Remember, Bonnie, I was an MP for twenty-some years. I know what cops say and do. This guy,” said Pete, as he pointed to the man at his feet, “was a lie from the start. He was trouble. I wonder how many other people he pirated since the disaster began?” added Pete. “I’m actually glad I neutralized him.”

“You’re awful sure of yourself. I hope you’re right . . . for both our sakes,” said Bonnie, as she slid into the driver’s seat and wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

“I know I am,” said Pete. “Just follow me . . . but first let me put this guy in the cruiser’s trunk.” Pete walked to the cruiser, and after fishing the captured keys from his pocket, he unlocked and opened the trunk. The spring-loaded hinges lifted the lid and Pete involuntarily stepped back. Without turning, he called to his wife, “Bonnie . . . come here. You need to see this.”

Pete’s eyes remained fixed on the contents of the trunk, but he knew when Bonnie arrived because he heard her gasp. He turned to her, and then quickly reached up to remove her hands from her face. “It’s OK,” he said.

“Who is that?” she asked, with horror in her voice, and etched deeply across her face.

“I believe that’s the real Deputy Morales,” replied Pete, releasing her hands from his, and without another word, Bonnie turned around and went back to the truck.

With the cruiser’s trunk occupied, Pete’s only option was to stuff the unconscious imposter onto the backseat. Though, given the circumstances, he would have been more than happy to drag the cop-killer from the cruiser’s bumper. Pete closed the truck, walked over to the man, and tapped him lightly on the head with the toe of his boot. The man moaned and Pete rolled him onto his back. First one eye, and then the other opened. “Good,” said Pete. “You’re awake. You say one word and I’ll shoot you. You try to fight or run, I’ll shoot you. In fact, if you don’t do exactly what I say . . . I’ll shoot you. Now stand up!”

“I can’t breathe . . . my chest . . .” gasped the man.

Pete reached down and ripped open the man’s shirt. He then reached inside the shirt and released the Velcro side-straps of the ballistic vest. “Thank you,” gasped the man.

“Shut up!” commanded Pete. “Now stand up!”

“I can’t,” he whined.

Pete rolled him onto his side and told him to bring his knees to his chest. The man complied, and Pete helped him stand. After locking the man in the backseat of the cruiser, Pete returned to Bonnie to assess her frame of mind. “Are you OK?

“I’m fine,” she said from behind the truck’s steering wheel. She didn’t turn to look at Pete when she answered.

“Let’s go to that creek bed you mentioned earlier. I think we can come to terms with our situation from there . . . you know, think things over a bit. Are you sure you’re able to drive?” he asked.

“I can drive,” answered Bonnie, and she stared the engine as if it proved her ability.

Pete stepped up, onto the truck’s running board, and turned her chin to face him. He kissed her forehead and said, “I know that wasn’t easy for you, and I’m sorry I yelled at you, but we were in a great deal of danger just then.” Pete studied her eyes and saw that she was with him. “I love you, Bonnie. Now stay close. I’m going to turn the cruiser around, but I won’t drive away until you’ve completed your turn. OK?”

Bonnie nodded and asked, “Pete?”

“Yes?”

“What’s a ten-twenty-two?”

“It’s police ten-code talk for orders to disregard,” replied Pete.

Bonnie nodded and said, “I’m ready when you are.”

Pete quickly turned the cruiser around and watched through the rear-view mirror as Bonnie made several turns to do the same with his big truck. She didn’t like driving it, but hardly complained when the purpose was obvious. Pete was starting to think his truck was a magnet for trouble, which he didn’t like one bit. Either that, or it was Bonnie always needing to pee. He suspected the former, and wouldn’t dare mention the later for fear Bonnie would worry about her bladder even more.

One of the reasons he kept the load in the back of his truck below the bed rails was to not attract too much attention. He figured driving with stuff piled high on the back would attract a lot of attention. He never thought the truck itself would be the attractor. He didn’t know why the cop killer singled him out, or what plans he had for them if he succeeded, but he was determined to find out.

Pete tried talking to the man while he drove, but he refused to answer any of Pete’s questions. Pete was fine with that. He planned to dedicate much more time and energy to a proper interrogation once they reached the creek bed. It was only a matter of time before he learned what he needed about the man and his mission. The problem was doing it in such a way that wouldn’t upset Bonnie.

The idea that he was back in Afghanistan lingered in his mind. Even the dusty gray ash around him reminded him of the desolate Afghani plains. Pete wasn’t sure why those feelings and memories were welling up, but he had an idea why. During his last tour, just before he was to redeploy back to the states, Pete shot and killed a contracted Afghani linguist. The man was a trusted agent, someone who had been vetted and certified as an ally, but then turned on his American sponsors during a meeting.

The Afghani drew his U.S. Army issued pistol, and shot and killed three MP’s, and wounded three more, before Pete dropped him with a single shot from his own pistol. Pete would have acted much quicker, but division policy stated that all weapons had to be cleared before entering the headquarters building. So, in the time it took Pete to load and fire his service pistol, the insurgent sympathizer killed three of his co-workers. Pete would have shot the man again, but his first shot hit him in the head and the man dropped like a slaughtered pig.

Pete survived the encounter without a scratch, but he was forced to face a humiliating army criminal investigation. Of the eighteen people in the room with him that day, he was the only one who acted quickly enough to eliminate the threat. Though he saved the lives of fifteen people it was determined, by the investigating officer, that Pete acted inappropriately and with excessive deadly force, and that he violated the division’s weapons policies.

It didn’t seem to matter that he saved American lives, only that he killed a well-connected Afghani linguist. Later, in a private meeting with the commanding general, Pete was lauded for his actions. But he was also told, off the record, that because the government didn’t want to upset the political balance with the leaders of their host country, the army had to make him look like a bad guy.

Pete mentally retired that same day. He was done with the army, and made it official as soon as he returned to Fort Hood, which was exactly what the army wanted him to do. He always knew he was little more than a number to the army, expendable and all that, but he never forgave them for violating what he believed to be a mutually supportive commitment of trust and loyalty. The army, it seemed, was no different from any major cooperation in America. It was more concerned about its reputation, than the truth. For Pete, his disaster started the day he shot and killed the Afghani linguist. He didn’t want to retire from the army. He loved it, but it turned its back on him, so he turned his back on it.

Pete crossed the narrow one-lane bridge over a dry creek bed and stopped the cruiser. He got out and walked over to talk with Bonnie. “There’s a dirt road over there that will lead down to the creek bed. I’ll take the cruiser down first, and then come back and drive the truck down. Wait here till I come back. OK?” Bonnie nodded and set the parking brake.

Pete returned to the cruiser, and just managed to negotiate the narrow and deeply rutted dirt road as it wound down through dense thickets of mesquite and cedar that lined the dry creek bed. He drove the cruiser until he found a large enough break to hide the cruiser, and then pulled in until all but the back couple of feet of the cruiser’s rear end was visible from the dirt road. Satisfied with his concealment efforts, Pete jogged back to Bonnie and climbed in the driver’s seat.

“Did you see anyone,” he asked?

“No,” replied Bonnie. Pete saw that she looked much better. “Do you still need to pee?”

“No. I took care of that when you were moving the car.”

Pete wanted to tell her that it wasn’t a smart move to go off unprotected, but knew better than to chastise her actions given all that happened. “You didn’t go far I hope?”

“No. Just behind the truck.”

“Are you hungry?”

“No.”

“Is that all you can say?”

Bonnie turned to look at him, “You’re asking me nothing but “no” questions,” she replied. “Ask me a “yes” question and I’ll answer with yes. Like, are you scared . . . yes, are you tired . . . yes, do you want to go home . . . yes. Those are questions that earn a yes. Or how about, did I scare you to death? That would be a resounding, yes,” replied Bonnie.

“Bonnie, I know this is all new to you, but it’s not new to me. This kind of world,” said Pete with a wave of his arm, “is not new to me. I’ve lived in it before . . . many times even. I’ve grown accustomed to it, but I am not insensitive to your needs.”

“What are you going to do with that guy?”

Pete took a second to consider how to best answer Bonnie’s question, but he realized nothing he said would be easy for her to hear. He decided to speak openly and honestly. “First, I’m going to talk with him and find out what he’s been up to, and what he was planning to do with us,” said Pete. “And when I find out what I need, I’ll either shoot, him, or leave him tied up in the cruiser. Either way, it’s a death sentence, only one is more merciful.”

“Please, Pete . . . promise me you won’t shoot him,” asked Bonnie, with alarm mingled with concern. “I don’t want you to murder that man. I don’t care what he did to deserve it.”

“It wouldn’t be murder, not with the evidence I found. At most, you can call it vigilantism, but not murder,” replied Pete.

“Promise me, Pete. Promise me you won’t kill him,” pleaded Bonnie.

“OK, Bon, I won’t kill him. But I may have to hurt him a little to get the information I need.”

Bonnie nodded and said, “Why do you need information from him. Why can’t we just leave him cuffed in the back of the car and leave?” she asked.

“He shot a deputy, Bonnie . . . a law enforcement officer. I can’t turn my back to that. I’ll question him a bit and see what he says. If I get nothing out of him in . . . say . . . ten minutes, then we’ll leave him here and be on our merry way . . . just like you want,” said Pete. “Will that work?”

Bonnie remained silent, but nodded her head ever so slightly. Pete took that as full consent, and proceeded to drive the big truck down the narrow dirt road. He broke off a few small branches as he went, but otherwise, he made it to where the cruiser was parked without any trouble. Pete then passed the cruiser and continued down the road until he came to an open field. He turned the truck around and parked just past the cruiser, ready to quickly leave the area if needed. Pete killed the engine, set the parking break, and turned to face Bonnie. “You don’t have to stay in the truck, but if you do you should try to rest. Take a little nap. I know you’re tired. But if you do decide to get out . . . please let me know. OK?” asked Pete.

“I think I’ll climb in the back and lay down for a little while. I’m really tired,” said Bonnie.

“That’s my swee . . . that’s my girl. This won’t take long,” said Pete, as he climbed out of the truck. He retrieved a pair of leather gloves from under the seat and said, “Just try to rest a little. We should be out of here in a few minutes. Then we’ll go look for a place to rest for the night.”
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Pete opened the driver’s door of the cruiser and peered in at the man sitting on the bench seat behind the polycarbonate shield that divided the cruiser’s interior space. The man stared at Pete with hatred in his eyes. “Do you have something you want to say?” asked Pete, sharply.

“I’m gonna kill you,” said the man.

Instantly furious, Pete pulled his pistol, opened the rear passenger door, and put it against the man’s head. The response was immediate and sincere. “I’m sorry man! Please don’t kill me! I’m sorry!” cried the cop killer.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t just shoot you now and leave you here for the coyotes?” asked Pete, in a low and menacing voice.

“Because I can share my stuff with you, man. You can have everything I . . . everything I found,” said the man.

“Look, scumbag, I don’t care what you have. You have nothing I want. But I do have some questions, so we’re going to get to know each other,” said Pete, as he reached in and pulled the man out by his collar. The man landed hard on his butt even with the layer of ash around him.

Pete rolled the man onto his stomach and the man cried, “Hey! What are you going to do to me?”

“We’re going to talk, and depending on your answers, the discussion will be short or long. The more you cooperate the quicker we’ll be done . . . and the quicker you can go free,” said Pete.

“You’re going to let me go?” asked the man, clearly surprised.

“That depends on how honest you are with me,” said Pete, “so let’s start with your name.”

“It’s Roy . . . Roy Henderson. It’s nice to meet you, mister . . .?”

“Shut up. I’ll ask the questions, here. Are you really that stupid?”

“Look mister, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, just don’t shoot me again. That really hurt.”

“You had on a ballistic vest, you idiot,” hissed John.

“It still hurts,” whined the man.

“I want you to start by telling me how you came to be a deputy sheriff?” said Pete, highly irritated with the man’s apparent concern for his own preservation, but his lack of respect for other people’s lives.

“I found the police car, it was abandoned, so I decided to take it,” said Roy.

Without saying a word, Pete put a knee on Roy’s back, grabbed his pinky finger in his left hand, and with a sudden twist, broke Roy’s finger. Roy puffed out a great cloud of ash as he screamed once, long and hard, into the ground. Pete flipped him onto his side and stared down at him. When Roy stopped screaming and cursing, Pete said, “Every time you lie to me I’m going to break one of your fingers, and if you scream like that again I’ll stuff a rag in your mouth. Now, let’s try this one more time. What happened to Deputy Morales?”

“Fine, fine, I’ll tell you. There’s no more law around anyway.”

“Then talk,” said Pete.

“He pulled me over.”

“When?”

“Huh?”

“I said when? When did he pull you over? And you had better answer these next few questions quickly and honestly,” said Pete.

“Yesterday,” said Roy.

“Where?”

Roy was silent for too long, so Pete pushed him onto his stomach and grabbed a finger. The man cried out and pleaded, “OK! OK! I’ll tell you the truth! Please turn me over! Please turn me over.”

Pete tipped him on to his side and said, “I’m waiting.”

“You said you won’t shoot me, right?”

“I’m about to change my mind,” said Pete. “I’m getting tired of dealing with you.”

“He came to my place.”

“Who did?”

“Morales. He came to my place and I shot him,” said Roy.

“Why’d you shoot him?” asked Pete.

“Because he came to arrest me.”

“And why did he come to arrest you?”

“He said I killed and robbed a family that lived near me,” answered Roy.

“Did you?” asked Pete. When Roy didn’t answer, Pete bent to roll him over.

“Yes. Yes, I did. I just wanted a little food. It was self-defense. The man tried to hit me with a baseball bat, so I shot him.”

Roy was making Pete sick, but he had to know more, so he asked, “So Deputy Morales was right to arrest you because you killed an entire family . . . for their food?”

“No, not the kids. I didn’t kill the kids. They ran out the back before I could shoo . . . they got away,” said Roy.

Pete guessed the kids somehow managed to get away and contact the sheriff’s office. “So the deputy came to arrest you, and you shot him?” asked Pete, with disgust.

“I wasn’t going back to jail,” said Roy.

“And what did you want with us?” asked Pete.

Roy threw his head back and looked up. Pete rolled him over and grabbed Roy’s index finger. Roy moaned and said, “I wanted you to follow me home . . . so I wouldn’t have to ditch the cruiser.” He breathed in heavy gulps of ash filled air while he waited for Pete to respond.

“You wanted my truck?” asked Pete, still holding the man’s index finger.

“Yes, that’s all. Just your truck.”

“And what would you have done with us?” asked Pete, in a low and serious tone.

“I would have let you go. I swear.”

“I don’t believe you,” said Pete, and he broke Roy’s finger. Pete let Roy yell in the ash for a minute before he turned him back on his side. He then knelt down by the man’s face and asked, “Roy, what am I going to do with you?”

“Seriously man, you can let me go,” he gasped between breaths. “I’ll mind my own business. I will. I won’t cause anyone more problems. I swear. I learned my lesson.”

“You’re right about that,” said Pete, with a pause. “What’s your address?”

“Huh?” said Roy.

“Your address, Roy. What’s your address?”

“What? Why do you want my address?” Pete reached behind Roy to grab another finger. “No! No! OK. My address, right. It’s . . .”

Pete pulled up his sleeve and wrote Roy’s address on his forearm with a black, fine-point, Sharpie marker. “How far is that from here?” he asked.

“About ten miles or so. I’ll show you where it is. It’s really hard to find,” said Roy, with hope rising in his voice.

“Nope. I don’t think so,” said Pete. “I’m gonna leave you here until I check it out for myself. Is there anything I should watch out for at your house?”

“What?”

“Is there anybody or anything at your house that I should know about?” repeated Pete, so completely irritated at having to repeat every question to Roy.

“No. I live there by myself.”

Pete reached down and grabbed Roy’s arm. “Stand up, dirt bag.”

With Pete’s help, Roy got to his feet. Pete walked him to the cruiser and sat him on the back seat. While searching for something useful, he noticed that the shotgun rack was empty and wondered where deputy Morales’ service shotgun was hiding. Thinking Roy had stashed it somewhere, Pete decided to forget about it. He was tired of dealing with Roy, and didn’t feel it was important enough to pursue.

Law enforcement vehicles also carried useful supplies in their trunks, but Pete wasn’t interested in dealing with a dead body, so whatever was in the trunk would stay in the trunk. He did, however, find another set of handcuffs, and a detailed county map book. He used the cuffs to secure Roy’s already cuffed hands to the restraint eye-bolt sticking up between the cruiser’s back cushions. It made him feel better to know that Roy would not be able to move around in the back of the cruiser.

Pete grabbed the map book and said, “I’ll be back in a couple of hours, so you stay put until I return.” Pete closed the cruiser’s doors and started to walk away. Roy yelled, “You can’t leave me like this. It’s not right. Hey, I’m talking to you?”

Pete stopped and returned to the cruiser. He looked at Roy and said, “Would you like some company? I can bring Deputy Morales up here to sit with you.” Roy didn’t answer, so Pete said, “I thought so,” as he closed the door and walked away after slapping the cruiser’s roof with his hand.

Bonnie stirred when Pete opened the truck’s door. “Did I hear screaming?” she asked.

“Probably a little, but he’s fine. No blood was spilled, which is more than I can say for his victims. I’ve got all the information I need, but we have to make a little side trip before we rest for the night. Are you up to it?”

“A side trip?” said Bonnie. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

“I knew you wouldn’t, but I can’t walk away from this, Bonnie. That guy is full of lies, and I have a feeling things aren’t right at his house. Can you help me navigate there? I found this in the cruiser. It should help,” said Pete, as he handed the spiral-bound, map book to Bonnie.

Bonnie climbed over the seat and settled in the front. She thumbed through the map book and said, “I’ve seen map books like these. Realtors use them. What’s the address?”

Pete pulled up his sleeve and she copied the address on to the front of the map book. “Got it,” she said, and went to the index to look up the correct page. As she searched for the house, Pete started the truck and drove up to the road. He paused at the top and waited for Bonnie to give him a directional cue. “Turn right,” she said, “and take a left at the next intersection. It doesn’t look that far away. What are your plans? I know you’re not just going to walk right up to the front door and start knocking.”

Pete didn’t have a plan, but he was working on one. “No,” he answered. He wasn’t planning to walk up to the front door and knock, but he also wasn’t in the mood to play around. As quickly and cleanly as possible, he wanted to enter the house, find it empty, and leave Roy sitting in the cruiser for the rest of his miserable life. But everything really depended on the house; where it was located, how it was built, and what he found inside. “I’m working on a plan,” finished Pete.

It would be nice if the house were set back in the woods, so he could use concealment when he approached it, but he doubted that would be the case. Practically the entire countryside around them was either short crop or pasture land. There were very few trees and bushes away from water, be it free flowing or intermittent.

Bonnie directed Pete down the street, and then pointed to where Roy’s house was supposed to sit. Not wanting to park in front of the house, Pete drove past without even touching his brakes. He could see very little through the darkness, but the mailboxes were spread very far apart, which meant the homes were also spread far apart. He drove a mile down the road, found a place to turn around, and stopped the truck. With a flashlight in hand, Pete got out of the truck and opened the truck’s interior fuse box. He quickly identified and removed the fuse for the truck’s interior dome lights, and then dropped the fuse in a cup holder.

When the interior lights went out, Bonnie asked, “Why’d you do that?”

“I pulled the fuse because I don’t want the lights coming on when I open the door,” said Pete. He climbed back in and pulled the door shut. “Here’s my plan . . . I’m going to pull onto the shoulder just past his neighbor’s mailbox. I’ll get out, recon the house, and then signal you for a pick up,” said Pete. He killed the headlights and sat while his eyes adjusted to the darkness. Bonnie said nothing, so Pete began to drive slowly forward. “There . . . see those trees over there?”

“Pete, I don’t see anything. It’s too dark out. Turn on the headlights,” said Bonnie.

“No, Bonnie. No lights. Not yet, anyway. There’s a stand of cedar just over there,” he gestured with a tilt of his head. “I’m going to make my way over to them and see what I can see at Roy’s. I’ll have my flashlight with me, so watch for a signal.” Pete stopped the truck and set the parking brake.

“What signal?”

“I’m getting to that. The signals are, two long holds, of five seconds each, to get your attention. Then, using your flashlight, point it towards my light and turn it off and on once, just to let me know you’re ready. Then, I’ll shine one of two signals. If I shine three quick flashes, like this,” said Pete, as he demonstrated the signal with his flashlight, “It means I want you to go to Roy’s mailbox and wait for me with the engine running. If you see three long flashes, like this, then I want you to drive up Roy’s driveway and park as close as you can to the house. Can you do that?”

“I think so. Three quick flashes . . . mailbox. Three long flashes . . . drive up to the house. Pete?”

“Yes,”

“Why don’t we just use your radios?”

“I don’t feel like digging them out of the back, we don’t have the time. The lights will work well enough. I just need you to stay alert. Keep your eyes open, and your pistol handy. If there’s an emergency, just fire a shot into the air and I’ll come running,” said Pete.

“But it’s not safe to shoot into the air,” said Bonnie.

Pete sighed and said, “I know, but under the circumstances, your safety is more important, so if you feel threatened in any way, just fire off a shot and I’ll come running.” Bonnie nodded and Pete continued, “And stay in the truck . . . with the doors locked,” added Pete, as he leaned over and gave Bonnie a kiss on the lips. “I love you. I’ll see you in a couple of minutes.”

Surprised by the kiss, Bonnie said, “I love you too,” and she slid into the driver’s seat when Pete opened the door and stepped out. Bonnie rolled down the window and squealed when Pete suddenly reappeared. “Pete, don’t do that. You scared the crap out of me!”

“Sorry,” he said with a smile. “I just wanted to say . . . try to keep your foot off the brakes. I’ll be back ASAP.” Pete pulled a bandana over his nose and disappeared into the night.
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Pete crossed a drainage ditch that ran the length of the road, and deftly slipped through the barbed-wire fence that also ran the length of the road. He walked slowly, casually, so as not to attract any attention to himself. He knew, from experience, that sudden movements attracted more attention than slow, deliberate ones, so he took his time. The ash made quick movements difficult, but it also masked the sound of his steps as he crossed the open field.

He reached the cedars and walked around the outer edge. Walking through the tightly interwoven thicket of cedar branches would have made way too much noise, so Pete skirted the edge until he found a break and then slipped in among the trees. He carefully picked a path to the opposite side, weaving his way around two mature cedars until he found a vantage point. With a relatively clear view of the house before him, Pete knelt to watch and listen.

The house was small, not larger than two bedrooms, and it sat upon an elevated foundation of cinderblocks. Four steps led up to a front patio. There was a small, two-door, sedan parked in front of the shed on the left side of the house. No lights shone in the house, but Pete knew that was no guarantee it was empty.

Pete stepped cautiously from the thicket and made his way to the house. When he passed around a rather tall juniper bush he saw a large, weather-beaten, doghouse. He stopped in his tracks and quickly scanned the area. The doghouse was empty, but there were prints, big dog prints, in the ash around the outside. He became instantly more alert, and switched the flashlight to his left hand. With his right hand, he briefly touched the butt of his pistol before reaching into his pocket to remove a six-inch, stainless, CRKT folding knife. He wished he had his Gerber Mark II, it was much better suited for quiet combat than the clunky CRKT, but it would have to do. With a flick of his thumb he whisked open the heavy blade and continued walking. Shooting the dog was not an option. At least not if he wanted to maintain the element of surprise.

Everything around him was quiet, way too quiet for comfort. The absence of insect sounds bothered Pete, and he wondered how long it would be before they returned to serenade the night. But it was the silence of the dog that bothered him the most. He almost wished the beast would bark and reveal himself. He scanned for it with every step, and wondered if the ash, and the still evening air, was making it difficult for the dog to detect him. Maybe the dog’s inside, thought Pete, or better yet, maybe it ran off. The prints around the doghouse didn’t look fresh, so maybe he’s long gone.

The thought of breaking more of Roy’s fingers came to mind, it bothered Pete that the felon didn’t tell him about the dog. Pete reached the front patio and stopped on the first stair. A broken porch swing hung from a single rusty chain by the living room window. The white paint on the front door was peeling and flaking, but it was protected by a heavily rusted screen door. The only other forward facing window was to the left, and not over the patio, so he turned around and walked toward the sedan.

Just as Pete stepped quietly past the shed, he heard a low growl and froze in place. He saw nothing in the darkness, and couldn’t tell where the growl originated. Not wanting to reveal his position to someone inside the house, Pete resisted the urge to turn on his flashlight. If the dog was a threat, then he would deal with it in the darkness. He took a small step forward and the dog elicited another growl. This time it was much louder and deeper than before. Pete turned to face the threat. He had no fear of dogs, but it required work to control his breathing and heart rate in order to prevent an untimely release of adrenaline.

Long ago, when Pete was only fifteen and living in a suburban New England neighborhood, he managed an early morning paper route. Every morning before school, Pete folded one hundred and twelve newspapers and stuffed them into his carrier bag. With the large canvas bag hanging over his narrow shoulders, Pete would mount his bike, and with his dog by his side, would hit the streets to deliver his papers. The entire process, if uninterrupted by weather, mechanical failure, or holiday editions, would take him about forty-five minutes to complete.

One morning, when his dog went up to mark a customer’s tree, three mature German shepherds jumped the fence and attacked Pete’s dog. With his dog chased away, the three dogs turned their attention to Pete. They jumped up and knocked him off his bike and scattered his newspapers on the sidewalk, but they didn’t bite. He yelled and threw newspapers at them, and they trotted off, satisfied that they had established their local dominance.

Furious, Pete left the newspapers where they lay and peddled home in search of his dog. He found him sitting patiently at the side gate. Pete thanked him for leaving him alone with the dogs, but was nevertheless sympathetic, for three-to-one odds was tough for even the bravest of dogs. Pete opened the gate and let his dog in, and then spent the next five minutes looking for a weapon. Any sturdy piece of wood would do, so when he spotted his mom’s mop, Pete broke off a piece of the handle and remounted his bike to go collect his papers and finish his route.

When he returned to the scene the three shepherds were gone. Relieved, Pete began to collect up his spilled newspapers and return them to his paper-carrier bag. But when he was only half complete, the three dogs barked and jumped over the short fence once again. As the dogs ran across the lawn toward Pete, he stood and, keeping the mop handle hidden behind his back, he waited for the first dog to attack.

When the lead dog jumped, Pete stepped aside and hit it square on the head with the mop handle. The dog yelped sharply and fell to the ground, but then quickly scrambled to its feet and retreated back over the fence. The other two dogs did a quick about face, and that’s when Pete launched his counterattack. He chased the dogs across the yard and managed to hit one more before they escaped over the fence. His only regret was that he wasn’t able to hit the third dog.

Those three dogs never bothered Pete or his dog again, and it taught him a valuable lesson about dealing with and communicating intent with animals, that they could recognize wrath and anger, determination and an opposing threat. He also realized that anger reduced the effectiveness of his response, but that it would have been much worse for him if he ran. This experience reminded him of his childhood, and he wasn’t about to run. However, Pete also had an aversion to losing his testicles, so he took a knee and waited for the dog to make the next move.

He really needed a better fix on the dog’s location, so he offered a growl of his own. A reply emerged from the dark, closer than before, but softer and perhaps even a little curious. “Here boy!” commanded Pete, in a low and stern voice. He heard the dog approach and sniff the air. Pete was surprised with how big the dog was. He was solidly built, a pit-bull mix, but bigger than any he had ever seen before.

“Good, boy!” said Pete, with equal sternness. “Come!” He stood and the dog obediently approached. When Pete reached down to pat his flanks, the dog leaned against his legs for closer contact. The dog was entirely submissive, and Pete relaxed, glad for not having to kill him. “Well now, aren’t you just a big baby,” said Pete, as he scratched the brute behind his shortly cropped ears. After folding and putting away his knife, Pete patted the dog firmly on his flanks and praised him for being a smart fellow. “Are you hungry? All I’ve got is a protein bar. Do you want it?” asked Pete, as he fished the bar from his pocket, opened it, and gave it to the dog. “Here you go, boy.”

The dog took the treat from his hand and practically swallowed it in one gulp. “Now I’ve got work to do, so you be a good boy and don’t cause me any problems. Sit!” commanded Pete. The dog parked his butt in the ash and studied Pete with a tilted head. Taking the dog’s posture as permission to resume his mission, Pete walked to the back of the house. He was alert for any sign of activity in the house, anything that would give him a clue about what was going on inside. The dog followed Pete at heel, and he smiled. It wasn’t the first time he won the affection of a strange dog. Pete wondered how Bonnie would feel about him adding the dog to their party. Probably not very well since the dog would have to ride in the cab. He decided to drop the idea altogether. He couldn’t very well hope to adopt the dog, not after the speech he gave her about helping all the needy people she met.

With no noticeable sign of life in the house, Pete decided to take a more direct approach and returned to the front door. While standing off to one side, he knocked loudly and yelled, “Is anybody home?” Nothing. Pete opened the screen door and propped it open with a rock. As he suspected it would, the screen screeched loudly on its hinges. He turned the door handle and was surprised to find it unlocked.

Pete drew his pistol, and once again using the Graham technique with his flashlight, he entered the house and quickly scanned the dark living room. A strange feeling of foreboding, of oppression and anger, filled him when he entered the house. It sent a shiver up his spine.

He applied pressure to the base of his flashlight and a sharp, white beam of light cut through the darkness like a knife. The house was littered with trash, clothing and dirty dishes. The musty smell matched the home’s unkempt appearance.

“Is anyone home?” yelled Pete a second time, but with much more volume than before. Pete heard a faint thump and froze. “Hello!” Again a thump, but much louder this time. Pete thought the sound originated from the bathroom, but he quickly cleared the rest of the small house before approaching the door at the end of a short hall.

He stood back from the bathroom door and yelled again, “Is anybody home?” This time he heard a muffled groan from behind the bathroom door. Pete turned the handle and gently pushed the door open with his extended foot. He was careful not to expose himself to an attack from someone standing in the bathroom. But as his light played off the floor and walls of the small bathroom, it looked empty. He scanned the mildew stained shower curtain and said, “Hello?”

Pete was rewarded with another moan, but this one sounded more like relief mixed with annoyance, rather than terror and desperation. He swept the plastic curtain aside and found a woman sitting in the tub. She had been bound with a length of white electrical cord, gagged, blindfolded, and handcuffed to the water fixtures in the dirty tub. She looked unhurt, and her tan sheriff’s uniform communicated a very important missing piece of Roy’s story to Pete. He quickly holstered his weapon and removed the gag and blindfold from the woman. “Are you OK?”

The woman looked up at Pete and said, “Seriously? Do I look OK to you?”

Pete smiled and said, “I’m sorry. You’re not what I expected to find here. Am I correct to guess you were Deputy Morales’ partner?”

Her eyes narrowed and she said, “I was . . . yes. But he’s dead. That crazy asshole killed him.”

Pete nodded and said, “Here, let me help you up.” He dug out Roy’s key ring and settled on a handcuff key. Once the woman’s hands were released, she immediately began to untie her own feet.

“Please tell me you shot him,” she said, as she unknotted the cord from around her ankles.

“Not exactly,” said Pete, “but he’s secured. What’s your name?”

“I’m Deputy Freeman . . . Lynda Freeman. And you?”

“I’m Pete, but I’d like to keep my last name off the record, if you don’t mind,” said Pete, with a sly grin.

She rose from the tub and studied his face. “Pete, thanks for saving me. I don’t know how you came to be here, but I’m damn glad you are,” said Lynda.

“Is your head OK?” asked Pete, noticing the big red welt near her left ear for the first time.

“I’m fine,” she replied, as she tenderly explored the injury with her fingers. “Yup, I’ll be just fine. Thanks again for helping me. I thought it was game over for me.”

“Well, I’m glad to help. But right now, I need to go signal my wife to come up to the house. I think you should wait inside until I return. There’s a big dog running loose outside,” said Pete.

She flinched at mention of the dog, and Pete knew she had experience with him. “Can you leave me a gun . . . just in case I need to step out?”

“I won’t be gone long,” said Pete, and he left the house at a fast walk. He moved down the driveway, just far enough to where the cedar trees didn’t obstruct his line of sight to Bonnie, and prepared to signal. He noticed the dog following him and Pete stopped to scratch his head. “Hey, buddy. Are you staying out of trouble?” Pete stroked the dog’s massive neck and paused to send the attention signal to Bonnie. She quickly replied with her ready signal. He then sent her three long flashes, the signal to approach the house, and watched as she turned on the headlights and drove the truck to meet him.

With the dog at his side, Pete walked casually up the driveway. When he reached the sedan, Bonnie was just pulling up behind him. He met her at the driver’s side, and she rolled down the window to talk. “Hey Bon. It’s good to see you. We have company.”

She yelped as the dog stood up and put its paws against the side of Pete’s truck near the open window. “I see that,” she said with a scowl. “He looks hungry. You don’t plan on keeping him, do you?”

“No, I wasn’t talking about him. There’s someone inside. A prisoner. It’s a woman. She was Deputy Morales’ partner.”

“You’re kidding me. Is she OK?”

“Yeah, she’s fine,” said Pete. “I’m going back inside to get her. Do you have anything you can feed this guy while I bring her out?” asked Pete. “I think she’s had a run in with the little fella, and I don’t want to upset her more than she already is,” said Pete, as he scratched the dog’s head vigorously.

“I can give him one of your ham sandwiches,” answered Bonnie.

“That will work. I’ll be right back.” Pete returned to the house and found Lynda pouring water over her wrists from a water bottle. “OK, your ride is here. Are you ready to go?” asked Pete.

“Where we going?” she asked.

“I’ll explain in the truck. Come on out and meet my wife.”

Pete escorted Lynda to the truck, and he quickly got her in without the dog noticing. Lynda and Bonnie exchanged introductions, and Pete saw Lynda reach for her pistol when she finally saw the dog. “Do you know where your pistol belt is?” Pete asked. Lynda shook her head and watched the dog woof down another piece of sandwich. Pete looked at Bonnie and asked, “How many sandwiches did you give him?”

“Three,” replied Bonnie.

“What? You think we can afford that? Besides, I don’t want him following us down the road,” complained Pete.

“Oh, stop your worrying. I only gave him one, and just a piece at a time,” she said without looking at him. She was busy scratching the dog’s head when she asked, “Do you want to drive?”

“Yes,” replied Pete, in a matter-of-fact tone. He was annoyed that Bonnie managed to get him riled up over a sandwich, and tease him in front of Lynda. But Pete figured he deserved it, given all the stress he put her through recently. “Good job with the signals,” he added, while climbing into the truck.

“Thanks,” replied Bonnie. She wrinkled her nose and smiled at him as she slid to the passenger’s side.

Pete turned to Lynda and asked, “Can you tell me what happened with you? I pieced together what happened with Henderson, but what’s your story?”

“Sure,” said Lynda, “it’s simple. We came here to arrest Henderson on suspicion of murder, but as we walked up to the house he shot at us from his living room window. My partner dropped with the first shot and I ran like hell. I heard something running after me, so I turned around just as his big ugly dog knocked me down. He grabbed my leg and wouldn’t let go.”

“This dog,” said John, as he cocked a thumb over his shoulder. “So that’s why you don’t like him . . . because he’s an accomplice.”

“Exactly. I actually tried to shoot him. . .”

“The dog?” asked Pete with surprise.

“Well, yes. Actually both of them, but definitely the dog first. But I didn’t have a chance.”

Pete wondered why she didn’t approach the house with her pistol drawn, which was normal for a felony arrest, but he wasn’t about to judge her actions, especially after having just lost a partner. It was a hard thing to endure, losing a partner. Pete knew the sting.

“Anyway, when I tried to go for my service pistol the damn dog grabbed my shirt sleeve and started dragging me toward the house. Then Henderson showed up . . . out of nowhere . . . and clubbed me on the side of my head with his rifle. When I woke up I was in his tub, and he was sitting on the toilet staring at me like I was a side of prime aged beef. You wouldn’t happen to have some water would you, I’m very dry.”

“Sure, here you go,” said Bonnie, as she removed a bottle from the cooler and handed it to the woman.

“Ah, that’s heavenly. Thank you so very much,” replied Lynda, after taking a long pull on the bottle.

“You were saying,” said Pete. His insistence that Lynda continue earned him a nasty look from Bonnie, but Lynda continued without noticing the couple’s silent interaction.

“So . . . I’m bound up in the tub, and he says to me, “My . . . you’re just perfect.” And I say, “Perfect for what?” And he says, “Perfect to start my survival colony.” Well, I start laughing something fierce, and he gets all mad and starts slapping me around and screaming at me. Remember, my hands are cuffed to the tub faucet, so I just have to take it. Well, when he saw that I wasn’t all tears and fears, he stops, looks at me, smiles, and says, “I’m gonna go fetch us a truck. When I get back, you and me, we’re going to load up and head to Louisiana.” Now ain’t that the craziest thing you ever heard in your entire life?” finished Lynda.

“It’s at the top of my list,” said Pete. “What did he do with your weapons? I saw that the cruiser’s shotgun was missing.”

“We didn’t have a shotgun with us,” replied Lynda. “It was all hands on deck, and the weapons were redistributed.”

“Oh, that explains it,” said Pete, “so do you want me to take you back to the cruiser?”

“Yes, I would appreciate that very much,” replied Lynda. “But are you gonna tell me your side of the story?”

“Let me get you something first,” said Pete, and he got out of the truck and patted the dog’s big head as he stepped down. “If I were you, I’d take off. When she gets a gun she’s likely to shoot you,” Pete said to the dog.

“I heard that,” yelled Lynda from inside the truck.

Pete chuckled softly and reached under the tarp to retrieve the pistol belt he had earlier taken from Roy. He returned to the truck and handed it to Lynda. “I believe these were Deputy Morales’ keys,” he said, as he tossed her the set. Lynda thanked him and slipped the pistol belt around her waist after adjusting its length. Pete noticed how happy she looked to be armed once again. He certainly understood the feeling, especially after being ambushed and taken prisoner.

As soon as he turned the truck around to leave the driveway, Pete began to tell his story to Lynda. He left nothing out, including his military police observations, and the finger breaking exercise, which disturbed Bonnie, but thrilled Lynda. Pete managed to finish his story just as they reached the dirt road to the creek bed.

Lynda nodded and thanked Pete. “I guess I should consider myself a lucky woman,” she said with a smile. Pete felt a rising blush response and quickly pushed it down.

“That’s what I tell him all the time, but I usually don’t get that kind of response,” said Bonnie with a smile of her own. Pete knew she was enjoying his reaction to Lynda’s attention, and he laughed it off. He never understood the finer workings of women, but he could see they enjoyed making him squirm, so he wasted no time getting out of the truck when it reached the cruiser.

Pete noticed the two women embrace before Lynda joined outside. Together, they cautiously approached the cruiser. Roy appeared to be sleeping in the back, or at least acting like he was sleeping. Pete yelled, “Wake up, cop killer! I’ve got a surprise for you.”

Roy sat up and his eyes grew instantly big when he saw Lynda. She pointing a pistol at his face and said, “Just give me one good reason why I shouldn’t shoot you in the balls right now, you piece of crap.”

Roy moaned loudly and collapsed back onto the seat. Pete looked at Lynda and asked, “Are you going to be OK with this guy?” asked Pete.

“Yes. I can handle him,” she said, and looked hard at Pete. “I . . . I don’t . . .”

“Don’t mention it,” replied Pete. “You take care of yourself, Deputy Freeman.”

“You too, Pete Nobody,” said Lynda with a smile. After a firm and professional handshake, Pete returned to the truck and climbed in. He drove far enough to turn-around, and when he returned to the cruiser Lynda had already backed it out and was ready to roll. Pete followed her to the road, and they both waved as they went their separate ways. “That was a worthwhile interruption in our travel plans, wouldn’t you say my little sweet potato?” cooed Pete.

Bonnie snorted and laughed. “You think it’s safe to call me that now that you’re some kind of hero?” asked Bonnie.

“I thought I already was your hero,” replied Pete, with mock indignation.

“I only called you that to get you to marry me,” teased Bonnie, “but I am proud of you. I know I didn’t always trust you . . . that I can make matters worse, but I promise you, I’ll be better next time.”

Pete stopped the truck and put it in park. He leaned over and embraced Bonnie. “I love you. I’m sorry I scared you. That was a strange situation, and I didn’t have time to explain or prepare you for it, but I’m very proud of you too. You’re dealing with everything a lot better than I thought you would.”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’m coming to terms with it,” snorted Bonnie.

“I hope not . . . at least not the crazy stuff. I hope it doesn’t last long,” replied Pete.

“You can say that again,” said Bonnie, as she yawned, long and hard.

“I hope it doesn’t last long,” repeated Pete.

“You’re a dork.”

“You’re a sweet potato.”

“Truce?” asked, Bonnie.

“Truce,” agreed Pete.
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Pete was too tired to drive any further that night, and Bonnie definitely wasn’t prepared to drive, so they agreed to search for a safe place to park and sleep for the remainder of the night. Pete drove slowly down a side road until he found a place that he thought would adequately hide them from view of anyone passing by. He spotted an old, dilapidated barn that sat on the crest of a small hill. Its weather-beaten side boards looked solid, so Pete parked the truck and walked over to give the barn a closer look. He hoped to park the truck in the barn, but after seeing the cluttered interior and rotten roof beams, he parked on the far side, as close to the barn as he dared.

The ash continued to fall, but it was coming down more slowly and less thickly. He didn’t know how long it would continue to fall, but he really didn’t care. He couldn’t do anything about it, so he wasn’t going to add it to his list of worries. Besides, he knew his truck could handle the ash, even here in an unplowed field, or on unused roads. Once back on the highway, where moving traffic kept accumulation down to a minimum, Pete was confident they could reach John’s in less than twenty-four hours.

He returned to the truck and told Bonnie what he found. “We can’t park in the barn, it’s filled with old farm equipment. Besides, the roof looks like it’s about to give way to the ash any minute. I think it will cave in soon, and we don’t want to be under it when it does, so we camp right here,” he said with a sigh.

“Is it safe here?” asked Bonnie, as she yawned and rubbed her eyes.

“Safe as anywhere we can find tonight,” answered Pete, as he replied with a yawn of his own. “Well then . . . I’ll pee, brush my teeth, and sleep. What about you? Do we need to pull shifts?”

“No, I don’t think so. I’m too wound up to sleep right now. Go ahead and get ready for bed. Do you need me to get your sleeping bag from the back?” asked Pete.

“Nope. I’ve got everything I need.”

Pete rested his head against the seat and worked on his neck with tired hands. Bonnie moved about as she made herself a bed on the truck’s rear bench seat. It was big enough for Bonnie, but not for Pete; at least not stretched out. But he was fine with staying in the front. He didn’t want to get too comfortable anyway, not in an unknown area, so he decided to stay in the front and sleep in a partially reclined driver’s seat.

Pete knew he should be tired, but he was too wound up from dealing with Roy to sleep. When he thought about it, things had turned out pretty good for them so far. Finding Lynda meant they didn’t have to deal with Roy. Roy probably deserved to die, but Pete didn’t fancy himself a killer. In his book, shooting an unarmed man was murder; it lacked the warrior ethos that was so firmly engrained in his psyche. Despite the overwhelming evidence of Roy’s guilt, Pete didn’t want to kill the man, directly or indirectly. He was glad he followed his intuition to interrogate Roy, that it lead him to rescue Lynda.

“I need to step out. Is it OK?” asked Bonnie.

“I’ll step out and stand guard. Can you do your stuff without light?” he asked.

“Yes. I’m getting used to it, but I do miss the dome light,” she said without complaint as she climbed out.

Pete smirked as he listened to Bonnie go to town on her teeth. She was borderline fanatical about keeping her teeth clean. She brushed them at least three times a day, or more when the opportunity presented itself. She drove the boys crazy with her insistence they follow her example, and they did, and had no cavities to prove it. Pete wondered if his boys were still brushing their teeth.

He wished he could talk to them, tell them he was proud of them, that they turned out to be fine young men and good Soldiers. Pete wondered what they were doing at the moment, if they were productively engaged, or just sitting around scratching their heads waiting for orders by an idiot commander like the one on Fort Hood. Both boys were in areas that probably didn’t experience ash fall, but that didn’t mean things weren’t crazy around them. To Pete, it seemed like the country was just waiting for an excuse to implode, and if the eruption wasn’t such an excuse then nothing was.

When it came to the disaster, the government, and therefore the army, would eventually succumb to the same logistical challenges everyone in the country would face; limited access to food. The army was a big and capable operation, but it also relied on many of the same logistical support deliveries as civilian corporations, namely the routine delivery of fuel and food stuffs. Pete knew the disaster would set the country back several years, if not permanently, and he was very much interested in reaching John before things got worse.

He knew Fort Hood had a generous stockpile of MRE’s and T-Rations, the latter being little more than large, single-course, TV dinners, but they would most likely save them for the troops. Soldiers were the last vestige of control the government could maintain in a world of chaos, so Pete doubted they would disband the Army any time soon. That meant the MREs would probably not be given to civilians. Policing a State required Soldiers, and Soldiers needed food, water, and fuel. That meant his boys would be gainfully, if not reluctantly, employed for the duration.

Thinking of MRE’s, Pete thought of the four cases he carried in the back of his truck. He wasn’t at a point where he even considered eating them. They were compact, high energy meals, handy to have when traveling on foot or in a vehicle, but he ate more than his share of the package meals, and wasn’t eager to dive back into them. The same sentiment applied to Bonnie. She was never a fan of the meals, which is why she packed such a large lunch in the cooler before they left.

Bonnie climbed in and Pete did likewise. She sighed and said, “I bet you’re tired. Are you sure you don’t want me to take first shift?”

“No, you go ahead and rest. I’ll be fine. I’ll wake you if I need you,” replied Pete. Bonnie nodded and climbed over the seat to lay down. “But keep your pistol handy . . . just in case,” said Pete, as he opened the glove box and handed her the pistol.

She accepted the pistol with a simple, “OK,” and immediately curled up under a blanket to sleep.

Pete knew as soon as she was out. He was familiar with her sleep patterns, and it comforted him to hear her settle down so quickly, especially given the day’s events. He waited a few moments longer and opened the door to step out.

Small powdery particles of ash landed on his face when he looked up. He brushed them off with his hand and walked a short distance away to relieve himself by a bush. Not yet willing to return to the truck, Pete decided to take a walk around the barn. The ash didn’t bother him as much as he thought it would. It was a lower body workout that actually helped stretch out his legs.

He didn’t know the time, but he really didn’t care. They stopped for the night, and it was hard to control his anxiety over wanting to quickly reach John’s house. Delays kept popping up, seemingly good delays, helpful and purposeful delays, but delays nonetheless. It was hard to stop the trip, but he knew he needed the rest even if he didn’t feel tired.

Pete yawned, long and deep under the bandana over his face, and took that as a sign to return to the truck. He decided it was safe enough to take a short nap while Bonnie slept. He knew there was no way she could pull a watch in the hours that remained before the next blanketed sunrise. She endured more stress and shock in the past few hours than she did her entire life, so they would risk resting at the same time. Bonnie didn’t stir when Pete entered the truck, so he locked the doors, tilted the seat back as far as it would go, closed his eyes, and waited for sleep to take him.

Pete heard singing. It was a male voice, and his words were soft and beautiful, yet somehow unclear to Pete’s ears. They were strange words, foreign, but soft, clear, and filled with love and peace. When he opened his eyes, Pete saw a young man sitting next to him on the passenger seat. Bonnie, unaware of the surprise visitor, continued to sleep.

Pete studied the young man’s appearance. He was very clean and neat, fair even, and had not one spot of ash on him. His jeans and hoodie looked faded but comfortable, like something his own boys would wear. “Who are you?” asked Pete.

The boy stopped singing and turned to look at Pete with a smile. His face projected warmth and confidence, and was somehow vaguely familiar to Pete. “Do I know you?” asked Pete.

“A little yes, and a little no,” said the young man. “My name is Eli. I’m here to warn you about some trouble up ahead.”

“What kind of trouble?” Pete asked. He was growing more curious by the second.

“The kind of trouble that will end tragically for you and Bonnie without my warning,” replied Eli.

“Well then, let’s have it,” said Pete.

Eli smiled and offered a sweet and friendly laugh. “Papa said you were direct. Well then, tomorrow, during your journey north, you will come to another traffic delay. When you reach the delay you must immediately leave the road and hide.” Eli paused, looked briefly up as if looking for approval, and then continued. “As you helped Lynda, you must also help others. Others will need your help, Peter. When you see them, you will know what to do. Do not fear for vengeance. It is a tool for the just. Do not be afraid to mete out judgment upon the wicked, for all will be recompensed in the end,” said Eli. He turned to Pete and said, “You are a just and righteous warrior, Peter. You are just . . . You are just . . .” Eli’s voice faded away.

Pete opened his eyes and looked around. The passenger seat was empty. Where did that kid go? Was it a dream? Pete wondered. The clock on his dashboard read 03:38. He’d been asleep for about an hour, and he was more tired than ever before. He glanced at Bonnie and saw that she hadn’t moved an inch. In fact, she was still in the same position he saw her in when before he closed his eyes. How could she not hear the singing, or the talking? Pete quietly opened the door and climbed out to look around. He walked around the truck twice looking for unfamiliar footsteps in the ash. He identified his and Bonnie’s tracks, but no others.

Pete thought back to the dream and remembered the kid didn’t have any ash on him. He knew it was impossible to walk outside and not get covered in ash, but he also knew nobody could get into his truck while the doors locked and the windows rolled up; at least not without waking him. Yes, it was definitely a dream. Pete didn’t know what had happened. He never had a dream like that before. And the message, he remembered it very clearly, that he would have to act to save more people, and that the use of deadly force was authorized.
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Pete woke to Bonnie shaking his shoulder and saying, “Pete! Pete! Wake up. You fell asleep.”

Pete forced his eyes opened, but they felt glued shut. He raised the seat and glanced at the dashboard clock. “I’m awake. Sorry, Bon.” With her face centered in the rearview mirror, he couldn’t help but notice the concern in her eyes. “How’d you sleep?” he asked. When she didn’t answer, Pete added, “It’s OK, Bon. We both needed the sleep. I would have woken you if I was worried about our safety.”

“I slept fine,” she replied as she stretched. “You?”

“I got about four hours,” said Pete, “which is more than enough to get me to John’s.”

Bonnie began to pull her shoes on, so Pete stepped out to have a quick look around and make sure everything was safe. He raised his arms over his head and stretched. He hated sleeping in a seat, but it was better than no sleep. He did feel better. After bending and touching his toes, Pete looked up to examine the still gray sky. The ash was no longer falling, and it pleased him to see the sun, little more than a small silver disk in the sky, as it tried to penetrate the heavy metallic-like atmosphere.

The morning light was of a sickly, greenish-yellow hue, but the illumination was good; at least better than what it was the previous day. He could see well enough to walk without worrying about stepping into a hole or crashing into a tree. “Come on sun, you can do it,” said Pete, happy to have a little light, but wanting more. The persistent darkness was oppressive, and Pete longed for the clear Texas skies he was accustomed to. As he walked over to a bush to relieve the pressure on his bladder, he wondered how long it would take before the skies were once again clear.

The sound of a truck door shutting told Pete that Bonnie had also exited the truck. He knew she hated walking through the ash, that she didn’t like to be dirty, but he was glad she didn’t complain. She usually wasn’t one to complain, but she had her moments, as he had his. He was also tired of the ash, how it stuck to his clothes, hung in the air, and made everything look the same, gray and lifeless.

For Pete, being in the ash was like moving through a cold fireplace, only wood ash had a different texture and smell. It was somehow fresher, if such a thing was even possible. The volcanic ash smelled a little off, a little rotten. He asked Bonnie if she could smell the rottenness from the ash and she said she couldn’t. He was surprised, but his nose had always been more sensitive than hers. As for texture, the ash was like fine powder, finer than any fireplace ash he ever had to scoop, and it stuck to everything like it was electrostatically charged.

Pete walked back to the truck, and while he waited for Bonnie to finish up, he scraped ash from the hood and windshield. He saw her approach and asked, “Ready to go? We’ve got another interesting day ahead of us.”

Bonnie looked at him, and with a slightly tilted head she asked, “Why do you say that?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Pete, as he wiped his hands on a rag and climbed into the truck. “Yesterday was pretty interesting, so I can only imagine what today will bring. Look what’s happened to us so far. I don’t think it will get easier as we continue north.” Pete knew he was treading on thin ice, with his veiled explanation. He wanted to prepare Bonnie for trouble, but not scare her. He definitely wasn’t ready to talk about the warning dream.

Pete wasn’t a dreamer, not even in the traditional sense of the word, so to have such a visually impressive experience really surprised him. Strangely, he accepted it for what it was, a warning, and he planned to follow the advice. Besides, he lived for missions, for calls to duty, and he tried to control his enthusiasm, but it was too late. Jenna stared at him and said, “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re enjoying the disaster.”

Pete laughed once and started the engine. “What?” asked Bonnie, “Why’d you just laugh?”

“Um, I was laughing at the irony of it,” answered Pete.

“The irony of what?” asked Bonnie.

Pete granted himself a few additional seconds to construct a reasonable reply, and said, “The irony that I’m actually enjoying the trip, but not the ash. But then again, we wouldn’t be making the trip if it wasn’t for the ash.” answered Pete. He knew that wasn’t what Bonnie wanted to hear, but he also knew she knew him well enough to accurately read his feelings.

“I’m worried about you, Pete. Nobody in their right mind would enjoy something like this,” said Bonnie, as she gestured with a hand wave to the ash beyond the window. “The world is falling apart around us, and you’re having fun?” she ended her sentence with a slight raise in volume, warning Pete that he should choose his next words very carefully.

“OK, maybe I shouldn’t have used the word enjoy as a descriptive, but it’s better than sitting around watching football all day,” said Pete.

“I would be perfectly fine with us sitting around watching football, Pete. It would mean the world was still together.”

The world together? Pete didn’t want to argue with Bonnie about how untogether the world was before the disaster, so he said, “Look, Bon, I know you’re not happy. And please don’t think for a second that I’m happy with the way things are, but I’m not sad either. I’m not going to let the environment dictate my mood or emotions. And honestly, I feel more alive because of it. I don’t know how to explain it better than that. I feel like the disaster awakened something inside me, something that was asleep. I can’t explain it better than that.”

“It awoke something in you all right . . . your crazy side,” replied Bonnie, with a smirk.

Pete smirked back, grateful for the change in tempo, and said, “What do we have to eat? I’m starving.”

They spent the next thirty minutes eating a cold breakfast of granola with milk, the last of their fresh fruit, and a pop tart. Bonnie passed on a pop tart because she thought they were disgusting, so she enjoyed a wedge of goat cheese instead. She also expressed her desire to have a hot breakfast. Despite Pete’s personal longing for a hot cup of coffee, he convinced her that it wasn’t the place, or the time, to tackle a hot breakfast. He promised Bonnie that he would respond to her desire for hot food as soon as he could.

With Bonnie’s navigational help, Pete made his way back to the main road and they were soon heading north on highway 81. Fifteen minutes later they approached the junction of I-35W, just north of mile-marker sixteen. Pete stopped the truck on the top of the overpass, and from his seat he surveyed the interstate activity below. He was surprised to see that the southbound vehicle traffic was very sparse. It was running in just the passing lane, with the cars evenly spaced and moving along at a comfortable speed. The slow lane was completely filled with walking people. They moved between the traffic and stalled cars and trucks on the shoulder as if the slow-lane was meant specifically for them.

“That’s weird,” said Pete.

“What? The traffic?” said Bonnie.

“Yeah. I thought it would be heavier heading south. Do you see all the people walking?”

“I do, and it’s crazy,” said Bonnie. “What do you think’s going on?”

“I don’t know, but I guess we’ll find out soon enough. We’re heading that way,” said Pete.

“Freeway or frontage road?” asked Bonnie.

“I think we should stay on the frontage road. I see the cable barriers again, and I don’t want them between us . . . I don’t want to get trapped on the interstate,” answered Pete.

He drove across the overpass and turned onto the frontage road. It ran along their current portion of I-35W all the way to Fort Worth, and only stopped when it reached the north side of the city. But they would have to consider something different when it came to crossing the Trinity River. Driving entirely around the city would add several hours to their trip, so John planned to run right up the middle, and then exit the interstate as soon as they crossed the river.

He hoped for smooth sailing, but his memory of the dream persisted. He now wondered when, not if, he would come across the obstacle Eli warned him about. Pete kept his scoped M1A in the cab. The rifle was in a padded gun case right behind him, but he wasn’t longing for a gun fight. Pete wasn’t the best close-quarters shooter in their group, that title clearly belonged to John. He was more of a long-range shooter. That didn’t mean he couldn’t handle close combat. He had practical experience, it was just that he really liked the challenge of shooting at long range.

Thinking of John made him wonder how Mark was doing. Pete didn’t know if the ash made it all the way to San Antonio, but he’d be surprised if it didn’t. If several inches fell in Central Texas, then it must have reached San Antonio, which was only a few hours south of him. Pete didn’t know how much ash fell on Texas, but it really didn’t matter because he was surrounded by it. He knew that even a few inches would change things for people, and he wondered if he’d ever see Mark again. Pete was also curious about how much ash was waiting for him at John’s. And if a couple of feet fell in Texas, how much ash fell in Colorado, Utah, or even Wyoming. He figured they must be buried in ash.

Pete noticed traffic on the interstate was beginning to exit, and he was forced to yield. A chill ran down his spine. This is it, he thought. This is the sign. As he watched and waited for a break in the slow moving procession of cars, he asked, “What mile-marker are we at?”

Without pause, Bonnie said, “Twenty-seven. Why, what are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we need to take cover,” replied Pete.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“We need to get off the road. I have a bad feeling about this traffic.”

“It’s probably just another accident ahead,” said Bonnie. “You know how they like to divert traffic to the frontage roads when there’s an accident.”

“True,” said Pete, “But there’s no police to do the diverting. Besides, they’re exiting because the traffic on the interstate isn’t moving.” After a couple patient minutes, someone flashed their lights and Pete pulled into a gap in the traffic. He thanked the friendly driver with a flash of his hazard lights, and then fell into line with the rest of the slow moving traffic.

“I don’t understand why we have to hide though. I can find us a bypass. There’s a ton of side roads around here. I can get us back on the interstate in no time. In fact, if you take a right at the next road. . .”

“No, Bonnie. No bypass. Not this time. I need to find out what’s going on up ahead, because whatever it is, it’s not an accident.”

“What? How do you know that from here?” she asked, clearly interested in Pete’s rationale.

“I don’t know, but I do suspect. And I’m not going any farther with the truck until I find out what’s going on up ahead. I’m not interested in proceeding blindly forward. There,” said Pete, pointing to a building at his two-o’clock. “There’s some kind of warehouse over there.”

Pete turned off the frontage road and entered a large parking area. Even with the ash, the sound of crunching gravel could be heard under the tires. There were no other vehicle tracks in the parking lot ash, and for that Pete was glad. He wanted to find the warehouse empty, so he drove along the front until he came to a vehicle gate in the eight foot tall chain-link fence that surrounded the storage yard. The fence was capped with outward facing barbed wire, but the strands were down and sagging in places. Clearly, security was not a concern for the building’s owner, and that was another good sign for Pete.

He pulled to a stop by the gate and said, “Sit tight. I’ll be right back,” and then jumped out and walked to the back of the truck. After loosening a tie-down strap, Pete reached under the tarp and withdrew a large set of bolt cutters. He approached the gate, gripped the padlock in the cutters, and with a quick squeeze the heavy padlock was opened. Pete removed it from the chain and stuffed it into his pocket. He leaned into the gate and slid it aside just enough to allow his truck to pass through and into the storage yard.

Pete laid the cutters on the seat next to Bonnie. She looked at them and said, “So now you’re a burglar too?”

“Very funny, Bon. I need to put you somewhere safe while I recon up ahead,” replied Pete, as he pulled through the gate. He cleared the gate and got out to reclose it. After wrapping the chain around the gate’s two poles, to make it look like it was still locked, he returned to the truck. If he had a spare padlock he would lock the gate again, but he was confident the chain would make it look like it was still locked, at least long enough for what they needed.

Pete drove slowly through the yard, looking for a place to park. The truck’s headlights illuminated several racks of what looked to be stone slabs leaning against heavy vertical supports. He had seen such racks before, and reasoned they were supporting pieces of granite or marble, but he couldn’t rightly tell because ash coated everything. But Pete reasoned that if the warehouse made custom countertops, then maybe there would be enough room in their warehouse to park his truck. He hoped that was the case, because he wanted to get out of sight, and out of the ash. When they reached the rear of the building, Pete spotted a large sliding door. Bonnie was watching Pete closely, and when his attention turned to her she asked, “What do you mean . . . put-me-somewhere-safe?”

Pete ignored her tone and said, “I’ll explain in a minute. I first want to hide, and then we’ll talk about my plans.” Pete set the brake and grabbed the bolt cutters. As he stepped out of the truck, Bonnie said, “I wasn’t trying to be smart with you. I just want to know what you’re up to.”

“I’ll explain in a minute. Be patient, my love,” finished Pete, as he shut the truck door. He walked up to the large sliding door and moved off to one side so that his headlight shadow didn’t block his view of the lock. He cut it off and let it drop into the ash. Pete tried to push the heavy door to the side, but it seemed to be stuck on something. He got it open enough to squeeze through the gap, and thumbed on his flashlight. The interior was large enough to park his truck, but he still had to open the large sliding door. He found that a bag of tile grout had fallen off a pallet and onto the door’s track and wedged itself firmly under the door. Pete slide the door back, removed the bag from the track, and the large door slid easily open.

As Pete hoped, Bonnie took the initiative and assumed the driver’s seat. He waved her in and stood to the side as she entered the warehouse. As soon as the truck was in the warehouse, Pete slid the door closed behind her and then dropped two bags of grout onto the track. They had found a place to hide, and Pete couldn’t be more thrilled with their success.

Bonnie turned off the engine and immediately jumped out. Pete heard her walking around the warehouse. She sighed and said, “I love the ground.” A moment later her flashlight went on and she said, “Are we safe here?”

“Yes,” said Pete. “For the time being anyway. But be careful with your light . . . don’t let the beam go across a window.”

“What if somebody shows up to work . . . what then?” asked Bonnie from across the warehouse. She stood in front of an office door, shining her light into the darkness beyond.

“Nobody will show up,” replied Pete.

“Do you think this place has a bathroom?” hollered Bonnie.

“I’d be surprised if it didn’t,” said Pete, “but try not to be too loud. I don’t want to advertise that we’re here . . . we are, after all, burglars.”

Pete just managed to catch Bonnie sticking her tongue out at him when he shined the flashlight in her direction. “Haw, I saw that!” he yelled.

“You deserve more than that, Peter. I was once a very good and upstanding girl in the community,” replied Bonnie, with a terrible southern accent. “Look what I’ve become.”

Pete laughed and said, “Yes you were.” He approached and wrapped his arms around her waist. “And I plan to keep you that way,” he added, with a squeeze followed by a kiss.

While he held her, Pete began to explain the purpose for their stop. She didn’t like what she heard, but knew better than to try and talk him out of something he considered a moral obligation, especially one that offered him a chance to exercise his military experience. It was who he was. Pete enjoyed turning things into a military operation, even grocery shopping, but he rarely had an opportunity to conduct a morally obligated military operation. It was obvious to her that he was excited to get started.

He told Bonnie that he would never think to leave her in danger, but knew she would be safe in the warehouse while he went to conduct his reconnaissance. Finally, after talking security measures, Bonnie accepted the conditions and agreed to Pete’s plan. Excited, he lifted her into the air and returned her gently to the ground. “Thanks Bon, this is important to me. It know it will mean something.”
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While Pete prepared for his mission, Bonnie left to search for a bathroom. It was a reconnaissance mission, which typically meant he’d be going light to facilitate stealth and speed, but he knew it would come to more, so he planned to go well armed. Pete spent the next thirty minutes gathering and preparing his equipment for action, but he was sure to keep radio communications at the top of his list. There was no way Bonnie would let him leave the warehouse without setting up a way for them to keep in touch.

Later, as he was moving stuff around in the back of the truck, he found the Taser from Deputy Morales’ pistol belt. Pete figured it must have fallen off when he tossed it in the back of the truck. He added it his tactical pack, along with three water bottles, a package of beef jerky and four energy bars. It was a lot of food, but he wanted to go prepared for a longer static response to the roadblock. He didn’t know what to expect, but remembered the words of Eli, that people would need his help.

Pete thought long and hard about taking his Remington 700, but finally decided on his semi-automatic Springfield M1A. It was a better choice for the work he thought was ahead of him. He didn’t think he’d end up having to make any long shots, what with all the ash in the air, but the M1A was also well suited for short range engagements. Its quick, semi-auto capability made it a good weapon choice for multiple targets between one and three-hundred meters; more with good optics. He loaded four, twenty-round magazines for the rifle, and five for his XD-40 that sat in a thigh holster on his right leg.

An old, but very sharp, double-edged, Gerber Mark II went on his pistol belt, along with his flashlight, Leatherman, pistol magazines, and an old set of black army handcuffs. When all the Soldiers used flexi-cuffs, Pete continued to use his tactical steel handcuffs. When it came to physical restraint, Pete considered himself a traditionalist. He liked the versatility of the flex-cuffs, and always carried a couple, but the steel cuffs were his favorite. He also added a coil of 550 cord, road flares, and a few other items he thought would come in handy while away.

He slipped a faded ACU patrol-cap on his head and adjusted it with both hands. He never understood why the army felt it was necessary to go to berets as part of their garrison uniform. Grant it, they were fine for dress uniforms, but in garrison? That really bothered him. He loved wearing his patrol-cap, and absolutely hated the black wool blankets, shaved or unshaved, they were hot, especially in the Texas summer heat. It wasn’t the only uniform change he endured during his career, but it was one of the strangest and least appreciated.

Lastly, Pete slipped his Leupold BX-3 compact binoculars into an outer pocket of his pack, and as an afterthought, added his ACU poncho and poncho liner. The addition of the poncho and poncho liner made his tactical pack look larger and heavier than it was, but Pete knew it was light enough for him to move at a full sprint, if the situation demanded. After removing his M1A from its case, Pete quickly checked the one-hundred-meter zero with a laser bore-sighting device. Satisfied with the condition of his rifle, he slipped it into a tactical ACU bag and zipped it up. The rifle, with scope and bipod, was heavier than his pack. Weighing as much as the M60 machine gun, the M1A was a brute, but it was weight Pete enjoyed carrying. For him it meant business.

While cleaning his clear ballistic glasses, Bonnie returned carrying a box of supplies. “What do you have there?” asked Pete, curious about Bonnie’s scavenging interests.

“I found some snacks in a back office, candy bars, chips, and stuff like that. I also found this,” She pulled out a padlock, complete with two keys hanging on a ring. “I thought you could use it on the gate when you leave, you know, to make it look like we never broke in.”

“That’s a great idea, Bon. And I see you found some toilet paper,” said Pete, with a smile.

“I left a roll in there,” she replied, defensively. “I know we’ll use the toilet again before we leave.”

“So the water’s still running?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Just surprised is all. I thought it would be off by now. There must be a water tower near here,” replied Pete.

“What do you mean?” asked Bonnie.

“When the electricity goes out, the water isn’t far behind. Municipalities have to pump water into their water towers to maintain pressure, and once that pressure is gone the water stops flowing,” answered Pete.

“So there will be water in the pipes, but just no pressure to push it out when the tower runs dry?” asked Bonnie.

“Yes, it will come to that. There are ways to get to the water in pipes, but it’s not easy. Anyway, I wouldn’t count on the water running much longer, so see if you can find something to store some in while I’m gone. It doesn’t have to be clean, just enough to pour into the tank to flush the toilet.”

Pete and Bonnie spent the next few minutes talking about his mission. Pete gave her a radio and covered their communication plan, but he spent most of the time covering their contingency plans, which Bonnie clearly didn’t like, especially the one where Pete didn’t return at the prescribed time, or didn’t return at all. But she was confident in his abilities, and relaxed when he promised not to do anything unnecessarily risky. She reminded Pete that if he didn’t return she would probably end up being somebody’s sex slave, that she would take her own life, and then come back and haunt Pete for the rest of his. He thought it was a strange thing for her to say, but he assured her that he would return. After kissing her, Pete complemented her on her colorful commentary. Bonnie assured him she was not joking.

Eventually, after discussing a few local security precautions with Bonnie, Pete was ready to go. He could tell she was nervous about being left alone in the dark warehouse, but he told her he would keep her informed of his location, and asked that she track his movements on the map. She liked that idea, and they marked spots on the map where Pete would call her to report his progress. “My plan is to cross over to the southbound side of the interstate and talk with some of the walkers . . . here,” said Pete, as he pointed to a spot on the map.

“I want to see what I can learn about the obstacle ahead. Then I’ll move to this area over here,” he said, as he traced his route along the map with his finger, “and stop in this wooded area, here. I think this area will provide me the best observation of the overpass. From there I don’t know how I’ll proceed, but I promise to keep you informed.”

With a pen, Pete marked letters on the map and said, “This will be checkpoint “A”, this one “B” and so on. When I call and say I’ve reached checkpoint “Alpha”, then you’ll know I’m right here, and that way we don’t have to give my location in the clear.” said Pete, as he stabbed his finger on the interstate.

“In the clear?” asked Bonnie.

“Sorry, in the open. So if anyone is listening on a radio, they won’t know where I am,” said Pete. He didn’t want to tell her that an organized group of troublemakers could easily monitor their communications. She didn’t need more to worry about, but she did need perspective and awareness. “Code words only,” finished Pete.

“OK,” said Bonnie.

Pete kissed her and shouldered his pack, with his rifle bag in hand, he walked to the back door and said, “Remember to lock up when I leave. I already braced the sliding door, so you don’t have to worry about that, but keep this door locked, your light away from the windows, and don’t make too much noise.”

Bonnie nodded and Pete smiled. He brushed a lock of hair from her face and said, “Everything will be fine, Bonnie. I’ll be back before you know it, so no worries, OK?”

“That’s easy for you to say, Pete. I’ll worry myself to death. Please be careful . . . and don’t leave me here,” said Bonnie, emotionally, but without tears.

“I won’t, Bonnie. I won’t leave you. I’ll be back before you know it. I love you,” said Pete, and he opened the door and stepped out into the back lot. He didn’t check to see if the door was locked, but he heard Bonnie engage it as soon as he stepped away. He hated goodbyes; he was never good at them, especially when it came to Bonnie and the boys. They hurt too much. This goodbye wasn’t easy either. All the possible risks screamed at him, but he had a job to do, and he wanted to get it done.

Pete quickened his pace, and by the time he reached the front gate his mind was already on the mission. As soon as he passed through the gate he secured it with the new lock Bonnie found in the warehouse. He thought of pocketing the key, but then decided to leave it at the gate. He bent and slipped it under the ash next to a pole by the gate, and then wiped his finger on the pole to leave a mark. He didn’t think it was too obvious a mark, so he moved on without worrying that someone would find the key in the ash.

Pete made it safely through the stationary stalled traffic on the frontage road, and radioed to Bonnie, “Green, this is blue, radio check, over.”

From Pete’s small, hand-held, radio came Bonnie’s shaky voice, “Blue, you’re coming in loud and clear. Please be safe, over.” It sounded to Pete like she was crying. He was about to turn around when she continued, “I know you can hear the emotion in my voice, but don’t you dare turn around. I’ll be fine. I love you.”

Pete keyed the radio and said, “I love you too, Green. I’ll be back before you know it. Blue, out.”

When he crossed the frontage road between a van and a sports car, three young children stared out at him through the van’s ash coated rear window. He waved to them, but they didn’t respond. The driver of the sports car, sporting a yellow tie, stared wide-eyed at Pete as he passed with all his tactical gear. Pete realized he must look odd, but that didn’t justify everyone’s dazed and confused look when he passed. He didn’t know why so many people allowed themselves to be mentally set back by the disaster. Being physically unprepared was one thing, reasoned Pete, but to abandon all hope? He wasn’t prepared either, but he managed to act and move, not surrender. Seeing the kids in the van broke his heart. Life would be hard enough in the world without having to raise and care for children. He was glad his boys were grown, capable men.

Pete crossed the first cable barrier and stepped onto the northbound side of the interstate, he was met with stalled vehicles, and ash. The vehicles looked like they sat, unmoving, in the ash for two, maybe even three hours. Stranger still, of all the vehicles he passed, only one looked occupied. Not wanting to frighten anyone, he resisted the urge to look inside the vehicles as he passed to move onto the wide center-divider. He stepped easily over the middle cable barrier and paused at the leading edge of the southbound lane. No cars moved on this side of the interstate, only people. They were loosely packed, walking with their heads down, shuffling their feet, carrying what little possessions they had in bags, or in their arms.

Pete knew he was about a mile from the next interstate overpass, but he took time to study the passing people and assess who might provide him the most useful information about what was happening up ahead. To Pete, the people looked like zombies - passive and broken zombies - but zombies just the same. Everyone was coated in ash, and they stared blankly ahead, limping, crying, talking to themselves, carrying small children, or any like combination. A few rushed past at a fast walk, occasionally looking over their shoulder as if being pursued by some unknown phantom, but most just shuffled along, kicking up ash as they walked dejectedly along.

A few individuals looked at Pete, but none seemed interested in talking to him. And when he touched a shoulder of a passing person, they would flinch in surprise and shy away. One older woman even pointed at Pete’s pistol and started to cry. Pete didn’t know what was going on, but he didn’t like it. These people were way too despondent, way too forgotten to be like zombies this early into the disaster.

He also noticed some people were entirely covered in ash, as if they had been walking in it for hours, but others looked fresher, as if they only just started to walk in it. He studied the fresh zombies for answers and possible intelligence. He desperately wanted clues to what was happening up ahead.

Practically all the people had something over their faces to protect their lungs from the ash, even the little kids. But it was still easy to see their tears, for they cut clean streaks through the ash. It tore Pete up to see so many desperate and helpless people, and it angered him even more when he thought about Fort Hood. The military should be here, helping people in need, not raising its drawbridge. The military could control traffic, provide food, water and medical assistance, and even keep routes open and safe. He was embarrassed for the army.

Pete saw a comfortable break in the zombie procession and dashed across the interstate to the far side. But just as he reached the line of vehicles on the far side, he heard someone shout, “Excuse me! Sergeant Major?” He turned, hand on his pistol, and saw three young men jogging excitedly towards him. Pete allowed his hand to rest on the pistol, but the three men didn’t seem to notice, or care. They approached confidently, and walked the last few feet to stop in front of him.

“Can I help you men?” asked Pete, in a formal and commanding tone he used while on active duty.

“See guys, I told you he was a sergeant major,” said the lead man. He looked at Pete and said, “I saw your rank and knew it was too much black to be anything but a senior NCO.” The man’s voice came from behind a white t-shirt that was stretched tight over his face. Two half-dollar sized holes were torn into the fabric for his eyes. Pete couldn’t tell how old he was, but he sounded young, like he was in his twenties. He was only lightly covered in ash, which was mostly on his pants. It told Pete he hadn’t been walking in the ash for long. His two companions’ faces were covered in like manner, and they also looked like they just started their walk. With their t-shirts stretched tightly over their faces, the three men looked a little like ghosts. Pete liked the effect, and he liked the men immediately, partly because they were Soldiers, but also because they were well mannered and confident.

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?” asked Pete.

“Well, Sergeant Major . . .”

“Call me Pete, boys. I’m retired now.”

The leader looked at his friends and returned his attention to Pete once again. “But you’re still a sergeant major, right? Even though you’re retired,” asked the young man.

“That I am,” replied Pete. “I just want you boys to know that I’m not on active duty. And if you’re Soldiers, which I think you are, then I’m not responsible for your conduct.”

“We understand,” said the leader, “but it looks like you’re up to something.” And after a short pause, and a glance at his friends, he added, “And we want in.”

Pete said, “Hmm. I see. And are you guys headed for Hood?”

“We were,” said the leader. Their three heads nodding in unison. The young man to the right of the leader said, “We were at a wedding when the eruption occurred, and now we’re trying to make it back to our unit.”

“Well then,” said Pete. “I’d say introductions are in order. What are your names?”

The leader said, “I’m Sergeant Collins, third platoon, Alpha Company, 2-5 Cav. This is Corporal Hester, from the same unit,” he said with a thumb gesture to his right. “And this is PFC Fisher, also from Alpha, 2-5, but he’s in second platoon.”

“You guys are infantry then?” asked Pete.

“Mech Infantry, Sergeant Major,” replied Collins. Pete knew it wasn’t as much a correction as a description. They were still grunts, which means they could come in handy, at least from an intelligence perspective.

“Do you guys have a few minutes? I’d like to pick your brains,” asked Pete.

“Sure thing,” said Collins.

“Then follow me,” said Pete. He led the men over the last cable barrier, across the more heavily trafficked western frontage road, and then up a short incline, and into a small stand of cedar and oak trees. Pete didn’t stop until they were out of sight from the freeway. He sat under an oak and invited the men to join him. “Are you guys thirsty or hungry?” asked Pete.

They replied in unison with a hearty “affirmative.”

Pete opened his pack and fished out three energy bars and two bottles of water. “You boys mind sharing that water, it’s all I have with me?”

“Not at all, Sergeant Major. We really appreciate it,” replied Collins.

“I wish I could offer you more,” said Pete, as he watched the men eat the power bars with haste.

“We appreciate it, Sergeant Major, we really do. Thank you,” said Hester, as he held up his wrapper.

“Yes, thank you very much, Sergeant Major,” said Fisher.

“Look guys, can you please try to call me Pete? I’m serious.”

Collins looked at his comrades and turned back to Pete. “We’ll call you Pete if you like . . . Pete, but sergeant major may slip out from time to time,” answered Collins.

“I’m fine with that. So, tell me what’s going on back there?” asked Pete as he pointed north, toward the overpass.

“It’s some kind of shakedown,” replied Collins.

“There’s a group of men taking stuff from everyone passing through, and there are dead people hanging from the overpass.” said Fisher.

“I got this, Fish. Hold your water,” said Collins. “What Fisher says is true. There are armed men above and under the overpass. They’ve made traffic control barriers out of vehicles, and they’re searching everyone, and taking whatever they want. It looked to me like they were mostly interested in food and weapons, but they’re also taking money, jewelry, and anything else they like.”

“Tell him about the woman,” said Hester.

“I said I got this, didn’t I? Now give me a chance to finish,” said Collins. Pete noticed how the young sergeant expertly managed his frustration, and he was impressed. He could see why the other two men continued to follow him when they were off duty.

“You were saying, Sergeant Collins?” said Pete.

“I was about to say they also seem to be collecting women. I saw them pull a woman from the line and drag her away, and when her man tried to stop them . . . they shot him down,” said Collins.

“OK, can you give me a full account? Start from before you reached the checkpoint, and give me all the details you can unless I stop you.”

Collins nodded and said, “Well, it’s like this, we were at a friend’s wedding in Topeka when the CQ called and said we had to get our butts back to Hood, ASAP.”

“Was that before or after the eruption?” asked Pete.

“I think just before, but I don’t remember when the eruption occurred, so it could have been after,” answered Collins. “But it was before the ash started to fall.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt you,” said Pete. “Please continue.”

“It’s OK, Sergeant . . . I mean, Pete. Anyway, my car died about three miles up the road, so we grabbed our bags and started walking. There were so many broken down cars on the side of the road that I wasn’t surprised when mine finally died. I tried knocking the ash off the air filter, but it wouldn’t start, so we joined the crowd walking south. We stayed on the freeway because it was better footing, not as much ash to walk through, but the cars and trucks that passed sure kicked up a lot of ash. We stayed to the right as much as possible. We made these facemasks out of our t-shirts . . . to protect our mouth and nose from the ash.”

“Smart move,” said Pete.

Collins nodded and continued. “We got to the spot where the vehicles were leaving the freeway, which was, oh, about two miles from the overpass. It must have caused some traffic problems because a lot of people were walking along the side of the road where the cars were exiting. We saw two bodies lying under ash near the off ramp. We figured they were hit by cars. But by the time we reached the off-ramp, the traffic was barely moving. In fact, we were moving faster than the cars, so we just stayed on the side of the freeway. I’m guessing the traffic is backed up for several miles now.

A few minutes’ later people stopped walking and just stood around. We were close enough to see the overpass in front of us, and there were lights up ahead, a bonfire and car headlights, but we couldn’t tell what was going on. We decided to walk up the embankment and bypass the crowd, maybe walk along the frontage road, but as soon as we crested the embankment, some guy with an AK-47. . .”

“It was an SKS,” said Hester.

“The same thing,” said Collins

“No Sarge . . . not the same,” replied Hester.

Collins rolled his eyes and said, “Close enough. So when we reached the top of the embankment this guy with an SKS,” said Collins, with special emphasis on SKS as he turned to glare at Hester, “told us to turn around and go back down to the road, or get shot.”

Collins took a drink from his water bottle and passed it to Hester. He wiped his mouth and continued. “Well, about forty-five minutes later we were close enough to see what the hold-up was. There were five guys shaking everybody down. They were armed with an assortment of weapons, and they were checking everyone, making people dump out their pockets and bags, and taking all their cash, watches, and jewelry. But what pissed me off the most was that two of the men were cops.”

“At least dressed like cops,” corrected Pete.

Collins looked at Pete and said, “Right . . . dressed like cops.”

“Did you see a police car?” asked Pete.

“Not from where we were,” replied Collins.

“Sorry. Please continue,” said Pete.

“Right. Anyway, if they were cops, they sure weren’t acting like it. They were pushing and shoving people around, sticking guns in their faces, and threatening to shoot anyone who caused problems. They even, um . . .”

“Even what?” Pete asked.

“They were being very rude to women!”

“Rude? What do you mean, rude?” asked Pete, confused by the young man’s choice of words.

“What Sergeant Collins is trying to say,” said Hester, “Is that they were molesting them. They were grabbing their boobs, sometimes even tearing their tops open. It was like they were inspecting them or something. We saw one man pull a woman out of the crowd, and when her man tried to stop them, he was shot. They dragged her up the embankment on the other side of the freeway, but I don’t know what they did to her,” finished Hester.

“I’m thinking the guys they hung from the overpass were people who tried to resist them. The whole thing was bad news,” said Collins. “Very bad news.”

“How many people were hanging from the overpass?” asked Pete.

“Three . . . on the north side. I didn’t see anyone hanging from the south side. And they were hanging low, low enough that I could touch their feet as I passed.” Collins looked hard at Pete and said, “We’ve all seen death before, but that was sick. A lot of the folks in line were crying and shaking. It really messed with their minds . . . to see those bodies.”

“I’m guessing that’s the effect they wanted to achieve,” replied Pete. He could see how combat strengthened the young men, but he also saw how the scene affected them. Pete wondered, for the first time since meeting the men, if they’d be willing to help him eliminate the highwaymen.

“So when we reached the guys at the roadblock . . .”

“They’re more like pirates. Call them, highwaymen,” offered Pete.

“Yeah, that works for me,” said Collins. “When we reached the highwaymen we dropped our bags to the ground and handed them our wallets. It’s all we had. We didn’t even have a single knife with us. Two men searched our bags, and this big guy, he must have been six-seven or six-eight, and at least 350 pounds, walked over to us with our ID cards in his hand. He looked us up and down and say’s . . .” And Collins changed his voice in an effort to mimic the man, “You boys wanna join my army?” Then, switching back to his normal voice, he continued, “I almost laughed, which I’m positive would have gotten me shot, but I managed to turn it into a cough. I told him we were army cooks, and that we had no combat experience. He asked why we were traveling together, and I told him the truth, that we were at a wedding. He threw our ID cards at us and turned and walked away. I’m pretty sure he was the leader.”

“That was smart of you,” said Pete, “to say you were cooks and that you didn’t have combat experience. But you and I both know cooks see combat too.”

“I know that, but he didn’t,” replied Collins with a smile.

“OK, let me see if I got this straight. You saw six men, all armed. Did they have side arms?”

“Some did, some didn’t, but it’s not hard to hide a pistol,” said Collins.

“You’re right about that,” replied Pete. “They’re taking hostages, and illuminating the area with wood fires and vehicle lights. They’re shaking down vehicles on both sides of the freeway, so that means there’s probably five guys at each end of the overpass, and probably a few more guarding their loot. Does that sound about right?” asked Pete, as he studied the three young men through their t-shirt masks.

Collins looked shrewdly at Pete and said, “We’re in, Sergeant Major.”

Pete realized he wasn’t hiding his intentions very well. He looked at Collins and saw the intent in the young man’s eyes. He wanted to tell him to keep walking, but he actually needed their help. There was no way he could neutralize such a large enemy force by himself. “I don’t want to put you guys in any danger.”

“We’re in.”

“It will get ugly.”

“Look, Sergeant Major, we’re in. We want to help you get rid of those scumbags, those highwaymen. This is America, not Iraq or Afghanistan. They need to be taken out,” said Collins.

“Our chance of success is not very high,” said Pete, in one last effort to dissuade them.

“We’re familiar with those kinds of odds,” said Collins, and turned to look at his comrades, “You guys are in too, right?”

“Hell yeah,” replied Hester.

“Damn right,” replied Fisher.

“You see, Sergeant Major, we’re in agreement. Those guys are evil, and whatever you’re planning to do . . . we want to be a part of it,” finished Collins.

“OK, boys. I do appreciate it. The way I see it, we really only have one option, and that’s to go at them slow and quiet until we get you armed. From that point on we’ll move fast and loud. But I need a little more intelligence first. Do you think you can work your way back to the overpass and get me a more accurate SALUTE report?” asked Pete.

“We can handle it,” said Collins. “I’ll take Fish with me. Hester, you wait here and do whatever the sergeant major says.” And with that, the two men rose to leave.

“Wait!” said Pete.

Collins stopped. Pete withdrew his pistol and handed it to Collins. The sergeant looked surprised, but smiled in reply. “It’s loaded,” said Pete, “but don’t use it unless your life depends on it. I need intelligence, not a gun fight. Got it?”

“Got it Sergeant Major,” replied Collins, “and thanks.” The two men turned and crept off through the woods toward the overpass.

“Hester, I’ve got something for you, but it’s probably not what you expect. Pete withdrew the Taser from his pack and handed it to the young man. “Do you know how to use one of these?” he asked.

“No sir,” replied Hester.

“It’s easy. It fires two steel darts that stick into flesh, but you can’t be more than about twenty feet from your target. You press the trigger to fire it, and hold it to keep the juice flowing. It may or may not come in handy,” said Pete, “but it’s all I’ve got to offer you as a weapon, at least for the time being.” Hester nodded his thanks as he accepted the Taser, and Pete grabbed the radio from his belt. Once again he regretted not having brought more radios. He should have brought his spare set, but then again he never thought he would be outfitting a raiding party. “Keep your eyes open, I’ve got to check in with my commander.”

“Your commander?” asked Hester.

“My wife.”

“Oh,” said Hester, as he looked away, embarrassed. Pete laughed to himself and radioed Bonnie. He didn’t tell her what he was doing, only that he was at checkpoint bravo, and was continuing to observe. Bonnie sounded better than Pete could have hoped, and it gave him the courage to continue. “Where’s your wife?” asked Hester. “Is she close?”

Pete studied the young man. It never dawned on him that they could be bait, but he immediately pushed the thought aside. He couldn’t be suspicious of everyone. Besides, he had the dream to go on. Somebody, by the name of Eli, had visited him in his sleep and told him he had to take care of this obstacle. And that’s exactly what he was planning to do. He couldn’t accept the three young men as a threat. They were a lucky find, or divine providence. It didn’t matter which, only that he felt he could trust them, even rely on them. To Pete, it was a simple matter of people, placement and progress, or, as his father used to say, “One plus one equals three.”

“She’s not far, but she’s alone, and that worries me,” said Pete, in reply to Hester’s question.

“She sounded strong,” he said.

“Like all of us, she has her moments,” said Pete.

“What brought you here, Sergeant Major?”

“That’s a long story, but I’ll share it with you while we wait.”
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While they waited for Collins and Fisher to return, Pete shared his story with Hester. He covered everything from his attempt to access Fort Hood, to pulling into the warehouse on the other side of the interstate. He could tell Hester liked the story, especially the part about the fake deputy, but he saw the disappointment in Hester’s eyes when he talked about Fort Hood.

“It sounds to me like the army is doing the same thing as these highwaymen,” replied Hester.

“No, the army isn’t taking valuables, and they’re not taking women either,” said Pete.

“At least not yet,” replied Hester, as he turned and stared into the woods. “I think they’re coming back.”

Pete was impressed with Hester’s ears. The young man was right. A few minutes later Collins and Fisher returned to Pete’s side and took a knee. The two men were completely covered in ash, as if they had rolled in it for camouflage. Even their white t-shirts were now gray. They looked more like ghosts than ever; gray ghosts. Collins went to return the pistol to Pete, and Pete said, “Hold on to it for now. So, what did you see?”

Collins pulled the t-shirt up from his face, and with confidence and experience, presented the intelligence he collected. He used the standard military SALUTE report format as Pete requested, which gave the size, activity, location, unit, time and equipment of the enemy. “There are six men on this side of the overpass. Two men search and loot the cars while another stands guard. There’s also one guy in the loot truck, which is a mid-sized Ryder panel truck. It’s parked about fifty meters from the roadblock, on a side road. They carry the loot to the truck as they collect it. The loot collectors weren’t armed. It looked to me like they were being controlled, like prisoners or slaves.

Fish saw two men walking along the embankment of the off-ramp, so that’s four armed men on our side of the overpass. All the armed men were carrying tactical rifles, and two of them had holstered pistols . . . the guard in the loot truck, and the guard watching the looters. We did a wide sweep around the roadblock to the west, and we didn’t see a response force, but it could be on the other side of the overpass. I also didn’t see any highwaymen resting or taking a break, so I’m thinking they’re only going to be around long enough to get what they want, and then they’ll take off,” finished Collins.

Pete digested the intelligence and silently considered his options. He already had an idea of how to attack the problem, but it was made sure by what Collins reported. “That’s an excellent report. Thanks Sergeant Collins. Here’s what I think we should do,” said Pete, as he cleared ash from the ground at his feet. With a stick, he began to etch out their area of operations in the dirt, to include their route, as well as primary and alternate objectives. Collins offered only one minor correction to Pete’s sand table, the location of the leader.

“Here’s our location,” said Pete, as he stabbed the ground with his stick, “and here’s the overpass. I don’t think there’s any way we can avoid a firefight, so our first order of business will be to arm ourselves. We’ll have to do it quietly . . . allow ourselves to get into position before the enemy figures out something’s wrong, and comes to investigate. How long did it take to reach the overpass?”

“About fifteen minutes,” said Collins.

“OK. We’ll move together and set our rally point here, about fifty meters from the western panel truck,” said Pete, as he made another mark in the dirt. “We’ll fix the rally point location when we get closer, but for phase one, it will be a simple plan of divide and conquer.”

Pete detailed out his plan in five phases, and during the back-brief, he asked the young men for their input. Having already seen the objective, Collins offered several good suggestions, so Pete made the necessary changes to accommodate his ideas. It was a very risky plan, but something about it felt right to Pete, as if he already knew it wouldn’t fail. He had never before felt that way before a tactical mission, but he liked the feeling very much. He knew they would make quick work of the highwayman. Their final consensus was they would take no prisoners.
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Pete set the rally point in a dry stock-tank, which was little more than a dry, twelve foot deep watering hole about a hundred meters from the road. It was hidden from view just south of the western loot truck, and offered an excellent defilade in the event of a delaying retreat. From there, the four men moved to within a few meters of the truck. They were careful to keep out of sight by low-crawling along the runoff ditch that ran the length of the road. Pete peeked over the top and signaled for Collins to go. He jumped up with Hester and they high crawled to the far side of the road. Pete didn’t breathe until they disappeared from sight in the woods on the far side of the road.

This time, Collins left Fisher with Pete while he and Hester moved to a concealed position just north of the panel truck. Once there, they would ready themselves to neutralize the guards on the off-ramp embankment. They had no watches to synchronize their actions, which meant timing the operation was going to be a challenge, but they agreed on a set of audio signals from Pete.

Pete’s mission was to silently eliminate the man guarding the loot truck. Fisher would quickly impersonate the loot truck guard, while Pete took up a firing position on the roof of the panel truck. Pete was to shoot the man guarding the loot detail, and that would signal Collins and Hester to attack the guards on the off-ramp. From that point, Pete would remain in place and engage any other threats in the area.

They were certain the first shot would distract the embankment guards long enough for Collins and Hester to take them out. Once they secured weapons from the fallen guards, they would return to the overpass and assume a hasty defensive position and engage any and all targets that tried to come up the embankment. Once set, Pete would signal Fisher to join Collins and Hester, and assist them in defending the overpass. From there, the group planned to engage and eliminate all remaining highwaymen.

Pete knew the most critical part of the attack was his neutralization of the loot truck guard. If the guard managed to fire his weapon before Pete could eliminate him, then the timing of the assault would be off; the attack would commence before Pete was set to fire. Pete agreed to give Collins ten minutes to get into position, which wasn’t a lot of time, but Collins said it was all he needed. He checked his watch and saw they had two more minutes.

Finally, Pete looked at Fisher and nodded. They rose from the ditch and walked casually to the front of the panel truck. Pete withdrew his Gerber Mark II and stabbed it into one front tire, and then the other. The two tires rapidly deflated and settled on their front rims. Pete crouched next to Fisher and rested his hand on the truck’s yellow bumper. He waited to see if the guard would notice the change in the truck’s pitch, and he didn’t.

Pete signaled for Fisher to wait where he was, and then moved to the north side of the truck and took a knee by the truck’s dual rear tires. Pete knew that if the guard didn’t notice the tilt this time, they would have to make some noise to draw him out. He quickly stabbed the two tires and waited.

A question and a curse issued from the back of the truck as soon as it settled on its rims. Pete heard heavy footsteps and pressed himself against the side of the truck. A grunt and a curse followed more heavy footsteps as the man walked to the back of the trailer and began to climb out. When the man stepped around the corner of the trailer, Pete greeted him by driving his Gerber Mark II down into the man’s chest at the base of his neck. The shock and violence of the attack prevented the man from firing his weapon, or uttering a single word. Pete spun him around and managed to grab the man’s rifle before it fell to the ground. He dragged the body to the front of the truck where Fisher was waiting.

While Fisher stripped the man of his coat, hat, and ammo. Pete checked the captured weapon. It was a loaded SKS, with the safety off. He handed it to Fisher, who conducted a check of his own. While Fisher dressed in the dead man’s coat and hat, Pete whispered, “Are you ready?”

“Ready,” answered Fisher.

“Good. You look just like him. Take up your position. You know how to use that thing, right?” asked Pete, pointing to the SKS in Fisher’s hands.

“Please, Sergeant Major,” replied Fisher.

Pete nodded and smiled, “Good. Now go.”

Pete grabbed his assault pack and rifle and climbed up the hood and over the cab. He stayed low, and dragged his equipment behind him. When he heard Fisher slap the side of the truck, Pete knew he was in position and ready for action. Pete rolled to his side and quickly removed his M1A from its padded bag. After extending the bipod legs, he locked and loaded a twenty round magazine, took a few deep breaths to control his heart rate, and flipped up the scope covers. He was ready for phase two.

He dialed in the range and looked for signs to calculate the wind direction and speed. There was nothing noticeable for wind, so he made no further corrections. Pete took aim at the chest of the looter guard, and the tactical reticle quartered the man’s upper body. He released the safety, let out a small breath, held the rest, and slowly pulled in the remaining tension of the match-grade trigger assembly. The heavy rifle barked once, clear and sharp, the report sending shock waves of ash off the truck.

Pete decided to use full-metal-jacket ammunition. It wasn’t the best for big game hunting, but the heavy tactical round could penetrate a car door, class three body armor, or both, if needed. He didn’t know if the highwaymen were wearing body armor, he forgot to ask Collins about it, but the round did the trick. The man slumped to the ground as if he merely fainted. Only the sound of the rifle revealed the truth about the man’s fate.

With his eye fixed to the sight, Pete began to scan the area for additional enemy targets. He heard several shots in the distance, off to his left, and knew they came from his pistol. Collins was active. Reacting to the gunfire, one of the unarmed car looters bent down to pick up the guard’s fallen weapon. Pete didn’t have time to consider the ramifications of the new threat, but because the man reached for the rifle, Pete’s only option was to eliminate him. The dead looter fell across the rifle, landing face down on the road next to the dead guard. Pete smacked the top of the truck loudly, and Fisher exited the back with an enthusiastic, “Hooah.”

Pete spotted the second looter going for the rifle and was about to shoot him when Fisher beat him to it. The last looter toppled over backward, and Fisher stepped over him and assumed a defensive position behind the hood of a small car at the top of the overpass. Pete heard screams from the people around the violence, but he ignored everything but the potential threats. At that same moment, Hester sprinted past Fisher and took up position on the south side of the overpass.

On the north side, Collins began firing down the embankment. He was also yelling for everyone to get down. Pete was impressed with the sergeant’s controlled and disciplined firing. He was obviously seasoned and experienced. Pete continued to search for threats. He regretted not having line-of-sight for anything under the overpass, which meant he couldn’t help Collins, but he didn’t have long to wait for targets of his own.

Through his scope, Pete saw three armed men running down the on-coming lane across the overpass. Fisher didn’t see them yet, probably because of the ash in the air, so Pete took careful aim and fired. The highwaymen were running in near perfect single file, so Pete aimed at the base of the throat of the lead man. As predicted, two men fell with one shot. The second man caught the pass-through shot in his chest, which was exactly what Pete hoped would happen. The third man tripped over the nearest dead man, briefly caught himself, but then tripped again and fell face-first into the ash pile in the middle of the road. The man’s fall allowed him to miss Pete’s second shot at the trio, but Pete quickly recovered and shot the guy in the head as he pushed himself up out of the ash.

Pete scanned the far side of the overpass and spotted a man taking aim at a target moving under the overpass. Pete quickly snapped off a shot and caught the man in the shoulder. It spun the man around and sent his rifle flying, but he was able to seek cover before Pete could get off a second shot. He tracked the man to a nearby horse trailer, and found him squatting behind the trailer’s open door. Pete adjusted magnification on the scope and saw the man’s feet and rear end just below the bottom edge of the door. He took an educated guess on where he thought the man’s torso was, and fired. The bullet passed through the thin metal covering of the horse trailer door, and hit the man. He was sent sprawling to the ground beyond the concealment of the trailer door, and when he tried to stand Pete shot him again, for a third and final time. Satisfied the resilient man was finally down, Pete scanned for additional targets on the far side of the overpass. He saw an armed man running north along the east side of the embankment, but he couldn’t take a safe shot because of the civilians in his line of sight. A single shot was heard and Pete saw the man fall. A moment later, Sergeant Collins appeared on the northeast side of the overpass.

Hester and Fisher did the same on the south side, they climbed the far embankment and linked up with Sergeant Collins at the top of the overpass. Pete was pleased to see his boys alive and well, and that they continued to take all necessary precautions to remain that way. He continued to scan for targets, and watched with admiration as Collins had the guys clear up the last remaining threats. Pete really wanted to join them, but he was committed to his position until the mission was complete, until Collins signaled him that everything was clear.

Finally, after what seemed like hours to Pete, Collins approached the edge of the overpass and signaled the all-clear. Pete quickly cleared his rifle and stuffed it back into the padded bag. He then shouldered his tactical pack and climbed off the truck to join the guys across the overpass. Scared and nervous civilians peeked up at him from behind their dashboards and car doors, but Pete ignored them as he walked over to the dead looter who tried to pick up the guard’s assault rifle. He rolled the body aside and grabbed what he thought was a standard AR-15, but after closer inspection Pete saw that it was a Rock River Arms LAR-8; a rifle similar to the popular AR-15, but one that fired the bigger .308 round, which just happened to be Pete’s favorite caliber of ammunition. He quickly stripped the looter guard of his three remaining magazines and made his way across the overpass to link up with his commandos.

Sergeant Collins was standing by the guardrail, waving frantically for Pete to approach. He held two water bottles in his hand and handed one to Pete as soon as he arrived. Pete downed the bottle and asked, “Do you have any more of these?”

“There’s more, but I need you to see something first . . . something you’re not going to like,” replied Collins, as he led Pete over to the horse trailer.

Pete followed, and when he realized where Collins was going he feared one of his shots accidently killed a civilian. But what he saw inside the horse trailer was far worse than anything he imagined. A woman, naked and obviously unconscious, was bent over the padded center stall divider, her hands bound to her ankles with thick, white, nylon rope. On the floor, at the far end of the trailer, sat two more women. They were huddled together, their hands and feet bound with the same white nylon rope.

One woman, defiant despite a split lip and bruised cheek, stared coldly at Pete as if wishing him instantly dead. But her demeanor quickly changed to tears when she heard Pete turn to Collins and ask, “Why haven’t you release her?” Pete was instantly furious, unable to suppress his anger, but Collins wasn’t offended by his sentiment.

“I need a knife, Sergeant Major,” Collins calmly replied, “but you also needed to see this for yourself . . . it’s why we had to stop these men.”

“You’re right,” said Pete. “My apologies.”

“Not necessary. It pissed me off, too,” said Collins

Pete turned to look at the women once again. He felt deeply embarrassed and ashamed for all men, knowing that when they exerted their physical advantage over women in such a way that it was absolute evil. He wished he could kill the highwaymen all over again; line them up and shoot them again, but this time not so quickly, not so cleanly. Thinking of the highwaymen prompted Pete to ask, “Is the area clear?”

“Yes,” replied Collins.

“I’ll free her. Go see if you can find me a first aid kit, and some blankets and water . . . we also need to get the traffic moving again . . . and the sooner the better,” said Pete.

“Got it, Sergeant Major. I’ll get right on it,” replied Collins.

Collins took off at a jog and Pete hollered after him, “Good job clearing the area. I’m glad you’re all OK.” Collins offered Pete a casual salute and left to perform his task.

Pete entered the horse trailer, quickly freed the woman hanging over the center divider, and laid her gently on the floor. A moaning woman caught Pete’s attention, but the defiant woman began to soothe her with comforting words. Pete stood and walked to the trailer door, looking for Collins’ return. He turned to the defiant woman and said, “I’ll get you more help, just know that you’re safe now. I won’t let anyone else hurt you guys.”

“Thank you,” she replied.

“What’s your name?” asked Pete.

“Lana,” said the petite woman. Her short dark hair and green eyes shone brightly despite the bruise on her cheek, and the corrupt feeling the lingered in the trailer. “And you are?” she asked.

“I’m Pete. Can you care for these women until I get return with supplies?”

“I’ll do my best . . . and thanks . . . Pete, for what you and your men did for us today.” Tears began to slip down her cheek, but she held on to her strength with poise and bearing. Pete was momentarily mesmerized by Lana’s strength and angelic beauty, and he forced himself to look away.

“I’ll be right outside the trailer,” said Pete. “We’re gathering supplies for you now, but let me know if there’s anything you need.” Lana nodded once and went to the unconscious woman. Pete took that as a sign to step out of the trailer and make a call to Bonnie. He was long overdue for a radio check and was immediately bombarded with a thousand questions.

Bonnie informed Pete that she heard all the shooting, and was convinced Pete was laying somewhere wounded, dying, and that she would never see him again. He spent the next couple of minutes trying to calm her down, and then asked if she could meet him at the overpass. “I don’t think I can get the sliding door open, Pete,” said Bonnie. “I watched you try to open it and you could barely budge it.”

“You can do it. All you have to do is move the bags. Just give it a shot, and if you can’t I’ll think of something else. It’s just that I have my hands full right now and can’t come to you, but I could sure use your help up here,” said Pete.

“Why, what’s going on?” asked Bonnie.

“Let’s just say we had a little fire fight with some bad guys. We won, but now we have to set a few things right. I have at least two women who were sexually abused, and there’s only four of us up here to do the work of twenty.”

“OK, I’ll see if I can open the door, and I’ll call you back in a few minutes. I love you, Pete. I’m glad you’re safe.”

“I love you too,” said Pete, and he ended the radio transmission.

He saw Fisher approach with blankets and a first aid kit. “Here you go, Sergeant Major.”

“Thanks Fisher. I need you to do something ASAP. Go below the overpass and get those people out of the way. I’ll want to cut down the hanging bodies.”

“Wilco, Sergeant Major,” replied Fisher, as he took off at an easy run.

Pete delivered the supplies to Lana and said, “I’ve got a bit of work to do yet. I’ll bring you some water as soon as I find it. Will you be OK for a couple of minutes?”

“We are now,” said Lana, and she immediately got to work on the most injured woman.

Pete jogged to where the three bodies hung from nylon ropes tied to the overpass guardrail. He looked over the side, and when Fisher signaled the area below was clear, Pete cut the ropes with his Gerber. He was impressed to see that Fisher enlisted the help of several civilians to quickly move the bodies off to the side of the interstate.

Hester had the vehicle traffic moving on the west end of the overpass. He also enlisted the help of several civilians, and had them distributing the captured food and water to the most needy of people as they passed. To his right, on the east side, Sergeant Collins was doing the same, and had traffic moving along without delay.

Pete grabbed water bottles from Hester’s recruits and headed back to the horse trailer to deliver them to Lana. Then he approached Collins and asked, “Do you have everything up here? I want to take a look down below.”

“I got it, Sergeant Major. You want to ground your gear here? I can watch it for you. Oh, and here’s your pistol. I’ve got one of my own now.”

Pete accepted his pistol and slid it into his thigh holster. “You guys did really well down there,” said Pete.

“Us?” replied Collins. “You took out more than half the active shooters by yourself. That was really nice shooting.”

Pete nodded to the complement and handed his rifle bag to Collins. “Guard this with your life. I’ll be right back.”

Pete walked across the overpass to talk with Hester. “Good work here, Hester, but let’s close the doors on the truck for the time being. I think we should move the dismounts up onto the access road, and the cars back onto the interstate. What do you think?”

“I think that’s a great idea, Sergeant Major . . . mixing the two has made things a mess,” replied Hester. Pete was discussing how to accomplish that plan when his radio squawked. “Go ahead, Bonnie,” he opened.

“I managed to get the sliding door open, but you relocked the gate. How am I supposed to get through it? You know I can’t use your bolt cutters.”

“I know. Are you parked by the gate?”

“Yes.”

“OK, face the gate. Let’s see, go to the pole on your left, just below the lock and chain, and feel for the key under the ash. It’s lying on the concrete footer at the base of the pole.”

“Found it,” she said. “I see the traffic is moving again. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

“OK. Oh, and Bon, I’ve got three Soldiers with me. We’re the only ones armed, so don’t worry, but if you don’t see me when you arrive just ask for Sergeant Collins, or you can radio me again. You’ll see a blue horse trailer on the shoulder, on the north side of the intersection. Park the truck near it and I’ll join you as soon as I can. OK?”

“OK. I’ll see you soon. I love you, Peter.”

“I love you too.” With the threat eliminated their radio protocols had been thrown out the window, but Pete didn’t care. He was just glad the action went off without a hitch. No one was hurt, and Bonnie was on her way.

After finishing up with Hester, Pete walked down the embankment to inspect the results of the gun battle he couldn’t see. He found Fisher sitting on the chest of a highwayman. “Are you comfortable, Fisher?” asked Pete, with a polished grin and squinted eyes.

“You can say that, Sergeant Major. I shot this big bastard. He was about to cut down Sergeant Collins when I rounded the corner up there with Hester. Yup,” he said, as he slapped the man’s chest like a trophy elk, “I shot this meat dead. He fell with one shot, got him right in the head. Hester got the other one, and Sergeant Collins the rest,” said Fisher, as he pointed to the dead highwaymen lying face up in the medium. Pete noticed that someone had taken ash and dumped it on their dead, upturned faces. He thought it was a fitting signature to their end. “Do you think you can help me drag this meat over there to join his friends?” asked Fisher.

Pete helped Fisher drag the big highwayman to the medium, and asked, “What’d you do with the men I cut down from the ropes?” asked Pete.

“They’re over there,” said Fisher, “under that tarp, plus three others. When Sergeant Collins came down the embankment the bastards were shooting wildly. I think they thought someone in the crowd was shooting at them. They killed three civilians and wounded six. Two are pretty serious and I don’t think they’re going to make it. There’s a paramedic over there working on ‘em now.”

“A paramedic? Here?” asked Pete, unable to contain his surprise.

“Yeah, she came forward out of the crowd right after the shooting stopped and offered to help,” said Fisher, as he pointed to a small group of people who were gathered near the leading edge of the embankment off-ramp.

“Thanks Fish. I want to go check with her. Can you keep things moving down here . . . try to get these people on the access road so we can get the cars moving down here?”

“Sure thing, Sergeant Major,” replied Fisher, and he immediately returned to the freeway and began waving his hand to move the crowd along. “Nothing to see here, folks! Keep moving, please! Nothing to see here!”

Pete made his way to the crowd around the paramedic and elbowed his way through. He looked down to see a young black woman, up to her elbows in blood, working frantically to save a young, white man’s life. “Is there anything I can do to help?” asked Pete.

“Yes, if you could get these people to step back . . . that would really help.”

“All right, you heard the lady,” yelled Pete. “Back it up! Now.” The crowd seemed to notice, for the first time, that Pete was armed and they responded obediently. Pete didn’t care if he sounded short or inpatient, he never respected rubberneckers, not in cars or on the ground. “You,” he said, pointing his finger to a teenage boy. “Run up to the top of the overpass and tell Hester I need more medical supplies. Tell him I need every first aid kit he can find, and to send it down here ASAP.”

The kid turned to look at an adult male standing behind him. “Can I help?” asked the man.

“You the boy’s father?” asked Pete.

“I am,” said the man. He looked confident and not the least bit intimidated by Pete’s bearing or equipment.

“Then yes, sir, I would greatly appreciate your help. Thank you,” said Pete. With that, the man and his son left to climb the embankment in search of Hester and medical supplies.

“Soldier?” Pete turned back to the paramedic. She stared intently, calmly, into Pete’s eyes, and he could only nod in acceptance of her unspoken dilemma. “I could use a couple extra sets of hands. Can you find me a volunteer, someone who’s got medical experience, or isn’t afraid of blood?” she said, as she wiped sweat from her forehead with her shirt sleeve.

Pete began to study the crowd. Everyone present heard her request for assistance, but when the question was raised many dispersed. Pete understood their reluctance, but quickly offered an incentive. “I have food and water for anyone who helps this woman until such time that she releases you!” said Pete loudly. Immediately, two sixty-something women came forward and offered their assistance. But for incentive, they asked Pete to help them find transportation south. Pete thanked them, told them he would do everything he could to get them south, and then jogged up the embankment to help collect medical supplies.

Pete met the man and his son as he reached the top. He held a box filled with various first aid items, water, and towels. “This is all we could find,” he said as he watched Pete rummage through the box.

Pete was disappointed, knowing it wouldn’t be enough to save the injured man, but he said, “Thanks again for your help. Please take the box to the paramedic,” and gestured with a hand down the embankment. “And please hurry,” finished Pete. He walked up to Hester, each step becoming more tiring and difficult. A deep and growing feeling of fatigue entered his body, and it seemed to override his will to take another step.

He stopped and watched Hester move around. The kid looked like he was ready to run a marathon, and Pete wondered where he got his energy. A feeling of light-headedness overcame Pete, and he leaned forward to rest his hand on his knees. He felt like he could sleep for a week. Hester ran over and asked, “Are you OK Sergeant Major? You look a little pale.”

Pete did feel strange. “I think I need some water,” he managed to say, as a feeling that was something like an elevator rising up his entire body overcame him. The feeling moved quickly, from his feet to his head, and when it reached his chest he put a hand on the guardrail to steady himself. When the elevator reached the top floor, Pete remembered nothing more and he collapsed to the ground, unconscious.
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Someone was smacking him on the face with a spatula. “Pete! Pete! Wake up.” It was a woman’s voice, familiar, but at the same time a little strange, foreign even. “Peter? He’s coming around. Back up, girls, and give him some room,” said Bonnie. Pete opened his eyes and saw Bonnie kneeling over him. She had a hand, not a spatula, resting gently on his cheek. Three other women were standing above him, looking down on him with interest and compassion. He didn’t recognize any of them, but as his focus gathered he recognized one; Lana, the strong defiant woman from the horse trailer.

Pete tried to sit up but Bonnie pushed him back down with gentle hands. “Not yet, Pete. Lay still for a minute. Here, drink some water.”

Pete drank the offered water and coughed. “I can’t drink laying down, Bon. Can I sit up, please?” Bonnie helped him sit up and then sat next to him. The other women walked away, apparently satisfied that Pete was awake and in good hands. He looked around and asked, “How’d I end up on this side of the overpass?”

“Hester and Collins carried you here . . . they said you were heavier than you looked,” replied Bonnie. She reached out and rubbed ash from Pete’s face. “You’re a mess Pete. You should see yourself.”

Pete looked around, but more thoroughly and intently than before, “Where’d the guys go? Where’s Collins, Hester and Fisher?” asked Pete.

“Collins said they had to leave, and he left with a message. He said not to worry about the wounded, they took them to Waco, along with the two old ladies and the paramedic,” answered Bonnie. “Oh, and your equipment is over there,” said Bonnie, pointing.

Pete followed her finger and saw his rifle bag and tactical pack. And laying across the top of the rifle bag was the recently captured RRA LAR-8, with eight magazines, and what looked to be about twenty boxes of .308 ammo. The black and yellow Taser sat atop the pile, and it looked a little like a Christmas bow. Pete laughed and asked, “Where’d all the extra stuff come from, the magazines and ammo?” He drank from his water bottle and looked at Bonnie. She was smudged with ash, but it made her look rugged, more resilient and hardy.

“I don’t know, but Collins said you’d be happy to have it,” said Bonnie, and she moved a strand of dark hair from her face.

“Dang, Bonnie. I really wanted to say goodbye to those boys. They were special. I could do a lot of good with those three men,” said Pete, as he stood and offered Bonnie a hand up.

Bonnie accepted his hand and said, “Well, they sure sang your praises. And I think they knew you’d try to convince them to stick around. But Collins said they had their military commitment to attend to. He also said . . . and I swear he was getting choked up over this . . . he said, ““Tell the Sergeant Major that we never worked with a finer battlefield commander,” “or something like that.”

Pete nodded and asked, “How long was I out?”

“About an hour. I was worried about you, but Collins said you were exhausted and dehydrated, and to let you rest, but not too long. He said an hour was more than enough time to charge your batteries,” Bonnie said with finger quotes to the word batteries. “By the way, is Collins a Medic too? He sure seemed to know a lot about how to care for you and those wounded folks.”

“I don’t know, Bonnie,” replied Pete. “Can you stop talking for a sec and let me think?” He was trying to piece together the missing block of time, but stopped when he realized he wounded her with his words. “I’m sorry, Bon. I’m just upset that I passed out . . . that I didn’t get to finish what I started, and say goodbye to the men. That never happened to me before, and if I didn’t know better I’d say someone knocked me out.” Pete hugged Bonnie and asked, “Did they tell you what happened here?”

“Yeah, they gave me the whole story, or at least their version of it, but I’d like to hear it from you as well,” replied Bonnie.

“What about the women? Are they OK?” asked Pete.

“Yes. And they’re another group that’s singing your praises. I think I’ll call you Saint Peter. Oops, can’t do that, that title is already taken.”

“Very funny, Bon. Seriously, are they OK?”

“Yes, Pete, they’re fine. They’re taking the truck, the one that was pulling the horse trailer. The Soldiers helped them load it up with supplies, and then pointed them in the right direction. I think Lana is taking them to her father’s ranch near Rusk, it’s a town south of Tyler. It’s due east of here, or so I’m told,” said Bonnie.

“Then I guess our work here is done,” said Pete. “Are you ready to hit the road again?”

“I sure am. I want to go somewhere where the people don’t know your name,” said Bonnie, with a smile.

After Pete finished loading his equipment in his truck, he took a moment to walk the length of the overpass. It was satisfying to see all the good they had accomplished in such a short amount of time. The traffic was moving on the interstate once again, and all the people were safely walking along the frontage roads. A few groups walked north, but a majority of the people continued moving south, in a seemingly endless stream of refugees.

No one seemed to notice Pete as he stood at the end of the overpass, watching them as they passed by. He marveled at their unawareness of the horrible scene that existed around them only hours before. Pete looked, but couldn’t see any signs of blood. The ash, it seemed, was good for something after all.

All the slain highwaymen had been moved to the center of the freeway and stacked in a pile. Pete hoped coyotes would feast on the men’s remains, but even that was a better end than they deserved. Pete felt they should be burnt, and their ashes allowed to mix with those that fell from the sky, but he wasn’t about to waste his fuel on them. He looked for, but didn’t find, the remains of the good people who had been hung from the overpass. At least they weren’t lying next to the dead highwaymen. He also saw that the two yellow panel trucks were gone, but he didn’t care. The operation was a complete success. It not only ended a despicable attempt to control and dehumanize helpless people by removing a wanton source of evil, but it helped many times that number of good people.

Pete returned to the truck and popped the hood. He quickly cleaned the air filter, and was wiping his hands on a rag when he saw Bonnie approach with Lana, and the other two ladies from the horse-trailer. Bonnie introduced the two women, and they hugged Pete in turn, and thanked him through their tears before stepping away. Lana lingered near Pete the longest. She put her hand to Pete’s face and said, “You’re a very special man, Pete. I know God sent you to help us, and that’s no small thing. To me that makes you an angel. Farewell and a safe journey. I hope we meet again.” Pete was quiet, speechless, and for some reason sad to see them leave.

Pete and Bonnie stood together as they watched the three women drive away in the captured pickup. It was free of the desecrated horse trailer, and loaded with enough food and supplies to get the women to their destination. They were also armed with two pistols, two captured SKS rifles, and plenty of ammo. Pete was pleased to learn that Fisher taught the ladies how to use the captured weapons. He didn’t think the women would fall victim to bad men again, at least not as easily as before. Having weapons clearly wasn’t a guarantee of survival, but they sure helped.

Pete knew that being a man wasn’t a guarantee of survival either, for it was only men who were hung from the overpass. Violence clearly didn’t discriminate, but he was glad this chapter was closed, at least for the time being. The ladies waved from the truck as it pulled away, and Pete and Bonnie waved back. They watched the truck move away until they could no longer see it, and then wordlessly climbed into their own truck to resume their journey.
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Bonnie handed Pete crackers with tuna as he made his way back onto the interstate. He took the on-ramp with trepidation, but remained cautiously optimistic, wanting strongly to believe that the worst of their journey was behind them. They were getting closer to Fort Worth, which meant John’s house wasn’t much farther away, but after having experienced so many delays, Pete wasn’t holding his breath that he would reach John’s without having more. Pete found it hard to believe that so much happened to them in such a short amount of time.

Pete remained alert, and ready to exit the interstate at the first sign of trouble, but he was happy to be making such good progress once again. They were fast approaching the I-20 interchange, about twelve miles from the southern edge of the greater Fort Worth metro area. As far as Pete was concerned, I-20 marked the beginning of the city. It wasn’t tall buildings and one-way streets, but it was heavily built up. Both sides of I-35W was crowded with stores, restaurants, gas stations, and other familiar service related amenities. Like serfs to their king, it marked the outer band of sprawling urban towns that supported the big city.

From I-20, it was another five miles to I-30, which ran through the heart of Fort Worth. Beyond that, another eight miles north, was the 820 interchange. But Pete wasn’t as worried about the interchanges, and their many towering fly-ways, as he was about crossing the Trinity River. He considered it the one real obstacle that sat between him and John. If the flyways were intact, then there was a very good chance the freeway over the Trinity River was also intact.

Waco was the largest city they had to negotiate thus far, but it was puny in comparison to Fort Worth. Pete actually considered bypassing Fort Worth all together, but he decided that negotiating the urban sprawl would be much more dangerous than an end-run up the middle. The last thing Pete wanted to do was drive through a neighborhood of hungry, thirsty people. He decided that staying on the interstate offered them the best hope of success, and perhaps even more options to bypass potential obstacles.

They saw buildings, but no evidence of electrical power. Everything was dark except for fires and headlights. Pete noticed that several stores had cars parked in front, their headlights illuminating the interiors. Bonnie, in a running commentary, reported everything she saw while Pete drove in silence. She reported seeing groups of people walk out of stores, arms loaded with goods and supplies. She was amazed to see people carrying electronics and appliances.

“I don’t get it,” said Bonnie.

“Get what?” asked Pete.

“Why do people steal electronics when the power’s out? I mean, I can understand food, and even alcohol and cigarettes, to the extent of satisfying addictions and all that . . . but electronics? I don’t get it.”

“Maybe they think the power will come back on,” said Pete.

“And maybe they’re just stupid,” said Bonnie.

“You’re right though,” said Pete, “there’s a fine line between scavenging and looting. Taking food to feed your family is different than taking a television or stereo.”

“Walking out of a grocery store without paying for food is looting too,” said Bonnie.

“That’s the fine line I mean, Bonnie. It’s important to consider the desperation of the family. Let’s say a father of three young children is about to run out of food. The kids are crying, they’re hungry. The father goes to the nearest grocery store, and if he’s lucky he finds food. The power’s out, so the registers aren’t running, and no one from the store is there. And there are no police out front . . . no security. The glass doors and windows are shattered. Is that man, the father, supposed to just turn around and walk away . . . not feed his kids? What else is he to do? Where else is he to go?”

“It’s still stealing,” said Bonnie.

“Because he can’t pay for it?” asked Pete.

“Exactly.”

“Well, I agree with you to a point. It’s stealing when you can pay for it. But is it stealing, or looting, if you need food and can’t pay for it? You really think people should starve to death in their homes when there’s a chance they’ll find food somewhere? A friend of mine, who was the former city manager of a small town near Austin, told me that when he was in Beaumont after Hurricane Katrina, people were breaking into closed restaurants and vending machines to feed themselves and their families. Desperate people do desperate things to live, Bonnie.”

“It’s sad, really, that more people weren’t prepared for this disaster. I mean, if everybody had what we had, just a month’s supply of food, it could have made a big difference,” said Bonnie.

“But that’s just it, Bonnie, we weren’t prepared either. And we wouldn’t have been even a little prepared if it weren’t for John. We were last minute preppers, and we were lucky we listened to John. Imagine how crazy it would be if everyone ran to a Costco at the same time. The stores would be empty in hours.”

“I bet they’re empty now,” she said.

“You’re right about that. As for preparedness, well, it takes time. It can’t happen all at once. The stores wouldn’t be able to keep up with the demand. But you’re right, if everyone prepared just a little then there would probably be a lot less chaos happening right now.”

Bonnie looked out the side window and said, “Look, over there, those car lights are pointed out, away from the store. I wonder what’s going on.”

“The owner is probably there . . . trying to protect his store,” said Pete.

“Really? How can you tell?”

“If the lights are pointed in, it’s probably because people want to see what’s in the store, which means they want to take what’s in the store. If the lights are pointed out, it’s to illuminate the people approaching the store as a threat. That owner already knows what’s in his store, and he doesn’t need to illuminate it. He’s not open for business, and probably has armed men defending his property,” said Pete.

“Pete, look out! There are kids up there dropping stuff on the cars as they drive under the overpass,” warned Bonnie.

“I see them,” said Pete. He quickly rolled down his window and drew his pistol. He switched the pistol to his left hand, and when he approached the overpass he fired off five quick shots in the direction of the overpass. The kids dove for cover behind a concrete barrier, and Pete passed beneath them unmolested.

“I can’t believe you just shot at those kids,” said Bonnie, but she said it more in amazement than judgment, which was a big improvement.

Pete realized Bonnie was beginning to come around. “They were teenagers, not kids, and I was only suppressing them. But I wouldn’t have lost any sleep if I managed to hit one of them,” replied Pete.

“How can you say that?” asked Bonnie, with new judgment. “That you can shoot kids . . . without remorse?”

Pete handed the pistol to Bonnie and asked her to reload it while he rolled up his window. She made short work of the effort and handed the pistol back to Pete. He sighed and said, “Bonnie, I can and will shoot anyone, regardless of their age, if they’re trying to kill us,” said Pete with patience. He reminded himself that she didn’t see the worst of the highwaymen’s atrocities. But he was surprised at how quickly people could forget their previous dangers when their life was no longer in danger, or at least apparent danger.

“They weren’t trying to kill us,” said Bonnie.

“Their intent is irrelevant if the outcome is the same. If one of those big rocks hit our windshield it would kill us both.”

Bonnie was silent, apparently contemplating everything Pete said. “You know what?”

“What?”

“I don’t like this new world. This is what it must have felt like for Adam and Eve when they left the Garden of Eden,” said Bonnie. “The change must have been really strange and scary for them.”

“Well, I wouldn’t call what we had the Garden of Eden, but I get what you’re saying. We thought the world was messed up before the disaster, now it’s really messed up.”

They drove in silence and soon passed under I-20. “We’re getting close to the city now,” said Pete. “The traffic is moving, but there’s a lot less of it. Even the southbound lanes look less busy.”

“There’s a large group of people running through that shopping center parking lot. See it . . . over there,” said Bonnie, excitedly, as she pointed to her right.

“Running, as in chasing, or being chased?” asked Pete.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see. It was just a large group of running people. What do you think it means?” asked Bonnie.

“It could mean anything from gang on gang activity, to flat out panic,” said Pete. “We need to be very alert through here. Keep your eyes open, and let me know if you see anything else unusual. If we can, we need to make it through the city as quickly as possible. Once we clear the city, then we can leave the interstate and look for safer roads. But right now, I think the interstate is our safest bet.”

Pete was correct in his assumption, the fastest way through the city was via I-35W, at least until they passed under I-30. But when they reached mile-marker fifty-four, about three miles south of highway 820, the traffic grew thick, then slowed, and finally came to a stop. They were still uncomfortably short of their exit from the city, and studied the maps for an option.

“Can you find a bypass in your book?”

“That map book became useless when we entered Tarrant County, which was just south of I-20,” said Bonnie. “But give me a second and I’ll see if I can find us an alternate route. At least we’re over the Trinity River. There! Take the next exit. Meacham Boulevard,” added Bonnie, excitedly.

“Got it!” said Pete, and he aimed the big truck for the off ramp. “What’s next?”

“Let’s see, turn left on Meacham and go under the freeway, and then turn right on Mark IV Parkway. It’s about a half mile on the right once you make the turn,” said Bonnie.

Pete followed her directions and turned right at the parkway. They were both surprised to see the sprawling and well lit United States Post Office mail distribution center. It occupied more than an entire city block. “Wow, that place is huge. It’s the biggest post office I’ve ever seen,” said Pete.

“Is it a post office?” asked Bonnie.

“Looks more like a distribution center to me,” said Pete. “It also looks completely dead despite the lighting. I don’t think the mail is running today.”

“What’s the saying? Neither snow nor rain nor gloom of night . . .” said Bonnie. “Wouldn’t gloom of night include this?”

“I would think so,” said Pete. “Crap!”

“What is it?” asked Bonnie.

“We’re heading into a residential area,” said Pete.

“Then turn left here, and take a right at Blue Mound. It’s about ten miles, but it should keep us out of most of the residential areas,” said Bonnie. She closely tracked Pete’s movements along Blue Mound and said, “In about a half mile we’ll come to Harmon Road. That will take us east, and back to I-35W.”

“I wonder what that building is up ahead,” said Pete. He was so transfixed with the well-lit building that sat in the middle of several acres of open land, that he didn’t notice the dark and silently manned roadblock lying across Harmon Road. Pete slammed on the brakes and the truck skidded to a stop just inches from a large log. Two sets of vehicle lights immediately illuminated Pete’s truck from the parking lot on his left. Pete shielded his eyes from the high beams, and waited for whoever was manning the roadblock to make the next move.

He didn’t have to wait long. Several armed people approached the truck from both sides. Pete lowered his window and listened for whatever command was sure to be issued. He was entirely at their mercy, and sincerely hoped he fell into the hands of vigilant citizens rather than more highwaymen. “Can I help you?” hollered Pete, “I meant no trespass.”

“Are you armed?” asked the shadow of a man that stood facing Pete between the glare of the several headlights. His voice was deep and businesslike, as if he was comfortable speaking before a large group of people.

“Of course I am,” answered Pete, in the most comfortable and confident voice he could muster under the circumstances. “You’d have to be a fool not to now.”

Pete thought he heard the man chuckle before he asked, “What’s your business here?”

“No business, really,” said Pete. “We’re just trying to pass through . . . to make our way back to I-35 after avoiding the mess near 820.”

“Where you coming from, and where you going?”

“Left Belton the other day, and we’re heading to a friend’s place up near Denton,” replied Pete.

The shadow man walked back toward the headlights. Pete heard talking and a set of lights went dark. The other switched down to its low beams. Pete still had to shield his eyes to see what was happening, but at least they were no longer under a spotlight. He turned to get a look at the man standing on Bonnie’s side of the truck, and saw that he was armed with a tactical shotgun.

Pete whispered to Bonnie, “We’re in no danger if we don’t do anything stupid, so relax and act casual. These guys don’t seem to be a threat to us, at least not at the moment,” said Pete.

Bonnie whispered back, “OK” and smiled at the man standing outside her window, even though she thought the man wouldn’t see or appreciate her effort.

Pete watched the shadow man walk toward them and stop ten feet from his truck. “I would like to approach your truck, so please keep your hands out to where I can see them?”

“Sure,” said Pete, “but can I get your name first. Mine’s Pete.”

“Well Pete, my name’s Charlie, and I have to warn you, I’m being covered by three armed men who will open fire if you do anything foolish.”

“Well Charlie, it’s nice to meet you, and I can assure you I’m not the foolish type.”

Pete heard Charlie chuckle again, but he kept his hands on the steering wheel just the same. The man approached the truck, and Pete was surprised to see that he looked younger than he sounded. Charlie shined his flashlight around the interior of the truck and looked at Bonnie, “Sorry ma’am, hope we didn’t frighten you.”

“Hi Charlie. My name’s Bonnie. And please don’t call me ma’am, it makes me feel old.”

Charlie smiled and said, “It’s nice to meet you, Bonnie. Say, are you folks hungry? We’ve got a food kitchen set up at the elementary school. It sure would be nice to hear some outside news, being that you traveled all the way up here from Belton and all.”

Pete looked to Bonnie, who replied with a shrug as if to say, “It’s your game. So he turned to Charlie and said, “Sure, we’d love to eat and talk, but I’ve got a truck load with supplies that I’d really like to keep. Do I have your word that nothing from my truck will be taken?” asked Pete.

Charlie looked Pete in the eye and nodded, “You have my word . . . my personal promise and guarantee . . . that you’ll leave here with everything you came with but more, because we’ll feed you,” replied Charlie, with a smile
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Charlie waved to an unseen face in the parking lot, and Pete watched as a golf cart pulled out and stopped in front of his truck. The little cart looked puny sitting in front of Pete’s large, diesel-powered dually, but he thought it was a pretty good idea for getting around the neighborhood. Charlie walked over to the men standing in the parking lot and exchanged a few brief words that Pete was unable to hear. Charlie made several hand and arm gestures, and then left the men to resume their checkpoint operations. Pete figured he probably put someone else in charge, at least that’s what it looked like to him. After patting the man on the back, Charlie walked to the golf cart and climbed into the passenger side. With another arm gesture, Charlie waved at Pete to follow him.

“Do you have your mental map activated?” Pete asked Bonnie. “I’d hate to get turned around in here if we had to make a quick exit.”

“I don’t know what you’re worried about,” said Bonnie, “they seem like really nice folks.”

“You say that after meeting only one person?” asked Pete.

“He seems to be in charge. Besides, you’re only saying that because of what we’ve been through. I have a good feeling about this place, so please try to relax,” said Bonnie.

“I’ll relax when we’re at John’s,” mumbled Pete. He followed the golf cart at a blistering twenty-three miles-per-hour. He saw a few people walking the neighborhood streets, couples mostly, but also a lot of kids, which actually surprised him. He grunted and said, “They either have really good security here, or they’re overconfident idiots,” said Pete.

Bonnie ignored his comment and looked out the window, so Pete settled in for the slow, quiet drive to the school. Several homes were lit up and he wondered how they were getting electricity, but when he lowered his window, Pete heard the unmistakable sound of gasoline generators. Still, generators needed fuel, and he wondered if the neighborhood had access to a plentiful fuel supply, like a gas station or fleet service center. It was either that, or they were being very careless with their resources.

The golf cart turned right at the first street, and took another at the next. As they wound their way through the neighborhood, Pete saw that many of the driveways and sidewalks had been shoveled clear of ash. The scene resembled something out of a black and white, Norman Rockwell photograph, but with ash instead of snow. The odd looking two vehicle convoy attracted little attention as it pulled to a stop in a parking lot of a large building in the center of the development. The sign in front of the building read, Travis Heights Elementary School.

Bonnie pointed and said, “He’s waving for you to park over there. I think he wants you to park in front of the school . . . in the bus lane over there.”

“Got it,” replied Pete, as he maneuvered the truck around the cart to park along the curb.

As soon as Pete stopped, Charlie approached the truck. He rested an arm on the truck’s door and said, “Your truck, and everything in it, will be safe here. I told my boy to stand guard. He’s a good kid, very responsible and capable. Your stuff will be safe when we’re inside.”

Pete turned to inspect the kid from a distance. He was about as tall as his dad, but thinner. Armed with a shotgun, the young man looked capable of guarding a truck, but Pete knew that having a weapon didn’t make someone a guard. The kid stared back without flinching, or smiling. Pete shrugged and turned the truck off. “OK. And how do you feel about me being armed?” asked Pete.

“It’s perfectly fine. Almost everyone around here is armed. We’ve reached a . . . well, an understanding with the neighborhood management,” replied Charlie. He turned to look at his boy who was just leaning himself against the truck’s rear fender. “Josh, stand alert!” snapped Charlie, in a commanding but fatherly tone. “Walk around the truck until I get back. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” replied the young man, as he walked to the back of the truck.

“Yup,” continued Charlie, as if never interrupted, “that’s the best way I can describe it, an understanding.” Charlie slapped his hand on Pete’s truck door and said with a smile, “Well then, follow me . . . it’s time to eat.”

Bonnie grabbed her purse, out of habit more than anything, and Pete locked the truck. They followed Charlie to the school doors, and Pete paused for a step when he saw the Texas State, 30.06 weapons statute poster displayed prominently in the window. Charlie just managed to catch Pete’s momentary hesitation and said, with a snort, “Yup, that sign makes just about everyone pause on their first steps in the school house. It doesn’t mean anything anymore. It’s actually funny when you think about it, how law abiding citizens with no criminal record could carry a concealed handgun, but they weren’t allowed to carry them into public schools. You would think that’s the one place where responsibly armed people would be welcome. Maybe then all those crazy child-killers wouldn’t target schools. If you ask me, that restriction was little more than an invitation for them to bring their guns to school and kill children.”

Pete grunted and said, “Yup, the world was crazy then, but it’s even crazier now.”

“Did you have a concealed carry license before the disaster?” asked Charlie.

“I did,” said Pete, “but it doesn’t mean anything anymore.”

“Not to our committee,” replied Charlie. “If you had a license it means you can shoot.”

It was Pete’s turn to snort, “Perhaps.”

As they neared the gymnasium the level of noise increased exponentially. To Pete, it sounded like any typical school cafeteria at lunchtime, except this crowd was composed mostly of adults. People filled the cafeteria to capacity. All folding tables, and every available seat and chair was occupied, to include the stage, with people eating their dinner. Pete had to raise his voice to be heard over the noise. “Wow, it looks like the entire neighborhood is here,” he said.

“Not quite. We feed in shifts, by streets, actually, but it is a lot of people. We have close to thirteen hundred homes in our development,” said Charlie.

Pete’s eyebrows went up. “Wow, that’s a lot of mouths to feed. How do you manage it?”

“It is, but I’ll explain in a minute. Wait here. I’ll be right back,” said Charlie, with a pat to Pete’s shoulder as he walked away. Pete watched the man cross the cafeteria floor and approach a small group of people sitting at a table in the far corner of the gym. A well-dressed, forty-something, Hispanic woman sat at the table with two older looking white men. They were talking among themselves while they studied some paperwork.

Charlie approached the table and stood near the woman without interrupting her. After several minutes the woman acknowledged Charlie’s presence, so he bent down to whisper something in her ear. Charlie pointed toward Pete and Bonnie, and the woman followed his line. She held her gaze upon them for an uncomfortably long period of time, and Charlie nodded to something she said.

“You think that’s the boss lady?” asked Pete, with dramatic rhetoric and a healthy dose of cynicism.

Bonnie snickered and said, “Behave yourself, Peter. I’m just as curious as you are.”

Charlie weaved his way back through the crowd, and when he reached them he said, “Mrs. Wright, the principle of Travis Elementary School, and President of the Travis Heights homeowners association, would like to meet with you for dinner. Can I tell her you’re available?”

Pete turned to Bonnie and they locked eyes, each lost in the moment, caught up in mute fascination over the absurdity of Charlie’s demeanor and treatment of Mrs. Wright. Pete was familiar with military formality, especially among the officer corps, but this act seemed a little over the top, strange even. He wondered how the woman managed to hold such influence over Charlie. It was, like Bonnie had said, a very curious thing. Pete turned to Charlie and said, with a slight bow, “Please inform Mrs. Wright that we are at her disposal.”

As soon as Charlie turned to leave, Bonnie elbowed Pete in the ribs. “Knock it off, Pete. Please behave yourself,” she said in a harsh whisper.

“What? I didn’t do anything wrong,” said Pete, and managed to say it in a way that didn’t sound even remotely sincere.

“Look, she obviously takes her position very seriously, so please don’t patronize her. Lord knows what kind of trouble she could make for us if you piss her off,” said Bonnie, as she looked up at Pete with narrow eyes.

“Detention maybe?”

“Pete! I mean it! It’s not safe to trifle with that kind of . . . acceptable legitimacy,” said Bonnie. “Now please behave yourself.” Pete forced a smile and nodded toward Charlie. Bonnie turned and forced a smile of her own.

When Charlie returned, they followed him to the cafeteria line. Pete was expecting beans and rice, or maybe even soup and sandwiches, something modest. He definitely wasn’t prepared for the spread they had to offer. Pete was given a thick slice of ham, and another of turkey. Fresh carrots, mashed potatoes, several slices of white bread, a fruit pie, and a small carton of milk were also presented to him. He wondered if the school was trying to use up the last of its perishable rations, but then he realized that schools, especially elementary schools, didn’t serve this kind of food to their children, at least not schools he visited. He wondered where the food was coming from.

With food trays in hand, Charlie led them out the cafeteria-gym and down a wide hallway. After a few turns, Pete and Bonnie entered the teacher’s lounge behind Charlie. Mrs. Wright was already waiting for them, and she politely stood when they entered the room. Pete saw that the same two men from the cafeteria were sitting on either side of her. On her right sat a pudgy, middle-aged man, who was mostly bald. He wore jeans, a tan corduroy blazer, and a light-blue, open collared shirt. To her left sat a man of average build who wore a maroon colored windbreaker and black running pants. He sported a head of thick gray hair, and equally impressive gray eyebrows. The two men ignored Pete and Bonnie when they entered the room. They were obviously not thrilled by their presence, and that put Pete on edge. He hated rude and pompous people; they made him very suspicious and guarded.

Charlie walked boldly into the room and sat his food tray on the table. Pete and Bonnie followed his lead and sat theirs near his. Mrs. Wright extended a hand and said, “It’s Pete, right? Pete and Bonnie?”

“That’s right. I’m Pete,” said Pete, “and this is Bonnie. Excuse me for being blunt, but this is all very strange to me,” he finished.

“What’s strange?” asked Mrs. Wright. She wrinkled her brow as if trying to better understand Pete’s concern.

“This!” said Pete. “If you want to talk . . . if you want us to be comfortable with you . . . why all the drama?”

“I told you this would be a waste of time,” said the bald man, as he stared hard at Charlie. “A meal for advice . . . hah!”

Mrs. Wright looked down at the man and said, “Bill, please be polite.” She looked at Pete and said, “Please excuse him, we’ve all been under a great deal of stress lately. Will you please sit and enjoy your meal.” Bonnie was the first to sit. Pete paused for a moment, as if to lend his own dramatic effect, and then lowered himself into a chair next to her.

“I don’t know what you folks want from us,” said Bonnie, “it already looks like you have everything you need.”

“It does indeed,” said Pete, “but we’ll help if we can.”

Mrs. Wright smiled and said, “Thank you. By the way, my name is Shelly.”

“So, Shelly, what exactly can we do for you?” asked Pete, as he stuffed a piece of ham into his mouth and began to chew. It was dry, but hot and tasty.

“Well, you’re right, we are doing pretty well for ourselves. We have plenty of food, at least for the time being. And the neighborhood has come together . . . much better than I thought it would have. But what we have in resources, we lack in experience, specifically military experience. We’ve been looking for someone who can help us protect ourselves . . . someone who can show us how set up security and defenses, or something like that,” said Shelly.

“You guys have a pretty good roadblock up on Harmon, so someone’s been giving you pretty good advice,” replied Pete.

“Yes, Charlie works at the BEP,” said Shelly, “That’s the Bureau of Engraving and Printing. Perhaps you saw it as you drove in, it’s that big, well-lit, compound just to the north of us.” She looked at Pete for a sign that he saw the place, but Pete ignored her and kept his attention focused on the plate of food in front of him. He wasn’t ready to play nice with Shelly, and Shelly apparently wasn’t used to being ignored. She studied Pete for a minute before continuing. “Anyway,” she said, “Charlie was on the BEPs security detail. Not the director of security, mind you, but he has been helpful in setting up the road blocks and establishing the roving guard details.”

Shelly was apparently big on titles and status, which also annoyed Pete. Titles didn’t mean anything when it came to survival. He saw her nod once to Charlie and then continue, “Charlie saw the defense department decal on your truck, and the MP sticker on your back window. He said you were a sergeant, and that you would know security . . . that you could help us. You are a military police sergeant, are you not, Pete?” she said, as she stared stone-faced at him.

Pete wondered how they came to assume he was a sergeant, and then remembered he was still wearing his patrol-cap with rank. He suppressed an impulse to remove his cap, and forked another bite of food into his mouth. He didn’t know how the meeting would turn out, but he was determined to feed himself before it fell apart. To her credit, Shelly waited patiently for Pete to swallow, so he chewed his food more slowly while he carefully considered his next words.

“It’s sergeant major, not sergeant. That’s a big difference in rank. But Charlie’s right. I do know physical security, and I can help, but I’ve only got a couple of hours. We’re very eager to be on our way. It’s been a very rough road to this point. I’m tired, and not in a good mood,” answered Pete, matter-of-factly.

Shelly smiled and looked at her two male advisors. “You see, gentlemen, sometimes all you have to do is ask nicely. I’m sorry, Pete, this is Bill Pullman,” she said, and turning to her other side, “and this is Frank Steiner. Bill is my vice principal, or at least he was my vice principal . . . until the disaster happened. And Frank, well, he was the director of operations at the BEP, but he’s also currently unemployed, and he offered his administrative services to our little community here,” she ended her introduction with a smile, and a tilt of her head. She resumed her seat and asked, “So then, where do we start?”

“Do you have a map . . . something that shows your entire area of . . . the entire area you want to secure?” asked Pete. He reminded himself that he wasn’t about to plan a military defense, but some habits were hard to break. He barely avoided calling the neighborhood their ‘area of operation.’ After more than twenty years of service, it was hard to quit using military speak. He knew most civilians didn’t understand it anyway.

“We have a large survey map for the development,” said Charlie. “It’s not a satellite overhead, but it should work for what we need.”

“What scale?” asked Pete.

“I believe it’s a little better than one over twenty-five, or something like that.”

“Let’s see it,” replied Pete, as he hurried to finish his meal.

Charlie left to fetch the map, and Shelly took the opportunity to engage in some small talk. “Can you tell us a little about your drive up here?” she asked.

Pete nodded and said, “Well, the traffic is bad. The ash is killing the cars and they’re stacking up on the shoulder. And there’s lots of walkers . . . displaced persons, moving along the freeway and the frontage roads. Most of them are moving south. We saw a few accidents . . . one that involved a fuel tanker. It didn’t seem anyone was interested in responding to the fire, so it was burning freely. Then we had a significant delay near Burleson. Some highwaymen were shaking people down on the freeway. We avoided that area, which took some time,” said Pete. He was proud of Bonnie for not revealing his deception. He just didn’t want to get into details with this audience.

He continued, “Traffic through Fort Worth was lighter than I thought it would have been. We made good time, but we saw looting and other possible gang-related, or perhaps it was just mob-related activities. We left the freeway just after crossing the Trinity River on I-35W, and we ended up near the big post office building, the one on the corner of Blue Mound. We were driving north on Blue Mound, trying to reach I-35 again, when we hit your roadblock,” finished Pete.

Shelly silently studied Pete for a minute, but he didn’t care. He was confident she didn’t want all the details; that she didn’t want the truth about how dangerous it was on the road. If she asked a detailed question then he would give her a detailed answer, but not a moment sooner. He also didn’t trust Shelly, something about her unsettled Pete. He returned her stare and smiled. A moment later, Charlie entered the room carrying a large, four-foot by four-foot map mounted on poster-board. It was a faded copy of the developer’s neighborhood schematic, and more than enough for Pete to work with. He was pleased to see the schematic included elevation lines, and that there were two creeks, on the east and west side of the development which offered a formidable anti-vehicle obstacle.

Pete looked up, mentally oriented the schematic to north, and pointed to a large field on the northwest corner of the map. “Is this where the BEP sits?”

Charlie nodded and said, “Yes. The neighborhood backs up to its southeast corner.”

“OK, now remember that I am going strictly off the map here. Walking the terrain would likely produce a different recommendation, but I’ll get you close to where you need to be,” said Pete, as he studied the map for a moment. When nobody asked a question he continued, “Does anyone have a pencil or highlighter I can use?”

Once again, it was Charlie who rose and went to a cabinet. He returned with a plastic container filled with pens, pencils and highlighters. He set the container next to Pete and hovered over the map next to him. “Thanks, Charlie,” said Pete, as he grabbed a pencil from the box. “How much of the neighborhood are you interested in protecting?”

“Why all of it, of course!” replied Shelly, as if Pete recommended that she cut off her little finger.

“That’s fine with me, but the bigger the perimeter the more demanding it will be on your available resources. It’s very easy to reach a point of diminishing returns when it comes to perimeter defense, but then again, a static defense is always at risk of being overrun, even one that’s well established. What’s your man-power?” asked Pete.

“We have forty-nine men and twenty-eight women volunteers. They’re armed . . . with an assortment of firearms,” replied Frank, before Charlie could speak.

“So you have about seventy-five people to defend your perimeter, and patrol the area around your defenses. That means if you’re running three, eight-hour shifts, you have twenty-five people per shift. How many people are running your roadblocks?” asked Pete.

“Four per,” said Charlie.

“OK, and you have two checkpoints?” asked Pete.

With a highlighter in hand, Charlie marked the two checkpoints on the map, “Yes. Here’s where we met you, and the other one is here, at the east end of Harmon,” concluded Charlie.

“Eight from twenty-five is seventeen, and seventeen divided by four is what . . . four point two-five? So that leaves you with at least four, four-man security teams. You can work with that if you designate one of your off teams of twenty-five as a QRF,” said Pete.

“QRF?” asked Charlie.

“A Quick Reaction Force,” said Frank, beating Pete to the punch.

“Right, a QRF can respond to any crisis in force, but you’ll have to keep them together, perhaps even here in this school house. Would you call this building your center of gravity?” asked Pete.

Pete saw nothing but blank stares. “The center of gravity is what you need to remain viable. It’s your balance, or equilibrium. In battle, it’s the one thing you absolutely must defend. Like this building for instance. If it’s your command post, and you store all your food here, then it would be your center of gravity and worth defending at all costs,” said Pete. He let that notion sink in before he asked, “So then, what would you consider your center of gravity?”

Frank and Shelly leaned together and engaged in a very close and private session of whispers. Pete was surprised they didn’t immediately identify the school building as their center of gravity, and he wondered what they considered a more worthwhile asset. The school was centrally located, it had plenty of room, and offered the neighborhood a community kitchen, among other things. Pete watched as Shelly turned to Bill and whispered something in his ear. After a moment of rude, silent discussion, she turned to Pete and said, “Our center of gravity is not in this neighborhood,” replied Shelly.

Pete waited for her to elaborate, and when she didn’t he asked, “So then . . . what is your center of gravity?”

“I’m not at liberty to say,” replied Shelly, blandly.

“Oh, for crying-out-loud,” moaned Charlie, “it’s the U.S. Foods Distribution Center just down the road from us.”

“Charlie!” gasped Shelly, “You have no business sharing that information with anyone, let alone a stranger.”

“What do you think he’s going to do with that information, Shelly, storm the building and take everything? There’s enough food in there to feed everyone in this neighborhood for a year, or more.”

“You will NOT address me by my first name, Charles Nagel,” said Shelly, as she stood quickly, pointing a finger at Charlie from across the table. Pete and Bonnie watched the scene unfold before them as if it was a staged performance. Neither of them wanted to interrupt the drama for fear it would prematurely end and deny them some much needed classic entertainment.

“Will you two please calm down,” said Bill. “Charlie’s right, Shelly, Pete doesn’t want our food. And we asked him to help us . . . not the other way around. He needs to know what we think is important to protect, and the food DC is our center of gravity.”

“Fine!” said Shelly, as she plopped down into her seat. “Fine . . . whatever! But once word gets out that we’re holding the DC, it will only be a matter of time before everyone in Fort Worth comes looking for a handout.”

“Isn’t that why we’re looking for help with security?” asked Charlie, as he looked at Bill for more support. “Isn’t that why we asked Pete to help us?” Charlie shook his head and looked down at the table.

“Bill’s right,” said Pete. “I don’t care that you have a warehouse full of food, but it does explain a lot.” He looked at Shelly and said, “Your secret’s safe with me,” and he mimed zipping his lips.

“What do you mean, explains a lot?” asked Shelly, obviously irritated with everyone but herself.

“Well, like how you can manage to feed so many people so well, this far into the disaster,” replied Pete.

“I bet a lot of people are still eating well,” said Shelly, “We’re only a few days into the disaster. There’s still plenty of food out there.”

Pete stared at Shelly. He refrained from shaking his head in amazement over her complete ignorance, and said, “Perhaps, but not everyone has access to food any more. The grocery stores were completely emptied when the eruption was announced. Those who didn’t get a chance to grab food had to live off what they had at home, and that’s about a week’s supply. I know. I was one of those people. And you should know that since you’re feeding the entire neighborhood. Oh, and by the way, do you have any idea how many displaced people are heading south . . . heading this way?”

Shelly’s expression remained blank and hostile, so Pete continued his lecture. “People are heading south, along the freeway, by the thousands, and they’ve only got what they’re carrying in their arms. Food and water is an issue. Speaking of water, how are you guys getting yours?” asked Pete.

“We have access to the water at the BEP, which is supplied by a well,” said Bill. “But I think water is still flowing here. Am I right, Charlie?”

“Yes, sir. The water is still flowing, but we don’t know how long it will last. We’re having everyone store all they can. We don’t have a consolidated water storage capability,” replied Charlie. He then pointed to the map and said, “The two creeks that run here, and here, are intermittent, but we’re already exploring rain collection as an alternative option . . . if it ever rains again.”

Pete was impressed that they had given educated thought to their survival, but they were very vulnerable to raiding parties of any size. “What’s the condition of the BEP in regards to security and sustainability?” asked Pete.

Bill ran his hands over the top of his smooth head and leaned back in his chair to stare at the ceiling. Pete was about to change the subject, thinking Bill couldn’t or didn’t want to answer, when he sat forward and reengaged Pete, “It’s secure, but it’s not designed to accommodate a large group of people. I mean, a large group of people work there, and quite a few of them actually live in this neighborhood, but it’s not designed to support people living there,” said Bill.

“But you said it would be a good place to go if we were ever threatened by . . . you know, bad people,” said Shelly. Pete stifled a laugh and glanced sidelong at Bonnie. He saw that she wanted no part in this conversation, so Pete returned his focus on the distinguished neighborhood panel. He saw that Shelly was staring at Bill, open-mouthed, and with narrowly squinted eyes.

“Look,” said Pete, “you guys clearly have some things to work out among you. That’s why you have to determine your true center of gravity. I don’t care if your COG is the food DC, the BEP, or this school house. It doesn’t matter to me one way or the other. I’ll be gone soon, but I encourage you not to forget about your people. You can’t do anything without your people,” finished Pete.

They turned and stared at him, so he continued, “Is it your plan to assume an ‘every man for himself,’ survival, or are you planning to cooperate? Because if it’s cooperate, then people, your people, should be your center of gravity. You’ll need them to survive, and if you don’t protect them they’ll leave you, they’ll die, or they’ll takeover and elect better leaders. Then it won’t matter how good of a leader you think you are, or how much food and water you think you control. If you don’t organize your defenses immediately, you won’t be able to protect anything, and if you . . .”

“We get it, Pete. Thank you,” said Shelly, interrupting him with another classic smile and head tilt. It was patronizing, and it angered Pete, but he let it go. He would be long gone when this little community of theirs imploded, or was overrun by a well-organized gang. He would do everything in his power to enable them, but he could tell these people were at odds with each other, and that there was some kind of power struggle going on. It was a recipe for disaster. In Pete’s opinion, the only decent and respectable team player in the room was Charlie, and it seemed like he didn’t have any say in how things played out, other than the checkpoints and roving guards.

“Of course the people of this community are our number one priority,” said Shelly. Pete saw Bill turn his head and roll his eyes. Pete knew Bill had intended for him to see the gesture, but he wasn’t sure why. The other men waited silently as Shelly continued. “But it appears to me that we have several . . . what do you call them, centers of gravity. All three of the places you mentioned are important to our very survival. We obviously need the food in the DC, the water from the BEP, and this schoolhouse. You’re saying we can’t protect all three, but I think we can,” she concluded, as she held a smug look on her face for Pete.

Pete tilted his hat back on his head and rubbed his forehead vigorously as he considered how to respond to Shelly’s ignorance. He wasn’t sure what to tell them if they were really serious about protecting all three places at once. It would take an infantry battalion to adequately defend the neighborhood. Their most difficult challenge would be to defend the DC, it was the most vulnerable of all. Once word got out that there was a large quantity of food in the area, people would come from miles around to get it.

He also wondered about their resolve to protect that food. Would they use deadly force, shoot hungry people to protect food that wasn’t even theirs to deny? Pete also didn’t think Shelly, Bill, and Frank were capable of holding their little empire together, especially since they couldn’t even hold themselves together during a semi-private staff meeting. Pete was willing to offer a recommendation on how to defend the DC, but apparently they weren’t willing to even draw him a diagram of the place. The same went for the BEP. With that, Pete decided to focus all his security and defense recommendations on the neighborhood, so he said “Look, I think you should begin by protecting your neighborhood. I also think you should abandon the DC all together.”

“What?” said Shelly, with a raised voice that boarded on a yell, “Abandon the DC? Are you nuts? Why? So you can have it all to yourself?” She stood up, ready to launch herself into Pete with a direct verbal assault that included a finger to his chest. It surprised Pete, but he was even more surprised when Bill said, “Shut up, Shelly!”

“Don’t you tell me to shut up you . . .”

“People! Please!” yelled Pete. His voice, having been honed to high volume and clear projection after many years of serving in the army, reverberated through the room. Everyone went instantly quiet. “I can’t believe you guys. You ask me to come here and offer security advice, and that’s all I’m doing. I don’t care about your little kingdom, Shelly. You don’t have to listen to me. In fact, say the word and I’ll walk out of here right now. But I’ll tell you this, it’s only a matter of time before everyone hears about your food supply, and they’ll come. In fact, so many people will come that it will take a lot more than seventy-five armed people to defend YOUR food DC.”

“As far as I’m concerned, this meeting is over,” huffed Shelly. “I will not be talked down to by you, Bill, or by anyone else . . . especially you, Pete!” She said ‘Pete’ as if spitting out a piece of nasty food. “Good day to you,” she said, and got up to leave the lounge. “Frank, come along.”

“I think I’ll stay. I want to hear what Pete has to say,” said Frank. He looked at Shelly without turning away, which greatly impressed Pete. Shelly turned and left the teacher’s lounge in a highly agitated state.

Before he continued, Pete bent to whispered in Bonnie’s ear. “Can you go babysit the truck? I won’t be long.” With a nod of her head, Bonnie rose and left the teacher’s lounge. Without a moment’s hesitation, Pete leaned over the map and said, “Now, where were we?”

He began by explaining that they could use the natural terrain features of the creeks to their advantage. He added that it was imperative they prevent all vehicles from entering the neighborhood except by the routes they all agreed to defend. Pete showed them several areas where vehicles could enter the neighborhood by driving across the open fields around the neighborhood. He recommended that they immediately barricade certain areas until they could dig anti-vehicle ditches.

The three men didn’t like hearing Pete say it would be virtually impossible for them to defend the neighborhood against a large group of armed attackers, but they relaxed when he said they could repel such an attack with a well-coordinated defense with a quick and responsive reserve. Since they couldn’t build a wall around their neighborhood, Pete recommended they build key defensive positions that included observation platforms on the roofs of a few homes. He marked the lots where the homes were best situated for defense and observation, and then gave the men brief instructions on how to build a fighting positions. Pete also showed them where they should emplace tangle-foot, trip wires, and early warning devices at various distances to the front of the defensive positions.

Pete marked up the map as he talked, and explained the difference between cover and concealment. He also sketched out a basic diagram on how to construct a field and urban fighting position, and showed the men how to designate fields of fire. He recommended they consider the perimeter homes as an outer defensive layer, and only allow people to stay in those homes if they could aid in the defense of the neighborhood. He told them that meant families with small children, and the elderly, should be moved closer to the center. He then showed the men how to establish alternate defensive rings if they needed to collapse their defense toward the center. Lastly, he gave them ideas on how to defend the school building itself.

The three men asked Pete many pertinent questions, and he enthusiastically replied to them all. Pete was happy to see everyone taking notes, but he expressed his greatest concern for their plans to defend the DC. While the three men were talking among themselves about implementing Pete’s recommendations, he interjected his concern. “It’s important you gentlemen understand how truly dangerous it is to attempt a defense at the DC. I’m sure it’s fenced, and that you have armed guards posted around the yard, but I’m telling you, you’re going to lose everything if you try to defend it.”

“What do you recommend? Shelly’s right, we need that food,” said Bill.

Pete nodded and said, “Right. I would move as much of the food as you can out of the DC and store it in the BEP, this school house, or both. Both is better. You should also plan to cache some of the food in different locations, you know, as an emergency supply. Stash it in places people won’t think to look. I would also have every home store food that’s proportional to their family size,” said Pete.

“Shelly would never go for that,” said Bill.

Pete wasn’t interested in getting involved in their internal power struggle, or even openly commenting on Shelly’s strange influence over the group, so he remained quiet and allowed them to think it through. Charlie was the first to comment. “She’s more concerned about holding on to her power than worrying about our survival,” he said.

“I’ll handle Shelly,” said Frank. “She’s just dealing with the disaster in the only way she knows how. Yes, she’s a control freak, and yes, she loves power, but she’s really a good person. And the folks in this neighborhood love her.”

“This isn’t about love, it’s about survival,” said Bill. “And I’m with Charlie, she’s a pain in the ass. But I also agree that she’s our center of gravity in the neighborhood. Excuse my miss-use of your term, Pete.” Pete shrugged and waited for Bill to continue. “We have to start moving as much of the food as we can, and do it quickly. It will take the entire neighborhood to do it, and we’ll need the queen’s help to get it done,” finished Bill, with a sneer.

“I think you’ll find it easier if you offer to let the people take some food home when their done,” offered Pete. “You can tell them something like, for every two or three loads they move for the neighborhood, you’ll let them take one home, or something like that. Even if they can’t cook the food you give them, there’s something about having your own food that changes your survival perspective,” said Pete.

“I like that idea,” said Bill. “What do you think, Frank?”

“I do too. We’ll get a lot more work out of everyone if we pay them with food. What do you think, Charlie?” asked Frank.

“I think we should do everything Pete recommends,” said Charlie.

“OK then, anything else?” asked Pete, “because I really need to hit the road.”

The three men stood and offered Pete their hands in thanks and gratitude. Bill offered Pete some food as payment, but Pete graciously declined the offer. He told them he already had everything he needed, and he wished them all the best of luck as he left. Charlie insisted on walking Pete back to his truck.
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When they were outside the building, Pete put a hand on Charlie’s shoulder and said, “Watch out for Shelly, Charlie. I know Frank thinks he can handle her, but personal motivation and emotional leadership is a dangerous combination. It’s really ugly out there. I didn’t tell you everything we experienced on our trip . . . but it was bloody. People already know the rule of law is gone . . . that it’s going to be a long time before order returns. Until then, that will make for some very brutal survival situations, so prepare yourself as soon as possible. Don’t waste any time, Charlie. Move the food, and get your defenses up. Food is money now. It’s the new currency, at least till people settle down, so use it to help motivate the neighborhood.”

“Thanks, Pete. I’m glad you stopped through this way. I really am,” replied Charlie.

“You’re a good man, Charlie. You’ve got grit, and brains, and that will get you far in the weeks and months ahead,” said Pete, “but I’ll tell you this, if things get crazy around here, you might want to think about leaving.”

“Leave?” asked Charlie, clearly surprised by Pete’s suggestion. “I can’t do that. I’ve got too much invested in this place.”

Pete nodded and said, “Well, at least be ready to leave. Be ready to bug-out when the situation changes. And trust me, Charlie, it will change. You guys might be able to defend yourselves against a small group of roving marauders, but it’s only a matter of time before a really large group shows up. Remember, even a really large group of unarmed displaced people can overrun this neighborhood in a few minutes.”

Charlie stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked around. He turned his head slowly, scanning the neighborhood around him. “Yup, I see your point. I don’t see this neighborhood standing up to any real threat. Most of the people here are armed, but they’ve never fired a shot at anything but paper. No one here has any combat experience, or military training, which is why I saw your arrival as a godsend.” Pete nodded and resumed walking to his truck when Charlie asked, “You mentioned something about bloody. Can you fill me in . . . give me a better idea of what we’re up against before you go? What’d you see when drove up here?”

Pete snorted once and looked at Charlie. The man’s question was eagerly curious, like something a young boy would ask of an old Soldier, “Tell me about the war, Uncle Pete.” Charlie’s eyes told a different story, they spoke of fear and uncertainty, of wanting to know, but not wanting to know. Join the club, thought Pete. The meeting created a connection between the two men that Pete couldn’t deny. He felt he owed Charlie a greater truth about what was going on around them. He actually liked Charlie, so he said, “I ran into a group of armed men, fifteen strong, and they were recruiting . . .”

Pete spent the next fifteen minutes giving Charlie a more detailed run-down of the hostile encounter at the overpass, but he omitted the part about him passing out. He was still confused about that piece of the story. “Groups like that will start small, but they’ll grow quickly because they offer hope of survival, even if it’s evil.” finished Pete.

“Survival of the fittest,” said Charlie.

“Well, the smartest, anyway,” said Pete.

“You think a group like that will form and overrun our neighborhood?” asked Charlie.

“Yes I do,” replied Pete. “Groups like that will soon be on the move. And they’ll keep moving as they look for new hunting grounds, and to avoid competition, and retaliation.”

“How do you know so much about this kind of thing?” asked Charlie.

“It’s a little like how the insurgency groups operated in Iraq and Afghanistan . . . they take what they want, intimidate the local population, and then leave when they’ve either depleted the local resources, or integrated the people into their organization,” said Pete. “This disaster has turned our country into a war zone,” said Pete.

Charlie nodded slowly, as he digested Pete’s words. He reached out and shook Pete’s hand again before saying, “Thanks, Pete. I know you want to get going, but can I escort you out?”

“Sure,” said Pete, “just let me check with Bonnie to see if she needs anything before we leave.” Pete found Bonnie sitting in the passenger seat studying a map. He tapped on the window and asked, “Are you ready to go?” She nodded and gave him a thumbs-up. Pete turned and did the same for Charlie, and climbed in the truck.

As Pete drove slowly behind the golf cart, Bonnie looked at him and said, “That was a long private chat you had with Charlie. If I didn’t know better I’d say you like him.”

“I do like him, but the other ones . . . they’re a mess,” said Pete.

“Like Shelly?” asked Bonnie, prodding Pete into discussing the meeting in the teacher’s lounge.

“Yes, like Shelly. All she’s worried about is holding on to her power, and in her ability to control everyone around her. She likes controlling people. She’s bad news for this neighborhood. I hope they see through her motivation and do something about it before she gets people killed,” said Pete.

“Well, you’ve done everything you can to help them. Did you give Charlie, John’s address?”

“What? No!” said Pete, giving Bonnie a troubled look. “It’s not my place to add anyone to John’s invitation list. But I did advise Charlie to be ready to leave when things here turn ugly. He didn’t seem interested though. Speaking of John, how far are we from his place?” asked Pete.

“I’d say we’re about thirty miles, but I don’t know what that will mean in terms of actual driving time,” said Bonnie.

Pete saw they were approaching the east Harmon Road roadblock, and he slowed the truck to a stop. Charlie maneuvered the golf cart to the side and immediately waved Pete and Bonnie through the roadblock. Pete hollered through his open window, “You take care of yourself, Charlie!”

“You folks do the same, and good luck to you both!” replied Charlie, as he offered a sloppy civilian salute in reply.
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Pete and Bonnie waved in reply. He knew, just from the expression on Bonnie’s face, that she had enjoyed the visit, and that she wasn’t thrilled about leaving an area that offered them so many comforts of normal life. “I know you liked it here, but this place is only an illusion of normal. We’ll be much better off at John’s,” said Pete.

“How do you know that?” replied Bonnie, with mild irritation.

“About this place, or John?”

“John’s,” she snapped.

“Well, I’ll talk both then. First off, I know, John. Second, these people have stuff, but they’re not prepared. They got lucky, in a lot of ways, but it won’t last. They’ll break down at the first sign of trouble. They’ll probably get their butts handed to them when the lead starts flying. After that, if they survive, they’ll have nothing,” said Pete.

“It’s sad that you think so little of their resolve, their will to survive,” replied Bonnie.

“It’s not that I think so little of their resolve, it’s that the last two days taught me a lot about how this survival situation will play out,” said Pete. “Violence is the new norm . . . life is very medieval now. And kingdoms, like the one we just left, will pop up here and there, only to be swept away by more ruthless and better armed people. Unfortunately, the people of Travis Heights don’t have a castle to run to.

“Did you tell them that?”

“I did, in a way,” said Pete, “but I told Charlie more. They may be able to hold on to their luck, but their group dynamics is all wrong.”

“What do you mean?” asked Bonnie

“I mean, they’re too big as a group, with far too large of a footprint, and too few weapons, training and experience to adequately defend themselves. Don’t get me wrong, they have a chance, but their luck will only carry them so far,” said Pete. “I’m thinking company, or clan sized units of thirty to forty people will work best in this environment, but not a thousand. Small groups willing to work together, through alliance and barter, with mutually supporting defense pacts, will probably endure the longest.

“But clans were pre-medieval,” replied Bonnie, “primitive, like the American Indians.”

“There was significant overlap. Clans are still a major part of organization in Iraq and Afghanistan . . . stronger than their local governments. Anyway, the point is, small groups of people will have a better chance of surviving this disaster than large groups . . . like the one Shelly’s trying to control,” finished Pete.

“What would you do if you were Shelly?” asked Bonnie, sincerely.

She seemed genuinely interested in hearing his opinion, which surprised Pete a little. “Well, I haven’t given it that much thought, but I told them they should move their food out of the DC and put it in the school, the BEP, and hide some in food caches. Oh, and I told them to let the people have the rest . . . to spread it out,” he said.

“But you wouldn’t try to defend the neighborhood?”

“Nope. The BEP, maybe, but I would have to get a closer look at that building before I committed to it. It has a lit perimeter fence with an anti-vehicle cable laced through the bottom, but that’s all I saw from the checkpoint. It helps that they have electricity and water, so if the building is solidly built, which I suspect it is, then I would try to defend from there. You know, treat it as a castle. Then I’d post concealed OPs at a distance, to provide early warning. Then, at the first sign of trouble, I’d sound an alarm and have everyone move to the BEP.”

“OPs?” asked Bonnie

“Observation Posts . . . positioned to observe enemy movement through likely avenues of approach or key terrain,” replied Pete.

“But wouldn’t the invaders burn the neighborhood down?”

“Probably,” replied Pete, “but homes can be rebuilt.”

Bonnie was silent for a moment and then asked, “I wonder what’s going on in John’s neighborhood?” She turned to look out the window to identify the next pertinent road signs.

Pete knew her question was rhetorical, but he decided to answer despite himself, “I’m guessing he’s got them standing in a formation, and maybe even doing physical training every morning,” said Pete.

“Really?” asked Bonnie, reengaged.

Pete laughed and said, “No. He’s always been very low-profile about his preparedness. I doubt he’s done anything more than take a walk around the block a few times. His neighborhood is a bit off the beaten path, so unless they’re attacked I doubt he’s done more than secure his own home.”

They continued driving east on Harmon Road, but when the road turned north Pete grew concerned. He wanted to get back on I-35W, which was east of them, not north. Bonnie told him to relax, that they were doing fine and would soon find an on-ramp. That was a true statement, but Bonnie couldn’t predict the traffic. They were forced to a stop about a mile short of Keller-Hicks Road, the first available on-ramp. Before them, a line of tail lights extended off into the distance. Pete mumbled something about his decision to drive Harmon Road. The road wasn’t even wide enough for him to make a clean u-turn, and he hated back-tracking.

“Is there any way around this mess?” he asked Bonnie after looking around.

“Not unless you’re willing to drive cross-country,” said Bonnie.

After some thirty minutes of little or no movement, Pete asked to look at the map. “OK, we’re going west,” he declared. “Cross-country it is.”

“How do you plan to do that?” she asked, surprised that her comment was taken seriously.

“You’ll see,” said Pete. He set the parking brake and got out of the truck. Bonnie watched as Pete reached under the tarp, then, after a minute of rummaging around, Pete withdrew a pair of leather work gloves, and a set of heavy gauge wire cutters. He returned to the truck and grinned at Bonnie. “When all else fails,” he said, as he held up the wire cutters “improvise.”

Pete, not one to get too close to any vehicle sitting in front of him, steered his truck to the left and drove it straight for the three-strand, barbed-wire fence on the other side of the road. The truck’s bed extended into the on-coming lane, but no traffic moved on it so he wasn’t worried about blocking the road. Besides, he wasn’t planning on sticking around long enough to make a scene. He approached the fence and with three quick snips of the cutters, the fence was opened. Pete pulled the wire aside and dropped it to the ground.

When he returned to the truck, Bonnie asked, “Why didn’t you just drive through the fence?”

“That only works in the movies,” said Pete. “I once saw a single strand of concertina-wire stop a fast moving military Jeep in less than ten feet. It was impressive. And it took the driver more than two hours to cut the wire from around the Jeep’s front axle. He wasn’t happy.”

Bonnie nodded. “So you’re just going to cut your way through every fence we meet?”

“Yes. That’s the general idea,” replied Pete. “You ready?”

It took Pete more than an hour to reach the first unfinished road. He had to cut through six more fences, which really didn’t take him long. It was the slow and deliberate drive across the open fields that took most of the time. The terrain was very difficult to read under the ash, and he very much wanted to avoid damaging his truck, or getting it stuck. There were no tow trucks or road service crews available to come to his rescue, so he drove slowly. Several times he got out of the truck to walk the route ahead. Bonnie would inch the truck forward until Pete was comfortable with the ground under his feet. It was slow going, but better than sitting on the road behind traffic. It was progress, and that’s all Pete wanted.

Near the end of their cross-country expedition, Bonnie reported seeing headlights, from at least two other cars, following them across the field. She asked Pete nervously, “Do you think it’s the police?”

“No. I don’t. It’s probably someone hoping to capitalize on our trail. I wouldn’t worry about them, but let me know if they get closer.”

Pete saw a long and wide depression in the ash ahead and got out to inspect it. When he returned to the truck he told Bonnie that he found tire tracks in the ash, and that the tracks led north, which was the direction they needed to go. Pete was also happy to find that the road surface under the tire tracks consisted of hard packed dirt and gravel, not the field grass they had been crossing. He told Bonnie they would follow the tire tracks because he was certain they would lead to an improved road surface.

Pete noticed that the first set of headlights was gaining on them, so as soon as he had his truck on the dirt road, he accelerated away. A huge tail of gray dust went up from behind the truck, obscuring everything behind them. As Pete accelerated, Bonnie expressed her concern about their safety. He was about to slow down when he saw a flash of light on his left. It was followed by a sharp crack.

Pete calmly asked, “Do you have any idea where we are?”

“I think we’re right about here,” she said, while looking at the map. But when she realized Pete couldn’t take his eyes off the road, she continued, “Yes, I think so, but I won’t know for sure until I can see something . . . like a street sign.”

“Fair enough. Crap! Hold on! Gate ahead!” said Pete, as he plowed the truck through the four-foot high, pipe and wire fence gate that stood before them. He slammed on the brakes as he passed the gate posts, but with nothing more than ash for the tires to find purchase, the big truck slid sideways across the blacktop roadway, and came to a rest against the embankment on the far side of the road.

Pete saw another flash, and heard another gunshot, so he floored the accelerator. The four rear tires kicked up another huge cloud of ash, and it seemed like an eternity to Pete before his truck began to move forward on the paved road beneath them. Finally, after a great deal of work and danger, they resumed their westward direction.

“Wow, that was fun,” said Bonnie, with sarcasm laced with relief.

“That was nothing. There was this time, back when . . .”

“Pete! Please!” interrupted Bonnie. “Not another war story. I’m begging you.”

“I was just going to tell you about how I avoided an ambush, once, but suit yourself. At least we’re back on the road.”

“This is true. Now I just have to figure out where we are. Please stop at the next intersection so I can read the signs,” said Bonnie, with a sigh and a shake of her head.

Pete didn’t see the headlights of any other vehicles, and he wondered if the shooter managed to convince them to turn around. He knew, from experience, that nothing got the heart rate up like being shot at, but Bonnie didn’t seem to be at all upset by what happened. “You did know that someone was shooting at us back there, right?” said Pete.

“I thought that’s what it was, but you didn’t seem worried about it, so I wasn’t,” she replied.

Pete laughed and said, “Well, Bon, I was worried about it. One lucky shot and he could have ended our trip. This truck is our lifeboat.”

“Then why didn’t you stop and shoot back,” asked Bonnie.

“Because we were wrong to be on his property,” replied Pete. “And retreat is not a bad word.”

“But we were just passing through.”

“Yeah, but he didn’t know that. With those other cars following us, he probably thought we were invading him. But at least we’re safe now.”

Pete saw a road sign and said, “Look, we’re coming up on 156.”

“I got it,” said Bonnie. “Take a right. If we stay on 156 for about ten miles, we’ll hit highway 114.”
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Five miles later they passed a huge FEDEX processing and distribution center on their right. Countless over-the-road trailers sat lined along a concrete pad that was the length of a small runway strip. “I’m guessing they won’t be delivering packages anytime soon,” said Bonnie.

“Did you see any signs of activity?” asked Pete.

“No activity, and no lights. Why?”

“Well, it might be a good place to scavenge sometime down the road. I know we’re not far from John’s, and there’s no telling what we could find there. I’ll have to tell him about it,” said Pete. He also noticed a line of shipping containers to his left, but he wasn’t close enough to see any more than that.

They traveled on in relative silence. Bonnie was alert for road signs, or any recognizable terrain feature, and Pete drove steadily onward. He was lost in thoughts about what to expect when he arrived at John’s. He knew John’s invitation was good, but it was offered in what seemed to Pete like several years ago. He also knew, from experience, that people often offered courtesies they hoped would never come to pass.

Pete was a man of his word, and he knew John to be the same, but so much had changed since the disaster that he was afraid to make any assumptions about anything. He hoped, prayed even, that John’s door would be open for them; that he would be happy to see them. If John turned them away, he had no idea what they would do. He didn’t think Bonnie could handle a return trip. It would ruin her. After living out of the truck for almost three days, she was at her saturation point. Everything hinged on John’s open door.

Pete looked at Bonnie, and when she turned to look at him, he smiled. “You OK?” he asked.

“I’m fine. I’m just tired of traveling,” she said.

“Me too. Isn’t John’s road somewhere up ahead?”

“Yeah. It should be coming up in a few miles. Do you remember the turn into his development?”

“I do, but it was hard to spot on a normal day. With the ash we’re really going to have to keep our eyes open,” said Pete.

They covered the remaining miles and turned onto the last road of their trip. Pete tried to keep his heart rate under control. He didn’t want to display any anxiety in front of Bonnie, and give her a reason to feel concern about their fate. He knew he had to maintain an air of confidence, even if he didn’t feel confident.

When they came to an area where they thought John’s development should be, Pete slowed, but he didn’t see any sign that indicated a neighborhood of man vehicles. “I don’t see his entrance,” said Pete. He saw several possibilities, but none that seemed like a road leading to John’s place. And, after being shot at, he didn’t want to risk driving across someone’s private property again.

“Do you think we passed it?” asked Bonnie, as she read Pete’s growing frustration.

“I think so, but it’s hard to tell with all the ash. I think I’ll turn around and let you watch from your side of the truck,” answered Pete. He continued up the road until he found a safe place to turn around. As they headed back, Pete saw a place with fairly fresh tire tracks. He stopped and looked up the road. “That’s more of a climb than I remember, but I think that’s the entrance,” said Pete.

Pete turned up the road, and as soon as they passed between the wooded areas that boarded the neighborhood entrance, he said, “Yup. This is the place.”

Pete drove slowly past John’s house, but he did not stop. He studied it closely and saw that it was completely dark. “That’s not good,” he said.

“What’s not good?” replied Bonnie with concern.

“John’s place is completely dark,” said Pete.

“Of course it’s completely dark, and so is everyone else’s home around here. Why do you think John would have all his lights on?” asked Bonnie.

“You’re right,” said Pete. He studied the other homes in John’s neighborhood and saw that none of them appeared to be running generators. He saw light spilling from a few windows, but it was dim, like that given off by candlelight. “There’s no security at all,” said Pete.

“What?”

“I thought this place would be buttoned up tight . . . that John would have security up and running.”

“Maybe they don’t feel threatened enough to have guards yet,” said Bonnie. “They’re pretty far from Fort Worth.”

“True, but there are a few heavily populated suburban areas near here. It’s just that it’s not like John to ignore something as simple as a little security,” said Pete.

“It’s only been a day or two since the ash started to fall,” reminded Bonnie.

“Yes. I do keep forgetting that,” said Pete. He drove around the block and returned to John’s house. Pete slowed and stopped in front of John’s mailbox, and then carefully studied the property. “It looks like he boarded up all his windows . . . at least the ones on the bottom floor,” he said, after several minutes of silent observation, “but I don’t see anything out of place. There’s a van in the driveway. I wonder who it belongs to.”

“Maybe someone from Jenna’s side of the family,” offered Bonnie.

“Maybe.” Pete looked at his watch and saw that it was well into early Monday morning. “I think it’s best to just sit tight and wait for John to come to us. He knows my truck.”

“Argh, I was looking forward to sleeping in a bed tonight,” groaned Bonnie.

“Same here,” said Pete, “but we don’t even know if they’re home. You go ahead and rest in the back. I’ll take first watch,” finished Pete. The thought of sleep seemed to induce a wide and lengthy yawn, and he wasn’t inclined to suppress it.
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After fueling and restarting the generator, John and Pete returned to the house and settled in the den for a continuation of their conversation. John listened intently as Pete settled into a smooth flowing report of his trip. Pete left out few details, but when he did, John was quick to inquire of his friend about important information. The process allowed John to paint a vivid mental picture of Pete’s locations and activities. For the most part, John allowed Pete to share the story with few minor interruptions. Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for some of the other occupants of the house.

Adam was very excited to see Pete, and he was the first to barge into the den and demand a hug from his adopted uncle. Abby followed his lead a few minutes later. Adam and Abby loved Pete, which was something that always intrigued John. He often playfully accused Pete of bribing them with money, but Pete loved the attention, and treated them like his own. Corbin, and the entire Hernandez brood, only chanced a brief look at Pete from a manageable interior distance, or from around a corner. He and John were seemingly glued together, and John’s hero status seemed to apply equally well to Pete, at least as far as the children were concerned. Bonnie, on the other hand, embraced all the children, and quickly established herself as a group aunt.

The house was now very much alive and awake, and John was grateful he was being given an opportunity to catch up with Pete. It had been several months since they had last seen each other and John did, indeed, think of Pete as his brother. The disaster, and Pete’s willingness to risk his and Bonnie’s life to reach him, had elevated John’s love for Pete to a new level. John wasn’t sure if Pete knew how much his arrival lifted his spirits, and comforted his mind about their chances of survival, but he was sure to tell him so.

When Pete wrapped up his report with, “And that’s about the extent of it.” John looked down at the notes he scribbled on the yellow legal pad that rested on his lap. He knew it was crazy out there, but he had no idea it was as crazy as Pete reported. John cleared his throat and said, “Well, I know you have an opinion about what’s going on here, but let me share what’s been happening on this end, and then we’ll compare notes.”

It was John’s turn to report to Pete everything he had experienced, from the time he sent out the warning email, to the time he saw Pete’s truck parked out front. He noticed Pete seemed very interested in John’s account of the hospital trip, but he didn’t ask why. John admired Pete’s listening skills, which were better than his own, but John knew he offered a much more detailed report of his activities. He left very little to his friend’s imagination.

“Wow,” said Pete, “so you’ve been busy too . . . much more than I thought you would.”

“I just can’t believe you made it up here,” said John. “I mean, I know you’re more than capable, and I’m very glad you’re here, more than you know, but I’m just surprised you came.” Pete leaned back in the soft leather arm chair and yawned. Before he could reply, John said, “I am so sorry. You must be absolutely exhausted. Why don’t you go take a nap . . . we can finish up later.”

“It’s OK. I’ll be fine. But honestly, John, you were my second choice,” replied Pete.

“I got that,” said John, with a snort. “But I would have done the same thing. Fort Hood should have been a sanctuary for you, not a threat. What do you think will happen down there?”

“I don’t know, but I’m thinking it will eventually fall apart. They can try to treat the installation like it was Victory Base in Baghdad, but Victory wasn’t surrounded by thousands of hungry people.” Pete saw John’s eyes get big and he offered an amendment, “Well, OK, there were hungry Iraqis, but what Hood will face will be nothing like what we saw in Baghdad. Besides, the question will be, just how far will the army go to protect the fort. Will they shoot civilians . . . their own citizens . . . the people they swore to protect?”

“I believe they would,” said John. “They won’t see them as citizens. The army will paint them up to be a deadly horde of flesh eating zombies, or something like that. Besides, the Soldiers will also be motivated by their own safety, and that of their families,” answered John.

“I think they’ll leave,” said Pete. “The command will try to keep them busy . . . and they’ll manage for a little while, say a month or two, but when the conditions change, like when the food gets low and the fuel runs out, or when they’re ordered to shoot civilians . . . I think they’ll start to leave. For them, everything will boil down to loyalty. Not all the Soldiers have family on Fort Hood. And once it appears that the command is willing to throw them under the bus, they’ll leave en mass,” said Pete.

“You think so?” said John. “Maybe you’re right. I guess only time will tell.” As a student of military history, John was very aware of how Soldiers, or men-at-arms, from across the span of time, could react to issues of conflicting loyalties. He didn’t know how the Soldiers would act, but he did know it would depend a lot on their leadership. “I’m just glad you went to check it out. I would have wondered about it if you hadn’t,” said John, as he looked at Pete. “You mentioned something about seeing an angel in the cab of your truck . . . a messenger. Someone who warned you to prepare for the overpass.”

“Yeah, that was really weird. It was so real I thought I was awake when it happened. But then I woke up and realized I was asleep,” said Pete, as he looked at John with equal interest and intensity.

“In your dream, did the boy happen to give you his name?” asked John, as he leaned forward in the chair opposite of Pete.

“Eli,” said Pete. “I believe he said his name was, Eli.” John stood up and quickly sat back down. “Does that name mean something to you?” asked Pete, clearly concerned about his friend’s reaction.

John was silent, unable to speak or articulate a rational response for Pete. Eli visited Pete? He must have. He gave Pete a warning, and set into motion an entire sequence of events that ultimately led to Pete’s safe arrival here. John didn’t know what to make of it. He brought the palms of his hands to his forehead and lowered them over his face in a long slow draw, ending with his fingertips resting over his mouth and chin. “Yes,” said John, as he drew his hands away from his face and placed them on his lap, “You can say that.”

“How’s that?” asked Pete.

“Well, let’s just say Eli has visited me several times.”

“What?” it was Pete’s turn to be surprised, though he didn’t rise from his chair, or run his hands down his face. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I have also seen Eli, and actually talked to him. Can you describe him for me again, but in greater detail?” asked John. Pete described the messenger, and John knew it had to be his Eli. “Yup, it’s the same messenger all right,” said John. He absentmindedly brushed at his left ear to address a light tickling sensation. It felt as if someone was tickling his ear with a piece of grass. John turned his head to look quickly behind him, and then scratched his ear once again.

“What does it all mean, John?” asked Pete.

John could tell Pete was very interested in hearing more, but John wasn’t sure he was ready to reveal more, at least not until he had a chance to talk to Eli. “I’ll be right back,” said John, and he stood and pushed through the French doors, “I have to check on something first. Let’s call a short break. I’ll be back in a couple minute.” John walked away without giving Pete a chance to comment and went to his bedroom. He shut the door and sat on the edge of his bed. After a moment of quiet thought, he kicked off his shoes and laid down.

He allowed himself to relax, using the meditative birthing technique that he recently learned from Jenna. He hadn’t tried it yet, but he didn’t know any other way to meditate. Since it was his only option, he followed the steps and tried to remember how it felt when he was pulled out of his body. It helped that he knew Sarrif wanted to talk to him, but he knew he had to do it on his own.

John started by relaxing his body and breathing, and then began to count down from ten. At each number, he clearly visualized it in his mind. At number nine, he cleared his mind of everything but the number itself. At numbers eight, seven, six and five, he systematically willed his body to relax and let go of all the stress and tension. From the top of his head, to the bottom of his feet, John pushed all tension from his body. At numbers four, three and two, John calibrated his breathing, and relaxed to control the flow of life-giving air into his body. Finally, at number one, John was as near to complete relaxation as he could be. He was in the zone. He felt free, in a place where his mind was in perfect balance between his brain’s left and right hemispheres, a place that existed in balance between sleep and awake.

“Not bad, Papa,” said Eli, “You connected faster and better than I thought you could have at this point in your progress. You must want to talk to me very much,” said Eli.

“Why can’t I see you?” asked John, as a thought. But he felt the words, as if he was actually speaking them directly to Eli.

“You will with time, but you have done very well with your first effort. You felt Sarrif touch your ear.”

“Yes, in the den. Can Sarrif hear me too?” asked John

“Yes John, I am with you. I will be with you till the end.”

John began to cry, not in sobs, just a line of tears that ran from the corner of his eyes, down his cheeks, and onto his pillow. He didn’t understand why he was responding so emotionally to his contact with Eli and Sarrif, but he figured it must have something to do with the purity of their communications, that it was unrestrained, free of deceit and agenda, and thus resulted in a more emotional release. Either that, or he was tired and going soft. He wasn’t sure what to think of his emotions until Eli said, “You’re not going soft, Papa. In fact, you are becoming.”

“Becoming what?” asked John

“You are becoming yourself, the “you” that is you beyond the natural man. The “you” that was, is, and will forever be,” said Eli.

John didn’t fully understand what Eli was talking about, but he wasn’t worried about it. At the moment, he was more interested in understanding why Pete was visited in a dream. “Is he not your friend?” asked Eli.

“Yes, of course,” said John.

“And did you not welcome him to your home, in fact, invite him here even?”

“I did,” said John, in his mind, in response to Eli’s rhetoric.

“Pete is an open mind, and an open spirit . . . obedient even. He will seek to understand many things that are spiritual, and he will come to you for help. You will be his gatekeeper, Papa. You will be a gatekeeper for many. What troubles you?” asked Eli.

“Nothing troubles me, I think. I’m just surprised. But I’m also relieved. What can I tell him? What can I tell Pete about my spiritual experiences?” asked John.

“You can tell him everything, or nothing. It’s entirely up to you. But you will come to tell him more than you have told Jenna. You will find Pete to be an open vessel, ready for your experience and knowledge. Do not be troubled. Everything will be fine. A storm is coming, so you must go now and prepare,” said Eli.

“A storm? Like a storm, storm?”

“Yes,” laughed Eli, “a storm. The weather will be severe. You must prepare. You know what to do. Be quick, it will be upon you soon.”

“How much time do I have?” asked John.

“Enough,” said Eli. “You have enough time, and many helpers, but delay no longer. Adieu, Papa.”

John lay still for a moment longer, absorbing what he had just heard from Eli. He just managed to swing his legs over the side of the bed when Jenna opened the bedroom door and walked in. “Are you OK?” she asked, concerned.

“I’m fine. I just needed to rest my head for a minute. Has Bonnie said anything to you about her trip?” asked John, as he stood and straightened the bed covers.

“Yes. She did, but I’m guessing it wasn’t as detailed as Pete’s report.”

John looked at Jenna with a nod and said, “You’re probably right about that. It was a rough trip for them. Is Bonnie doing OK?”

“Yeah, she’s fine,” said Jenna, as she hugged John. “Are you hungry? We’re making grilled cheese sandwiches.”

“Again?” replied John.

He must have replied with a bit too much contempt, because Jenna straightened her back and put her hands on her hips. “If you recall, mister, we have to finish all the perishable food. Besides, we have new guests since our last soup and sandwich meal, so quit complaining and come out and join the party,” she replied. Pete dutifully followed Jenna to the kitchen, where he was met with many warm greetings from everyone.
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At the end of the meal, John gathered all the males, at least all who were above the age of twelve, and announced his plan to prepare for the approaching storm. Adam, Corbin, and Marcus openly expressed their joy at being allowed to go outside, especially after being cooped up in the house for several days. Abby, after hearing and seeing their joy, expressed a desire to help as well. After receiving a nod from Jenna, John agreed that Abby could join them, which greatly subdued the enthusiasm of the boys.

“What?” asked John, “You guys don’t think Abby should help outside?” asked John.

Adam knew better than to say a word, but Corbin, having been raised in a male dominated house-hold, wasn’t so cautious, “She’s a girl, Mr. A.”

“Good job, Corbin. Your powers of observation are remarkable. But I’ll tell you this, Abby is more than capable of taking care of herself. She’s farther along than Adam was when he was her age, and I’ll even go so far as to say I think she could lay you on your back before you knew what hit you,” replied John.

Corbin smiled and was about to reply to the challenge when he looked at Adam. Adam was slowly shaking his head to Corbin and willing him to shut up. Corbin looked back at John, glanced briefly at Abby, and then centered himself on John again. “I didn’t mean anything by calling her a girl,” said Corbin.

The other’s laughed, and John quickly brought everyone back under control. It was not his intent to embarrass Corbin, so he said, “Everyone is valuable to our group, Corbin. You, in your way, and Abby in hers. All of us are valuable in our own way. And the individual value only changes when you stop working, or if you intentionally harm someone in the group. We have to respect each other and work together if we’re going to survive. Right Pete, Paul?” finished John.

“Roger that,” said Pete.

“I agree,” said Paul.

“Boys?” asked John. They all agreed in unison. “OK then. Here’s what we need to do. There’s a storm coming. In fact, I’m surprised we haven’t already had one. But we need to do a few things to prepare for it. I want to cover the shop windows, add a few more rope lines over the pool cover, put sandbags around the base of the tarp, cover the firewood, place sandbags on the fuel-pit cover, and grab anything that can blow away, and put it in the shop. Are there any questions?” concluded John.

“Where we going to get the sandbags?” asked Adam.

John and Pete exchanged a silent look and smiled. “That, Adam,” said John, “is exactly why I need your help.” John provided N-95 masks, work gloves, and goggles for everyone in the group, and issued his orders. “Pete, I’ve got shovels and sandbags in the shop. Take the boys and dig a run-off ditch around the pool. Use the dirt from the ditch to fill the sandbags, and place the sandbags around the bottom of the tarp. I don’t want any ash to get in the pool water, at least not if I can help it. We’ve invested too much time and energy in protecting the water to abandon it now,” finished John.

“Got it,” said Pete. The boys groaned, but said little more.

“Paul, I can use your help covering the shop’s windows, and the wood. Everyone ready?”

“What about me, daddy?” said Abby.

“You’re with me, sweetie. You’re gonna help me cover the windows again.” Abby smiled and grabbed her dad’s hand in both of hers. “Let’s go,” he said, and they were off.

The crew worked hard for several hours. John, with Paul’s and Abby’s help, made short work of covering the shop window, and the firewood. They joined Pete, who was about two-thirds of the way around the pool, and helped him dig the last of the ditch and fill sandbags. “These might come in handy later,” said Pete.

“I was thinking the same thing,” replied John.

“How so?” asked Paul.

Pete looked at John and John nodded. “They can be used to build a fighting position. They’re great for stopping bullets. We can stack them in front of windows, or whatever,” replied Pete.

“But John’s got stone walls around his house,” said Paul, “Won’t that deflect bullets?”

“The small, slow ones, yes, but not fast or heavy ones.”

“What’s a heavy or fast bullet?” asked Paul.

“Anything that’s 7.62 or bigger I consider heavy, and anything that moves twice the speed of sound is fast,” said Pete. “But it also depends on the bullet’s jacket.”

“The jacket?” asked Paul, trying to keep up.

“The jacket is what the bullet is wrapped in. Some are straight lead, some are lead wrapped in copper, which is the jacket, and some are steel slugs covered in lead and wrapped in copper. Actually, there are many more varieties of bullets and slugs,” said Pete, as he glanced at Paul. “Then you have the velocity . . . the speed in which the bullet travels. It depends on weight, and how much gunpowder is used to push it out the barrel. It determines how fast the bullet will travel. Some bullets move really fast, like around two-thousand feet per second, and some move much slower, like, say, around eight-hundred feet per second. In a nutshell, some bullets are soft, and some are hard; some move fast and some move slow.” Pete sounded a little like Dr. Seuss, innocently, but having fun just the same.

“Are you making fun of me?” asked Paul.

Pete looked to John, and John shrugged a reply. He wasn’t worried about Pete. He knew Pete could handle himself. “No, but I don’t know what you know, so I’ll give you everything I got until you grow tired of listening to me. Bullets come in many different weights, and are designed for many different purposes. Some are designed for shooting through cover, and some are designed for soft targets . . . like people. Do you understand what I’m saying?” asked Pete.

“I do. I just don’t like you talking down to me,” said Paul, and he turned and walked away.

“What was that all about?” asked Pete, as soon as Paul was out of ear shot.

“You heard some of it this morning,” said John, conscious that Marcus was listening to their every word. “He’s had a hard time these last couple of days.”

Pete nodded and they continued their work. It was hard work, backbreaking even, but John and Pete started telling stories about the time they spent together in Iraq, and the boys quickly forgot they were working and began to enjoy themselves. They asked a thousand questions, and Pete always had something funny to say about John. The two men would get going on each other, and the boys would start laughing so hard they would have to be prodded back to work.

As they neared the final stage of their sandbagging operation, the wind started to pick up. It started from the east, with a slight ten miles-per-hour wind, but it soon went slack and began to barrel out of the south-west. The wind rose quickly, and the team scrambled to lash the pool cover down with additional ropes as the visibility dropped significantly due to blowing ash. John lashed everyone together with a length of 550 cord, and they worked hard to finish the project.

The boys jumped at the first sound of thunder. It was a low rumble, and though it was still several miles away, it seemed to continue on for several minutes; much longer than a normal clap of thunder. The first flash of lightning made everyone jump. “We need to hurry and get inside,” yelled Pete, over the increasing winds. The pool tarp, though very tight, snapped and rippled in the gusting wind. John estimated the wind speed at close to twenty-five or thirty miles-per-hour.

“You’re right,” yelled John in reply. “You boys get inside, Pete and I will finish up out here.” John cut himself and Pete from the line and the boys returned to the garage. Abby had long since returned to the house, and John had no idea where Paul was, but he knew he was inside. He hadn’t returned since taking offense to Pete’s ammunition explanation.

“I think the pool is as secure as we can make it,” yelled John. “Let’s just do one more walk around to make sure everything is secure!”

“John,” yelled Pete, “We can’t see anything out here. We need to get inside.”

“OK, but I have to close up the shop!” yelled John.

“Then let’s do that and get back inside ASAP!”

“Right!” said John, “Follow me!”

Another bolt of lightning flashed across the sky, and John was surprised to see that it ran horizontal, high up in the sky, riding the atmospheric ash layer as if it was burning the edge of a piece of thick paper. The long, violently bright tendril of blue-green lightning must have been more than a hundred miles long. It cracked the air like a rifle shot, followed by a deafening boom and deep low rumble. The two men watched in amazement. They quickly tossed the tools into the shop, and John quickly locked the shop doors.

More lightning came, and the men began to beat a hasty retreat to the house through a curtain of low flying ash. When they were near the open garage, a pinging and thumping sound filled the air. At first, John thought it was the rain, but then he saw finger sized holes appear in the undisturbed ash at his feet. A hailstone hit his shoulder and he sprinted the remaining distance to the garage.

From within the garage, John stooped and picked up a hail stone that skidded in on the hard smooth concrete floor. It was ice, but with a grayish, sparkly tint to it. It looked like a little chunk of quartz, but it was little more than a simple dirty hail stone. He handed it to Pete and asked, “Have you ever see anything like this?”

Pete shook his head and flinched as another lightning bolt struck the ground nearby. The strike was less than a mile from the house, and it rose instantly into the sky to connect with whatever weather pattern was struggling for dominance in the sky above them. “It must have tiny flakes of quartz in it from the upper atmosphere. What do you think it means?” asked Pete.

“I don’t know, but there’s a good chance it’s going to be a very cold winter, and probably even a cold summer,” said John. “I remember reading that volcanic ash reflects sunlight . . . enough to change global temperatures.”

“Sure, it’s not like we have enough trouble on our hands already,” replied Pete.

John nodded and watched as a curtain of crystalline ice pellets began to fall to the earth. “Maybe this weather pattern, the one that’s making all this noise, will pull some of the ash out of the sky,” said John.

Pete shrugged. “Maybe. It’s just a lot of destruction to take in. I mean, wasn’t it enough to cover everything in ash, and now to put us in a nuclear winter to boot?” said Pete. He turned to look at John and said, “What do you think’s going on?”

“What do you mean . . . this?” asked John, gesturing with his head to the weather outside.

“No. All of it. What’s going on with the disaster?”

Pete’s question was clearly one of significance for him, so John ignored his first impulse to joke about it. His friend was obviously troubled by something more than just the disaster. Though the disaster was significant in its own right, John realized that Pete was having a hard time coming to terms with something more significant, and that he was having a hard time spitting it out. “I wonder the same thing,” said John, after a comfortable pause.

“John, how’d you know the storm was coming?” asked Pete, as he studied John closely. “For that matter, how’d you know the disaster was coming? I mean . . . really know? After your email I searched everywhere for something that would give me a clue about what you were talking about . . . about the eruption. I wanted to find something, anything about your warning. I found nothing . . . well, not nothing, there were a few things, but it was mostly conspiracy theory stuff. But you . . . you were certain about it. You knew it was coming. I could tell in your email, and in your voice when we talked on the phone,” said Pete. He bent down to pick up another hail stone that managed to slide across the floor and come to rest at his feet.

John considered Pete’s words. As he considered a response, he allowed the sound of the hail stones hitting the vehicles, roof, and the other exposed surfaces around them, to distract him. The sounds of the falling hail blended together to create a rapidly beating staccato of ticks and pops that sounded something like popping corn. John watched, with interest, as the hailstones passed through the crepe myrtle across the driveway. They freed the remaining ash from the leaves, and sent little gray puffs of it into the air to join the swirling winds. Soon, the large flowering shrubs would be entirely free of their ashen blanket. John knew it wouldn’t be long before the rain would come, and he really wanted to see it. Actually, he needed to see it wash the ash away. For the moment, the hail was the perfect backdrop for their private conversation, but they stood together silently.

John noticed that the kid’s had stuffed their dirty work clothes into a white garbage bag. The loaded bag was apparently waiting for John and Pete to do the same with their ash coated clothing. Jenna had also left two large beach towels sitting on the nearby shelf. He was impressed with Jenna’s commitment to keep the house ash free, but he didn’t think it would be a problem much longer. John returned to Pete’s question, though he was still unsure about how to answer him.

Pete must have sensed John’s hesitation, because he said after the long, silent pause, “Look, I understand if you don’t want to talk about it . . .”

“No, it’s not that,” said John, with an interrupting reply. “I was just thinking about how to answer you. You having a visit from Eli changed things for me. I thought I was the only one caught up in this . . . the spiritual side of the disaster,” finished John.

“Is that what this is,” asked Pete, “spiritual? Because the disaster sure seems real enough to me.”

John chuckled at Pete’s logic and smiled. He appreciated his friend’s levity, especially when he, himself, considered using it just moments ago. John knew, from experience, that humor had a way of pushing shadows from the mind. “The disaster is very real,” said John. “I’ve seen the destruction from the eruption zone, all the way here. I’ve seen the crater itself, it’s a huge open pit of magma more than fifty miles across,” finished John.

“How could you have seen it?” asked Pete.

“Eli. He took me to see it,” answered John.

It was Pete’s turn to quietly consider what John just said. It was as if the two men were playing chess with their words, each carefully and silently considering their every word as if moving a game piece on a board, neither wanting to harm their opponent. They silently watched the storm from the garage, watching the hail fall, and the lightning flash around them. After one close and particularly violent crash of thunder, Jenna stuck her head into the garage and asked, “I saw you two run in. Do you need more time?”

John nodded and said, “Can you give us a couple more minutes, Babe?”

“Sure thing. Take your time,” said Jenna, as she pulled the door closed and disappeared back into the kitchen.

As John predicted, heavy rain replaced the hail. It fell in torrential sheets that reduced visibility to little more than ten feet. An occasional sharp gust of wind would spray water into the garage, but John welcomed the moist assault on his face. It was better than the ash, familiar, and much more acceptable to him than dryness. John had seen heavy downpours like this before, while driving. Even his windshield wipers, at their highest setting, were unable to handle the volume of falling water. On occasion, he was forced to pull over and wait for the storm to pass before he continued driving. This downpour was even heavier. It was as if a giant fire hose had been turned on and aimed directly at John’s house.

The rain quickly mixed with the ash to produce a slurry of gray mud on the ground. As the ash was carried away by the rainwater, John was able to see the surface of his driveway for the first time in about a week. He was grateful his house was more than twelve inches above grade, or that he didn’t live near an active creek or stream.

The gray mud flowed through many different rivulets as it glided past. To John, it resembled ceramic slip, especially when it collected and pooled in low areas along the side of John’s driveway. He was curious to see more, but not willing to leave the cover of the garage. “The cleansing properties of rain,” said John.

Pete asked, “What?” as he turned to face John. He was also transfixed by the activity of the storm, and at the sight of color that began to emerge from the formerly dominate gray pallet of ash that had been his life as of late. “I didn’t hear what you said.”

“It was nothing,” said John. “I was just waxing poetic. What were we talking about?”

“Eli,” said Pete. “You said he took you to see the destruction.”

“Yeah, but it didn’t start with that. Things have changed a lot for me since that vision,” said Pete. “In fact, everything I thought I knew about heaven and hell, about the spirit world, about life on this side, and the other . . . everything has changed for me.”

“Well, until just the other day I never believed in heavenly messengers either,” said Pete. “What exactly is going on, John?”

“I don’t know. I have no idea. All I know is that things have changed on both sides. I believe the disaster was meant to happen, that it was meant to turn back the clock.”

“Do you really think so?” said Pete.

“Well, not literally of course, but certainly by many other accounts. Maybe it was meant to relieve us of our worldly distractions . . . just enough so that we would turn our hearts back to God. Perhaps rediscover our humanity, you know, rediscover a way of life that values a person’s character above their possessions,” said John.

“But how does all the spirit stuff come into play?”

“Again, I am only speculating, but if you believe in God, if you believe there’s a higher order to life than what you see, well, is it really that hard to believe that God could get tired of us perverting everything He’s given us?” asked John. “Think about it, we’ve reached a level of economic, political and social corruption that’s unmatched in our history. America many not be executing Christians in the coliseum, but we’ve completely turned our backs to God. We no longer acknowledge Him as the source of our inspiration, our success, or our prosperity. We rely on science, and take credit for everything we do. We worship ourselves . . . our own thoughts and abilities.”

“I never knew you to be so religious,” said Pete, in a sincere and contemplative tone.

“I’m not talking religion, Pete, I’m talking existence. I’m talking about my being here at this particular place and time. I’m not saying I’m beyond religion, only that what I’ve seen and learned has served as the basis for many different religions around the world, so I know I’m not the first to travel to the other side.” John paused and turned to face Pete. “The things I’ve experienced are absolutely unbelievable, Pete, but I’m so very glad Eli spoke to you. I really needed someone to talk to about this,” finished John.

“You haven’t talked to Jenna?” asked Pete, surprised.

John shook his head and said, “No, she’s not comfortable with such talk. In fact, few people are. Marissa had an interesting experience, but I’ve told her very little about my own. Besides, I barely know her.” John turned back to watch the rain. It had slackened a little, but lightning still raged around them and sent an occasional bright flash of light into the garage. Thunder filled their ears with booms and distant rumbling, but for the first time in days, the air smelled clean and alive again. John breathed in deeply, and sighed.

“So what’s next,” asked Pete.

“I’ve recorded all my spiritual activity, so you can read about it if you want. It would be better than standing out here in the garage and talking about it,” said John.

“Yes,” said Pete, “I would like to read about it, but only if you’re OK with it. And if it’s all right if I can talk to Bonnie about it.”

John looked at Pete and said, “I’ll never stand between you and Bonnie, but I have a feeling that, after you read my journal, you won’t say much about it to her either.”

“Is it that crazy?” asked Pete, with a grin.

“Brother, you have no idea,” said John, as he clapped Pete on the shoulder. “Let’s go in. I’ll slip you my journal after the kids are tucked away.”

“That works for me,” said Pete, as he helped John close the garage door.
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After a hearty meal of beef stew and cornbread, followed by Marissa’s sopapillas with honey, the group split into three naturally occurring sub-groups. The adults congregated in the family room, the teenagers, the boys at least, went to Adam’s room, and the little kids, with Abby as their lead, moved off to the media room to watch a movie.

The sound of falling rain could be heard throughout the house, but it was falling much more normally than before, as if the weather pattern offered them little more than a typical seasonal shower. Thankfully, the thunder and lightning also moved on. It didn’t scare the adults, or the big kids, but it did manage to terrify the little ones.

Other than the occasional gust of wind, John knew the worst of the weather was behind them. Whenever a gust of wind blew against the house, it rattled the three sets of wind chimes hanging under the back patio eve. John could tell, with the sound of the chimes alone, how hard the wind was blowing, and from which direction it came. It wasn’t a weather station, but he found it to be a very useful system.

John heard footsteps and turned to see Abby enter the kitchen. He watched her walk toward the pantry, graceful and light, like a ballerina. She caught him staring at her, smiled, and then playfully stuck her tongue out at him. John smiled back and did the same. She left the kitchen carrying a bag of goldfish crackers, which he figured she would use to entertain the little ones during their movie.

John was proud of Abby. After hearing about Marissa’s abuse, she seemed to gravitate to her. At first, John thought Abby was reaching out in compassion and sympathy for Marissa, but he saw that Marissa treated Abby like a daughter she never had. Their friendship continued to grow, and John saw the love they held for each other grow every passing day. He was glad Abby had a chance to connect with Marissa before Bonnie arrived. Now she had three women to connect with.

What John didn’t know was that Abby was attracted to Marissa because she was like a sister she never had. Abby also liked how Marissa mothered her young children. It wasn’t an indictment against Jenna’s mothering skills, it’s just that Marissa wasn’t her mom, which meant they could talk together evenly, like friends.

When Anthony, Marissa’s youngest, and her eight year old son, Michael, began following Abby around the house, she became their sister, aunt, teacher and nursemaid. They were intrigued by her ability to self-administer insulin, and they rarely shied away from her use of an Epi-pen. Abby was their shepherd.

Capitalizing on their interest in her medical procedures, Abby converted the two younger boys into set roles that included student, housekeeper, restaurateur, artist, and their favorite, paramedic. Abby not only kept the children distracted from their challenging confinement of the house, but she employed them in a way that benefited everyone. Freed from no longer having to entertain her children, Marissa was able to dedicate all her free time to the kitchen, which everyone very much appreciated.

Marissa and Bonnie also hit it off, and together with Jenna, the three women were often seen standing together in a tight group talking quietly among themselves, or laughing, or crying and sharing a group hug. John would comment on what he called their “strange womanly ways,” but he eventually stopped teasing them when Pete suggested the men join them in sharing a few group hugs of their own. John got the hint, not so much because he wanted to avoid the male bonding, but because he didn’t think Paul would like it, even if it was a playful suggestion.

After Paul walked away from the pool work detail, Pete no longer seemed interested in talking to him, though he did remain polite and friendly. Paul wasn’t ignorant to Pete’s attitude about him, so he tried to avoid being caught in one-on-one situations with Pete. John knew Paul’s sullenness ran much deeper than Pete’s handling of him, but he wasn’t ready to address it. While not on duty, Paul would usually just pick up a book, and then sit in a quiet corner to read. John decided not to interfere with Paul’s quiet time, thinking it was his way of dealing with the stress of the attack, but he knew he would have to do something to make him feel more welcome, and a part of the group.

All in all, John felt their group dynamic was pretty solid. In fact, it was better than he would have ever imagined given the complete randomness of their collection of people in the house. It wasn’t a group he would have planned to bring together, but it worked. Even Pete and Bonnie were an unexpected surprise. They were the closest thing he had for family in the house, but he never thought they would have joined him. In the three days since the ash started to fall, they added Corbin, the entire Hernandez family, and now Pete and Bonnie. They were a party of twelve, but John didn’t think that would be the end of their numbers. He didn’t know how he knew that, he just knew.

The disaster changed so many things for them, and had done it so quickly that he figured there must be other good groups out there. The question was how to find them, and maybe even join up with them. He chewed on his lip when he realized he called everyone in the house, “his group.” He was prepared, and it was his preparedness that allowed him to facilitate the survival of the group, so maybe that made him responsible, but he couldn’t help but wonder what he’d be doing if he didn’t prepare. He figured he’d be out looking for food and water just like everyone else.

He was only half listening to the conversation going on around him when he tried to imagine living without being prepared. People out there were, at this very moment, struggling to stay alive, and here he was, sitting in his family room with his friends and family, savoring the results of a delicious meal, with not a care in the world, or at least a major care anyway. He almost felt guilty. He had plenty of food and water, power, and security. He hoped the solar panels would begin to work again, now that the rain cleaned them off. It would be nice to be able to use the wall-plates to turn on lights once again, and to flush the toilets, to shower, and to do laundry without having to mess with the generator.

With daytime electrical power restored, life in the house would seem normal again. But that also concerned John. If he had the only “normal” house in the neighborhood, then it would certainly attract attention, and the last thing he wanted was to attract attention.

And earlier, when Pete asked him about the disposition of the neighborhood, John was a little embarrassed to say that he had done nothing to protect it. He told Pete about the two interactions he had with his neighbors, that they both involved violence, and assumed responsibility, but he admitted he really didn’t have the time or energy to do anything more than what he already did.

As for the neighbors themselves, John wanted to believe some of them were at least a little prepared, but he wasn’t willing to bet on it. For now, John was only interested in planning for the group’s immediate future, whatever that would be. He had a few ideas floating around in his head, but he wanted to talk privately with Pete, which was difficult to do without offending Paul. John didn’t want to add to Paul’s feelings of isolation, but he also didn’t want to assume that the Hernandez family was going to accept everything he proposed. So John decided to keep his mouth shut and see where things took him. It wasn’t like him to be so blasé about life, but he needed time to think. He was moving in uncharted waters, and every decision deserved careful consideration.

“You’re awful quiet,” said Jenna, as she leaned close to John.

“Sorry, just thinking,” he replied.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Pete, clearly ready to discuss anything more interesting than food preparation, which was all the ladies were talking about since they sat down together after dinner.

“I was thinking about what will happen next,” said John, and the group fell silent. John had effectively tossed a wet blanket over the party, and he knew it. “I’m sorry to spoil the mood here, it’s just that Pete shared some very serious news about what’s going on outside, and I’m a little worried about it.” John looked at Pete, and then scanned the faces of the others at the table. “We should be prepared to leave the house.”

The replies ranged from “What?” to “Aren’t we safe here?” to “We just got here.” John raised a hand and said, “Please, let me explain.” When everyone was quiet, he continued. “Look, I know what you’re thinking. But consider this from my perspective. No one likes it here more than me. We’ve got everything we need, right here, under this roof. We’ve got more food than we can possibly move with the vehicles parked in our driveway. And we’ve got water, power, the shelter, and the means to protect ourselves. We’re sitting pretty nice right now, but that is exactly why we need to be ready to leave.”

“Come again,” said Paul. “If we have it so good, then why would we ever want to leave?”

John turned to Pete and asked, “Can you give us your account of that neighborhood you passed through? I’m the only one here, other than Bonnie, who knows the whole story.”

Pete nodded and shared the story again, but this time with much more detail. For John, the report was very informative, and it served to solidify his plans for their eventual departure. When Pete finished the story, he looked at John, and asked the group, “Does anyone have any questions?”

“I do,” said Paul. “What does that neighborhood have to do with us?”

Pete was about to answer, but John stopped him with an upturned finger, “Because, Paul, in this neighborhood, we’re the food DC, the BEP, and the school house all combined,” answered John.

Paul nodded and said, “OK, I get that, but we can defend this place, can’t we?”

“We can, to a point,” answered Pete. “But you have to consider the implications of defending a place like this from all sides.” Pete looked at John for support, but John nodded for him to continue. “You see, we can defend against a small group of people, say maybe ten or possibly even twenty armed, angry and desperate men, but, however, you slice it, it’s a suicide mission. A siege is a no-win situation. They’ll eventually overrun us, and if we’re very lucky, they’ll only strip us of our supplies and leave us with nothing but the clothes on our back.”

“You call that lucky?” sneered Paul.

“I do if you’re happy to be alive. Unless, of course, you consider it luckier to be dead,” answered Pete.

Paul glared at Pete and said, “I don’t think the people in this neighborhood pose such a threat to us. All we’d have to do is shoot a couple of the bad ones, and leave their bodies hanging in the trees, and the rest of them would leave us alone.”

“Paul!” gasped Marissa. “Do you hear what you’re saying?”

“It’s OK, Marissa. I agree with Paul,” said Pete. “But the problem with that tactic . . . a fear tactic . . . is that it only works on weak minded or impressionable people. Desperate people, people with nothing to lose, won’t be that easy to scare away,” said Pete.

“But I think we can keep them out,” said Paul.

“There are a lot of ways to capture a place like this, but really, all they have to do is smoke us out. If we’re successful in keeping them out, then all they have to do is toss a few Molotov cocktails into the house and wait for us to come out . . . then we’re all dead. They can pick us off as soon as we step outside. I agree with John, it’s better to leave, or at least be prepared to leave . . . on our own terms.”

“That sucks!” said Paul.

“Yes. Yes, it does,” said John. “Logic won’t play into their decisions and actions. Their only interest will be in how to get what we have, and if we don’t give it to them, how they can take it from us. And if they can’t do that, then they’ll be bent on destroying it, and us. Remember, Paul, we’re talking about desperate people here. We can’t defend against that type of desperation, not here, not with our small numbers. We wouldn’t survive it.” John studied their faces and said, “We’re not leaving here without good cause, but we do need to prepare to leave. I have a plan, but let’s talk about it tomorrow,” said John, “I need a little more time to think.”
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The discussion shifted to lighter topics, and continued on for another twenty minutes until Marissa rose and excused herself to go prepare the children for bed. She grabbed Paul’s hand and they departed after saying goodnight. Shortly after they left, John invited Pete to his den. He quietly closed the French doors and asked, “Do you still want to read about my spiritual activity?”

Pete studied John’s expression for a moment and said, “Yes. And I know you’re worried about what I might say, but let me assure you, I’m very interested in learning about how you came to foresee this disaster,” said Pete.

It was John’s turn to study his friend. “OK,” he said, and opened his desk drawer. He placed a blue folder that contained some thirty-three pages of typed and hand written notes into Pete’s hands, and said, “Here you go.”

Pete looked at John with raised eyebrows, and said, “That’s a lot of homework.”

“That’s my complete record of everything that has spiritually happened to me since this all began. It goes back to the first dream I had about the disaster, and covers all subsequent dreams and experiences. Take your time with it. All I ask is that you don’t leave it laying around. I’ll leave you alone. I need to go spend a little quality time with Jenna. I also think I’ll turn in early,” finished John. He pushed open the doors to leave and said, “Oh, and one more thing, we pull guard shifts, but I left you off the roster until tomorrow, so get a good night’s sleep. I can’t tell you how glad I am to have you here.”

Pete replied in kind, and expressed his renewed gratitude to John and Jenna for their hospitality. John watched Pete settle into one of the den’s leather chairs, open the folder, and begin to read. He wasn’t sure what to think of Pete’s interest in his spiritual experiences, but he was glad for it. John desperately wanted someone to talk to, someone on this side of the curtain, the veil, or whatever it was, to know what he was going through. He needed his friend to know what he knew. John didn’t know why he felt so strongly about having Pete read his journal, but he knew it was important.

John made his way into the bedroom and found Jenna sitting on the bed reading another one of her nature books. She looked up when he entered and said, “I thought you’d be with Pete a little longer.”

“We’re both tired and ready for sleep. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up,” replied John.

“How long do you think they’ll stay?” asked Jenna, as she marked her book and closed it.

“To the very end, I hope,” answered John. “I need someone reliable I can count on.”

“You’re worried about Paul?”

John snorted and said, “You can say that.”

“Marissa is too. We were talking about him in the kitchen today. She said he wasn’t acting like himself.”

“Yeah? Well, I don’t know him well enough to say that, but I can tell you that something is bothering him. I’ll think about it and try to come up with a way to bring him around, but I could use his help. I don’t trust his judgment, and he has poor instincts, and a poor work ethic,” said John.

“Well, he’s not Pete, if that’s what you mean. Do you think maybe Paul feels a little left out? I mean, he’s not a Soldier. He doesn’t think and talk like you guys. Maybe he feels threatened by your friendship with Pete?”

“I don’t know. He was acting strange before Pete showed up.”

“John, you’re an imposing guy. You intimidate people without intending to do so.”

John nodded and said, “I’ll work on building a better connection with Paul. But in the meantime, I think I’ll shower. Care to join me?”

“Sure, if you agree to scrub my back,” said Jenna.

“What? I was offering to share a shower as a way to conserve water and energy. How’d a back scrub come into play?”

Jenna tossed her book on the bed and ran to John. She punched him playfully on the shoulder. “Fine, but wait and see what that back scrubbing will pay in dividends, mister smarty-pants,” said Jenna. She tried to enter the bathroom before John, but he reached out, grabbed her hand, and turned her around for a kiss.

“I love you, Jenna,” said John.

“I love you too,” replied Jenna, as she took John by the hand and led him to the shower.
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John opened his eyes and saw Eli standing over him. He stood up and said, “Hello, Eli, it’s good to see you again.” John turned and saw Sarrif standing at the foot of his bed. “Sarrif,” said John, as he nodded to his friend in greeting. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company, gentlemen?”

“There’s something I’ve been tasked to show you,” said Eli. “Are you ready?”

“Very,” said John. He turned to look at Jenna and saw himself lying in the bed next to her. He still wasn’t used to seeing himself out-of-body, it was a little upsetting, so he quickly turned away. He looked at Eli and said, “So, what’s on the agenda? Oh, and thanks for the heads-up about the storm. I really appreciate it,” finished John.

“It’s what we’re here for, Papa. Here, take my hand.” John reached out for Eli’s hand and as soon as they touched they instantly jumped several thousand feet into the sky above John’s house. “I thought you would like to see what’s going on around you before we go,” said Eli.

John did, indeed, want to see what was going on around him. He saw that the rain had stopped and he looked up. Stars shined brightly through the shimmering twilight above, and long ribbons of green light weaved about in the upper atmosphere. “Is that the aurora borealis?” asked John.

“The northern lights, well, not exactly. Texas hasn’t moved,” replied Eli, playfully. “But it is aurora. The eruption has resulted in some very unique conditional changes to the earth’s environment, to include a shift in the magnetic field. But the tiny particles in the upper atmosphere are responsible for creating their own unique effect on the environment. It will be a long and cold winter for you this year,” finished Eli.

John turned his gaze downward and saw many fires burning below him. There was no electrical power, but he could make out the Dallas and Fort Worth skylines in the distance. They were strangely lit, back-lit even, by several large fires that burnt freely in, and around them. “Would you like a closer look?” asked Eli.

“No,” replied John. “What caused the fires?”

“The lightning storm caused a few of the smaller ones, but the larger ones were started by people. The high winds kept them alive, fueled their expansion even,” said Eli. John noticed that Eli delivered his report without emotion, but John realized that he, too, was without emotion. For some reason it didn’t bother him that two of Texas’ biggest cities were engulfed in flames, and that her streets were overrun with violence and destruction.

“Come, I have one more thing to show you before we leave this area,” said Eli. He took John’s hand and they jumped to a dusty, rundown barroom. In the bar, amid several burning propane lanterns that hung from exposed wood rafters, sat a group of denim and leather-clad men. It was a biker gang, and they appeared to be holding some kind of meeting. John couldn’t hear their words, but the man doing the talking was large and heavily tattooed. He held a machete in his right hand, and was banging the pommel of the long bladed weapon repeatedly onto the surface of the pool table. After what appeared to be a roar, the big man quickly turned and buried the dark blade into an exposed wooden support beam near him.

“Why can’t I hear them?” asked John.

“Because it’s offensive, and it’s not necessary. But you will know what to do with this information.”

John scanned the faces of the group. He silently counted those who were present. There were sixteen men and seven women. He was almost ready to leave when he saw her, another woman, sitting alone in a dark corner. It was Luanne. Her lip was split, and her right cheek bruised and swollen, but it was her, John was sure of it. He never forgot a face. “So, she made it after all,” said John. “She reconnected with her biker buddies, and now they’re planning a little pay-back.”

Eli nodded and said, “Are you ready to go. This is the reason I came to you tonight. It’s the most important thing for you to see.”

John said, “I’m ready,” and reached out to take Eli’s hand.

John and Eli jumped again, and they came to a stop some fifty meters in the air above a small, two-lane road that ran perpendicular to a larger four-lane freeway. A light layer of snow blanketed the ground around them, but no heavy snow bearing clouds were in the sky. Early morning sunlight reflected off the white blankets to either side of him, casting sharp spikes of light in his eyes.

John looked up and saw, high above him in the upper atmosphere, several long trails of clouds that streaked boldly across the azure sky. They looked as if an artist had rendered them with the bold strokes of his brush. John knew he was in a pre-disaster time frame. Since the eruption some six days previous, blue was not the color of the sky. He turned to Eli and asked, “When is this?”

“This is two weeks before the eruption,” answered Eli.

John looked below and saw a long line of stationary traffic. He followed the line of cars and trucks and noticed the freeway was closed, everyone was sitting in their cars on the side of the road, waiting for it to reopen. He noticed a barrier had been lowered over the freeway, and that a single Wyoming State Trooper had parked his cruiser in front of the barrier as if to watch over it. “Where are we?”

“You are on the western edge of Cheyenne Wyoming. That is Interstate-80,” replied Eli, pointing to the freeway below.

“What am I to see here?” asked John.

“You will soon see,” said Eli.

“Is that a military installation?” asked John, looking behind him to the north east.

“It is,” said Eli. “That is Warren Air Force Base, home of the 90th Missile Wing,” answered Eli. It was then that John heard the sound of a helicopter. He looked around and spotted a UH-1, a Huey, as the army called them. They were no longer in the army’s inventory, but the air force apparently found them useful. The helicopter made a very distinct chopping sound when it flew through the air, and John watched with interest as it gained altitude only to assume an unusually low flight path. The helicopter was no more than a thousand feet off the ground, and it was heading directly toward John and Eli.

In the distance, the sound of multiple sirens filled the air. John looked down, and on the two-lane road below him, he saw a four-vehicle military convoy rapidly approaching. The military police convoy screamed past the stationary vehicles, and John saw many curious faces take in the unusual scene. John was also curious, and studied the event with interest. He noticed the first vehicle was an Air Force Security Police pickup. It was followed by two MRAPs, the heavy-duty, four-wheeled, Mine Resistant Ambush Protected armored vehicles John himself used while in Iraq. They were followed by a single up-armored Humvee. John also noticed that every vehicle, but the pickup, was equipped with a roof-mounted, crew-served, weapon. An alert Airman stood ready in each turret.

At first, John thought it was an exercise, like a quick reaction drill, but the small, fast moving convoy continued to hold his interest as it passed under the interstate and turned left, heading east on I-80. He was about to ask Eli, for a second time, why he was here, when he heard yet more sirens. A second convoy was fast approaching, with blue lights flashing and sirens wailing. But this time, the convoy was different. In the middle of the convoy there rolled, like some large sacred cow, a specially designed tractor-trailer rig surrounded by several more MRAPs. The truck’s cab was of a design unfamiliar to John, but it was obviously armored. Behind it was pulled a large white trailer. As it passed beneath him, John noticed that the trailer had a strange, butterfly-like shape door on the side. Three more armed MRAPs followed the trailer. John turned to Eli and asked, “What was in that trailer?”

“What do you think was in that trailer,” asked Eli in return.

“A nuclear warhead?” asked John.

“That would be a very good guess,” replied Eli.

Less than a minute later, another convoy screamed by. It was the third and final convoy, similar to the first, except it had a large, black, armored car rolling near the back. John was certain it contained a Special Response Team. It looked like any big city SWAT vehicle, except it was unmarked, and apparently tailored specifically for special Air Force missions. “Well, that was interesting,” said John.

Eli held out his hand and they jumped again. This time, John found himself standing in a well-lit service bay. Unfamiliar equipment, electronics, and special tools filled the space in carts and sat on tables around him. John watched as a man, dressed in white protective clothing and equipment, worked under the supervision of two other men. The man seemed to be inspecting the interior components of a strange looking device that sat mounted to a specially designed support structure.

“When and where are we now?” asked John.

“We have moved to three days before the convoy, but this is the same nuclear warhead that passed us by on the road a few moments ago,” replied Eli.

“What am I to see here that’s important?” asked John.

“That man is sabotaging the nuclear device. He is setting it up to explode while it is in its underground silo,” replied Eli.

“What!” said John, “How can he do that? Aren’t those men supposed to be watching him?”

“Yes, they are watching him,” replied Eli, “but they don’t see what he is doing. They have no reason to suspect he’s inappropriately tampering with that nuclear device because he has worked on them for many years. They trust him,” finished Eli.

“But who would want to do such a thing?”

“That is not the correct question,” replied Eli.

“Then what is the correct question?” asked John.

“Come,” said Eli, as he held out his hand to John. John took Eli’s hand and they were immediately lifted high above the ground. John watched as everything sped up around him. The sun and moon rose and fell, and then rose and fell again, over and over, quickly, passing overhead in a kaleidoscope of color and movement. The clouds also came and went as time accelerated, faster and faster. Then, when John was about to inquire of Eli once again, a huge wall of ash approached and moved past them, snuffing out all the lights below. The city of Cheyenne was gone, buried under mountains of ash.

John couldn’t tell if time had returned to normal speed, but as he watched he saw several small fires appear and twinkle against the dark gray matted landscape below. “Are we still above Cheyenne?” asked John.

Eli nodded. He then pointed and said, “Watch . . . over there.”

John followed Eli’s hand and looked. Far below, a bright flash of light illuminated the dreary darkness of the ash filled night. Like a bright star, the flash blossomed outward from its center in a clean circle of energy until it reached its limits and then turned its attention skyward. John watched as the unmistakable shape of a large mushroom cloud appeared below, roiling upward as if gasping for breath. Moments later another flash occurred, followed by another, and another. John stopped counting when he reached seven nuclear explosions. He turned and looked at Eli with surprise.

“Do you know what you see?” asked Eli.

“I do,” said John, “the world as we know it has officially come to an end.”


AUTHOR’S ENDNOTE

Be sure to follow John’s survival story as it continues. In Compass Call, scheduled for release in December, 2014, John and his small group of survivors will face many new and life threatening challenges in their own neighborhood. With the ash significantly reduced following a major storm, a semi clear sky offers their neighbors hope of rescue and a return to normalcy, but that hope is short lived for the dangers around them are now also much more apparent.

As people begin to emerge from their homes following a three-day self-imposed environmental time-out, they’re hungry and thirsty. Neighbors venture out in search of food and water, only to find they are surrounded by chaos. The neighborhood homeowner’s association president steps up to offer ideas and personal agenda, but when John becomes the center of his attention things go from bad to worse. Unable to convince his neighbors that he’s as poorly prepared as they are, John makes plans to leave the neighborhood for safer grounds. But before he leaves, the group will face unimaginable threats and challenges.

In compensation for the growing violence around him, John’s spiritual abilities also continue to develop. He begins to learn and do amazing things that he can no longer keep from the group. As the virtues of his abilities become self-evident, others in his group want to be “awakened” and participate in the work with him. However, they soon learn that desire alone is not sufficient to obtain John’s level of awakening; that much more is needed.

John helps them discover the truth of their journey to awaken, and becomes a true Gatekeeper. This, and much more, awaits to be revealed in Compass Call, the continuation of the Gatekeeper, Book Three. In the meantime, please enjoy this small excerpt.

(EXCERPT FROM COMPASS CALL, BOOK THREE, THE GATEKEEPER SERIES)

Pete raised the first brace and unlocked the door. But before he stepped out he said, “Adam, keep an eye on the guy with the AR. At the first shot fired I’m running back inside, so keep the door open.” Pete then turned to look at Marcus and said, “But if I drop to the ground, have Marcus close and immediately brace it. Got it?” Adam replied but Marcus looked scared. Pete put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and said, “Everything will be fine. Just stay calm and keep a level head about you. Everything will be OK.”

Pete approached to about ten feet from the man, careful to keep his rifle pointed at his chest, though it looked to be held casually, and said, “What do you want?”

The man turned to look at his leader and then back to face Pete. “Is your name, Paul?”

“What’s it to you?” replied Pete, as he pushed the M1A’s safety lever forward. It was conveniently located in the trigger guard, and offered quick action when needed. The man heard the sound and stiffened. Pete pulled in the triggers slack and waited for the man to reply.

“Well, it’s real easy. You give us Paul, and we’ll give you John,” said the man.

“I don’t see John,” said Pete. “Where is he?”

“Oh, he’s safe enough . . . for now. But if you want to see him again you’ll give us Paul.”

“I’ll tell you what, you go get John. You let me see him, see that he’s alive and well, and then we’ll talk,” answered Pete.

The man shrugged and turned around. He walked up to the leader and the two exchanged a few brief words that Pete couldn’t hear. A moment later the leader pointed his finger at two men and motioned them away with a wave. The two men mounted their bikes, started them up, and drove out of the neighborhood. When they were gone, the messenger returned and stopped where he had earlier talked with Pete. When he didn’t speak, Pete asked, “Now what?”

“You’ll see John in a few minutes,” said the man.

“Does your boss have a voice?” asked Pete.

“He’s a cautious man. He’ll talk with you, but not while you’re carrying that elephant gun.”

“I’ll leave the rifle inside if he’ll agree to talk directly,” said Pete.

“Fair enough,” said the man, and he turned to walk back to his boss.

Pete backed into the house and shut the door. He called for Paul. “Did you hear any of that exchange?” asked Pete.

“No,” said Paul. “Why? What did he say?”

“That they’re willing to trade you for John,” said Pete.

“Crap! They have John,” said Paul, now visibly upset.

“It’s OK, Paul, now listen. You’re not trading yourself for John. It never works that way. I just want you to know what we’re up against. Now I’m confident John is fine, and supposedly two bikers just went to bring him here. But I have a feeling they won’t return,” said Pete. Paul looked at him strangely but Pete continued before he could talk. “I don’t know how I know John is safe, I just do. Anyway, we need to make plans to deal with these guys, and I’m thinking the only thing they understand is violence. I’m trying to arrange a parlay with the leader . . .”

“Parlay?” said Paul.

“A talk . . . I’m trying to arrange a talk with their leader. See if I can get close enough to him to take him hostage,” said Pete.

“What? Are you crazy? That will never work. The guy’s a giant.”

“Well, he’s big, but I think I can handle him. Anyway, I’m going to talk with him and see what comes into play. The way I see it, we have until John returns before we have to act,” finished Pete.

“Suit yourself, but if you get taken out I don’t think we’ll make it on our own.”

“Bullshit,” said Pete. “You guys are more than capable of defending this house without me. Just shoot straight. We can do this, Paul.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m not afraid of them. But I am worried for the rest of us,” said Paul.

“And you should be. These guys don’t play nice. They’re one-percenter’s for a reason. So let’s get into their decision making cycle and tip the scales in our favor,” said Pete. He handed Paul his rifle and asked Marcus for his pistol. Marcus cleared it and handed it to Pete, which made Pete smile and nod in approval. Pete added the loose round to the magazine, reinserted the magazine into the grip, and reloaded the weapon. He slipped the ready pistol into his pants at the small of his back and said, “I’m gonna go talk to this guy, but I don’t know what’s gonna happen. So stay alert and keep the door open. If I’ve got Blackbeard as a hostage, remove the second door brace so I can get in the house quickly. Got it?”

“Everything,” said Paul. Pete opened the door and was about to step through when Paul added, “Pete, thanks for doing this.”

“I’ll see you in a minute,” said Pete, and walked out to meet the messenger.

The man waited for Pete to stop and said, “The boss will talk to you, but first you have to raise up your shirt.” Pete raised his shirt as the man requested. He then told Pete to turn around. Pete complied and didn’t attempt to conceal the pistol. “You’re not playing fair. Are you trying to take advantage of us?” Pete snorted but didn’t answer, so the man continued. “Drop your gun at the front door and then you can talk to the boss.”

Pete walked to the front door and handed his pistol to Paul who was standing just inside. Before he returned to the walkway, Pete said, “Don’t point your gun out the door, but be ready to cover my retreat.” Paul nodded and Pete left. The biker gang leader was already making his way up the walkway. Pete broke the ice by saying, “I was wondering if you were brave enough to meet with me.”

The big man sneered and said, “I can cut you down to size with a simple hand gesture.”

“Perhaps,” said Pete, “but you’d die in the process. And judging by your cautious behavior, I’d say you want to live a little longer.”

“You think I’m afraid of you, Soldier boy? I can take you and this house in minutes,” replied Blackbeard.

“You see that window directly above me?” said Pete. The large biker looked briefly up at the alcove defensive position and then quickly returned his eyes to Pete. “There are two marksmen in that window,” continued Pete. “They’re protected by three layers of sandbags, which makes that a fortified fighting position. You’re men, on the other hand, are in the open. Half of them would be cut down before they even reached cover. We’re prepared for you, big guy. In fact, we’ve been prepared for you since you rode in here and torched Paul’s house,” said Pete.

The big man nodded and said, “What makes you think we won’t catch you while you’re sleeping? We’ll come back and burn your house down at night.”

“Well, I thought about that, which is why you taking John confused me a little. I mean, why take a hostage? Why not just kill him?” asked Pete. He looked hard at the big man and said, “I’m thinking it’s not Paul you want, but the house and all our food. You only want me to think it’s Paul. You won’t burn the house down. At least not until you have no other options,” said Pete.

Blackbeard looked blankly at Pete and said, “I want Paul, and if he doesn’t come out I’ll burn the house down around you.”

“Oh. So you’ll huff, and you’ll puff, and you’ll blow our house down,” said Pete.

“If you’re trying to piss me off it won’t work. I’ve got your friend,” said the biker. “I’ll set him up in front of the house and remove his head with my machete. So either you cooperate, or we do this the hard way.”

Pete saw the machete handle sticking up from behind the man’s right shoulder. A house full of food remained his best bargaining chip, and he would continue to use it until it was no longer viable. As far as Pete was concerned, Paul still wasn’t on the table, at least not openly. Pete had an idea, but he had to let the big man come up with it himself. “Well,” said Pete, “if you burn the house down you won’t get our food. You would destroy all our food just to settle a score over some stupid asshole who picked a fight with the wrong house,” said Pete. The man scowled. “I’m talking about Darrel, though the same argument applies to this house,” finished Pete.

“There’s other food to be had,” growled the biker. “You give me Paul and we’ll go from there.”

Pete realized he was dealing with a shrewd opponent, but he still thought he could goad him into action by attacking his authority as a leader. The machete gave him an idea, and he hoped and prayed the man’s ego would motivate him to accept the challenge. “OK then. I can see you’re a man of focus. How about you and I settle this like men? We can duel with machetes.” yelled Pete, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Winner takes all!”

The large man boomed with laughter, and the other bikers followed suit. When the big man was satisfied with the duration and intensity of the laughter, he held up his hand to silence his men. Blackbeard turned his back to Pete and boomed, “I accept the challenge and your terms, but on one condition. The fight will be between me and Paul. He killed my officer, so he will answer the challenge.”

Pete was hoping the man would say that. If what John said was true about Paul’s sword fighting capability, then Paul should be able to handle the big man without a problem. Pete looked at him and said, “That will be Paul’s decision, not mine. I’ll ask him if he accepts your challenge, and be right back,” said Pete, and he returned to the house. As soon as he stepped through the door, Paul said, “I’ll fight him.”

“Are you sure? He’s a big dude,” said Pete.

“I can handle him,” said Paul. “And if he’s really Darrel’s leader, then I want a piece of him.”

“OK, here’s what we’ll do. I’ll stay inside during the fight. But I want you to know that if you get injured we’re going to open fire. In fact, when you hear shots, I want you to drop to the ground and stay as low as possible. We’ll be picking off the bikers as they scramble around and I don’t want you getting hit,” said Pete.

Marissa heard the exchange and emerged from the kitchen. She grabbed Paul by the hand and led him into the kitchen. After several minutes, Pete was beginning to think Paul would change his mind, thinking that Marissa would never allow him to risk his life in such a manner. But when he heard the sound of pots and pans moving around, he walked into the kitchen. Paul was digging through the pot lids while Marissa dabbed at her eyes with a napkin.

Bonnie turned to look at Pete and said, “What are you up to? This is crazy, Pete.”

“That may be so, but I think Paul can close the deal,” said Pete.

“And what deal is that?” asked Bonnie.

“Our lives, this house, the food we need to survive, and John,” said Pete.

“I hope you’re right,” said Bonnie, as she turned to resume her watch out the back.

Pete looked at Marissa and he saw approval in her eyes. There was something special about her, and he was very interested in learning what it was.

Paul stood and held a large, flat, Calphalon pot lid in his hand. He looked at Pete and said, “This will be my buckler.”

“Buckler?” said Pete.

Paul shook his head left to right and said, “And you call yourself a Soldier. Yes, a buckler, it’s a small, hand-held shield designed primarily to deflect or trap the sword blows of an opponent.”

Pete snorted and said, “I can see you know what you’re doing. I’m also glad Blackbeard fell into our trap. Now let’s go finish this and save John.”

Paul stepped onto the front porch and Pete closed and locked the door behind him. No one was in position to manage the door, so Paul was essentially on his own as soon as he walked outside. Given Paul’s civilian background, it was the bravest thing Pete had ever seen a civilian do. It was difficult enough to walk out and face the entire motorcycle gang in parlay, but to go out and face their huge leader in mortal combat was something else entirely. Pete grabbed his rifle, and after giving Adam special instructions, he ran upstairs and prepared to cover Paul during the fight.

The biker leader actually looked surprise to see Paul walking down the steps. He clearly didn’t think Paul would accept his challenge. When Paul reached the middle of the walkway he stopped and said, with a loud and regal voice, “I, Paul Hernandez, challenge one, Blackbeard, leader of the Fort Worth chapter of the Desperados, to single armed combat, be it unto death. Do you accept my challenge?”

Jeers and catcalls erupted from the bikers, along with a hearty amount of laughter. They seemed particularly entertained by the pot lid Paul held in his left hand, and they offered many interesting and colorful comments about how he should use it. Blackbeard turned to Paul and said, “I accept your challenge to die, you little twit. I’ll enjoy chopping you up in front of your family.”

“That is boastful talk indeed, Lord Desperado, for you have yet to face me in mortal combat. Me thinks your size doth lend itself to your great boasting,” said Paul.

“Are you serious? Quit talking like a fag or I’ll make you suffer before I kill you,” replied Blackbeard, obviously angry at Paul for attempting to mock him. To Paul’s satisfaction, the big man continued to approach with confidence.

“Me thinks the only fag here is you, my lord,” said Paul.

In an effort to loosen up, or perhaps intimidate Paul, the biker leader growled and swung his machete around in large swooping arcs. The thin blade whistled through the air as he walked, but he stopped abruptly when Paul drew his sword. Paul knew his sword looked like a machete, with only the handle visible over his right shoulder, but once clear of its sheath it obviously wasn’t. It was the sword John had given him earlier, a warrior’s blade; not some flimsy, stamped metal, bushwhacker.

The confidence on the biker’s face flickered, but quickly returned to normal when his macho ego reasserted itself. Paul was pleased the biker didn’t back down. He had trained with swords, and practiced with the one he now held. It was comfortable in his hand, and it thirsted for revenge. He was ready to fight and avenge his honor, and that of his wife. He clanged the flat of his sword against the hasty buckler as a salute, and assumed a ready position.

The big man charged, and with a powerful overhead swing that was meant to bury the machete in the top of Paul’s head . . .
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