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New York City: Day One
 
    
 
   Sacha awoke with his face resting on the table in the empty interrogation room at the NYPD's 20th precinct. A small puddle of drool had formed underneath his mouth. He slowly raised his head and rubbed his eyes. His face and neck were sore from the stilted position he had been sleeping in for the past couple of hours. The detectives, Captain Banks and Lieutenant Harris, had been questioning him since the deadly afternoon bombing of the New York Stock Exchange, later referred to as the Wall Street Bombing. Then they had simply vanished. 
 
   It got to the point where Sacha stopped caring about the surveillance camera in the room or what any of the detectives thought of him. He knew he had done nothing wrong and felt they were holding him on false pretense, however, he was not an American citizen, and wasn't entirely sure of his rights as a foreign tourist. Before he passed out, Sacha had tried the door, but it was locked. He pounded on it several times and even considered kicking it in. The door was constructed of thick steel and immovable. Had they forgotten about him? What could they possibly have been talking about for so long?
 
   Under the circumstances, Sacha had expected that he would be waiting a while in the throes of the law, but his patience was coming to an end. The worst part was being held in limbo. A stroke of bad luck and now infinite purgatory, so it felt. He hadn't been charged with anything, but the detectives had their suspicions. Sacha had been outside the New York Stock Exchange following the blast that killed over twenty brokers and traders, and injured over eighty. He was detained by authorities not long after he rose from the hard pavement outside the building following an intense explosion. 
 
   His disheveled appearance and raggedy clothes immediately drew attention to him as an outsider with little ties to the financial sector. They discovered that he wasn't American, and before he knew it, he was in a police van with several other hapless individuals. One of detained men glanced at Sacha from the bench on the other side. He man wore a grease-stained blue jumpsuit with a patch that read: Roy. He looked at Sacha from under a dark mass of wild curls on his head and smiled.
 
                 
 
   When Sacha woke in the interrogation room, he wasn't sure how much time had passed. It could have been hours, or even days. In sheer frustration, Sacha looked up at the camera watching him from an enclosed bubble in the corner of the room. 
 
   "Did you forget about me?" he asked with his arms outstretched. 
 
   He paced in circles. He sat back down then stood up and paced again. He walked over to the door and hit it several times. 
 
   "Is there anyone home?" he shouted.
 
   He held his ear to the door and listened. He could hear barely audible movement, footsteps, it seemed. He strained to hear any distinct sound—talking perhaps—or maybe the voices of the detectives coming back from a heavily extended lunch break.
 
   Outside the interrogation room it was a different picture. The NYPD were evacuating the precinct and large commotion was in the air. Endless and panicked chatter on both office landline and cell phones filled the entire department. Police officers, detectives, administrators, and clerks gathered their belongings while talking over each other, some into their ear piece and others with their phones wedged between their shoulder and chin. They grabbed laptops, briefcases, badges, weapons, and anything else they could get their hands on. 
 
   Their movements were orderly, but rushed. The precinct chief stepped out of his office and called to a group of fully-uniformed police officers. They promptly walked into his office and shut the door. Captain Banks and Lieutenant Harris had just exited the office as the others piled in. They maneuvered through the clamor in the department making their way to the long hall towards the interrogation room.
 
   It had been several hours since they had spoken to Sacha, one out of a dozen or so suspects apprehended following the Wall Street bombing. They had been interviewing suspects throughout the day and Sacha had been the only who struck them as being the least likely involved, though they weren't too sure.
 
   "This is unbelievable. I mean, I heard what the Captain said, it's just not registering. It's impossible," Lieutenant Harris said as their heels clicked against the tile floor.
 
   "Did you call your wife?" Captain Banks asked.
 
   "Of course I did, how about you?" Harris replied.
 
   "You know it."
 
   "How did she take it?"
 
   "How do you think she took it?"
 
   Lieutenant Harris didn't answer. They came to the interrogation room where Sacha was being held, but stopped before entering.
 
   "I nearly forgot about this guy," Harris said.
 
   "Don't beat yourself up over it. We've got a lot on our minds," Banks said.
 
   "So what are we going to do with him?" Harris asked.
 
   "He's a suspect in a terrorist attack. We have to follow federal protocol," Banks answered. Lieutenant Harris breathed in heavily.
 
   "Well, let's do it, then," he said.
 
   They walked into the room. Sacha jerked his head up from its resting spot on the table. "Rise and shine, Mr. Kaminski," Harris said.
 
    
 
   Sacha raised his head from the desk and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Again, he wasn't sure how much time had passed since he last woke. 
 
   "How long have I been here?" he asked the detectives. 
 
   They looked at each other, then back to Sacha.
 
   "I apologize for the wait, there have been some recent developments, which we will explain to you in a moment," Banks said. 
 
   Harris pulled a chair from under the table and sat. Sacha looked at both detectives again noticing their lack of eye contact or specifics. He wasn't getting a good vibe from either of them.
 
   "Do I need to get a lawyer or something? Have I been charged with anything?" Sacha rested both his arms down on the table in frustration. "I just want to know what's going on."
 
   Banks took a seat next to Harris. Harris looked up from his notebook to address their suspect. "Mr. Kaminski, to answer your question, no, you have not been charged with anything. But you haven't been cleared either. You are being detained on suspicion of aiding or abetting a terrorist attack--"
 
   "That's ridiculous," Sacha interrupted.
 
   "Those are the facts, as we know them, that's all. Once we get into the matter of terrorism, it becomes a federal law enforcement issue, literally out of our hands."
 
   "Yes, Lieutenant Harris is correct. Earlier today we were supposed to get a visit from an agent from the Department of Homeland Security. That is why you were being held, but now everything has changed and we're currently under a national crisis."
 
   Sacha leaned in closer, trying to see what the men were getting at. 
 
   "What do you mean, everything has changed?"
 
   "We don't have a lot of time here," Harris said after looking at his watch.
 
   "There are many things we're not at liberty to discuss, given your status, but what you need to know is that an official city-wide evacuation has been mandated," Banks said.
 
   "What are you taking about?" Sacha asked. "Why?"
 
   "There have been several unverified reports of further attacks that could inflict harm to the entire city," Banks responded.
 
   "Attacks from where? How could that be possible?" Sacha asked with an exasperated tone.
 
   "Maybe you could answer some of those questions for us," Banks said, leaning in closer.
 
   Sacha face shifted to a deep grimace. 
 
   "I have told you gentlemen time and time again that I had nothing to do with the bombing on Wall Street. Nothing! Now if something else is going on, I can assure you that I have nothing to do with that as well. And if my life is in some kind of danger, then I would implore you to tell me what's going on."
 
   "We're talking about nuclear attacks here, Mr. Kaminski. “Dozens throughout the United States," Banks hollered into the air. 
 
   Harris turned his head to Banks with a look of surprise. 
 
   "And you want to tell me that you know nothing about it?" Banks asked. 
 
   "The time for games is over. Tell us what we want to know before these attacks catapult us into the next World War!" Banks pushed himself close to Sacha's face, then slowly backed away while taking a deep breath. Harris looked at his partner with a perplexed expression. He didn't want to correct a superior in front of a suspect, so he chose his words carefully. 
 
   "I think we've asked all we can ask, Sir. We're going to have to let Homeland take it from here."
 
   Sacha couldn't believe what he was hearing. They still believed him to be capable of the atrocities described. He placed both palms calmly on the table before him and spoke. 
 
   "I am not a terrorist. I do not know any terrorists. I have no clue what you're talking about. I'm a tourist visiting legally on a visa. If this city is in danger, I should be allowed to return home as I have no information or knowledge to provide."
 
   "Not a chance," Banks said.
 
   "Unfortunately, Mr. Kaminski, all flights have been grounded, indefinitely," Harris added. 
 
   Sacha moved uncomfortably in his seat. He scratched his head through his thick black hair in frustration. 
 
   "I want to go home. I do not want to be here in custody any longer. Please, gentlemen, I am innocent of any wrong doing. Perhaps I can be relinquished to the nearest Embassy and sent home. I have a family."
 
   "I thought you said you were single?" Lieutenant Harris asked.
 
   "I'm not talking about a wife and kids. I have parents, brothers, sisters. Everyone I know is back home in Poland. You have to let me see them," Sacha pleaded
 
   "We're not going to bullshit you," Harris said. "We have no idea how a city-wide evacuation of over eight million people could possibly work out. I will tell you this, it's not pretty out there."
 
   "Yes, but where is everyone going to go? Where am I going to go?"
 
   "You'll be transported on a bus under close security to a temporary holding center," Captain Harris said.
 
   Only half of what the detectives said had made any sense to Sacha. He could understand the words, obviously, but none of it sounded real, or even remotely possible. He wondered if perhaps it was an interrogation tactic. Maybe the more desperate they made him, the more, they felt, he would talk. Could he believe a word they said? What was their game here? He was even more confused than when they first brought him in.
 
   "The city is being evacuated. That much we know," Harris said.
 
   "All of the Big Apple, if you can believe it," Banks added.
 
   Sacha grew frustrated to the point of tears. 
 
   "What does any of this matter if what you're saying is true? If someone is at war with America, that has nothing to do with me. It seems that you have much more to worry about than what I know, which is nothing. I want to speak to a lawyer, someone who can get me out of this and back home."
 
   Harris rose from his seat and walked over to Sacha.
 
   "As Captain Banks said, we don't have much time. We need to get you on a bus, quickly."
 
   Sacha stood up and slammed his fist on the table. "Where are you taking me?" he demanded.
 
   "On a bus," Lieutenant Harris answered.
 
   "Yes, I know that. I mean where am I going? Where is the bus going?"
 
   "We can't divulge any more information," Banks said.
 
   "I'm sorry, I think we've said enough as it is," Harris chimed in.
 
   "You've told me nothing but a bunch of wild claims and excuses," Sacha said.
 
   "We should really get moving," Harris said after placing a hand on Sacha's shoulder.
 
    
 
   The uncertainty of his next location made him feel worse. He hoped that everything was an elaborate joke, but it seemed less likely with every new discovery. Maybe they were trying to break him with some type of psychological tactic. Sacha could remember in the American detective shows that sometimes they would release a suspect in just to see where he went. Instead, they were taking him somewhere new without a single charge. Sacha wanted to fight, he wanted to scream of his innocence and the injustice being lodged against him, but, instead, he said nothing. Captain Harris walked to the door and opened it. A dark hallway awaited them. "After you," Harris said, gently pushing Sacha ahead.
 
   As they led him out, Sacha could hear growing commotion beyond the hallway. It seemed as if every phone in the building was ringing. The precinct was in an uproar, people ran back-and-forth. Swat teams geared. There was an endless array of conversation, shouting, and instruction. Sacha could barely keep up with it. Lieutenant Harris kept his hand on Sacha's shoulder and pushed him forward, through the crowd. The precinct captain walked out of his office. "Banks, Harris, in my office now!" he shouted. Captain Harris turned to address him. "One minute, sir. We just have to get this suspect on the bus." "Well, make it snappy, that bus is about to leave."
 
   Police officers swiftly moved past Sacha, gearing up for war, it seemed. He did his best to move throughout the chaotic atmosphere without running directly into anyone, but had no clue which direction to go. Bank's back was his main view. 
 
   "Almost there," Harris said, from behind Sacha. They past a large reception desk and walked towards exit doors of the station. Officers ran past them in both directions, not paying them any mind. The cool outside air hit Sacha, causing him to feel alive and free. Though there was nothing to celebrate. Things were even worse outside. Hundreds of people, it seemed, clogged the streets. Vehicles were bumper to bumper, as far as the eye could see. It was mass pandemonium.
 
   Banks pushed his way through the crowd as Sacha followed. Harris pushed his hand against Sacha's back urging him to keep up with them. A large bus with bars on the windows was parked in front of the station. Sacha observed a long line of persons being led to the bus by several armed officers. He looked up into the darkened sky. The stars were out in full force, littered across the sky like blinking bulbs. It was comforting to see a world beyond the congested density on the ground. The darkness above was short-lived as several flares ignited into the air, illuminating the sky in a bright red hue. Several helicopters whirled above, growing louder as they flew closer. An officer holding a bullhorn gave instructions for the prisoners to get on the buses in an orderly fashion. His barely-audible amplified voice had to compete with car horns, helicopters, and the loud rumble of large military trucks barreling through the traffic.
 
   "My God," Banks said with his head slightly turned back. "Looks like they've deployed the National Guard." 
 
   Sacha wasn't sure if the comment was meant for him, or Lieutenant Harris. They soon reached the bus and Sacha found himself in line with the other men. He assumed that several of the men were terrorism suspects like him. In actuality, they were being held for a variety of reasons. Some for drunk driving, assault and battery, check fraud, and others, like Sacha, that had been apprehended following the Wall Street Bombing. Only a few of the men were actually handcuffed. 
 
   Their expedited movement to the bus had been in haste, and it showed. One of the prisoners, looking weary and defeated, suddenly had a burst of energy, as he pushed his way out of line trying to escape. An officer holding a shotgun quickly chased him and struck him in the back with the butt. The man fell to the ground immediately, clenching his teeth in pain. Other officers ran towards him, placed him in handcuffs, and pulled him back to the bus.
 
   "Don't do anything stupid like that and you'll be fine," Harris said into Sacha's ear. 
 
   They were almost to the entrance of the bus. An officer with a clipboard stood at the entrance. Harris spoke with him briefly, providing Sacha's information. The officer nodded and made check marks on his board. Harris turned around to face Sacha. 
 
   "You're good to go, Mr. Kaminski, just do what they say, and they'll have you someplace safe soon enough."
 
   "Yes, but where?" Sacha shouted, trying to be heard over all the noise.
 
   "I don't know the exact location. Hopefully as far away from the East Coast as you can get. You'll be okay," he said. 
 
   "How do you know?" Sacha asked. 
 
   "Listen," Lieutenant Harris shouted as he approached. "We're a country at war now. All bets are off." 
 
   With that said, the detectives handed Sacha their cards and soon disappeared among the crowd flowing back into the police station. Sacha looked up to the clipboard officer standing in front of him.
 
   "Mr. Kaminski, have a seat," he said. Sacha did as he was told and climbed the steps up into the bus. Inside, the bus was crowded. He wasn't keen on moving too far towards the back, due to some of the unsavory faces watching him.
 
   Sacha took the third seat to his right, and found himself next to a large and quiet bearded man. He wasn't Polish, which Sacha knew. He almost looked Romanian, but Sacha couldn't tell for sure. The bus was oddly and tensely quiet. After the last prisoner entered and sat, the clipboard officer shut and locked the gate that separated the prisoners from him and the driver. 
 
   The clipboard officer, Sergeant Davis, was a clean-shaven young man who had an air of politeness to him. He was also heavily armed. In addition to the shotgun slung around his shoulder, his pistol belt was equipped with a Taser, a 9mm Beretta, and several cans of pepper spray. The civilian driver, a stocky man with a recently trimmed crew-cut, climbed into the bus and took a seat. His name was Mel. He wore a T-shirt that read: Mel's Dinner, either in jest or seriousness. 
 
   "You know where we're going right?" Sergeant Davis asked.
 
   Mel nodded. The bus roared to life as the prisoners stared out their windows trying to make sense of what was going on. 
 
   "Doesn't look like we'll be going anywhere for a while though," Mel said to Sergeant Davis.
 
   "Just do what you have to do to push us through," Davis replied.
 
   Mel laughed. 
 
   "Okay. We'll see." 
 
   The bus moved forward a couple of feet--then stopped. A line of traffic blocked its movement in all directions. A large cloud of exhaust filled the air for miles ahead. "This is going to be interesting," Mel added with another chuckle.
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Colorado at Last
 
    
 
   The Chevy Malibu's engine hummed as Paul attempted to keep his eyes open and on the road. Julie slept soundly in the passenger seat. The car was nearly nine years old with over 150,000 miles on it. It wasn’t bad for a car of its age. There had been no major problems with it and it ran pretty well on gas. The lack of fuel was literally grinding the country to a halt, though Paul didn't know what was going on beyond his immediate surroundings. He knew that if they had just enough gas to get to Denver, then he would be happy. If he could just make it within the city he would find Samantha on foot if he had to. 
 
   It was night and they had left a rural town outside of Kansas City, Missouri, only six hours prior. They took Interstate 70 through Kansas and met little resistance. For the most part, things looked ordinary, though most shops and gas stations were closed. Military and police vehicles often passed them by without care or notice, clearly more focused on other pressing matters at hand.
 
   Paul didn't want to stop, he had waited long enough. In all his certainty he had yet to verify if his wife, Samantha, was still alive. He hadn't heard from her in the weeks following the nuclear attack that struck key areas of Pennsylvania, wiping out the population and sending survivors scrambling. The attacks were later coined as the start of “Day One.” 
 
    
 
   Day One began with a single act of terrorism against the New York Stock Exchange. Now it was Day Nineteen, nearly Day Twenty, and Paul was no closer to finding the truth about anything than when he and Julie first fled their hometown in a mad dash west. He knew that Samantha had been attending an expo-conference at the Denver Convention Center on Day One. He had received an intermittent text from her later that day stating that she was scared, but okay. All attempts at communications following her text were futile. Everyone was cut off, and without the means to talk long-distance with each other as conveniently as they had been accustomed to, things quickly grew chaotic. Paul had heard the reports that many states in their journey had not been hit, including Missouri, Kansas, and Colorado. One problem that persisted throughout all areas, however, was the loss of power. It was rumored that electrical grids across the country had been dismantled, but how, or why, Paul did not know.
 
   The only verification for Samantha that he needed was what he felt. He believed Samantha to be alive because he could feel her. It was a matter of faith. When he tried to explain this to his step-daughter, Julie, he received only a strange expression in return. In the backseat of the Malibu were their backpacks, food, water, and some choice weapons for defense. The trunk was filled with several 5-gallon jugs of unleaded fuel. Most of what was in their possession had been graciously donated by the people of New Haven, a small tight-knit community who took Paul and Julie in for close to two weeks. 
 
   In that brief time at New Haven, they faced more challenges than they had ever been prepared for. The vivid memory of the town and its people faded in Paul's mind the closer they got to Colorado. He didn't think he could ever forget them. How would he, even if he wanted to? He hoped that they could return to New Haven after finding Samantha. He fantasized several different outcomes where he and Samantha were happy and living life to its fullest. They could escape from the horrors taking place around them and be happy. It was an idealized fantasy, of course, but something Paul depended on to keep him going. At the wheel, his mind drifted with the possibilities of a future where everything had went back to normal. Samantha would give him all the direction and answers he needed to survive. That's how she was, and that's perhaps what Paul missed most in the new and frightening world that surrounded him.
 
   "Julie, wake up," Paul said, perking up. 
 
   The Colorado border was less than two miles ahead. Julie shifted in her seat and snapped awake in a panic of heavy breathing. 
 
   "Everything is fine," Paul said with a hand on her shoulder. "We're still on the road." 
 
   They were both on-edge. It had been an exhausting past couple of days, but Paul knew that their journey was far from over. If he could keep Julie calm up until they found her mother, he would consider his job done. 
 
   "Where are we?" Julie asked, rubbing her eyes. 
 
   She could see little beyond the limited range of the headlights before her.
 
   "We're almost to Colorado," Paul said. 
 
   "We are?" Julie replied in an excited tone.
 
   "It shouldn't be much longer before we're in Denver," he said with a smile.
 
   Julie quickly snapped out of her tired state. 
 
   "Where are we going once we hit Denver?" she asked excitedly. 
 
   "Uh," Paul began with a stutter. "The thing is, Julie, we don't know exactly where your mother is. Denver is a big city, but if we search high and low, I'm sure we'll find her."
 
   "Earth to Paul, I know that. We can't drive around shouting her name. There are like, thousands of people in Denver."
 
   "Hundreds of thousands, to be exact," Paul interrupted.
 
   "Thanks, professor," Julie quipped. "So where do we start?"
 
   "I talked to her before I picked you up from school. She was at the convention center," Paul said with his eyes on the road.
 
   Julie thought for a moment and turned to Paul. 
 
   "I don't think she would have left Denver. Where would she go if she did?" she said.
 
   "I told her we were coming to Colorado," Paul said.
 
   "You did?" Julie asked.
 
   "I don't know if she got the text or not. Cell phone towers only last so long without power."
 
   "I feel so bad thinking of her sitting there worrying about us. What if she thinks we're dead?" Julie asked in an anguished tone.
 
   Paul gave her sympathetic look. "She doesn't think that, I know it. Our best bet is that she's close," he said. "If not, we're going to have a lot of work to do. We know that she was with her co-workers when everything happened, so she may still be with a group. The only question is where would they go?"
 
   "Maybe they're still at the convention center?" Julie asked.
 
   "Maybe," Paul said, and before they knew it, they were across the Colorado border.
 
    
 
   They drove through the night using a map Paul found in the glove compartment. They had roughly four hours until Denver. Paul was low on the gas, the fuel can reserves were nearly tapped out, and he had no idea of what condition Denver was in. Whether they faced refuge or danger remained to be seen. He was unsure of the resources available and if, like everywhere else they had been, there was no power. He wondered if a ransacked city awaited them, full of criminals and looters tearing the very fabric of a once civilized city apart at the seams. Then there was the fear of not even making it. If they didn't find gas somewhere soon, their journey would soon come to an abrupt and uncertain end.
 
   There were few cars on the night road. The mountains in the distance were beautiful in their solace. Julie examined the map for upcoming exits. She looked up for a moment and examined their isolating surroundings. 
 
   "Are we safer in Colorado?" she asked. 
Paul thought for a moment. "I honestly can't tell for sure. Nothing looks too out of the ordinary just yet. We just need to stay alert until we know for sure."
 
   "I know," Julie said. She looked back down at the map, using a small flashlight to assist her. "Next exit in three miles," she said. 
 
   "Okay, thank you," Paul said, even though he saw the sign for exit a few miles back. "Let me put it this way," Paul continued, "we'll know just how safe Colorado is once we make our first gas stop."
 
   Coincidentally, there was a rest stop before the exit. Paul took instant notice of several eighteen-wheelers parked in a single line. 
 
   "Think we should stop for a closer inspection?" he asked Julie. 
 
   "Why not?" Julie answered flippantly.
 
   Paul thought they could use a bathroom break anyway. Part of him wanted to stall their gas station arrival, as so much of their trip was relying on it. He veered into the rest stop lane and parked outside a single building with two restrooms and four machines. Not surprisingly, there was no power in the building. Paul's headlights illuminated their quiet surroundings. Not a single person was in sight. 
 
   "Are you sure about this?" Julie asked. 
 
   Paul turned into the nearest parking space. Other than the semi-trucks, there were no other cars around. 
 
   "We'll be fine," he said, holding up his pistol, non-registered. It's former owner, Edwin was a murderer who had it in for Paul since Day One. AS a result of their struggle, Paul put a bullet in his head. Julie remembered this and scowled at its sight.
 
   "Ugh. I hate guns," she said. "I wish we could destroy every single one of them."
 
   "So do I, but until that day comes, we need it to survive," Paul remarked. 
 
   He parked the Malibu and shut off the engine.
 
   "Don't forget your flashlight, and stay close," he said.
 
   They exited the car and walked towards the restroom building. The silence of the highway was eerie enough, but the barren rest stop was even worse. Paul carefully moved alongside Julie as they walked. In between the bathrooms sat two vending and two soda machines. Paul shined his light into the area only to find that both vending machines had been vandalized and emptied. In the past few weeks they had seen enough crime and looting to last a lifetime. The vending machines were not a good sign. 
 
   "Use the bathroom, quick, I'll be out here waiting when I'm done," Paul said, and they went their separate ways.
 
   The men's bathroom was dirty and unkempt, but unoccupied, much to Paul's relief. It occurred to him that he probably should have checked the girl's bathroom before Julie went in, though, at some point, she was going to have to learn to take care of herself. It was why he gave her a knife in the first place. She had shown her skills with it in the past. It was a strange feeling to walk into a darkened public restroom shinning a flashlight, but Paul managed. He set the flashlight down next to the sink and went to the nearest urinal, though he could have just as easily have gone outside. The more he thought about it the more he realized that to use the restroom was a determined effort to maintain normalcy despite the loss of power, scarcity of fuel, and the danger that lurked around every corner.
 
   Paul met Julie outside the bathroom. 
 
   "Everything okay?" he asked. 
 
   Julie nodded along as if it was a dumb question to even ask. Paul was glad that he didn't try to accompany her into the bathroom, as he originally had planned. She wanted him to believe that she could take care of herself. He wanted her to believe that he believed that she could. 
 
   "Let's check out those semi-trucks and see if there's anyone we can talk to," Paul suggested. "Maybe they can tell us how Colorado is holding up," he added. 
 
   Julie strolled anxiously along, gearing up for their first encounter with other people since their time at New Haven. 
 
   They walked to the back of the line of semi-trucks, there were five total. Paul considered the inherent risk of waking up a bunch of sleeping truckers and knew they would have to be careful. As they approached the last truck at the end of the line, they noticed that both doors on the trailer were opened. Paul raised his flashlight to examine, and saw that the trailer was empty. They went to the truck. Paul jumped up on the step and looked inside the window. No one was inside. They went to the next truck and saw the same thing: emptied cargo and no driver. By the time they came to the third truck, certain realizations came to light. 
 
   Not only was the back of the truck emptied, the front doors were open, revealing what looked like a crime scene. Streaks of blood covered the inside of the truck as if left behind after the filming of a Hollywood murder scene. Paul grabbed Julie's arm and dragged her to the first truck. They witnessed the same sight. Back doors propped open. Several empty pallets scattered about. Paul took a step back and examined the sides of each trailer. They were grocer trucks, every single one of them. Two of them had their windows smashed in. There was not a driver in sight. Paul took Julie's hand again in haste as it dawned on him that they were not any safer in Colorado. 
 
   "Let's go, Julie," he said. 
 
   "What? What is it?" she asked. 
 
   Paul pulled her along. 
 
   "We have to go now," he said. They hurried to the Malibu and fled the rest stop without a trace.
 
   They flew down the highway at top speed. 
 
   "Are we in trouble?" Julie asked under the roar of the Malibu's engine. 
 
   The dashboard lights gleamed in her worried eyes. Paul stared ahead, unresponsive. Paul slowed their speed once the rest stop was in distance. The faster he pushed the Malibu the more gas they consumed, and that was a risk they couldn't take. 
 
   "What about the gas station?" Julie asked, with the exit sign in range. 
 
   "I know, Julie," Paul responded. His eyes shifted to the rear-view mirror. There was no one behind them. It was now or never, or now or the moment when it would be too late.
 
    
 
   As planned, they got off at the next exit, which promised food, gas, and lodging. As they turned off the highway, they were met with a deserted street and dead traffic lights. There was a Burger King and McDonalds, both closed without power. There was a Super 8 motel with the sign was off and the parking lot emptied. To their right was a Shell gas station. Its vacant appearance brought little comfort, though Paul still held out hope. 
 
   "They don't look like they're opened," Julie said in a disappointed tone. 
 
   "Let's not jump to any conclusions just yet," Paul replied, trying to sound optimistic. 
 
   "There's no one here, what other conclusion can I make?" Julie asked. 
 
   Paul ignored her and circled the lot. There were eight pumps total, each one of them wearing a yellow bag around the nozzle, indicating no fuel. Paul slammed the brakes and hit steering wheel in frustration. Julie knew it was hopeless before they even pulled in, but she tried to keep the sentiment to herself. Paul didn't need any help getting angry.
 
   "Great. What are we going to do now?" he shouted out. 
 
   To Julie, at that moment, he was like a different person. She had seen him overreact before, several times as of lately, but she just wished that for once, he would stay calm. She needed it. Paul parked next to the nearest pump out of defiance and jammed the car into park with a thrust of the gear shifter. 
 
   "We're getting gas and I don't care how. I'll drill into the ground myself and get every last drop if I have to." 
 
   Paul stopped for a moment and took a deep breath. As silence came over them, Julie noticed headlights from far down the road coming towards them. 
 
   "Look!" she said pointing. Paul took immediate notice. He opened his door and took a step outside. 
 
   "Stay in the car," he said as his boot hit the pavement. Julie did as she was told. 
 
   "What are you going to do?" she asked. 
 
   "Just, hold on," Paul said with an arm outstretched in her direction. 
 
   His eyes were transfixed on the vehicle approaching them. As it grew closer, Paul could hear its engine rumbling. It was something large, a truck of some sort. Maybe a garbage truck? It was barreling down the road in high gear. It was the only car on the road, in fact, the only vehicle they had seen in nearly twenty miles. Paul walked from the gas pumps to the side of the road, hoping to flag the vehicle down. No matter what they had faced in the past, he felt it was worth the chance. They were desperate. 
 
   Julie waited in the car as the familiar feeling of uncertainty grew from within. Her attention went to the front of the gas station as she noticed a man walk outside. It was surreal. Was he a figment of her imagination, or was the short and stocky silhouette she saw before her actually walking towards Paul? 
 
   The truck was in sight. It was a large military cargo truck, similar to the one at New Haven, though twice its size. The headlights were blinding and the loud, startling roar of the engine was inescapable. Whoever was driving clearly showed no intention of slowly down. 
 
   It was Paul's moment to act. He stood carefully to the side of the road and waved his arms in the air. The short man from the gas took notice of the truck. His stubby legs hustled as he ran towards Paul like a miniature linebacker. Julie threw her door open to warn Paul, but her cries didn't reach him over the rattle of the unstoppable cargo truck moving down the road. 
 
   "Hey!" Paul shouted while waving his arms. "We need help!" 
 
   Paul felt that the truck was undoubtedly military. 
 
   "Help at last," he thought. 
 
   The truck was within inches when the short man launched himself at Paul, tackling him to the ground.
 
   Julie was too late. She ran out of the car trying to help. Paul hit the ground in complete confusion. Once he realized that he was being held down by another man, his defense mechanisms kicked in with all the rage he could muster. He pushed back at the man, but felt only resistance in return. 
 
   "Stay down!" the short man commanded. 
 
   Paul looked up just as the truck flew by. The back of the truck wasn't covered and he could make out the cargo in a blur. People, from front to back, stood clinging to the side railing shoulder to shoulder. They were packed in the truck like cattle. 
 
   "Get the fuck off me!" Paul grunted. 
 
   With his free leg he kicked the short man in his side, sending him toppling off to the ground. Julie ran to the skirmish with her knife drawn. The man remained on the ground in a fetal position.
 
   "Are you okay?" Julie asked. 
 
   Paul lifted himself up from the ground. 
 
   "Stay back, Julie," he said as he went to her and clutched her arms. "Just take it easy, okay?" he reiterated. 
 
   "Ohhhh," the short man groaned from his vulnerable position. 
 
   Paul turned to examine the man, still incapacitated and in pain. Paul slowly took the knife from Julie's grip and walked over to him. Upon closer inspection, he could see that the man who tackled him was no hulking beast. He was no larger than a child. His ball cap sat on the ground next to him. His red speckled and shaggy hair grew just over his ears. His bangs swayed into his eyes as he attempted to lift himself up. Paul smelled gasoline on the man, which immediately intrigued him. The short man wasn't dressed as an attendant, his dirty jean jacket and corduroy pants looked like he'd been wearing them for a week.
 
   "Who the hell are you?" Paul asked, standing over him. 
 
   The short man raised his arm in the air for Paul's assistance. 
 
   "Little help?" he asked.
 
   Paul ignored the man's request. 
 
   "Why did you attack me?"
 
   The short man laughed and used both his arms to lift himself off the ground. As he stood, he patted the dirt and gravel from his clothes. 
 
   "I didn't attack you, ya' damn ingrate, I was trying to help ya'."
 
   Paul stared at the man with utter contempt. 
 
   "That truck was military. Thanks to you my daughter and I are stranded out here now with no fuel--"
 
   The short man shot Paul an accusatory finger as anger grew in his voice. 
 
   "Ya' should be on your hands and knees thanking me. Did ya' see that truck? Well, did ya'? People packed in there like sardines on their way to a government camp. It's happened, don't ya' see? Everyone's all but given up. They got nowhere else to go so the government comes, picks them up, and takes them somewhere. That's that."
 
   His words sounded nonsensical. He was a paranoid weirdo, though Paul took comfort that the man was so short that he physically posed little threat. 
 
   "Do you work here?" Paul asked, signaling to the gas station. 
 
   "Maybe I do, maybe I don't. What's it to ya'?" the man asked defiantly.
 
   "We need gas. That's what it is to me. Can you help us or not?" Paul asked pulling some cash out from his wallet. 
 
   The man looked at the money and laughed. 
 
   "What am I supposed to do with that, buy me some dirt cakes? Cos that's all that's around here."
 
   "Enough bullshit," Paul interjected. "We're trying to get to Denver, if there's any way you can help us out, I'll give you whatever I can within reason."
 
   "Well, I guess I do owe you an apology after all, mister," the man said as his eyes shifted looking at the ground. 
 
   "What are you talking about?" Paul asked. 
 
   "That truck that passed you was bound for Denver; guess you missed your ticket."
 
   "You son-of-a-bitch, why the hell did you--"
 
   "Listen to me! You don't want to get on that truck. I seen 'em come and I seen 'em go. The whole damn town. We got no resources left; the trucks come up and get everyone, but then what?" 
 
   "They're probably trying to provide emergency aid and assistance. You know, like a government is supposed to do," Paul said.
 
   "Tell yourself that all you want. Everyone who left town, I don't hear from again. They're packing them in the convention center. Ask yourself, how long can you keep that many people--"
 
   Paul's eyes widened. He ran to the short man and jerked him by the collar. 
 
   "That's where we're trying to go. My wife is at that convention center! You had no right to prevent us from going there."
 
   Julie ran to Paul and pulled on his jacket. "Paul, stop!" she shouted. Perhaps the man’s size made her feel sorry for him. Paul looked like a bully swinging him around like he was.
 
   "Stay out of this, Julie," Paul snapped. 
 
   The man calmly placed his hands on Paul's arm for resistance. 
 
   “Okay, sir. Just--just calm down now. Everyone, and I mean everyone, has left, even my family. Military comes around, a man wonders if he even has a choice in the matter. I'm just telling you what I know."
 
   Paul loosened his grip on the man, lowering him to the ground. 
 
   "And what do you know?" he asked.
 
   "I don't trust 'em. It just ain't right. I've been hiding, watching the trucks. Things aren't like they used to be. Peoples are desperate. You couldn't pay me enough to be taken to that convention center. I'll take my chances out here."
 
   "What's your name?" Paul asked, removing his hands from the man.
 
   "Andy," the man answered. 
 
   "Andy, do you have any fuel we can get?" Paul asked in his most calm voice. 
 
   "Been looking for fuel myself. I found the key to the gas pumps. Whole store is cleaned out but I found the key. We unlock them pumps and we get the gas out however we can. You give me some food and supplies, we'll call it even," Andy said. "I hope there's no hard feelings about missing your boat." 
 
   Paul had to admit that he felt somewhat ashamed, behaving like an ogre, as he attempted to make amends with Andy. 
 
   "I'm sorry for the uh..."
 
   "I understand, guess I would be mad too if it were my wife. You better find her before the shit really hits the fan."
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Denver
 
   They tapped what they could out of the old-fashioned pumps. Perhaps the bags were a diversion, either way Andy knew what he was talking about. Paul gave him a few days supplies--food and water--in exchange for his help. They were back on the road with close to a full tank of gas. It was a miracle, Paul felt, their first real miracle he could recall, though they had been very lucky in the past. 
 
   "I think we're going to be alright," Paul said to Julie as they sped along the highway with Denver less than two hundred miles away. 
 
   Julie hadn't said much since they hit the road. Paul knew she had disapproved of some of his actions, but which ones he wasn't sure. He had lost count by now. As soon as he helped them, Andy went off with his supplies before they even started the engine. He warned Paul again, telling him that if Paul knew what was good for him and his daughter they would stay as far away from Denver as possible. His warnings were disregarded, no matter how severe. He could have shown them pictures of a Denver lying in ruins and Paul would have still ventured forward. They had come this far and there was no turning back.
 
   Julie stared out the window as Paul fidgeted with the car radio. The mountain tops reached into the night sky as if yearning to touch the stars. The wide chasms below were bereft of civilization. They were the one lone car on the road, providing illumination to the surrounding blackness. The typical static consumed the radio signals as Paul moved the dial from one end to the other. Suddenly, he heard a muffled voice come through, then it was gone. He moved the knob back to where he had it and the voice continued. He turned the volume up as loud as it could go. Julie turned her attention from the dark vastness outside the window to the sound of the radio. 
 
   "What is it?" she asked. Paul waved at her to be quiet as he held the knob in position, not wanting to lose the signal.
 
   "I repeat…all citizens, evacuees, and those without the proper resources in the area are encouraged to travel to Denver so that they may find proper assistance. The RTD light rail transit system into and around Denver is fully functional and operating, despite massive power outages throughout the state. The Colorado National Guard is working to transport citizens to Denver where they will find food and assistance. The convention center is currently overcapacity and authorities are looking for possible places to re-locate and house citizens."           
 
   "That’s where she is! She's at the convention center. We're actually going to find her. I can't believe it," Julie said with brightened eyes. 
 
   "I'd say that there's a pretty damn good chance," Paul said, smiling.
 
   The announcer continued. 
 
   "Denver authorities are maintaining records on all evacuees who are currently staying at the convention center, so that loved ones may be found."
 
   Paul and Julie looked at each other with sheer excitement. 
 
   "There is also a state-mandated nightly curfew in the Denver area as to keep the proper amount of law and order. Officials have taken all precautions to ensure the safety of all Denver inhabitants. Citizens are advised to follow specific instructions of police and military personnel. Disorderly conduct will not be tolerated."
 
   Paul gave Julie another glance. "Will not be tolerated? By whom?"
 
   Julie shrugged. The message had given them a jolt of motivation. The announcement continued to broadcast in a loop. Paul turned the volume down, still listening for updates. He felt more determined than ever to reach Denver. 
 
   "A sanctuary," he thought. "I've heard those words before. But this time, it seems real."
 
   Maybe there were other places, other cities, just like Denver. Paul felt hope, real genuine hope, despite the reported obliteration of the East Coast, and the unknown whereabouts of his friends and family. Despite all of this, Paul realized that he was, at heart, an optimist. How could one not be in such times? Denver was a place for refuge, a place to reunite with the love of his life. It was a chance at a new beginning, so Paul thought.
 
   Two hours later, they approached the first line of traffic in over a hundred miles. Denver was in sight. Julie had dozed off again despite her promise to herself that she wouldn't sleep until they found her mother. When she awoke it felt like ten hours had passed. 
 
   "Where are we?" she muttered instantly. 
 
   "Julie, my dear child, we are in Denver now," Paul replied.
 
   She looked ahead as traffic came to a halt. 
 
   "Other cars? Is this possible?"
 
   "It certainly looks so. I'm not surprised. If they're directing everyone to Denver, I imagined there would be traffic," Paul replied.  
 
   The Malibu slowed, rolled, and stopped as they approached four lanes of gridlock highway traffic. It was early morning, by Paul's estimate, and soon they would be at the convention center. He had no illusions about immediately finding Samantha; he figured it would take some time and that there would be hordes of people to contend with. After getting her, they could then go to a safer place. "Maybe New Haven?" he thought. Thinking of the bloodshed there, Paul then pushed the idea far from his mind. Being away from New Haven had given him a clear perspective. That was no place to bring his family, especially if other places offered food, aid, and assistance. 
 
   Large military trucks filled with civilian passengers in the back zoomed past the line of the traffic from the side of the road. 
 
   "How come they get to cut in front of us?" Julie asked. 
 
   "Because they're transporting people and helping people," Paul answered. 
 
   "Still doesn't make sense," Julie said. 
 
   They moved a foot every five minutes. Paul rolled down the windows and was met with a brisk air that sent chills down his spine. Into the city, he could see the surrounding tracks of the light rail system in full force.  The distance the trains covered had grown vastly over the years, as it branched out into areas outside of Denver. Now it looked as though the train had become a valuable asset in the transportation of stranded residents. 
 
   The sheer scope and size of the city of Denver loomed overhead. They saw skyscrapers as big as any Julie remembered seeing in Philadelphia when she was a child. It was a big city, but still had plenty of mountains and rural surroundings around it. Paul looked hastily for signs of power, but he found none beyond the spotlights that waved in the air. The tall buildings had no lights, nor did the city streets. They were still miles away from the main exit into town, but it was clear that Denver was no more fortuitous than the other places they had come across in Colorado.   
 
   He searched the radio for updates. He came across the emergency broadcast channel just as the announcer was giving instructions.
 
   "There are checkpoints all throughout the city as to be in compliance with national terror alerts. The state of Colorado has not been struck with any type of nuclear device or weapon, but all residents and evacuees are to stay alert and vigilant at all times. Officials ask for full compliance in all matters as resources shrink and more people take refuge in the city. It has been weeks since the United States was attacked with seven nuclear weapons taking out major cities along the East Coast." 
 
   "Seven?" Paul asked. "Did he say seven? I thought it was twelve." 
 
   The man's voice continued. 
 
   "Reports have been scattered and no real estimate and accurate of the damage is yet known because of dismantled power grids throughout the country. What is left and who is still alive remains largely unknown. States are hereby advised to take matters into their own hands and use all the power at their disposal to enforce law and order. Citizens are encouraged to disregard talk of the so called "megabomb" that is allegedly supposed to engulf the entire U.S. Such rumors have caused massive pandemonium and will not be tolerated by officials. All residents, evacuees, and refugees are encouraged to travel to Denver immediately where they will be given food, aid, and assistance. There are checkpoints all over the city..."
 
   "Don't know if we're going to make that curfew," Paul said sarcastically. 
 
   "It's nothing to worry about, look," Julie said, pointing to the sky. In the low horizon, the molten orange hue of the sun was rising. 
 
   "I haven't seen the sun that bright in ages," she exclaimed. 
 
   Perhaps with sunlight overhead, a lack of power wouldn't be such an inconvenience. Despite their rosy outlook, traffic was moving at a snail's pace. Paul was getting anxious to the point of irritation. A police check point in full operation sat a mile ahead. There was no way around it. 
 
   "Can't they just let us in the fucking city?" Paul asked under his breath.
 
   "What?" Julie asked back. 
 
   "Nothing," Paul answered. 
 
   They eventually reached the checkpoint as a wary and exhausted police officer asked them for identification. Paul handed the officer his driver's license along with Julie's student ID. 
 
   "Purpose of your travels?" the officer asked. 
 
   "Just following the broadcast instructions over the radio," Paul said. 
 
   The officer shined his flashlight into the vehicle, temporarily blinding Paul and Julie. He examined them closely, then handed back their identification. 
 
   "You're a long ways away from home Mr. Thompson," he said. "How's it holding up in Pennsylvania?" 
 
   Paul couldn't believe what he was being asked. Did the man not know? 
 
   "Not well," he answered. "That's why we're here." 
 
   The police officer nodded his head and patted the side of the Malibu for them to proceed. Paul attempted to probe the officer further.
 
   "I'm looking for my wife. She was at an expo in the convention center when the attacks first occurred. Can you help me?" he asked. 
 
   The officer gave him a cocked look that said why are you bothering me with this? 
 
   "All I suggest is that you go to the convention center and see if they have her name registered. If so, it shouldn't be too hard to find her."  
 
   The officer waved them on not wanting to prolong the conversation. 
 
   Paul drove forward as traffic began to pan out. All types of vehicles: station wagons, trucks, sports cars, vans, motorcycles, and SUVs, cluttered the road in every direction. A majority of them had out-of-state plates. Evidently, Paul and Julie weren't the only ones. The Malibu crawled among the fleeing droves looking for sanctuary. Manned checkpoints were astonishing in their ubiquitous nature. It was hard to tell where to move and how to get to the convention center. Once in the city, it looked less like a sanctuary and more like a carefully designed powder keg, destined to explode. Those on foot were fortunate. To be in a car was to be stuck with no end in sight. Paul considered abandoning the car and walking, but when he suggested it, Julie's scowl told him otherwise. 
 
   Military and Red Cross trucks pushed their way through. Helicopters flew overhead, the never-ending whirl of chopper blades grated Paul's nerves, though he was encouraged to see active military, police, and emergency teams in motion. Stationary spot lights rotated, their beams shot endlessly into the morning sky. The multiple sounds of horns, sirens, car engines, and nearby shuttle trains formed a cacophony that made Paul nauseous. He recalled memories of Beech Creek and the massive traffic gridlock both him and Julie had succumbed to before running out of gas. He hoped they wouldn't face a similar scenario in Denver. 
 
   "There's nowhere to go," Julie said. "How are we going to find the convention center?"
 
   Their Malibu inched forward every couple of minutes in the heavy downtown congestion. Paul had no better answers to give Julie than the police officer had offered them at the checkpoint. 
 
   "Just keep your eyes open. It's a big place, and I'm sure we can't miss it."
 
   On a normal day, finding the convention center would be a matter of following signs or using GPS. Without GPS and no real sense of direction such navigation proved difficult.
 
   "Take a look at the map, maybe we can find a street to turn off of."
 
   Julie sighed and opened the glove compartment. As she fished out the map, Paul heeded her to wait. Up ahead, police were directing cars to merge into a single lane as traffic cones blocked all other paths. 
 
   A makeshift sign ahead read: To Convention Center 
 
   It felt to be another amazing stroke of luck. Paul looked at Julie, satisfied and proud. 
 
   "We did it," he said. "All we have to do now is follow the traffic."
 
   Julie shot back a suspicious look then pointed ahead further. 
 
   "That's not the convention center. It's just a big parking lot." she said. 
 
   Paul squinted ahead to where the traffic line ended. Police directed drivers not towards the convention center, but to a massive fenced-in lot. Once past the gate, drivers were motioned to park in an orderly fashion. As they exited their vehicles, families formed single file lines at the behest of several civilian-clothed state bureaucrats holding clip boards. There were scores of Red Cross stations set up throughout the lot. 
 
   Even with the militaristic feel, Paul shook off Julie's suspicions. 
 
   "Obviously they're not going to direct us to the front door of the convention center. They have to set up some type of outside parking."   
 
   Julie remained apprehensive and doubtful of their current path.
 
   "There's no way out once you go in. Don't you see that?" Julie said.
 
   Paul raised a hand, disregarding her. 
"Look, Julie, there's nowhere else for me to go."
 
   "What if she's not at the convention center?" Julie asked. 
 
   "What are you taking about? You know the convention center is our best shot.
 
   "Fine," she replied with her arms crossed. "Don't blame me if we can't get our car back."
 
   They reached the traffic cones and the opportunity to go a different route had diminished. 
 
   "What hotel was she staying at?" Julie asked.
 
   "Hotel? Um. I don't remember," Paul said, steering ahead. 
 
   "I'm sure she told you."
 
   Paul thought to himself long and hard as they merged into the single lane with the other vehicles. 
 
   "She's was staying at the Marriott," Paul said. 
 
   They entered the fenced-in lot and were directed to park in an orderly fashion next to the vehicle that was in front of them. The lot was filling fast. At some point it was obvious that there wasn't going to be enough room for everyone. 
 
   "Try to remember where we parked," Paul said taking off his seat belt. 
 
   Unresponsive, Julie observed the other tired and confused-looking drivers who exited their cars and wandered to the lines they were told to form. 
 
   "Who are those people?" she asked.
 
   Paul looked around. 
 
   "What people?" he asked. 
 
   "The ones with the clipboards ordering people around an' stuff."
 
   "I don't know. FEMA? Either way, they can probably help us find your mother."
 
   Just then, one of the clip board men knocked on Paul's window. 
 
   "Please exit your car, sir," he said in a matter-of-fact tone.   
 
   Paul nodded and looked at Julie. 
 
   "Let's go," he said. 
Paul stepped out and proceeded to stretch as Julie soon followed. 
 
   "Should we take our things?" she asked Paul. 
 
   The sleek bureaucrat decided to cut-in. 
 
   "Please take all your belongings and line up with the others. We'll escort you to the convention center momentarily."
 
   "You see that, Julie? They can make the decisions for us?" Paul said, half sarcastically. 
 
   Paul and Julie took their place in a single-file line of nearly twenty other drivers. A different clip-board man, more disheveled than the previous one, approached them. 
 
   "Good morning, my name is Marshall Hunt, I'm with Colorado emergency management, and I'll just need to get your personal information before we leave."
 
   A woman with messed up hair and heavy bags under eyes raised her hand. 
 
   "Yes ma'am," the clip-board man said. 
 
   "Any news from Nevada?" she asked. 
 
   The clip-board man hesitated. 
 
   "Information is very limited right now. We know of several confirmed attacks around the country. Most of them were along the East Coast."
 
   "What about Florida, I've got family in Florida," an upset man shouted out. 
 
   "Massachusetts?" another man asked. 
 
   "Where's the news? Why don't we know anything?" an older woman, wearing a tattered shawl asked. The questions piled on top of each other as the group turned into an orchestra of indecipherable clamor.   
 
   "Ladies and gentlemen, please," the clip-board man pleaded. "I need to log your information and then escort you to the convention center at once."
 
   "But--" a man interrupted.
 
   "That is enough! There'll be no more questions," the clip-board man said as his face flushed red. The tired group went quiet, ready to begin the registration process. Paul wanted answers as well, but did his best to not pester the man if it meant finding Samantha in the end.
 
   The group was led a few blocks down the street to the convention center as promised. Julie took a look back and noticed them closing the gate to the lot where they had parked. 
 
   "I knew it," she said tugging on Paul's jacket sleeve. "I told you we would lose the car."
 
   Paul took a look back then down to Julie. 
 
   "We'll get our car back, stop worrying about it."
 
   She felt as though Paul was going soft. He preached to her about vigilance, but seemed to do whatever was asked by the bureaucrats who probed him for information only a few minutes before. The front of the convention center was massively crowded, as if there was a rock concert of basketball game about to begin. Though the new arrivals wouldn't be so lucky. A bustling bull pen at over-capacity awaited them along with more confusion and questions than they had faced before. For the officials in Denver, it was all by design. Military trucks from Colorado's National Guard pulled up to the convention center and dispensed more evacuees. 
 
   "Why the convention center?" Paul thought as he gripped Julie's hand in the crowd. "Why do they want to bring everyone here?"
 
   His eyes lit up as he saw tables lined along the front of the convention center under the Blue Bear--a giant statue of a bear and famous Denver landmark, at least three stories tall, which stood peering inside the glass windows. At the tables sat the records men; those who had the names of everyone who had checked in. Paul noticed the men and their records. They were his ticket to Samantha. Paul pulled Julie out of line with him as they pushed through the crowd and waited in line to give them Samantha's name.
 
    
 
   "Not on the list," the pointy-headed and frigid man stated unsympathetically. 
 
   "Samantha Thompson," Paul repeated again. "She has to be here. I know she was here only a few weeks ago."
 
   "I'm sorry, sir, I don't see her on here," pointy-head said as he waved for the next person to approach. Paul wasn't ready to give up. 
 
   "Are you sure? Maybe they missed her. Are there any other records I can look at? Let me see the list," Paul said with his hand out. 
 
   "You want to go in there and search for her, be my guest, but I'm telling you that there is no Samantha Thompson on the list. Next!"
 
   Paul reluctantly got out of the way as an anxious woman pushed her way to the table. 
 
   "What now?" Julie asked. 
 
   Paul looked at the seemingly unending line of people being led into the convention center. The herd was growing more unruly by the minute. Small skirmishes broke out. Several people were taken out of line and pulled aside by authorities. Armed National Guard Soldiers were abundant, setting up makeshift posts around the perimeter. 
 
   "We go in there, who knows what we'll find," Paul said in an exhausted and disappointed tone. 
 
   "Maybe she escaped before it turned into...whatever it is now," Julie said. 
 
   Paul looked down the road, the only thing in sight were law enforcement, military, Red Cross, and Emergency Management vehicles. Then something became apparent to Paul, though he wasn't entirely sure. 
 
   "It looks like they've declared some type of martial law," he said out loud.
 
   "Huh?" Julie asked. 
 
   "Nothing, Julie. We're getting out of here," Paul said. He took her by the hand as they carefully slipped away from the convention center and towards a sign for the Marriott Hotel a few blocks down the road. 
 
    
 
   The hotel was deserted. It rested between several occupied buildings; the doors were locked as well. Paul pulled on each of the four glass doors and got nowhere. The creeping feeling of defeat rifled through his gut. It was hopeless. 
 
   "Why did they lock the doors?" Julie asked. 
 
   Paul swung around. 
 
   "I don't know, but I say it's pretty unlikely that your mother is here."
 
   Julie's feelings were a tad hurt by his tone, only because she sensed an implication.
 
   "Guess we'll try our luck back at the convention center," Paul said. He began to walk down the sidewalk, but stopped and noticed Julie still standing by the doors.
 
   "Come on, we better go before they arrest us or something," he continued. 
 
   "You can't give up that easily, she could be hiding in her hotel room or something," Julie protested. Paul turned and laughed. 
 
   "Listen to yourself. Why would your mom hole herself up in the hotel room of a deserted hotel for two weeks? Why on earth would anyone do that?"
 
   "Because she's scared!" Julie shouted. "Maybe she didn't want to be packed in with a million people in the convention center."
 
   "You're not making any sense," Paul said, disregarding her emotional tone.        
 
   "I'm not going to make her think she lost us for one more minute. It's worth checking out," Julie said as she ventured to a quaint rock garden in the curbside courtyard. She grabbed the largest rock she could find, about the size of a football, and walked to the door. 
 
   "Julie, wait!" Paul called out. She turned around, holding the rock up.
 
   "Here," he said with an outstretched arm. "Let me do it."
 
    
 
   It was a risky move, but after couple of hits to the first glass door, they were in. Paul was expecting an alarm so loud and furious that the entire world would hear it. Instead, he heard nothing. He considered the possibilities of a silent alarm, but soon his worries vanquished once they reached the lobby desk. The inside of the hotel was dark due the shut blinds. Not a single person was in sight. Paul pondered the possibilities of the Marriott becoming the next "evacuee center" once the convention center became too overcrowded, which it most certainly had. 
 
   He walked behind the mahogany check-in counter and looked around. Not surprisingly, the computers had no power. Paul looked around for answers as Julie paced the lobby trying to compose a plan of her own. "Think, Paul, think," he said to himself. There were hundreds of rooms by his estimate, and they couldn't very well go to each and every door.  
 
   First step: find Samantha's room. Second step: go to room, knock on door. If there's no answer, find a way in. Samantha's stuff may still be there. A sign. A clue. Something. Thoughts fluttered through Paul's head like a last-minute shopping list. His plan seemed a ridiculous long shot. Their search led them to small lobby office where he scoured every cabinet and drawer in their path. Julie questioned his wanton trashing of the office. 
 
   "Receipts, I'm looking for receipts," he answered. "There may be a printout with Samantha's name on it. They should have her room number on it." 
 
   After an hour of searching they found a file of invoices for the month and remarkably discovered one with Samantha's name on it. She was in room 237. They took the stairs and in no time rapt on the door's thick wood surface with the energy of two people who had traveled over a thousand miles just to knock on a door. After knocking, Paul noticed that the door had already been pried open. It looked as if someone had taken a crowbar to its side and vaulted it open in haste. The sign of forced entry made Paul sick with nervousness. 
 
   "Be careful," he said to Julie, before pushing the door open. "I'm not sure what we'll find in here." 
 
   Once inside, Paul's attention instantly went to Samantha's clothes on the bed. Her pocket book rested on the night stand. 
 
   "She's here!" Paul said with exasperated glee. "Or she was here. This is good, Julie, this is really good." 
 
   Paul darted around the room like a maniac while Julie went to the bed and rifled through her mother's clothing. She picked up one of the shirts and breathed it in. It was still fresh with Samantha's scent. 
 
   "Samantha!" Paul cried out. He looked in the bathroom then swept the room in a frenzy. 
 
   "She's not here," Julie said. "Take a breather."
 
   She took another of her mother's shirts and smelt it too. There was no denying that her mother had been there. 
 
   "She must have left in haste. Her travel suitcase isn't here, but her clothes are. She left her pocketbook, but we know that she has her phone," Paul said.
 
   He grabbed the pocketbook and searched through it. There was cash, credit cards, her identification, and some receipts. 
 
   "Why wouldn't she take this with her?" Paul asked. "Something isn't right."
 
   "Maybe she's coming back. Maybe we should wait for her," Julie suggested. 
 
   A small business card fell from Samantha's pocketbook and landed on the green carpet below. Paul knelt down and picked it up. The card was for the legal offices of Bryant and Bryant, a Colorado based law firm. He flipped the card over and discovered a message written in pen.
 
    
 
   Call Me
 
   303-254-5547
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   
  
 

Welcome to the Bunker
 
    
 
   Three weeks before Paul and Julie stormed her hotel room, Samantha stood at her Motorola booth with a grumbling in her stomach. She had regretted skipping lunch, but supervising a team of young associates took its toll in such a way. The 23rd Annual Retail Conference and Technology Expo was in full force on its second day one early-Friday afternoon. One more day and Samantha could go back home and see her family. Walking the premises and manning the booth since nine in the morning had been strangely exhausting. Maybe it was the crowd, or perhaps the veiled sense of phony comradery with nearby competitors. Regardless, she took comfort in packing up their conference booth and grabbing a bite to eat with her team of six eager college kids from the area. 
 
   Back in Beech Creek, she had worked groups of similar age, supervising the promotional work of handing out fliers at local malls, high school football games, and restaurants. Her boss, Mr. Blanchard, at the Motorola shop in Beech Creek often told her to "send the kids anywhere and everywhere," even if soliciting was prohibited. At the convention center Samantha had no such worry, though the myriad of other companies had the same idea. Promotion was hard work.  
 
   It was time to check on her team when Samantha noticed an esteemed entourage making their way to her booth. Several men in suits wearing VIP badges stood across a Verizon booth receiving a demonstration on a new line of tablets. She couldn't tell if they were corporate executives, or just a couple business-men on a casual stroll. As they grew closer, she saw that some of the men in the group were part of a security detail. They wore black Armani suits, ear pieces and had pistols at their hip. They looked like secret service. As the group left the Verizon presentation and strolled towards Samantha, she looked around for her team. No one was near. Samantha was going to have to do it on her own. 
 
   Upon closer inspection, she saw that the men in the group donned American flag lapels over their suit coats. They were particularly well-groomed and beaming with smiles and friendliness. Several reporters tagged along with notepads in hand. They were headed directly for Samantha's booth. A quick panic, and she prepared herself for their questions. One of the men, with slick-moussed silver hair and strong Sapphire-blue eyes, approached her with his arm outstretched. "Hello, I'm Senator Jeff Bryant," he said. 
 
   Samantha took his hand and shook it with her most convincing smile. 
 
   "I'm Samantha Thompson, nice to meet you gentlemen." 
 
   Senator Bryant gripped her hand, not wanting to let it go. Samantha gave an awkward pull to free her hand as she smiled back politely.  
 
   The men were politicians, which explained the security detail around them. She wondered what their presence meant and what they would ask. They could be searching the expo for potential government contracts, or perhaps it was an opportunity for a photo-op; either way, Samantha was on her toes. Another man, shorter than the Senator, and slightly balding, stepped forward after examining Samantha's booth. 
 
   "I'm State Representative Carl Gillespie." 
 
   The third man, with black, oily hair, seemingly wearing a light cover of bronze makeup over his face, entered the fray to shake Samantha's hand. 
 
   "And I'm Congressman Alex Savini," he said with a smile. A photographer jumped to the side and flashed a picture of the entourage. 
 
   "Yep," Samantha thought. "Must be a photo-op."
 
   Senator Bryant stepped in, his attention locked onto Samantha. 
 
   "My colleagues and I were just in the neighborhood and wanted to see the best of what this year's expo has to offer. We're extremely proud that Denver is hosting this cutting-edge event, and also excited of what's to come."
 
   "Yes, thank you," Samantha responded. "I'm excited to be here as well."
 
   She felt all of their eyes on her: reporters, politicians, security detail, knowing that everything she said had the possibility of ending up in the next day's paper. But things weren't going to get any easier. The next day, she had a full presentation to give on smartphones and Bluetooth accessories. If she couldn't handle a little pressure from the unexpected group of politicians, she was in trouble. Samantha stepped in front of her booth and presented some products to the group. She picked up a tiny ear piece and passed it around the group. 
 
   "When it comes to hands free headsets, size matters, so Motorola has developed the smallest Bluetooth currently on the market. Once connected, all functions are voice-activated." 
 
   She pointed to a tablet screen where a promotional video played showing visuals of the ear piece and how it worked. 
 
   "In addition to scrolling contacts, you can stream radio stations, make purchases, and even have messages read back to you, all without looking at a screen or using your hands."
 
   The group seemed mildly impressed, as the ear piece made its way back to Samantha. She then presented a new line of Motorola android phones. The esteemed group nodded their heads along and soon moved on to the next booth. 
 
   "Quick and painless," Samantha thought. 
 
   However, one of the politicians, Senator Bryant, remained. He smiled again to her, obviously expecting one in return. 
 
   "Thank you for your lovely presentation," he said. 
 
   As he moved in closer, Samantha could smell his musky scent. 
 
   "It was my pleasure, nothing really," she responded. 
 
   Samantha noticed that he was staring at her, even when she looked away. 
 
    
 
   "What?" she asked with a slight nervous laugh.
 
   "I'm sorry," Senator Bryant said, snapping out of his gaze. "It's just. You look so familiar. Are you sure we haven't met before?" 
 
   "No, I'm pretty sure we haven't. I'm only in Denver in business."
 
   "Maybe we met on a plane somewhere," Bryant continued. 
 
   Samantha laughed. 
 
   "I hardly think that's possible. I think I would recognize you."
 
   In response, he placed a hand over his heart in feigned shock. 
 
   "I'm hurt. I'm truly hurt that we may have met and you don't remember," he said. 
 
   "I'm sorry, I guess," Samantha said sarcastically.
 
   "Don't feel too bad about it, I'm an elected official. These days we don't suffer enough," Bryant said. 
 
   They both laughed again, as the Senator's entourage grew farther away. A brief silence passed between them as the Senator took a card from his pocket and handed it to her. 
 
   "Listen," he said, "we have a lot of ground to cover before the day's end, but I'd love to hear more about your products, perhaps over a bit to eat or something later, if you're free." 
 
   My God, Is he trying to pick me up? Samantha took his card out of politeness as he shook her hand again. 
 
   "Um, thank you, that's very nice of you," she said. She knew it was an evasive response, partly due to being in a very awkward position. 
 
   "We could certainly use some gadgets like those in the Senate," he said, pointing at the tiny Bluetooth devices. 
 
   "They're really cool," she said back. Dammit, Samantha, you sound like a teenage girl.         
 
   "It was nice meeting you, Samantha, Motorola certainly found the right spokesperson for their products. A fantastic combination of beauty and intelligence."
 
   Before Samantha could respond, Senator Bryant turned away and met up with his group, a few booths down the way. She went back to her booth, feeling relief that the politicians had moved on, fished her pocket book out from her purse, and placed his card within. She couldn't explain why she wanted to hold on to it. It could have been ambition. Maybe he was being earnest in his interest in their products. Securing a government contract would no doubt mean fireworks for her career. 
 
   For Senator Bryant, his attraction to Samantha was motivated by old memories of his first love in high school. It felt like an eternity ago. It was before he got into to politics. Before he became Senator Bryant. And before he did the things he had to do to get there. Samantha displayed an uncanny resemblance to Meghan, his first real girlfriend in the ninth grade. He couldn't remember a more perfect relationship in his life, even as an adult. The wonder of the world, everything newly discovered about life was at their fingertips. After two years of dating she was struck and killed by a car while crossing the street late at night after leaving Bryant's home. The car was driven by the captain of the football team, drunk on alcohol and wild celebration from the team's victory that night. Samantha was a grown-up version of Meghan, but even Senator Bryant couldn't figure it out at the time. He genuinely felt like they had met before. This time, it wasn't just a pick up line. 
 
    
 
   Samantha looked at the time on her phone. It was a few minutes passed two. 
 
   "Three more hours," she thought with assurance. 
 
   She couldn't wait to call back the team and close up shop. 
 
   As she took a seat, the lights throughout the entire convention center went out. Silence persisted, followed by growing clamoring. The lights came back on, then went out again, for a few seconds longer. Following a lengthier blackout, the lights slowly came back on. Samantha watched as the Senator's team quickly scrambled away from the booths and towards the exit of the convention center. 
 
   "What the shit is going on now?" a man from the booth across from her asked.    
 
   Samantha shrugged as she rose from her chair. Something indeed was happening. Derrick, one of her twenty-something associates ran over with panic stricken across his face. As he approached, the lights went out again. With so many tablets and phones lying about and running off their own power, the lack of overhead lights was not detrimental. More than anything, it was just strange. 
 
   "Did you hear the news?" Derrick asked.   
 
   "What news? What happened?" Samantha asked in return. 
 
   "Terrorist attack on Wall Street, happened like thirty minutes ago."
 
   "And we're just hearing about it now?" Samantha asked.
 
   "Check your phone," Derrick responded, gripping his smartphone with one hand while scrolling his finger across its screen. "I'm losing signal though. This ain't good."
 
   Samantha fished her android from her purse and went directly to her news app. There was no denying what Derrick had told her with the very first Red banner headline: 
 
   Terror Attack Blasts Wall Street!
 
   She attempted to read more, but there was little information beyond the time of the attack and estimated casualties. The center grew quiet as the expo commissioner, a plump man in a dark suit, walked onto a nearby podium carrying a flashlight. Several police followed him on stage in a show of authority. 
 
   "Ladies and gentlemen, I regret to inform you that due to circumstances beyond our control, the expo is now closed. We seem to be facing unexplained power shortages, which raises several security issues. We kindly ask that presenters close up your booths and all personnel exit the premises immediately in a quick and orderly fashion. There are also reports of a terrorist attack in New York City, which has raised the national terror alert to its highest level. Please do not panic. Just make sure you get all your personal belongings and make your way to the exits."
 
   The man walked off the stage in a hurry with the police force following him off the stage. That was that. He didn't elaborate on any more details. In the unsettling atmosphere before her, Samantha pondered the whereabouts of the politicians who were walking around only moments ago. She wondered how they were going to respond to the mandated evacuation, but she couldn't see them anywhere. They had vanished without a trace. 
 
   "Let's get everyone together, I'll need help getting our booth packed up," Samantha said to Derrick. 
 
   "They could be anywhere right now," Derrick responded. "But if they know what's good for them, they'll meet up here."
 
   "Please call them," Samantha said. Derrick sighed and pulled out his phone. 
 
   "I only have Amy's number, but I'll try," he responded.   
 
   Samantha took out her phone and instinctively dialed Paul. She didn't like the prospect of a terror attack only a state away from her family. At that time, more than ever, she needed assurance. There was no answer. It didn't even go to his voicemail, which she thought odd. She tried again and again with no response. She sent text after text, hoping to get a response:
 
    
 
   Call me back. 
 
    
 
   Where are you? 
 
    
 
   Are you guys okay? 
 
    
 
   After each text, she waited, and received no reply. As requested, people marched out of the convention center in a semi-orderly fashion. No real panic had taken over yet, it was a power failure, and hopefully nothing else. They felt that the Wall Street bombing, though concerning, was in no way related to the unusual power outage. They looked forward to leaving the convention center and getting to their hotel rooms. They could call their families, watch the news, and hopefully get on the Internet. Screw the convention center. 
 
   They shuffled out with the light of their phones shinning onto their faces. Every single person was immersed in their cell phone worlds, trying desperately to contact loved ones and read about what was going on. 
 
   "Anyone getting a signal?" an especially frustrated man called out in the crowd. 
 
   Only grumbles followed, everyone seemed to have the same problem, but were in complete denial about it. 
 
   "Almost got something," a woman said to herself, relived. 
 
   She then hit her phone in anger as its signal went out. The slow-moving crowd nearly tripped and tumbled over each other due to their collective smartphone distractions, though they managed to exit the doors outside where a whole new world of problems awaited. 
 
   "Where is everyone?" Samantha asked red-haired Amy, the youngest of the team members as she finally arrived. 
 
   "I think I saw Javier and Nick coming over here. They're shutting the place down." Amy laughed. "Guess we get out of work early today." 
 
   "I know," Samantha said. "I need to make sure we have everyone so we can go back to our hotel rooms. Phones signals are down, but we can call our families through the hotel landline."
 
   "What happened? Why do we need to call our families?" Amy asked, perplexed. 
 
   Samantha was entirely confused. How could Amy be so out-of-the-loop?
 
   "Sorry, I was in the restroom when the lights went out. Scared the crap out of me," Amy added.
 
   "Amy, honey, they reported a terrorist attack in New York City. They're calling it the Wall Street Bombing," Samantha said. 
 
   Amy covered her mouth in shock. 
 
   "Oh my God. How did it happen?"
 
   "Do you have any family in the city?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "No. My family lives here in Denver."
 
   "Okay, great. Well we all need to call our families at the hotel room. They've raised the terror alert to its highest level."
 
   "Which is?" Amy asked. 
 
   "Bat shit crazy," Derrick added, walking up with Javier and Nick.  
 
    
 
   Commotion surrounded them on all sides as other vendors flocked to their booth and attempted to get everything packed up and secure under the low-visibility of artificial lights from phones and tablets. A few men ran past Samantha, almost knocking her over. She regained her composure and moved to address her group. 
 
   "We're two people short. Where're Brooke and Tony?" 
 
   The team looked around to the black sea of uncertainty that was before them. There was no telling. 
 
   "If anyone has their numbers, please call them," Samantha added. 
 
   "No signal on mine," Derrick said, holding his phone in the air. 
 
   "Me neither," Amy said. "This really fucking blows." 
 
   "In the meantime, help me pack up so we can go," Samantha said. 
 
   Her team complied and tried their best to close the booth and secure the Motorola products while not succumbing to the growing sense of unease brewing within the center. 
 
   Samantha finally made it outside with her Motorola team tagging along behind her. The city streets outside the convention center were typically chaotic. 
 
   "Must be rush hour," Samantha thought while looking at the stagnant flow of traffic in both directions. 
 
   The crowds from the convention center littered out onto the streets, aimless in their pursuit back to safety. For Samantha and her team, the Marriott Hotel was within walking distance. They were fortunate to have booked the rooms when they did, only a few blocks away. She turned around, and tried to find a spot outside where they weren't blocking anyone else. She waved the group over to the side, under a small planted redwood. 
 
   "We're going to head back to the Marriott. I want everyone to call their families, okay?" 
 
   They acknowledged her request with head nods and assurances. "Then we meet at the lobby at about," Samantha stopped looked at the time on her phone, then looked back up, "three." It felt like they were on a field trip, and she the teacher, though, at twenty-eight, she only aged them by four or six years.  
 
   "Okay, Sam," Derrick said. Brooke and Tony arrived last. They glanced at each other with guilty looks then back to Samantha. They had been making out in a backroom for the past thirty minutes and had no idea what was going on. They were shook up by all the pandemonium happening outside. 
 
   "Hey," Samantha said, trying to get their full attention, "everything is going to be okay."
 
    
 
   The hotel lobby was a welcomed sight even in its own chaotic condition. Swarms of expo attendees flooded its doors, trying to get back to their rooms. Apparently Samantha wasn't the only one who had considered the hotel's landline phones. The most significant aspect of the hotel was that it still had power. To see the lampshades, registers, air conditioning, and other amenities functioning normally was a hugely relieving sight. 
 
   The Motorola group dispersed and made their way back to their rooms. Samantha ran into her room and tried her cell phone again. There was no answer from Paul or any responses text messages. 
 
   "Mother fucker!" Samantha shouted, tossing the phone on the bed. 
 
   She went for the remote and turned on the television. As the screen lit up, she retrieved her phone and scrolled its contacts. First she tried Paul again. There was no answer. She tried Julie's phone. No answer. She tried her parents who lived in Vermont. No answer. She tried Paul's father who lived in Florida. There was no answer. Samantha dropped her cell phone as the hotel receiver slid from her grip. A single tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    
 
   She squinted her eyes shut and wiped the tear away. The frustration was borderline overwhelming. The television volume was all the way down, but the images were unmistakable. The screen glowed with the red fires of an inferno. Samantha took notice and tried to keep up with the banner moving rapidly on the bottom of the screen. 
 
   There was a title above the news banner that read: War World III?   
 
   Samantha stood up and walked closer to the television while holding the remote in one hand. She flipped to the next station and saw the exact same image. An entire city on fire. She flipped to the next channel and was greeted with several aerial images of a charred landscape. Her thumb pressed hard onto the volume button as a reporter's voice grew louder, narrating the images with torn emotion. 
 
   The news caption read: Nuclear Attack Devastates East Coast. 
 
   It seemed like footage from movie. It had to be a movie. Who had ever heard of such a thing? The reporter's words differed:
 
   "Tremendous shock and awe as history takes a cataclysmic turn following the presumed deaths of hundreds of thousands of innocent Americans. Reports are scattered and unverifiable at the moment, but what we know so far is that several key targets were attacked with nuclear devices. Several states within a close proximity of each other have reported to have been hit, including Florida, Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Maine."
 
   Pennsylvania was all the only word Samantha needed to hear. 
 
   "Oh God, no!" she shouted at the top of her lungs.   
 
   The reporter's voice continued over images of smoke clouds, craters, and massive destruction on a global scale. 
 
   "No one is sure who is behind the attacks. There has been no word from the President or any government officials concerning the attacks that occurred in succession with each other shortly after Five P.M. Eastern Time." 
 
   His voice became choked up as he attempted to continue. Samantha's face poured with tears the minute her state was named. 
 
   "There are literally no words to describe the...literally no words to describe what has happened. Rumors of an attack in Washington D.C. have surfaced as well. All of this after a bombing inside the New York Stock Exchange around 3:30 P.M. Eastern Time. A great shock horror has been inflicted on our nation that we're only beginning to truly understand."
 
   Samantha looked at the clock in the hotel room. It was shortly after three. She ran back to the landline phone dialed Paul and Julie again. She picked up her cell phone and sent Paul another text, her longest one yet:
 
    
 
   Been trying to reach you guys for hours. I'm so scared. Please God, I hope you're okay. Attacks everywhere. Call me back. I love you both.
 
    
 
   She stuck the phone in her pocket and wiped her eyes again. Her smartphone was a pointless endeavor. She had been cut off. How many others were facing the same fate? Tears flowed like rain water, turning her mascara into sopping rings around her bloodshot eyes. 
 
   "Residents on the West Coast are urged to seek cover immediately as no identifiable targets have been hit anywhere from California to Ohio. Every state, every landmark, every place imaginable could very well be the next target. The President was addressing reporters in the White House Rose Garden shortly before the attacks. His current location or status has not been confirmed.
 
   Nuclear fallout and radiological contamination have deterred further investigation. The status of Washington D.C., at the time, is uncertain. Reports are mixed. I repeat, all residents in Central and Eastern Time zones are strongly advised to avoid any major landmarks or cities and find safe cover immediately."
 
   A deep feeling of sickness came over Samantha. She moved to the window of the second floor and looked out to the city below. Word was spreading quickly. People weren't walking anymore, they were running. The congested roads turned into bedlam as commuters--who most likely heard the reports of the nuclear strikes--tried to best each other by driving on the sides of the road, sidewalks, and median.
 
    Where was she to go? What was she to do? She then remembered the number she had in her pocket book, the number to a United States Senator. Clearly, he would have some answers in her time of need. What did she have to lose? She fished the card from her pocket book and dialed his number that he had written on the back while trying to control her frequent sobs. The line rang and rang, when suddenly she heard a voice at the end. 
 
   "Hello?" the voice said.    
 
   "Hi is this Senator Bryant?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "Yes it is, who am I speaking to?"
 
   "Mr. Bryant, I'm Samantha Thompson, we meet briefly today at the technology expo. You had given me your card."
 
   A silence came over the other line. Then he continued. 
 
   "Yes, Samantha. My goodness, are you okay?"
 
   He was very direct in his line of questioning, as if had some awareness to what was happening. 
 
   "No, I'm afraid I'm not. I need help. I heard the news, I just. I think I'm going into shock. My family lives in Beech Creek, Pennsylvania. The nuclear attacks. What is happening?" The more Samantha spoke, the more her breathing became rapid and uncontrollable. 
 
   Senator Bryant took notice of her state. 
 
   "Samantha, are you still there? Listen, we have to take cover. Take a breath. Calm down. Just stay with me now, everything is going to be fine."
 
   Samantha began to hyperventilate; her face grew pale to accompany her cold sweats. She gripped onto the phone to continue her conversation. 
 
   "I--think--I'm going--into--some--type--shock," she said. 
 
   "Tell me where you are and I'll send a car to come get you. I can keep you safe. I'm not going to lose you again."
 
   Samantha looked back at the television. Several reporters sat around a news desk with stoic, horrified expressions on their faces. Samantha spoke back into the phone. 
 
   "Feeling--lightheaded." 
 
   "Where are you at?" Bryant demanded. 
 
   "At the Marriott." She stopped and tried to breathe in, but her throat tightened. Her air passage felt blocked. She wheezed into the phone, as if dying. 
 
   "The Marriott? The one by the Convention Center?" Bryant shouted. 
 
   "Yes..." Samantha managed to get through. 
 
   "What room?" 
 
   "Two thirty six," Samantha belted out. "No, wait, two thirty seven."
 
   "Two thirty seven, got it. I'll send a car over for you immediately."
 
   Just as Bryant finished his words, the power went out, and with that, the phone line. Samantha dropped the phone and fell to her bed clutching her sides. She couldn't breathe and with each restrictive gasp she grew more lightheaded. The horrific images on the television disappeared from sight in an instant. She hit her pillow softly, in the new silence of her room, then passed out. 
 
   Ten minutes later her door burst open revealing two burly men in beige suits. They stumbled in with haste and exhaustion. The first man had black sideburns and brandished a crowbar, while the other, displaying a trimmed flattop, followed.  
 
   "There she is!" sideburns exclaimed. 
 
   Samantha was out cold, lying face-first into her pillow. Sideburns turned her over and patted her face. 
 
   "Samantha," he said with a Bostonian accent. "Wake up, girl. Come on, come back to us."
 
   "Who is this chick?" Flattop asked. 
 
   "I don't know but the Senator sure as shit wants us to bring her back."
 
   Sideburns forewent further coddling and lifted Samantha up, cradling her. 
 
   "Let's go. Grab her suitcase or something," he told flattop. 
 
   "Sure thing," flattop responded. He grabbed Samantha's small travel suitcase, extended its handles and rolled out the door. They shut the door behind them, even in its tarnished state.   
 
   The hotel lobby was a hot spot of frantic activity. Without power, guests ran through the floors, trying to get their belongings and charge into the great abyss outside the hotel walls. Where anyone would go, no one was sure. Official channels had been lost. Communication, nonexistent. Most of everyone had heard of the East Coast attacks, and the threat of following a similar fate loomed over every man, woman, and child. Sideburns carried Samantha outside the hotel doors as flattop ran ahead to their black Ford Explorer SUV parked on the curb. He carefully placed her in the back and shut the doors. As they started the engine, others ran up to the windows begging for a ride. 
 
   "You have to help me get out of here!" a terrified and desperate forty-something woman pleaded. "There'll be nothing of Denver left by the time the terrorists get us!" 
 
   Sideburns put the SUV in drive and floored it out into the highway. They were privy to some shortcuts that could assist them to their final destination. Someplace safe and far from reach from any crazed person currently roaming the streets. 
 
   Samantha slowly opened her eyes. She didn't know where she was. She could barely see, beyond some very dim lighting and blurred images before her. 
 
   "Welcome back, Samantha. So glad you're back with us. You really gave us a scare there," a comforting voice said. 
 
   Full consciousness swept over and she was able to focus on her surroundings. A familiar looking man sat over her as she lied on a small bunk bed. She looked up and saw the flat coil webbing of the top bunk above. Her attention went back to the man, she felt she could recognize him, but a sense of delirium wasn't far off from her current state. 
 
   "You had a very serious breathing episode there. We've been monitoring you for over an hour and it seems like you'll be okay."
 
   She could feel the wetness of a warm washcloth covering her forehead. She raised an arm to remove the cloth. 
 
   "You were very dehydrated, which I think caused you to hyperventilate and pass out. But don't worry, everything is going to be okay."
 
   "Where am I?" Samantha asked with a tired whispered. Her sore throat had only gotten worse.
 
   The man leaned in closer into the light, his face was visible. It was Senator Bryant, in the flesh. His collar was a bit loosened, and his tie removed, but she could recognize his blue sapphire eyes anywhere. 
 
   "Senator Bryant?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "Yes, Samantha, I'm here. You have absolutely nothing to be afraid. You are safe among us." 
 
   He paused briefly, marveling over Samantha, the continued. "Welcome to our bunker."
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Impossibility of a City-Wide Evacuation
 
    
 
   Sacha's bus of misfits came to a deadening stop a mile from the Brooklyn Bridge. The city was alive in ways Sacha had never seen. All lanes of traffic completely full, an endless ocean of taxi cabs, police cars, garbage trucks, fire trucks, motorcycles, and personal vehicles. Mel, the prison bus driver, received his instructions from the higher-ups over his transmitter radio. He was instructed to travel to a detention facility in Syracuse, the furthest place away from the city within reason. The prisoners would then be further detained in a temporary security facility. 
 
   The main subjects of interest were those apprehended following the Wall Street Bombing. Though the Homeland Security Department--and the entire United States government--had its hands full with the outbreak of nuclear war, there were still some officials looking for the answers to the day's tragic events. They believed that many of the answers started with the Wall Street Bombing and the suspects they had apprehended.
 
   "Hey! I want off this bus. Why are we here? Where are we going? This is an injustice!" a man in a grease-stained blue jumpsuit shouted from the back of the bus. 
 
   Sacha recognized him from earlier. It was the mechanic, who wore the patch that read: Roy. He had smiled at Sacha when they were placed in the back of the police van outside the New York Stock Exchange following the Wall Street Bombing. Like Sacha, he was most likely a terrorist suspect. He had an air of authority to him that the other prisoners seemed to follow.
 
   "Quiet down back there!" Sergeant Davis shouted.
 
   A young, aggressive white gangsta-wannabe, seemingly American, with a face of hundred bar fights decided to chime in as well. 
 
   "This is bullshit. Fucking cops got no right to do this. I'll sue the shit out of the NYPD for this."
 
   Davis took hip-hop's remarks personally. He stood up clutching the shotgun in his hand. 
 
   "Show some gratitude for the city giving a shit about any of you in the first place. We're evacuating you assholes so thank your lucky stars that you're on this bus."
 
   "Go fuck yourself and your lucky stars," hip-hop replied.
 
   "Pipe down or I'll slap some cuffs on ya', got it?" Davis threatened.
 
   "Fuck you, bitch," hip-hop remarked.
 
   "Why is the city being evacuated?" a stocky black man with a low, baritone voice yelled from the back.
 
   "Didn't you hear? Someone's gonna hit New York City with a nuke," an aging hobo with stringy white hair said with a laugh. He was in his sixties, but rough living gave him the appearance of a man at least ten years older.
 
   "It's only a rumor. Another way to bring hatred and suspicion towards my people," a young, middle-eastern man with short, dark hair and sunken eyes interjected.
 
   "Get with the program, dude," the hobo said. "Someone hit Wall Street today. Blew the whole stock exchange building up. This shit is as real as it can be."
 
   Sacha tried to stay out of the conversation and just stare out the window, past the overweight man with the thick black beard sitting next to him. They weren't going anywhere fast. One look at the disorder among New Yorkers, and the capabilities in conducting such a mass exodus proved limited. Lines of people walked alongside the bridge, clearly considering it the more practical measure. Police and military were in full force. 
 
    
 
   The sky lit up in a mass culmination of helicopter lights, spotlights, and flares. The city still had power, which couldn't be said for many other areas around the country. As Sacha watched from his seat, he felt oddly safe within the confines of the bus. As long as they were the responsibility of the NYPD, he felt nothing could go wrong.
 
   Sergeant Davis held his hand to his ear, pushing in an ear piece connected to his handheld radio. His face was a tantamount of stoic concern, white in complexion. An expression of deep dismay flushed over him. 
 
   "Say that again," he said into the radio. 
 
   His eyes widened in deep concern. 
 
   "What do you mean gone?" he asked. Again his expression was one of deep dismay. He yanked the ear piece from his ear and looked to the Mel, the driver, and without thinking, he spoke.
 
   "They hit Philadelphia," he said.
 
   "What are you talking about?" Mel asked, trying to keep his focus on the road.
 
   "I'm saying that they're saying that Philly got hit with a nuke. They say close to a million people dead. A million!"
 
   "Nah. That don't sound right. No way that could happen," Mel replied while lighting up a cigarette.
 
   "I'm telling ya' Mel, that's what they just told me. These are official channels here. We need to get the hell out of this city and I mean fast."
 
   "Tell me something I don't know," Mel replied.
 
   Sergeant Davis hit the wall next to him with his fist and shook his wrist in pain. "Shit. I just can't believe it. A fuckin' nuke."
 
   "What about a nuke?" the black man with the deep voice asked from the back. He had been listening intently to Davis's conversation with Mel.
 
   Sergeant Davis looked up quickly as if he, himself, had misspoke.
 
   "Nothing," he said. "Nothing at all. Just some cross-chatter I'm getting on the radio."
 
   "Don't sound like no cross-chatter to me," black baritone said. "Sounds like you said a nuke hit Philly. Now did it or didn't it?"
 
   "Look, there’s nothing to worry about. Just keep quiet back there," Davis responded defensively.
 
   "I heard it too, man, you just said a nuke hit Philly," the hobo said.
 
   Murmurs of agreement soon followed as the prisoners grew unruly, much to the delight of the mysterious mechanic, Roy. 
 
   "What the fuck is going on?" the middle-eastern man asked. 
 
   Other passengers followed in their objections. Several rose from their seats and shook their fists in the air. Some pounded the windows. Others shouted to be freed. Sergeant Davis carefully concealed his growing nervousness. Their behavior was clearly getting out of control. 
 
   "I want off this bus," Roy said, speaking for the first time following the outcry of the prisoners. "I want off this bus now!" he added, standing up. 
 
   The other passengers joined him in protest. Everyone, but Sacha, was standing, even the cuffed prisoners. 
 
   "You think you can keep us here locked up like wild animals?" Roy asked, staring at Sergeant Davis through his thick, dangling curls.
 
   "You dumbasses, we're trying to get you to safety," Davis shouted.
 
   But it was no use. The passengers chanted and yelled, forming the assemblage of an angry mob. It didn't take long before every prisoner turned into one collective voice of protest. Many, who faced actual charges, were more than happy to join in. The tide began to turn against Sergeant Davis, and there was little anyone could do to stop it. Sacha remained in his seat, even as the black-bearded man next to him tossed up his thick, hairy arms up in protest. He shouted in a native tongue that Sacha couldn't decipher.
 
   Sergeant Davis spoke into his handheld radio, requesting backup with fear in his eyes. Black beard pushed passed Sacha and joined the others as they marched towards the front. As Sacha sat quietly, he tried to grasp how things could have spiraled out of control so quickly. It occurred to him that most of the anger had originated from the man in the blue jumpsuit. A closer inspection showed that Roy was stoking the fire in a stealth-like manner. Roy stood on a seat in the middle of the bus, overlooking the prisoners below. To Sacha, it was no longer a suspicion, Roy was leading the charge. He shouted to the men below him. They collectively chanted back while pumping their fists in the air simultaneously. Whatever Roy chanted, they chanted back. 
 
   "NYPD let us go! Let us free! End your hateful tyranny!" 
 
   The prisoners who couldn't speak English simply chanted in their native language. Sacha had to admit that it was a catchy tune, then it dawned on him that the inside of the bus was now more dangerous than outside. And he was trapped.
 
   Mel looked into his large rear-view mirror with deep concern. 
 
   "You gonna do something about this?" he asked Sergeant Davis nervously. 
 
   Davis nodded and spoke into his radio. 
 
   "The prisoners are not cooperating, I'm requesting immediate backup." 
 
   The gate was all that stood between them and the prisoners, and Mel knew that it could only protect them for so long. They weren't any closer to crossing the Brooklyn Bridge than when they first started. The main exits to the bus were at the front and the emergency exit, impenetrable in design, in the back. The windows were made up of thick plexiglass with bars on the outside. The only truly feasible escape route for the prisoners was the front of the bus. Mel looked ahead; they were almost on the Brooklyn Bridge. The traffic congestion before them was no ordinary rush hour traffic. There was zig-zag patterns of cars filling all conceivable openings. It would take hours, Mel thought, and with the threat of a nuclear attack in the air, things could only get worse.
 
   Sergeant Davis stood up, pointing his shotgun past the gate. 
 
   "That's enough," he yelled over the chanting. "Take your seats now!" 
 
   He looked down at his weapon, imagining the damage it could do. Nothing in his training had ever suggested gunning down a mob of unruly passengers, but he had a potential riot on his hand, all enclosed within the confines of a prison bus. He moved his hand to his side holster where his Taser gun rested. His mind shifted to the front of the cab where there were smoke grenades, gas masks, and riot gear, if it came to that. 
 
   "I want everyone to rush the gate. We can break through, my brothers!" Roy shouted from atop his seat. Sergeant Davis's pleas had done nothing to deter them; they were, in fact, more energized than before. In no time they were upon the gate banging onto it with their meaty and angered fists. 
 
   "Break through! Break through! Break through!" they chanted. 
 
   Sacha slid down his seat as to remain unnoticed.
 
   "I knew we should have taken the time to cuff and chain everyone," Davis remarked to Mel in a trembling voice. Davis turned to the passengers. 
 
   "Get back in your seats!" he shouted. "I'm not going to tell you again!" 
 
   He turned and placed his shotgun in its holder against the wall. He then pulled a can of mace from his belt and held it into the air. 
 
   "Okay, you asked for it," he said with determined conviction.
 
   The prisoners in the front of the mob held their enraged faces to the gate. Spit flew from their mouth as they chanted. Davis could feel their hot breath. They clutched the gate and shook it back-and-forth. Davis rattled his can, flipped the top off and sprayed a bursting stream of pepper spray directly into their faces. Those on the front lines fell back screaming, covering their eyes with both hands.
 
   "Don't rub your eyes!" Roy shouted. "Let it run its course."
 
   Davis continued to spray indiscriminately. As one man fell to the ground, another moved in and filled his place. They were close to twenty men pushing their way against the gate, screaming, chanting, kicking and punching. Sacha ducked down in his seat, fearing how things might escalate. Roy turned back and noticed him. While hunched down, Sacha felt a tap on his back. He looked up to see the jumpsuit man standing over him.
 
   "What are you sitting here for? Now's our chance to escape." Roy said.
 
   "I don't have anywhere to escape to," Sacha answered.
 
   "You can go with us," Roy said.
 
   "And who are you?" Sacha asked.
 
   "I'm with the Brotherhood of Men. You should join us."
 
   "That's okay. I think I'll just stay on the bus."
 
   Roy leaned in closer. 
 
   "We're sitting ducks on this bus, friend. We'd have a much better chance out there than in here. Trust me."
 
    
 
   The commotion got heavier by the minute. Men riled on the ground in tear-soaked agony. Davis had reached the end of his first pepper spray can. He threw it aside and went for another. 
 
   "What the fuck is going on back there?" Mel asked while trying to stay focused on the road. 
 
   The remaining prisoners shielded their eyes with their hands, ran to the gate and kicked it repeatedly. The gate shook, but stayed firmly place.
 
   "I need immediate backup!" Davis said into his radio. His eyes were wild and frantic. He suspected the gate would only hold so long. He looked to his shotgun as a possible option.
 
    
 
   "There's an open invitation to join us, if you so choose," Roy reiterated to Sacha.
 
   "Thanks, but I should be fine," Sacha said nervously.
 
   "Don't get any wrong ideas about what you see here today," Roy said. "We're not a violent group in nature. We subscribe to the most effective path towards victory. Whether methods involve nonviolent resistance or violent aggression, often in life we must do what's necessary to get what we want. Wouldn't you agree?"
 
   Sacha nodded as Roy studied him. Suddenly a large crash sounded from the front. The gate had not collapsed yet, but was soon getting there. Roy turned from Sacha and rushed to join the other men at the front the bus. 
 
   "Smash it down!" he shouted, egging the group on further. "Smash the gate and kill them both! It's the only way brothers!"
 
   The men had Mel's full attention. He steered erratically while looking into his rear-view mirror. The prisoner's eyes were filled with rage beyond reason. The gate clung desperately to life along the side of the bus interior. 
 
   "We need to get off this bus!" Mel shouted to Davis. 
 
   The prisoners erupted into joyous unit of cheering following the damage they had done to the gate. It would be only a matter of time before the divider was breached. Davis ignored Mel's plea and went for his Taser gun. Though clearly outmatched, he fired into the group from an opening in the gate. The Taser line hooked itself into one of the men causing him to go down like an epileptic seizure. However, it did little to stop the rest of the mob, as they kicked and smashed the gate relentlessly. 
 
   "Are you out of your mind? Let's get the hell off this bus!" Mel shouted. 
 
   Davis whipped around and grabbed his shotgun from its holder. 
 
   "Backup should be here any minute. We can't allow a bus of suspected terrorists to roam freely around the city." 
 
   "You're out of your mind, and I'm pulling over," Mel replied.
 
   Davis turned to the prisoners with his shotgun aimed. 
"This is your final fucking warning," he said with a determined glare. "I may not be able to hit all of you, but I'll take out most of you, that's for sure."
 
   The prisoners remained undeterred. Roy continued to egg them on. The gate was uprooted on both sides. Mel glanced in his rear-view mirror in utter disbelief. He had never thought the gate so easily removable. Roy remained strategically behind the group demanding that they dispose of their captors. The prisoners in the front were noticeably hesitant to take a shotgun blast, as they began to push back. Davis noticed their ambivalence. 
 
   "That's right," he said. "Now everyone take your seats. I will not think twice about using this shotgun." For a moment things got quiet. Davis's plan had worked; no one seemed to want to be a martyr. 
 
   He held shotgun with steady aim, keeping his eyes on the men. 
 
   "Mel, find a spot and pull over, we'll wait until backup arrives."
 
   Mel glanced into his mirror again, then back to the road. There was little space on the bridge to park. They were wedged between endless lines of gridlocked traffic. He inched his way over towards the right, trying to find a place where they wouldn't block traffic. Davis lowered one hand and retrieved his radio. 
 
   "Fifty-five, I'm on the bridge. Need status on that back-up." 
 
   Davis nodded as some indistinctive chatter came over his ear piece. "Roger out," he said.
 
   Roy worked his way to the front of the crowd in disappointment. "Brothers, it appears we've been outmatched. Let's go back to our seats like the officer said."
 
   Davis placed both hands on his shotgun, staying alert of any sudden movements. The prisoners grumbled and backed several steps away. Roy examined the gate and noticed that they had caused a large opening in its side where Sergeant Davis was vulnerable. Roy nodded to the middle-eastern man, who he seemed to already be acquainted with, as the man nodded back. Most of the prisoners had dispersed, but a few remained. Sacha looked up from his seat in curiosity. There was some kind of plot in the air, and Roy was far from conceding his fight. The remaining men at the gate spoke quietly in a huddle. Sergeant Davis took notice of their lack of compliance.
 
   "The rest of you, back in your seats," Davis commanded. In response, Roy slowly knelt down, concealing himself behind two of his men. Davis tried to follow him, but couldn't tell what was going on. From his cloaked position, Roy pulled off his right shoe, jumped up, and whipped it at the gate with all his might. 
 
   "Get down!" he yelled to his men. 
 
   The shoe flew at Davis and hit the side of the wall, startling him. He pulled the trigger on the shotgun as a result. The blast of the shotgun caused immediate panic as the prisoners toppled onto each other trying to hit the floor. The blast caused a dazed weariness in Sergeant Davis. As he tried to regain his composure, Roy jumped up from the ground with implicit instructions. 
 
   "Now is the time! Get him before he kills us all!" Roy's most loyal men were the first to lead the charge. Soon the other prisoners--who only moments ago, lost their zeal--became energized with that prospect of escape.
 
   They climbed through the gap in the gate and lunged at Davis in a fury. 
 
   "Move, quickly," Roy shouted while pushing them forward like a battering ram. They climbed through the gate and were soon upon Davis. In return, Davis held his shotgun up with pure resolve and blasted away the first man in the group. Sacha jumped up from his seat, covering his ears. As Davis fired his shotgun, Roy continued to push the men towards through the gate. Sacha ducked behind his seat following every gun blast.
 
    
 
   The world outside hummed along in their own distress, taking little notice of the carnage within the bus. Several men lay dead on the floor. Sacha could see the hobo and the black baritone lumped on the ground in a nearly unrecognizable and grotesque heap.
 
   The white gangsta had his young face blown off by Davis's next shot. Two of Roy's own men fell to the floor with their warm insides splattered against the walls. In a last-ditch effort, the remaining prisoners, led by black beard, pushed their way through the gate in a fury. They cornered Davis against the front of the bus as he reloaded his shotgun. Mel panicked and floored the bus against the railing of the bridge, smashing into a taxi cab and a few other cars along the way. The bus shook violently and threw several of the prisoners to the ground. 
 
   Sacha's face smacked against the window causing a temporary moment of blindness and a lost tooth. Grunting continued from the scuffle up front. 
 
   "Kill him!" Roy yelled. 
 
   Black beard gripped onto the Davis's shotgun, yanking it away from him. The barrel was hot, but he tried to withstand the pain. Davis pulled back on the buttstock as hard as he could.
 
   "Stop the bus!" he yelled to Mel.
 
   Black beard yanked the shotgun completely from the Davis's hands as Davis panicked and tried to get it back. He pulled back on the buttstock with all his might, causing black beard to turn the barrel in his direction. As they wrestled for the gun, the barrel angled towards Mel's back, and suddenly, the gun went off. The force threw Mel out of his seat and against the front windshield of the bus. Davis released his grip in a stunned reflex, as black beard ripped it away from him, firing directly into Davis's chest. He blew apart into two halves against the windshield. With their adversaries now dead, Roy looked at the teetering, unmanned steering wheel and saw that they were headed towards the bridge railing. 
 
   "Grab onto something," he shouted to the remaining prisoners. Black beard turned around in confusion and saw that they were bound for unavoidable disaster. The bus plowed through the bridge railing, and in a matter of seconds, sailed into the air, plummeting into the great abyss below. Sacha gripped his seat, but flew up against the ceiling of the bus with everyone else. His insides felt like they were being pulled out of him with gravity's pressure. The front-end of bus hit the black waters of the East River. A great force pummeled every man alive as bodies flew around like popcorn kernels within their sinking tomb. A blinding white light ravaged Sacha, followed by quiet darkness.
 
    
 
   Sacha woke to find himself floating above the water over a bus seat that had been ripped from its core. He was still trapped in the bus with no sense of direction. He didn't know up from down, left from right. For all he knew he was already dead. Water had risen to the ceiling of the bus. A small amount of space remained to breathe. Sacha jerked up and gasped for air in a frantic coughing fit. He could feel the warmth of fresh blood from a large gash running down his forehead. After looking around in a dazed panic, thoughts rushed through his head. Where was he? What was going on? Was this a dream?
 
   The bus was rapidly sinking and the cold water of the East River continued to rise. Sacha felt around for a way out, but all the windows were still intact. He had little time to react. There was nowhere to escape but at the front of the bus. Even that was a long shot. Black beard's body floated near Sacha. He shook the man, but a large opening in black beard's head told Sacha all he needed to know. The water reached Sacha's chin. He breathed rapidly in a panic, but knew that if he couldn't control his shock, he would soon perish. 
 
   An experienced swimmer in his youth, Sacha tried to regain all he had been taught about conserving breath for deep underwater swimming. He understood that once he went under, he would face pitch-black darkness. It was now or never. He took a deep breath, dipped his head underwater, and then came back up. The water was had reached two inches from the ceiling.
 
   Sacha took several breaths in and out, and prepared for what could be a doomed attempt at survival. He took the deepest breath imaginable, allowing the air to fill his lungs, and then he went under. He kept his eyes closed and swam against the side of the bus, pushing himself forward. Every couple of feet he let out a small air bubble, releasing the oxygen in his lungs. He felt a body in his way and pushed forward, then another. Soon he came to the mangled ends of the gate and pushed himself through. 
 
   A force pushed him down further, making it hard to navigate. The bus was sinking, and he had to get out of it before they hit the bottom. His hands guided him to the front as he felt a jagged opening. Sharp edges of glass instantly sliced through his right hand. He wanted to scream out in pain, but knew that in doing so, he would lose the oxygen he had stored. It would have to be released in increments if he had any chance of survival.
 
   Sacha felt around the shattered windshield more carefully to find an opening. He pushed himself through and swam to the top of the water as hastily as his legs and arms could push him. He grew dizzy as his body jerked in its need for oxygen. Sacha swam and swam, pushing himself with growing terror for the need to breathe. At the moment he thought he was going to die, Sacha's felt the thinning water and knew he was close. 
 
   He shot up to the surface and gasped for air. He paddled above the surface and took in breath after breath of glorious air. He continued to fight as the rough waves pushed him up and down like a buoy. He looked up and saw the city skyline, seemingly hundreds of miles away, but still unsure of where he was at. With fleeting energy, he kicked and flapped his way towards the East River docks in view.
 
    
 
   The exhausting swim caused doubt in Sacha's every move. He had lost a lot of blood since the accident, but a primal instinct to survive pushed him to reach the shore. After about a mile of erratic swimming, Sacha reached the muddy and polluted shore. He collapsed on the mud as waves splashed over him. He lay there for five minutes taking in all the oxygen he could, no matter how rotten the air. Several footsteps moved towards him, their feet splashing in the tide. The men were hard to recognize, as one towered over Sacha with a gapping grin.
 
   "You survived," Roy said. "That's wonderful." 
 
   Others gathered around, but Sacha couldn't make them out. After regaining his breathing, Sacha sat up and stared at Roy coldly. "You almost got us all killed with that stunt! Are you out of your mind?" he shouted. It may not have been the wisest way to start a conversation with a murderer and suspected terrorist, but Sacha couldn't help himself.
 
   "At times, we must make certain sacrifices to reach our desired goals," Roy answered. 
 
   Sacha shook his head in disagreement. Roy stuck his hand out to help him stand. 
 
   "That is not to suggest that I believe people must die in vain," Roy added. Sacha deliberately pushed himself up from the ground as to not take the Roy's hand. Roy seemed oblivious to the veiled insult and continued. 
 
   "My name is Ammon, but my friends call me Roy because they say all mechanics are called that." Sacha stood up and wobbled. "Easy there, friend. We have to get you some place so we can treat your injuries," Ammon, formerly known as Roy, continued. Sacha looked at the men curiously. 
 
   "Why would you care about my injuries?" he asked. 
 
   "Because we want you to be one of us," Ammon answered. 
 
   "We want you to join the Brotherhood."
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Search Continues
 
    
 
   Paul and Julie sat in Samantha's hotel room, as if waiting for her to return. Paul paced the room in anticipation, while Julie sat on the bed with her legs crossed.  
 
   "Why don't we stay here for a while? Maybe stay the night, and see if she comes back," Paul suggested. Julie looked at the busted hotel room door swaying open with deep reservation. 
 
   "Do you really think she's coming back?" she asked trepidatiously. 
 
   "Why not, all her stuff is here?" Paul shot back. 
 
   "Not all of it, her suitcase is gone."
 
   Paul looked to the busted door then back to Julie as a feeling of sickness spread within his gut. He almost said it, but held back. It looked like someone had broken in. Maybe it explained the whereabouts of her suitcase. Maybe it even explained the whereabouts of Samantha. Paul didn't want to give it another thought. There were no signs of any struggle that may have taken place, but he was no detective. 
 
   Paul pulled his phone from his pocket in an attempt to call the number on the back of Samantha's card. Why she had the business card of a lawyer, he didn't know. His phone was completely dead, naturally, only because he had lost his phone charger five states ago. Even if it worked, Paul doubted he could get a signal. All towers seemed to be out of commission. 
 
   "You wouldn't happen to have your phone on you, would you?" Paul asked Julie. 
 
   She gave him an almost stunned expression in return, as if he had just asked the most ludicrous question in the world. 
 
   "What?" Paul asked defensively. 
 
   "I told you that I lost my phone, like, five times now," she responded. 
 
   "Well excuse me for not having the world's best memory, Julie. You can drop the smart-ass attitude and try to help me out here," Paul said. 
 
   The frustration in the air neared its breaking point. They were supposed to have found Samantha by now, but even in Denver they were left to contend with each other. Julie ignored Paul, as she was often good at, flopped her back on the bed and turned the opposite way. 
 
   "Whatever," she muttered. 
 
    
 
   Paul was left to figure out their next step, as Julie curled up with a purple T-shirt Samantha left behind.  
 
   "She has to be coming back," he said out loud. "Her stuff is here; maybe she went out to get some food or something." 
 
   He got no response from Julie. 
 
   "I'm going to search around a bit and see if anyone else is here," Paul continued. 
 
   "Got it," Julie muttered. 
 
   Paul walked to the bed and sat. "It's going to be okay, Julie, I promise."
 
   Julie turned over to her other side to face Paul, tears had run down her face. 
 
   "Just leave me alone!" she shouted, then she flipped back over. 
 
   There was nothing left for Paul to say. He got up and walked out of the room, slowly closing the door behind him. He wandered the second floor of the hotel looking for signs of life. He randomly knocked on doors along the way. No other door had been busted open, which had Paul thinking about Samantha's room. Was it safe? He climbed the stairs to the third and forth floors finding no one in sight. How odd that no one stayed behind, or that they weren't using the hotel to house evacuees. 
 
    
 
   While walking on the third floor of the hotel, Paul heard the slamming of car doors outside. He ran to the nearest window, at the end of the hall, to have a look. It was the police. Three black SUVs with flashing lights were parked below. The police, startling in their riot gear, examined the entrance to the hotel. Paul saw them draw weapons from their holsters and signal to each other. 
 
   "Holy hell, Paul said while breathing against the window. He backed away from the window carefully then sprinted down the hall at full speed.
 
   Still curled up, Julie heard footsteps running to the hotel room. Maybe Paul had found her mom and they were rushing back in excitement. She sat up from the bed in anticipation. Creeping dread settled in as the rapid footsteps got closer. It was only the sound of one person running, not two. It could be a total stranger for all she knew. Julie rolled off the bed in a thud on the side farthest from the door. The hotel door swung open revealing Paul. 
 
   "Julie!" he said with a loud whisper. 
 
   She peeked her head over the bed. 
 
   "What is it?" she asked. 
 
   Paul shut the door carefully, then pushed against it. 
 
   "There's cops outside, investigating the hole we put through the door. Looks like they're about to do a sweep of the building."
 
   "What are we going to do?" Julie asked, climbing back onto the bed. 
 
   "We stay quiet. We stay in this room, they'll never know we're here."
 
   "Except for the big gash on the door." 
 
   She was right. The door to 237 looked noticeably different than the rest. While most of their electric card-reading door knobs were securely intact, their door had been pried open with a crow bar, thus leaving a splintered frame and obstructed door knob where force had been applied. 
 
   "Maybe they won't notice it," Paul said optimistically.  "We tell them that we rented the room. Problem solved. Someone tried to break in when we weren't here," Julie said.
 
   "I don't know, Julie. We seem to be the only people in the hotel and that troubles me. I don't know if anyone is supposed to be here." 
 
   The echo of the door to the stairwell could be heard from their room. Synchronized footsteps followed. 
 
   "Shit, they're on our floor," Paul said under his breath. 
 
   He turned quickly to Julie. 
 
   "Find somewhere to hide, quick," he said. 
 
   There was no room for argument. Julie jumped off the bed, carrying Samantha's T-shirt and ran to the closet, shutting the door. Paul stood still while holding the doorknob. The clomping of boots down the hall grew near. A single bead of sweat fell from Paul's forehead and dripped on the carpet below, leaving a tiny spot. Paul pushed against the door slowly. His muscles tensed in preparation of force. He wasn't going to let them get into the room, they had come too far to find Samantha, and they weren't going to have anything get in their way. 
 
   It was at this moment that Paul recalled the gun he had in his backpack, sitting near the nightstand. It wasn't registered to him. He would have it confiscated or worse, he'd be locked up. He quickly erased any thoughts of using it from his mind. 
 
   "Sir, over here," a muffled voice called out.
 
   "Shit...shit," Paul whispered, pushing against the door. 
 
   “World is going to shit and they're sweeping a hotel because someone smashed one of the front doors. At least they have their priorities straight,” he thought. 
 
   They were close. Paul could hear them throwing commands at each other. If they were caught, what would be the charge he faced? Breaking and entering? That would be if the police proved that they weren't residents of the hotel. Even if they were, where the hell was everybody else? A moving shadow could be seen from the crack at the bottom of the door. They were right outside. Paul took a deep breath and pushed against the door with every ounce of strength he had left. One kick from the outside would send it flying open. Another bead of sweat hit the carpet. Silence. Then came the lights, the television, and the bathroom vent. In a miraculous feat, power surged through the entire building. 
 
   The movements of the team outside swiftly turned the other direction, just as the television in Samantha's room began to blare.  
 
   "The Sergeant wants us on the fourth floor, immediately," an authoritative voice said. "Says they found our guy. He was sleeping in the hallway."
 
   The team quickly scurried away, leaving Paul to hustle to the TV and turn its volume down.
 
   "Julie, you can come out now," Paul said. 
 
   Julie opened the closet door slowly. 
 
   "The power's back? Is this for real?" she asked astounded. Cheers could be heard from outside, all the way from the convention center, by Paul's estimate.  
 
   The weight of the situation suddenly hit him. There, on the television was an actual newscast, the first of any of its kind that Paul had seen in weeks. His eyes locked onto the screen like magnets to a current. He couldn't blink. He could barely move. His hand moved to a nearby remote control where he pressed the volume button. 
 
   Julie ran to the bathroom and flicked the light switch on and off repeatedly.
 
   "I can't believe it," she said. "It's like waking up from a bad dream." 
 
   The volume on the television increased tenfold as Paul's full attention was locked on the broadcast newsman. He was an older gentleman, gray-haired and sharply dressed in dark brown tweed suit with blue tie. He read from a series of notes listed on a sheet of paper that he held in his hand, similar to how anchors read the news in the old days. In the right-hand corner of the screen was an imposed box with the title that read: The End of Days? 
 
   "While officials scramble to provide the numbers for casualties in the ten states reportedly hit with some range of nuclear weapon, we can be most tragically assured that they rank in the hundreds of thousands, if not millions." 
 
   The small box in the corner presented a montage of shots from throughout the country. The images showed vandalism and destruction, civil unrest, and the aftermath of explosions in various cities. The newscaster wiped a tear from his eye with one finger. He paused to clear his throat, then proceeded with the news. 
 
    
 
   "This leads hundreds of millions of other Americans to ask, what next? What next for areas not devastated by attacks, but reeling from weeks of no power due to faulty electrical grids? The loss of electricity itself has been pondered over by experts and officials for some time now. The most widely believed reason behind the strange surge of power outages involves electronic magnetic pulses, otherwise known as EMPs. 
 
   Others argue that the rolling black outs, brown outs, and severe power outages are attributed to an overall failure in the nation's recently conjoined power grid, or a national failure of energy producers to manage power after such devastation. Perhaps the most damning question of all represents the whereabouts of the federal government. President Howard, the Vice President, and several members of their administration have not been heard from since the attacks started and are feared dead along with hundreds of thousands or, perhaps millions, of Americans along the east coast."
 
   "Of course it's millions, you idiot," Paul said to the TV. 
 
   "Functioning states have taken steps to declare martial law to deal with the widespread swarm of evacuees from neighboring states looking for refuge. The governor of Louisiana, for instance, was quoted as saying, 'Without the aid of the federal government all states must accept their constitutional responsibility to act on their own.' After up to three weeks and no end in sight from what has befallen our great nation, the country is left with an unimaginable outcome: the East Coast obliterated in a single day. 
 
   The questions we face are elementary in nature. Who, what, when, why, and how? Who committed the greatest single act of terrorism ever committed in human history? No single terrorist group has claimed responsibility, though experts have concluded the attacks too elaborate for a terror cell or network to achieve, leading many to believe they were from a nation, perhaps several nations. 
 
   While Americans in certain areas reel from loses large and heavy, officials have to contend with perhaps more attacks. Hours ago, there were reports of a bomb known as the "megabomb” is missing from the country’s nuclear artillery. If detonated, the bomb could potentially take out the rest of the country in a single blast. If you're watching this broadcast, and you're lucky enough to have power, you are advised to seek shelter until more information is known. If true, it is all too obvious that we must stop "megabomb" before it is too late."
 
   Suddenly the picture switched to color bars, ending the newscaster's broadcast.       
 
   "What the hell?" Paul said, punching the button on the remote to his side. Each following channel displayed color bars. Then came static.
 
   "We need to know more, dammit! Tell us more!" Paul shouted.
 
   "Paul," Julie called out, standing outside the bathroom. 
 
   In response, Paul switched off the television and turned to Julie. 
 
   "We need to find my mom before it's too late," she said. 
 
   "Yes, Julie. We'll stay here a little longer--"
 
   "She's not coming back, I know it. I don't know if someone took her or if she just left, but she's not coming back."
 
   Paul took a seat on the bed. 
 
   "It would seem that way." 
 
   Then it occurred to him that the power was on. He knew Samantha's number by heart now. 
 
   "Let's try her phone," he said excitedly while picking up the hotel landline receiver. He dialed her number and it went to her voicemail. Though she didn't answer, it was a gratifying relief, just to hear the sound of her voice. 
 
   "We're sorry, this mailbox is full," an automated voice said that followed her message. Paul tried the number five more times before he gave up. He wanted to shout at the top of his lungs, but Julie's presence told him otherwise. Julie walked around the room shutting off the lights. 
 
   "As cool as it is to have power, we shouldn't bring attention to ourselves," she said.  
 
   Paul had to admit, she was playing the survivalism game pretty well. He wondered if she was getting better at it than him. He then thought of another phone number to call. He fished the lawyer's card from his pocket, holding it under the one lamp that had been left on. 
 
   Before dialing, Paul looked at the display screen on the hotel phone. The small digital screen listed a brief call history of previous numbers dialed. The last call made on the phone, despite Samantha's number, was the exact same number listed on the back of the card. Paul attempted to dial in haste. His fingers flubbed over the digits. He had to hang-up and try again three different times. 
 
   3--0--3--2--5--4--5--5--4--7
 
   He was greeted with a few-rings followed by voicemail. "Hey, this is Jeff, please leave a message, and I'll get back to you ASAP." 
 
   After the beep, Paul received another automated message about a full mailbox. He had no choice but to hang up. 
 
   "Jeff?" Paul said to himself with curiosity.  
 
   "Did you get a hold of anyone?" Julie asked. 
 
   "Not yet," Paul answered. 
 
   He held the backside of the card, then flipped it over. The front part had professional lettering embossed over material. It read: The Legal Offices of Bryant and Bryant, Offices Denver. 
 
   There was no official phone number or addressed listed on the card. 
 
   "Jeff Bryant," Paul said, putting the first and last name together. "Who is Jeff Bryant?"  
 
   He looked around the room for other signs. In the bathroom, Samantha's hygiene products sat along the shelf. The only thing that had been taken was her traveling suitcase. Either she was coming back or she wasn't. Paul had to make a decision. 
 
   "Julie, we're going to leave the hotel and look for your mom." 
 
   Julie jumped off the bed in excitement. 
 
   "I knew you'd listen to me," she said with a smile. 
 
   "Yeah right," Paul thought. "She contacted this lawyer. There's no address, but maybe we can find his law office around here."
 
   "Why would she call him?" Julie asked, almost sounding jealous, even more so than Paul. 
 
   "Maybe she needed help," Paul responded. Their minds were made. They were going to take their chances outside. As they came to this conclusion, a great deal of commotion followed outside, on the ground below. They both walked to the window overlooking downtown Denver and witnessed an army of police trucks, with several dozen armed officers on-ground. 
 
   A growing crowd of displaced people, mostly young and anonymously concealed wearing jackets, pants, hats, and T-shirts covering their faces approached several barriers. The barriers were intended to prevent people from entering "restricted" parts of the city. The police were dressed protectively. They held riot guns loaded with tear gas cartridges. One officer, gripping a large blue megaphone, shouted to the group from atop his horse. 
 
   "This is a restricted area, city occupants are not allowed to get too far from the convention center. Return to the designated areas immediately."
 
   The crowd disregarded the officer's request, and pushed against the barriers in defiance. 
 
   "Masks!" the officer ordered. His men donned gas masks in response. 
 
   The lead officer placed his mask on then shouted again into the megaphone. 
 
   "Fire!" 
 
   Tear gas canisters launched into the air and hit within a few feet of the crowd. The smoke instantly engulfed the air, causing the protesters to fall to the ground rubbing their stinging eyes while violently coughing. Other kids pushed past the barriers while covering their faces with shirts, jackets, or whatever else they could find. The group was on the front lines now, practically touching the police officer's shields. Several ran away in fear after taking a hit or two. Others took their lickings and were knocked to the ground unconscious. 
 
   "Yes, perfect, let's go down there," Julie said, walking away from the window. 
 
   "We got lucky the first time the police came up here. They could do another sweep of the floor," Paul said. 
 
   "You said no more danger. You said everything was going to be okay," Julie started.
 
   "And I'm trying to make it so," Paul said. "We're going, and I don't care what is happening out there. This Jeff Bryant knows where your mom is, and we're going to find him." 
 
   Paul went to the door and opened it. 
 
   "I won't let anything happen to you, I promise. We'll stay out of sight, out of mind," he said in his most reassuring voice. Julie pulled the blinds shut, walked to the night stand and scribbled a note on the hotel-provided memo pad. 
 
   Went looking for you, don't leave! Love - Julie. 
 
   "Hurry up," Paul said, as his eyes shifted to both sides of the hallway. 
 
   Julie grabbed her mom's pocket-book and purple T-shirt. She took one look around the room and then joined Paul in the hallway. Whatever else left behind in the room they could rest assure that they may never see it again. 
 
    
 
   The streets outside were chaotic. Paul had reservations about going the way they came in, not discounting the fact that a team of police had recently gone through the very door they had smashed. Paul and Julie moved swiftly and carefully from the second floor hallway to the hotel lobby. Once downstairs, they heard the very real sounds of civil unrest right outside the hotel. Out on the streets, the police had effectively pushed the crowd back behind the barriers. Tear gas flowed through the air like hazy fog on an early morning. To Paul, it still looked too dangerous for them to venture out in. 
 
   "We have to look for another way out," he said to Julie, pulling her along.
 
   They moved into the small dining area where, under different circumstances, they would be having a free continental breakfast. Just looking around the room made them both realize how hungry they were, though not a crumb of food was around. Paul spotted an emergency exit, designed to trigger an alarm if opened. Their plans for a low-key escape looked slimmer by the minute. 
 
   "We'll have to take our chances out the front door," Paul said as they circled back to the lobby.
 
    
 
   They walked outside the dining room to see an agile team of gas-masked riot control officers storm through the front doors in hot pursuit. Paul yanked Julie away from the lobby like a rag doll and ran back to the dining area. He charged the emergency exit door as Julie struggled to keep up. As he pushed the door open, the alarm sounded, naturally drawing the unwanted attention Paul feared. The team leader immediately signaled to his men. 
 
   "Move out!" he shouted from under his gas mask. 
 
   They scurried to the dining area like hawks. As they cleared the room, the emergency exit slowly shut. It didn't take a brilliant tactician to figure out that the person or persons they were looking for had just fled the building.
 
   "Why are we running from them? We haven't done anything," Julie said. 
 
   She had grown tired of fleeing. Paul slowed to a fast-walking pace and beckoned her to keep up. 
 
   "We can't let anything get in the way of finding your mother. If they catch us, they're going to prevent that from happening. Understand?"
 
   Before Julie could answer, the police team stormed outside and took instant notice of them. 
 
   "Stop right there!" one of the officers said, from only twenty feet away. The surrounding streets were nearly empty due to the new off-limits zones. Paul and Julie found themselves directly in the middle of a restricted area. There was no crowd they could blend into. No open store they could hide in. From both sides, empty shops remained closed and the bars on their windows, impenetrable. Their only option was to run. Julie gripped onto Paul's sweaty hand as they ran down the street. The police were close on their heels. She had always been a fast runner, but fear had taken over and she could barely keep up. 
 
   "I said stop!" the lead officer shouted. No time for the Taser gun, he was prepared to make a tackle. 
 
   Paul looked around for anywhere they could evade the authorities. The best he could see was an alleyway ahead past a store on their left. The curvature of their path allowed them a few seconds where they could not be seen by the officers chasing them. Paul took quick notice of this brief advantage. 
 
   "This way," he panted. 
 
   He pulled Julie down the alleyway with him and was instantly filled with dread upon noticing that their path would soon reach a dead end. Brick walls surrounded them. Two large green dumpsters on one side, one on the other. If they could make it behind one of the dumpsters before the police noticed, they would effectively be out of their range. It was exactly what Paul hoped for. One more mad dash and they would be safe. He could hear galloping boots not far from them. They were gaining and there wasn't much time.
 
   "We're going to hide by the dumpsters," he informed Julie. 
 
   Her silence meant agreement as far as he was concerned. Just as they made it to the first dumpster on the right, a familiar voice shouted from underneath a gas mask. 
 
   "They're moving down the alleyway!"       
 
   Paul looked around in panic. The buildings they had found themselves between both had doors resembling exit doors for nightclubs. If they weren't bolted shut, it would be their ticket to escape. 
 
   "I seen 'em," one of the masked officers said. "They're hiding down there."
 
   Paul crept along the brick wall, kneeling as Julie crawled. He pushed on the first door and was met with resistance in return. Footsteps marched carefully towards them, though Paul and Julie still remained concealed. Paul pushed on the other door. It was locked, but he could hear voices talking inside. He pounded on the door, not considering the fact that he sounded like he was the police. A slot opened on the lower part of the door. As Paul peeked inside, all he could see was darkness.
 
   "Who the fuck is it?" the voice asked. 
 
   "Please help us. My name's Paul. I'm with my daughter Julie, the police are after us."
 
   Several bolts were unlocked systematically. A moment later, the door creaked open.
 
   "Hurry up, and come in," the unseen voice said. 
 
   Paul and Julie slipped in, finding themselves in a dark, stuffy hall. A man behind them slammed the door shut and reapplied the bolt locks.
 
   "Move, move," he said, scurrying Paul and Julie forward. 
 
   Outside the door the police ran past, then reached the end of the alleyway. 
 
   "They were down here, sir, I swear," one of the officers said while catching his breath.
 
   "Either they disappeared into thin air or they slipped into one of the buildings. Either way, we have more important things to take care of," another voice remarked. 
 
   "Won't be the last we see of them, I imagine. They always end up coming back," one added. 
 
   The riot officers left the alleyway in collective indifference. They had a growing crowd of evacuees to contend with who grew more unruly by the day with their additional numbers. 
 
   "So why were you runnin' from the cops?" the man asked them. 
 
   He walked out from the shadows and into a single ray of light that beamed from a small yellow-stained window above. He looked to be in his sixties, or possibly older. His white buttoned dress shirt and black slacks had been rendered torn and ragged by weeks of possible neglect. He had a thin but scraggly beard, poorly groomed. His brown thinning hair stuck out in all directions. 
 
   "I believe I asked you a question," he repeated. 
 
   Paul gained his composure and attempted to provide an answer. 
 
   "They've got parts of the city blocked off. I don't know why, but they do. My daughter and I are trying to get somewhere and I guess we wandered in a restricted zone."
 
   The man studied them suspiciously, then he looked to Julie. 
 
   "Is he telling the truth?" the man said, pointing at Paul.
 
   "That's what happened," she said in a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
   "Always trust kids, they say. Kids don't lie. But as soon as they can think for themselves, they realize that you can just make shit up, and then they ain’t so trustworthy," the man said with a laugh.
 
   “I’m telling the truth,” Julie said.
 
   "I want to thank you for helping us. Is there a way out of the building you can show us?" Paul asked.
 
   "Now wait just a minute, Paul, we're not through here," the man said, cutting him off. 
 
   Paul felt a tad nervous. He didn't know if they were any safer in the building with the stranger or outside with the police. 
 
   "You from the Denver area?" the man asked. 
 
   "No, we're from," Paul said, pausing. "We're from out-of-state."
 
   "Well if you're not from the area, you probably don't recognize me. Here, follow me," the man said beckoning them down the hall. 
 
   They were led into a large cluttered room acting as a recording studio. In the middle of the room was a table and chair; in the center of the table hung a professional microphone. Under the microphone was a perfectly square shaped electronic switchboard. The room was split by a panel of glass where, on the other side rested an intricate mixing board. Several old tube-televisions sat stacked along the wall, each one displaying color bars. Newspapers littered the ground, their headlines similar in apocalyptic language: 
 
    
 
   Nuke Strikes U.S.! 
 
   Worst Attack in History!
 
   The End of America! 
 
   Millions Perish in Nuclear Holocaust!
 
    
 
   Paul was eager to read every paper in view at the hope of gaining some insight through tangible reporting. The man sat on his chair, leaned back and plopped his feet on the table.  Next to him was a mobile reel-to-reel audio recording unit. He casually pressed the record button on the unit, sending the audio reels spinning in a clockwise fashion.
 
   "Welcome to the Arthur Williams Radio Show. I'm your host, Arthur Williams, and today we'll be talking about the current status of the once beautiful city of Denver and the current hellhole it is now. But before we get into the meat of everything, to include the sudden availability of power after three weeks, I would like to introduce my two guests from out of town."
 
   Arthur looked up from his microphone and signaled Paul and Julie over. 
 
   "Why don't you come closer to the mic and say hi to everyone?" he asked. 
 
   Paul and Julie were hesitant to move anywhere near the man. He took notice and laughed.
 
   "Relax. This isn't going live. Couldn't broadcast live if I wanted to. I've been making tapes for posterity. Last man standing. End of the world. Been running the recorder off the back-up generator. Here at the Arthur Williams Show, we often tackle subjects of a deep and serious nature. We're ostensibly opposed to the past system, the current system, and the future system. And as you two know, after fleeing from the fucking cops, it's a jungle out there. That's right loyal listeners, it's a fucking jungle everywhere."
 
   With his voice droning out, Arthur pressed the pause button on the recording machine. He looked at Paul and Julie with disappointment. 
 
   "You two need to lighten up already. I'm trying to do a radio show here."
 
   "I'm sorry, Mr. Miller, we're not in the mood."
 
   "Not in the mood. Ha!" Arthur responded. "I want to know what the hell is going on out there. My listeners want to know what's going on out there. Not ten minutes ago I watched the biggest bullshit newscast of my life. Some fake, nameless anchor up there reading his lines like a trained monkey. They're up to something, and it ain't good."
 
   "What are you suggesting?" Paul asked moving closer to Arthur. 
 
   "I'm suggesting that things ain't what they seem. They never are. What do you think I talk about here Monday through Friday six to nine P.M. Central Time?"
 
   "I have to admit that I don't know exactly what's going on, but my daughter and I came from Pennsylvania. We were fleeing a nuclear attack. Things have changed out there. It's--it's different. Lack of power and fuel has put everything on high alert. I haven't had a moment to think about my friends and family. My father. Anyone."
 
   Arthur saw his opportunity and pressed the record button. 
 
   "So Paul, if you don't mind, what the hell brought you to our police state of Colorado? Don't tell me that it was the only place you had left to go? If that's the case, we're all fucked."
 
   Paul took a deep breath. 
 
   "I'm looking for my wife."
 
   "Your wife?" Arthur asked leaning into the microphone. 
 
   "Yes. She was at the convention center on Day One--the day of the Wall Street Bombing."
 
   "Ah, of course. We mustn't forget about what started it all. I remember it like it was yesterday. Then--well, we know what happened next."
 
   "What do you know?" Paul asked. "Is everything they're saying on television true?"
 
   Arthur ignored Paul's question and continued. "So tell us about your wife. Have you found her yet? What's the deal with that? Sounds like we have a real human drama here."
 
   Arthur raised his arms up in the air like a promoter. 
 
   "One man against the world. His daughter in tow. Will he find his wife as the world crumbles around him, or will they perish with everyone else? Tune in at eleven." Arthur burst out into laughter following his mock announcer voice.
 
   "I'm glad you find this amusing," Paul said. 
 
   Arthur wiped his eyes. "No, no, no. Don't misunderstand me, Paul. I'm completely sympathetic to your predicament. You say your wife is in the convention center?"
 
   "She was," Paul said, corrected himself. "But she's not there anymore. My daughter and I are looking for the Law Offices of Bryant and Bryant because we have reason to believe she may be there."
 
   Arthur looked stunned. He narrowed his eyes at Paul in suspicion. "The Law Offices of?" 
 
   "Bryant and Bryant. I believe his first name is Jeff. Jeff Bryant," Paul said. 
 
   Arthur had no quick response. He scratched his head then spoke into the hanging microphone. 
 
   "Exactly how did you come to this conclusion?" 
 
   "Because of this card," Paul said pulling the business card from his pocket. 
 
   Arthur took the card and examined it. After a careful look, he slowly placed it on the table.
 
   "Bryant and Bryant don't exist anymore. I don't know what this is, but it's not a business card. You're talking about Senator Jeff Bryant, Colorado's own esteemed philandering corruptocrat. I'm not surprised that your wife may be with him. But if she is, then I would seriously fear for her safety."
 
   "What the fuck are you talking about?" Paul asked with anger, moving inches within Arthur. 
 
   "Paul stop!" Julie pleaded. 
 
   Arthur took notice of Paul's agitated state. He moved his feet off the table in response.
 
   "If, for some reason, you think your wife is with Senator Bryant, then the only place you're going to find them is at the Denver Airport," Arthur said.
 
   It was just more confusion. Paul wanted answers. 
 
   "No more riddles, Williams. Just tell me where I can find Senator Bryant."
 
   "I just did. At the Denver Airport. Listen, everyone knows that there's a secret underground bunker at the airport. It's a place for the elites. The Masterminds. I don't know, maybe he convinced your wife to go with him." 
 
   Arthur flinched and raised an arm in defense. 
 
   "I'm not suggesting anything. Maybe she was desperate for help. Ol' Bryant can be quite the charmer."
 
   "Or maybe she was kidnapped," Paul added.
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   Paul backed away from Arthur and knelt to retrieve some of the newspapers off the ground. 
 
   "I mean that her hotel room door in the Marriott was busted open. Her stuff was there, but she was gone."
 
   Arthur thought to himself.
 
    "I don't know what to tell you, Paul. Senator Bryant is a snake. I've long reported about his involvement in secret organizations. All this shit you see. All this death and destruction. They engineered it, and they engineered it by design."
 
   "Why the hell would anyone do such a thing?" Paul asked. "We're talking about the deaths of millions of people here." 
 
   "Absolute power," Arthur answered. "To make an omelet you have to crack a few eggs."
 
   "You're a sick man," Paul said in an accusatory tone. 
 
   He rolled a few newspapers together and stood up, ready to go. 
 
   "My daughter and I are leaving. This airport theory of yours, is there really a chance that there's an underground bunker there?"
 
   "Seen it with my own two eyes, Paul. A palpable fortress for the elites."
 
   "How did you see it?" 
 
   "Pictures. Plain as day. A source sent them to me."
 
   Paul was disappointed. He needed tangible verification, not the word of a radio talk show host.  
 
   "You go to that airport, you might catch your wife before Bryant puts her on a private jet. After that, you may never see her again."
 
   Paul took a step back. He wanted to charge Arthur and punch him. But it was only words. Arthur had done nothing but made claims. Claims, Paul couldn't verify. Claims that could be the only chance they had to find Samantha. 
 
   "Julie, let's go, we're leaving," Paul said. 
 
   He then looked to Arthur. 
 
   "How do we get out of here?"
 
   Arthur stared back, smiling. 
 
   "Allow me to escort you," he said in the tone of a butler with his arm outstretched. 
 
   He leaned into his mike once again for some closing words. 
 
   "We'll be right back," he said. 
 
   Then he hit the pause button. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Bunker Life
 
    
 
   Samantha sat on her single mattress bottom bunk sipping a cup of coffee from a batch she had recently brewed. It was no hotel bed; that much was certain, as everything was smaller within their cramped conditions. She was unsure of the time or day. Over two weeks underground in a secured bunker had altered her perception of hours, days, and weeks. The only information she had to go on was what Senator Bryant told her. One of the first things she discovered was that there was no way out. The doors were sealed and only manageable through security key cards. There were close to thirty other people in the bunker with her. They were a unique bunch, very accustomed to an opulent lifestyle, and the sacrifices they had made from their previous lives of luxury were evoked constantly on a daily basis. However, there was no shortage of creature comforts around them, even underground. They had fine dining, personal chefs, a game room, a pool and hot tub, a tanning salon, and a private movie theater. They were important people, so they made clearly known, while Samantha was an outsider. 
 
   "Where have you taken me?" she asked Senator Bryant after waking up in his strange underground fortress. 
 
   "You're safe here, Samantha. You have nothing to worry about. This place has been designed for the sole purpose of protection against a nuclear attack. Several of my friends and colleagues have joined us. Pretty soon you'll get to know everybody," he reassured. 
 
   "But I don't even know you," Samantha replied. 
 
   Bryant laughed. 
 
   "There will be plenty of time for us to get to know each other."
 
   "Senator Bryant--"
 
   "Please, call me Jeff."
 
   "I have to find my family. My husband and daughter could be in great danger."
 
   Bryant raised his hand up. 
 
   "All in due time, Samantha. First you need to rest. You had quite the episode back there. You're lucky we found you when we did. As soon as communications come back through, I'll help you get in touch with your family." 
 
   With a pat on her bed, Bryant stood up and left Samantha alone in the sleeping quarters. His voice trailed off into the other room as he met with other guests. Samantha removed the washcloth from her head and sat up. Several other bunk beds lined the room against cold concrete walls. The arrangement looked similar to a summer camp or military bunker. She couldn't decide which one.   
 
   In addition to Senator Bryant, the other occupants consisted of top government officials, business magnates, and wealthy politicians among the group. Though they gave the impression they didn't seem much concerned with what was going on above ground, as potentially horrifying as it was. Samantha had been placed in the same sleeping quarters as the "help"; personal chefs, trainers, and assistants to the prominent members of Senator Bryant's entourage. How she personally factored into everything, she didn't know. Her days had consisted of monotonous routines of eating, exercising, and sleeping. She felt tired each day, before and after meals or exercise and would often sleep the hours away. This further disoriented her sense of time and place.  
 
   Senator Bryant's crew threw lavish parties nightly that she ignored for the most part. They met daily behind closed doors conducting meetings Samantha was forbidden to attend. They took little notice of her, often mistaking her for the help. When asked, Senator Bryant would remind them that Samantha was his "friend," and leave it at that. 
 
   "Well at least put her to work, Jeff," an elderly socialite woman remarked during one of their dinner parties. "She should do something here besides eat our food. Pretty soon she'll be into the caviar."
 
   The other guests at the long candlelit dining table chuckled in boorish laughter. At the head of the table, Senator Bryant slammed his fist on the table.   
 
   "Now, Edna, that is entirely inappropriate. She is our guest. I will not have her talked about in such a manner." 
 
   "Seems to me that you have a slight thing for this woman, Jeffery," a grinning man in a fashioned tuxedo claimed while taking a sip of champagne.
 
   "Nonsense, Warren. She's a personal friend. Now I won't hear her spoken of again in any disrespectful terms." 
 
   Though he defended her during private dinner parties and denied any real attraction, Senator Bryant was strangely enamored with Samantha. She was the incarnation of lost love he had suffered so many years before. He believed her husband and child already dead, and felt it only a matter of time before she came around to seeing things his way. Of course these were infantile thoughts. The kinds of thoughts he had early in the morning when he awoke in his own private quarters. How long before Samantha became weary of sleeping in the same room as the "help"? How long before she would wander into his quarters looking for some comfort during such troubling times. Though plausible, he would eliminate such thoughts from his head after waking up in order to focus on the large issues at hand, though she was never far from his mind.  
 
   The country was doomed, that much Bryant knew. No word from Washington and nothing from his upper contacts had started to worry him. He had played his role, done what he had to do to ensure that events would fold out as they had. Now he awaited further instructions. Awaiting the signal to reemerge from their lair beneath the Denver airport and ensure total control over the new America. The secret society that he was privileged to be a part of had seen things this far, but there was one final piece to ensure their plan that had not gone into effect. The high-society types among him were privy to certain details of the plan. Not a single person knew the entire objective or more than the other. As they plotted and waited, they did so in an extravagant style of fine living. After their secret meetings, there was exquisite dining, games, and dancing. For Samantha, it was hard to witness and believe. 
 
   She found their indifference appalling. They seemed to care less of the millions of people reportedly vanquished by nuclear blasts than what was on the menu any given night. It made her sick to witness, and the growing desire to leave grew heavy. One evening, she overheard talks between a group of elegantly dressed middle-aged men smoking cigars. They theorized on the prospects of a new civilization, a perfect society. This naturally led to the discussion on obtaining more women to fulfill these desires. As she walked past them--dressed-down, worn and tired--their eyes followed with a slimy combination of arrogance and lust. Who were these people? What the hell was she doing here? She felt like a prisoner. There was no connection to the outside world. No television. Certainly no cell phone reception or other means of contact. To be trapped in this endless nightmare, she thought, was worse than facing whatever it was that awaited them outside. 
 
    
 
   She confronted Senator Bryant during their celebratory evening dance. He was talking to a few associates when she stormed out of her quarters, stepped right into his circle, and spoke directly into his face. 
 
   "I want to leave here tonight," she demanded. 
 
   Bryant's smile dropped to a surprised frown. He grew serious in the company of the others. 
 
   "Samantha, this is hardly the time or place for this discussion. Why don't we talk about this later?"
 
   An intense scowl grew on her face in response to his flippant evasiveness.
 
   "You people stand around smoking and drinking like you don't have a care in the world. People are dying out there! I can't stand another minute down here. I want out, now!"
 
   Senator Bryant's associates looked down embarrassingly after Samantha's outburst. They scurried away awkwardly after patting Bryant's shoulder. 
 
   "We'll talk later, my man," they said, leaving him in Samantha's heated glare. 
 
   Senator Bryant gulped his champagne then placed the empty glass on a nearby tray. 
 
   "We're only celebrating to take our minds off of what's happening out there. What happens out there, we have no control of. You cannot keep a large number of people contained in a confided area for very long if spirits are low. Morale is central to our survival. Why do you think I plan these lavish parties? These people that you speak so lowly of are some of the country's top influential business leaders and public servants. Many of them have done great things in their lives and they will continue to do great things when all of this is over."
 
   "And where do you fit into all of this?" Samantha interrupted. 
 
   "Me?" Senator Bryant asked with his hand over his heart. "I simply wish to look out for their well-being. It's better for all of us in the end."
 
   Samantha thought to herself for a minute. 
 
   "How much are they paying you?"
 
   Bryant let out a sharp laugh. 
 
   "I can assure you, it's not like that. They're colleagues and friends. I like to take care of my friends. I mean, we're friends aren't we?"
 
   Samantha rolled her eyes in response then tried to tone her anger down.
 
   "I'm not saying I don't appreciate your help, initially. But this place--I don't even know where we are and what we're doing here. Enough is enough. I have to find out where my family is, end of story. I can't stand to be away from them like this."   
 
   "I told you, we're in Denver at a secure underground facility."
 
   "I would like to leave now, please," she said sternly.
 
   Senator Bryant looked around in frustration. Everyone appeared to be having a good time. There was music, food, drinks, and dancing. He didn't understand why Samantha couldn't give it a chance. She insisted on dwelling on the past when a new magnificent future soon awaited them. For Senator Bryant, she was the one he was going have accompany him to a new world. After twelve failed marriages, she was the one he had been waiting for his whole life. He couldn't explain it to himself, but somehow he knew. He placed a hand on her shoulder. She flinched and then looked into his deep blue yearning eyes. 
 
   "Chemistry, Samantha. I felt it the moment we shook hands. You have to admit that you feel something."
 
   With one hand on her shoulder, he gripped her other hand, interlocking his fingers over hers. Perhaps he had a little too much champagne, but it was his most forward behavior yet. Samantha was stunned by his abrasiveness, too frozen to pull away. He leaned in closer, as if wanting a kiss. 
 
   "Soon enough, nothing will be left of the old world, and all we'll have is each other. Will you embrace it, or will you walk away?" he asked as his lips got closer to hers.
 
   Samantha placed her hand over his then pushed it away from her shoulder. Bryant's eyes startled open. She pulled her other hand out from his and took a step back with fierce resistance. 
 
   "I'm walking away, Senator Bryant," she said. "I'm going to walk as far away from this place as I can." 
 
   She left the large dance hall, leaving Bryant standing alone with his thoughts. He nervously grabbed for another glass of champagne on the tray near him and gulped it down. Moments later, one of his tuxedo-wearing guests stumbled over in jest. 
 
   "Looks like that went well, good Senator," he balked. 
 
   Bryant stared at the man, then to Samantha's fleeing figure. 
 
   "All in due time, Sebastian, all in due time."
 
    
 
   Samantha went to her room, grabbed what little things she had left, and stuffed them in a small bag. She had looked for a way out before, but always ran into a dead end. With everyone in the dance hall, Samantha entered the meeting room and found it empty aside from a wide oval table with a thick glass surface, encircled by twenty-seven chairs. In the center of the table was a conference phone. Samantha ran to the phone and pulled the receiver from its base as soon as she laid eyes on it. Miraculously, she heard a dial tone. She immediately, almost instinctively, dialed 9--1--1, but nothing went through. No matter what number she dialed, she received a busy tone in response. She smashed the phone down against the table in frustration. 
 
   Footsteps were coming. Samantha looked up in a panic. She didn't know of any "official rules" the "normal people," like her, had to follow, but she did know that the meeting room was designated as off limits. A large presentation board was mounted to the wall at the end of the table. On one side of the board was the Colorado state flag in a flag pole. On the other side was the American flag. Samantha moved away from the table and into the corner of the room where she was concealed by shadows. She looked above her and was overwhelmed by an elaborate mural that covered the entire wall. 
 
   She stepped away from the brightly colored painting, confined within the silhouette of a giant pyramid. She found herself lost in its imagery. Children marched in unison on opposite sides of each other wearing red-colored military style uniforms. Circling the children above were people of all nations and backgrounds joining hands, smiling, and throwing roses below. A large eagle clutched a bundle of arrows with its talon while gripping some of the thrown roses in its beak. 
 
    
 
   It was the strangest painting Samantha had ever seen. It seemed to say nothing and everything at the same time. Was she really within the throes of some secret society? And what did that mean for her chances of survival? One thing was certain: she needed to leave before they caught her. The entrance to a hallway leading out of the room was to her right. She moved swiftly down its narrow opening. Small, tiny bulbs illuminated the pathway before her. She followed the walls as they twisted and turned, hoping to finally reach an exit. She moved with haste knowing that Senator Bryant would soon be after her, most likely drunk and demanding affection. 
 
   She blamed herself for calling Bryant at the hotel in the first place. What had she been thinking? She eventually arrived at an impenetrable door constructed of thick iron. She pushed against the door and was unable to come close to even budging it. She looked for a door handle, finding nothing. It wasn't a door--it was a dead end. There was no moving it. Bryant had sealed it shut for a reason. She moved her hand along the walls next to it, feeling for something in the dim light. Her heart raced with anticipation. 
 
   Suddenly, an electronic panel stationed directly next to the door lit up in a green neon glow. A small iris in the middle of the panel flashed red. The digital display above the panel 
 
   read: Please Swipe Access Card.
 
    
 
   "Access card?" Samantha said. 
 
   She took a step back from the door. Things were beginning to become clear. Over time she had indeed become Senator Bryant's captive, and it wasn't long before he would come after her again. She had to find an access card if she was ever to have any chance of escape. Samantha turned from the door and walked back down the hallway. The hem of her cocktail dress that Bryant had given her swayed through the artificial air of the bunker as she hurried back to her quarters. "Tomorrow," she said. 
 
   More than two weeks underground and Samantha began to grow fully wary of her surroundings. One of the reasons, she had discovered, was that someone was contaminating her meals each day. Something was being put into her food that made her sluggish and complacent. That was her suspicion. She could barely gather the energy needed to go to the exercise room at the end of the day. After a week of this, Samantha stopped eating prepared meals, and instead rummaged the kitchen late at night for whatever she could find.  
 
   Senator Bryant and his fellow dignitaries needed people like Samantha and the "help." She was the only one among the people in her barracks that didn't fill a specific role. She didn't work and nothing was asked of her. But with Bryant on the prowl, her role soon became clear. She was to be his. The "help" never complained. She had trouble engaging any of them in conversation. They were as unsure of her as she was of them. Ten persons in all, they were made up of six men and four women. Some spoke Spanish, some French, and others Italian. It was pointless trying to get answers from them. They were far too complacent to do whatever was asked of them by Bryant's entourage. In the meantime, his advances grew heavier. Each day Samantha would ask to leave and would be told that it was too dangerous for any of them to leave in response. Nuclear war was on the horizon. They had strict protocol on who could leave and who could enter. He talked endlessly about the need to stay underground until some determined time frame, until she gave up and walked away.
 
   The circumstances Samantha found herself in were by design, courtesy of Senator Bryant. Manipulation was one of his strongest traits. The more the "help" ignored her, the more uncomfortable she would feel, eventually having nowhere else to turn. That seed had been planted. His next plan was to rid her of concerns for her family. He would devise a story of their deaths, eliminating the source of her desire to leave. If she cited any other relatives, Bryant would find a way to spin their deaths as well. It was all part of his carefully designed plan.
 
   But Senator Bryant failed to see that Samantha, herself, had a plan of her own. She needed to find the access card. It felt like she had been underground for over a month. It had actually been nearly three weeks, but her perception of days was hazy. The day of her planned escape, she sipped coffee from her bunk, and pondered what she would do. She gladly accepted food as to not raise suspicion, but got rid of it the first chance she had. After lunch, she waited for the kitchen to empty and searched in cabinets high and low for sedatives. Deep within one of the cabinets, she found a small unlabeled case of twenty small white pills.   
 
    
 
   Later that day, Senator Bryant called her to his private quarters before dinner time. This time, she was excited, as the prospect of an access card awaited. She entered his room wearing the fancy dress given to her days before. It was a short-sleeved glittering red dress that stopped only inches above her knees. She had a black vinyl belt around her waist that shined as well. Her black sandals clicked on the hard tile surface when she walked. Her toenails were painted red, her black hair swayed gently to the sides as she approached his doorway, a stunning picture of beauty.  
 
   "Very nice to see you. I'm glad you came," Bryant said looking up from his computer desk. He was surprisingly dressed down, wearing glasses, a bathrobe, and slippers. He looked to be in his forties, though still youthful in appearance. His eyes projected a combination of passion and sadness. Bryant ached for her, never more than at the moment she walked in.  
 
   "Are you coming to dinner?" she asked, trying to take charge of the situation. 
 
   Bryant looked around, first at his laptop screen then to Samantha. 
 
   "I was hoping that maybe we could talk for a little bit," he replied. "Why don't you have a seat?"
 
   Samantha scanned the room and saw that there was conveniently nowhere else to sit other than on his king sized bed. 
 
   "Sure, why not?" she said. 
 
   Bryant looked a tad taken aback by her amiable mood, even a little suspicious. Once she sat at the foot of the bed, Bryant stood up and walked over. 
 
   "I know," he said, clearing his throat. "I know that things have not been easy for you here, and I apologize. I would hope that you understand that I'm only looking out for the safety of you and the other guests."
 
   "I understand," she said. 
 
   He sat close to her on the bed, causing the mattress to slightly sink in.
 
   "Under normal circumstances I would meet a woman like you at a convention center, offer a handshake and understand that we would never see each other again."
 
   Bryant thought to himself then continued.
 
   "But these are not normal times, Samantha. Certain measures have to be taken. I assure you that we're working on something great. Something that, for me, has been a lifetime in the making."
 
   Samantha sat, unresponsive. Where was he going with this? He inched closer to her, speaking not above a whisper.
 
   "I know you had a life out there. So did I. Now that we've been brought together, there's nothing we can't accomplish. After all these years you have returned to me."
 
   Bryant breathed onto her neck. He was inches from her, nearing a complete embrace. 
 
   "Perhaps some champagne," Samantha said, trying to cover-up her nervousness. 
 
   "I think with a glass or two I'll feel better about this whole thing," she said.
 
   Bryant stopped and shifted around looking for a bottle. 
 
   "I don't believe I have any here. I'll have to go to the kitchen."
 
   "Oh, I don't want to make you go through any trouble," she said. 
 
   "No, not at all. Wait here, I'll be right back," he said. 
 
   Bryant scurried off in his bathrobe. Samantha waited patiently on the bed and listened for the sounds of his soft footsteps trailing away. She stood up, slipped her hand under her belt, and pulled out three tiny capsules. Though she wasn’t sure if the pills were sedatives, she felt that a couple in Bryant's glass was one way to find out. She listened again for the sound of his approach and heard nothing. 
 
   She looked around. The room was small and sterile, with only a bed, desk, and a few small tables. The walls were made of metallic gray steel, different from the concrete wall in the barracks. What little space existed was cluttered with piles of paperwork, as if Bryant was conducting some type of massive research project. On his desk sat a laptop computer and coffee maker, among other stacks of paperwork. 
 
   Samantha walked to his computer desk and tossed the paperwork aside, looking for anything that resembled an access card. She felt doubtful that the card would be lying around in the open, but decided to take the chance. His soft footsteps grew closer. Samantha hurried back to his bed and took a seat. After gaining her composure, she held her hand up and squeezed tightly, grinding the pills together until they became a powdery substance.  
 
   Bryant entered the room carrying a bottle of champagne with two glasses. He strutted around the room in his bathrobe like he was at the Playboy mansion. There was no doubt that he had certain expectations on how the evening was going to turn out. 
 
   "Fortunately I found a bottle already on ice. It's slightly chilled," he said, while setting the glass down on a nearby glass table.
 
   Bryant grabbed a corkscrew and opened the champagne which emitted a loud popping sound. He flashed a smile at Samantha as suds bubbled to the top of the bottle and onto the hard steel ground, then gently poured two glassed, handing one to her. 
 
   "Thank you," she said. 
 
   "My pleasure," Bryant answered. 
 
   He resumed his seat next to her on the bed, over his silk white comforter. The bed was soft and comfortable; certainly a step up from the mattress Samantha had been sleeping on. Bryant stared into her eyes and raised his glass up. 
 
   "To a new age," he said.
 
   Samantha raised her arm up to halt the toast. 
 
   "Wait, I'm sorry. Do you have any music?" she asked. 
 
   Bryant held his glass in the air awkwardly as he displayed an uncertain expression.
 
   "Music?" he asked. "Well, I might have some on my laptop." 
 
   He seemed more interested in completing his toast than searching for any tunes, but Samantha was insistent. 
 
   "It's just; I always like to have a song playing in the background during a special toast. It always makes the moment more memorable, you know?"
 
   Bryant set his glass on his bedside table and looked around. 
 
   "I think that I do."
 
   "Just something that sets the mood," Samantha said. 
 
   She was taking a risk in sending out such signals, but his glass was close within reach. She opened her hand slightly and examined the powder cradled within her palm. Hopefully it wouldn't leave a trace once she put it in. Bryant reluctantly rose up and went to his laptop. The blue light from the screen reflected onto his face as he closed the many windows on his desktop in search for music tracks. 
 
   Samantha saw that he was distracted and took her chance. She leaned slightly over to her side and released the powder into his glass. It floated on the surface, highly noticeable to even the casual eye. Nervous, she looked over to Bryant. His eyes were still on his laptop screen. She took his glass carefully and swished it around. The powder would not dissolve. To his satisfaction, Bryant found some Marvin Gaye tracks and played the first song. The song's soothing horns and bass reverberated out of the laptop speakers.   
 
   He glanced over to Samantha and noticed her holding his glass. 
 
   "You must be very thirsty," he said snidely. 
 
   Surprised, Samantha dropped his glass onto the floor, shattering it to pieces. 
 
   "No! Shit," she said in frustration. 
 
   "Relax, it’s okay. There are plenty of glasses where that came from."
 
   Samantha stared at the broken glass and sizzling suds of evaporating liquid on the floor. Bryant grabbed the bottle and took a seat next to her on the bed. She hadn't taken her eyes off the mess below. She mentally scolded herself. I should have tested the pills first to see if they would have evaporated! Now she wasn't sure what to do. Bryant rested a hand on her shoulder. 
 
   "I told you that it was okay, I'll clean it up later," he said with a reassuring smile. 
 
   "Jeff," Samantha said, holding her champagne glass. "I'm not feeling very well; I think I'm going to go to bed."
 
   Bryant's face dropped in confusion, but he remained undeterred. 
 
   "Nonsense. Why go back to the crowded barracks when you can have all the privacy you want here? Besides, we haven't even completed the toast yet."
 
   "I'm fine, really. Just a sudden headache. I get these sometimes."
 
   Samantha started to get up, but Bryant clutched her arm. 
 
   "Sorry, Samantha, you're not going anywhere..."  
 
   "What are you talking about?" she asked nervously as his grip tightened. 
 
   "Until, that is, you have your champagne," Bryant said with a laugh. "Come now, you didn't have me go all the way to the kitchen to grab it for no reason now, did you? Let's finish my toast."
 
   Samantha thought for a moment, and decided to give in.
 
   "Okay," she said. "I'll have one drink."
 
   She raised her glass as Bryant raised the bottle. "To the future," he said. 
 
   They clinked glass against bottle and took a drink. After a sip, Samantha set her glass on a small circular glass table in front of her as Bryant did the same with the bottle. After a moment, she stood up and brushed off her dress. 
 
   "I'm going to lie down now. Thank you for the drink." 
 
   She would try again the next night, though she was still upset for blowing it.
 
   "Now wait just a minute, you have to finish you glass. It's a sin to waste fine champagne."
 
   "It's quite alright, thank you," Samantha said turning away. 
 
   Her resistance made Bryant furious. His face reddened as he grew angry. He lunged at her arm once again and jerked her towards him, startling her.   
 
   "Senator Bryant, please let me go," she pleaded. 
 
   He pulled her to the bed by her thin, white arm reddened by his grasp.   
 
   "Stay with me tonight and I promise no harm will come to you," he said with fire in his eyes. 
 
   Samantha pulled her arm away as hard as she could, nearly falling off his bed as a result. 
 
   “Enough!" she said, pushing herself up. "What is it that you want from me? I'm married, don't you understand that? Nothing you say or do is going to make me forget about my family."
 
   Bryant recoiled slightly from her outburst. His face wore an expression of disappointment and sadness. Samantha continued. 
 
   "I want to leave this place and I don't care what is going on outside. Please, Senator, just let me leave here so I can find my husband and child."
 
   Bryant leaned back in his bed casually and smugly rested his arms behind his head. 
 
   "Sorry, can't risk the contamination."
 
   Samantha paced towards his bed in a fury. She leaned forward, getting within inches of his face.
 
   "No more excuses. Let me go now, or so help me God--" 
 
   Suddenly, Bryant lunged at her with intense rage. He wrapped his hands around both her arms and yanked her towards him. 
 
   "Who the FUCK do you think you are?" he seethed. His face constricted to a wrinkled mass of bulging veins. Samantha felt herself being pulled closer and closer as if in the throes of a shark.
 
   "Do you know who I am? Do you have any clue what it is that I do? I'm a United States Senator!"
 
   "Jeff--please. Let me go," she said, struggling. Bryant pulled harder. 
 
   "I take you in, protect you from harm, and this is the thanks I get?"
 
   Samantha pulled away, causing Bryant to heave her completely face-first on the bed. He placed his knee on her back to keep her down. 
 
   "Now you wanna come to my room wearing your little red dress, playing a bunch of fucking games. Well, it's not going to work like that, sweetheart, not today!" Bryant said, digging into her back. 
 
   Samantha screamed into the bed comforter. Her calls for help came out muffled and unintelligible. She lifted her head sobbing. "Let me go, you bastard!" she shouted. 
 
   Bryant pushed her head back down onto the comforter, silencing her. 
 
   "Shhhhh. Let's not blow this out of proportion. It's time that you showed me a little appreciation," Bryant said, unfastening the belt on his bathrobe with one hand, while pushing her down with his free hand. 
 
   Samantha squirmed and twisted her way from under his knee. She managed to break free, only to be tossed on her back with Bryant over her. He smiled, and grunted as he pinned both her arms down with his legs, sitting atop her. There was no escape. 
 
   "Ah, now we're talking," Bryant said excitedly.
 
   Samantha let out another scream and wrestled one arm away from under Bryant's knee. She brought it directly to his face and clawed fiercely down the side of his cheek. Her nails dug deep, causing Bryant to fall back in agony. Once free, Samantha rolled off the bed and hit the ground. Bryant writhed in pain from his wounds as she dragged herself on the ground towards his door. 
 
   "You bitch!" Bryant yelled, wiping the blood off his check. "You'll pay for this. You'll pay for everything!"                
 
   Struggling, Samantha crawled towards the small glass table near Bryant's bed. She pulled herself up just as he jumped off the bed directly behind her. 
 
   "Samantha, I'm sorry," he said in a drastically different tone. "Let's be friends again."
 
   She wobbled to her legs and grabbed the bottle of champagne in her reach. Bryant ascended on her like an animal. She swiftly turned and swung the entire bottle of champagne into his face, splitting it in half. Champagne and glass spilled on the floor. Bryant collapsed onto the floor on his back, crashing over his nightstand. The room went silent. He didn't get up.   
 
   Samantha held what was left of the bottle in her hand, ready to strike again. She looked to the bedroom door, walked over and quietly shut it. It may have been too late. Someone had to have heard the commotion.  
 
    
 
   She studied Bryant. He was on his back and not moving. His eyes were closed. She had no idea when he might awake. There was a large gash on his head. Blood trickled down across his face. Had she killed him? She didn't know, but there was little time to ponder. She tossed the remains of the bottle onto his bed and hurried over to his computer desk to continue her search. She searched frantically for the access card. If she came up empty handed she would have to face Bryant again. It wasn't an option. Massive paperwork cluttered his desk, making the search for something as small as an access card seem impossible. She threw the papers aside clearing his desk in the process. The laptop beckoned her to examine the screen. 
 
   "Fuck," she said in frustration. Her plan was slipping away with every minute. Then suddenly a thought occurred to her that she hadn't considered before. Bryant could have the access card on him. She looked to the feeble lump on the ground who only moments ago tried to attack her. His chest rose slowly up-and-down. His labored breaths flowed harshly in and out of his mouth, sounding an unbearable gargling snore. She slowly approached him, looking for anything that looked like a badge. She knelt and patted the sides of his bathrobe finding nothing. He made no movements to indicate consciousness. 
 
   "A wallet," she thought. "I need to find his wallet."
 
   She went back to the desk, opened the two small drawers directly underneath the desk surface, and rummaged through the pencils, pens, sticky notes, and clutter. There was no wallet, no badge, and nothing whatsoever of any use.
 
   "Dammit!" she shouted in frustration.
 
   She covered her mouth on the verge of tears. Time was running out. Where would Senator Bryant put his wallet? He had to have one somewhere. She looked to his nightstand. Directly under a small lamp, was a folder leather-brown wallet. She stumbled over his incapacitated body and snatched it up in one fell swoop. She moved back to the computer desk and opened the wallet carefully. It was packed with hundreds of dollars' worth of cash. She thumbed through his driver's license, credit cards, club memberships, and photos of the same three children. 
 
   In a slit within the wallet she pulled out a small blank plastic card. Her heart jumped in anticipation as she was almost positive it was the access card in question. She folded the wallet, set it on the table, then picked it up again and opened it. The money was tempting, but would it do her any good? There was little time to hesitate further, she swiped all the cash from it and threw his wallet back on the table. Now it was time to escape. 
 
   The laptop screen lit up again, distracting Samantha. Senator Bryant had received a message. A small box appeared in the corner of his screen. 
 
    
 
   What is your status? Need to know the location of the bomb.   
 
    
 
   A cursor blinked repeatedly, awaiting a response. Samantha's fingers hovered over the keyboard.  The message continued. 
 
    
 
   Transport team is off the grid and mobilizing. Need to intercept bomb before its deployed. 
 
    
 
   Samantha couldn't resist. She typed a quick response on the keyboard. 
 
    
 
   Who has the bomb? What are they planning to do? 
 
    
 
   The chat box immediately disappeared, leaving Samantha staring at a blank screen. There were several minimized windows on the laptop toolbar. She opened them, and scanned their contents. They displayed correspondence between Senator Bryant and several other contacts. From what she could gather, the nuclear attacks were a planned endeavor, involving Senator Bryant and his group of contacts. She flipped through document after document. They had armed middle-eastern terrorist networks with nuclear capabilities to use against their home countries, but apparently had lost control and oversight of the groups, and were scrambling to try to prevent an attack on the west coast. But there was much more she hadn't even begun to delve into. 
 
   Senator Bryant groaned from the floor. Samantha jerked her head around in a panic. He was waking. She pulled the power cord of the laptop from the wall and rolled it up. Everything she had read was either speculative nonsense or held the key to explain the masterminds behind the attack. She shut the laptop, grabbed his access card, and slipped out his door before he awoke.
 
   The hallway outside was empty and quiet. Samantha felt great relief, but still shook with fear. She decided to abandon her small bag of belongings and go straight for the exit. It was time to escape. She took off her sandals and bundled them in her hands with Bryant's laptop and power cable. Her footsteps remained cautious down the cold steel floor towards the secret meeting room. Several thoughts shifted throughout her head, as her body was gripped in emotion. Her heart beat rapidly, as if it was going to burst out of her chest. She felt faint again, and tried to control her erratic breathing. The last thing she needed to do was to pass out on the meeting room floor. If the card didn't work she was stuck. If the card failed to activate the door, she may never escape. If the card didn't do what she thought it would do, she would have to face Bryant. 
 
   She walked down the narrow hall to the sealed door. Its thick metal surface looked back in defiance, seemingly mocking her. There was no time to spare. Samantha held the card up to the security scanner. The pinhole-sized light turned green, followed by a slight beeping sound. She heard a mechanism unlock within the door as it cracked open. She was ecstatic, near euphoric in response, though she wasn't sure what lay ahead. Perhaps it was another room with guards. Samantha looked back and then slipped into the darkness beyond the door, sealing it shut behind her. 
 
   Several of Bryant's associates found him later in the evening, gurgling on the floor. 
 
   "Jeff, Jeff, wake up!" a concerned man wearing a silk robe with the initials, JT, embroidered on the chest pocket said. He lightly patted Bryant's face as a shrill woman stood over holding a small French Terrier in her arms.
 
   "For heaven's sakes, Thad, can't you see that the Senator is badly injured," she quipped.
 
   The man looked up at his wife, and nodded his head. "We have to get the others."
 
   "What on earth happened here?" she asked while scanning the room. There was broken glass everywhere, puddles of champagne, and of course, Bryant's beaten, unconscious body.
 
   "It looks as if he had a break-in," Thad answered. 
 
   "My goodness, none of us our safe then," his wife replied. 
 
    
 
   Moments later, Thad and his wife, Leila, rounded up some of the others, and were able to assist Senator Bryant. They moved him to his bed, bandaged his wound, and waited for him to awake. Within the hour, his eyes fluttered open to see the faces staring at him from around his bed. 
 
   "Jeff, are you with us? What happened here?" a concerned man asked. 
 
   "Yes, please, try to remember. None of us feel safe anymore," Leila said. 
 
   "Who did this to you? We simply must know," another man chimed in. 
 
   "Samantha..." Bryant muttered. "Where's Samantha?" 
 
   "The girl you brought here? Did she do this to you?" Leila asked. 
 
   Bryant groaned as he felt the bandage over his head. 
 
   "Doesn't look like too much damage. You may have had suffered a slight concussion,” a man wearing a white doctor's coat pronounced. He was the official bunker physician.
 
   Bryant looked over to his desk and noticed his missing laptop. He shot up from his bed, but fell back down in dizzying pain. 
 
   "Relax, Jeff, just relax. What's the matter?" the doctor asked. 
 
   "My laptop. Where the hell is my laptop?"
 
   The group looked at each other in confounded wonder. 
 
   "We don't know, Jeff. You said that woman, Samantha did this? Is she a spy?" Leila asked, grilling him.
 
   "Find her," Bryant said, clutching his head. "Find her now.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   
  
 

Finding Samantha
 
    
 
   Well, Tommy, this is my first letter to you. I have to admit, I haven't felt much like writing anyone. Most of the time I just feel tired. I'm tired of moving around, tired of running, tired of not being home. You get the idea. I hope things are OK at New Haven and that you're feeling better. It's funny to think how much school I've missed. Weird really. Or to wonder about what happened to everyone at school. It's not like I knew that many people at Beech Creek. Most of my friends were from Philly. I think they're all dead now. It's terrible to even think or write, but what if it's true? What about your friends? Are they still alive? 
 
   Now that I think of it, there's so much more I need to ask you about. Maybe we can come back there once we find my mom. Seems like I've been talking about finding her for so long, I sound like a broken record. We made it to Denver finally, but haven't found her yet. The convention center is a madhouse. There's like a million people there. There's police and Army people everywhere controlling where people go and what they do, but of course, they can't help us find my mom. 
 
   Paul and I actually broke into my mom's hotel. We're like Sherlock and Watson. I'm obviously Sherlock and he's more of my sidekick. Poor Paul. He gets so mad all the time, I think he just needs some rest. Well, anyway, we broke into the hotel, found her room then we got chased by police and escaped into an alleyway and then some guy took us in. Pretty exciting, huh? And I'm not making any of this up. The radio guy told Paul that my mom is probably at the airport because she might be with a bunch of important government people. I don't know. I'm confused. But at least we know she's alive, and if she's alive that means we will find her and see her soon. 
 
   We went back to the parking lot to get our car back. There were these people there who told us we couldn't get the car back, but Paul told them that we were leaving Denver for good because it was too crowded there. I guess that was all it took, plus he gave them like all the cash we had left. It's like he had to pay them to let us go. So we took the car and now we're on the way to the airport. But we've been stopped so many times and Paul's had to explain what we're doing so many times, that I have nothing else to do but write you. We're almost to the airport now. I'll write again once we find my mom. I also wonder how I'm going to send this letter to you. Maybe I'll put it on a carrier pigeon or something. - Julie     
 
    
 
   The Denver airport was closed off to the public and not a car or person was in sight. Paul parked the Malibu on the first level of the parking garage thinking of their next step. They couldn't very well just walk into the airport. All doors had been shut and gates locked. The airport had been placed off limits. 
 
   "But why would they shut down the airport?" Julie asked. "Just doesn't make sense."
 
   "I don't know, Julie, but they did. No one gets in, no one gets out." 
 
   Paul's voice trailed off. Julie turned to Paul, curious. 
 
   "What are you talking about?" she asked.
 
   "Nothing. Just something that man, Arthur, told me."
 
   "So they closed the airport. How are we going to find my mom?" Julie asked. 
 
   Paul turned the engine off, and looked to Julie sympathetically.
 
   "My hope is that we find her before she gets on a plane with this Senator Bryant guy."
 
   "Why would she go with him?"
 
   "Maybe because she's scared like you said. Honestly, Julie I don't know. You see, when things like this happen, elected officials are protected and taken to safe areas. Your mother may have seen an opportunity."
 
   "Since when has anything like this happened?"
 
   Julie stared at Paul, waiting for his response. 
 
   "Let's go," Paul said, opening the car door. "We're going to find her."
 
   They walked cautiously to a nearby staircase as their footsteps echoed throughout the empty parking lot. Paul kept a cautious eye on everything around them. Oddly enough, no one seemed to be around. The airport had been effectively shutdown, which continually amazed Paul. Julie wasn't sure what to think. They trotted the stairs and made their way to the airport terminal. There was no activity of any kind. No families driving up to the curb and unloading their luggage. No good-bye embraces between young lovers. No tourists being dropped by hotel shuttles. Each automatic glass door into the terminal was shut tight. No lights were on. No baggage handlers. No ticket agents. No rental cars. There was nothing; nothing except flashing siren lights moving towards them from down the street.
 
   "Hide!" Paul said. 
 
   They ran behind a stone waste receptacle near the curbside baggage check-in just as the police vehicle's headlights beamed up the inclined road. 
 
   "Stay down, and stay quiet," Paul whispered to Julie as they crouched. 
 
   "I know," she hissed back. 
 
   The car raced past them with its blue and white siren lights flashing frenetically with eerie silence. The engine roared as it approached the highest point of the hill, pushing the car forward into a blur. Soon the car's insatiable pursuit trailed off into echoes on an empty street. Everything went quiet again. 
 
   "I wonder what that was all about?" Julie asked. 
 
   "We just need to be careful, stay out of sight," Paul insisted while peeking out.
 
   "Can't we ask them where my mom is? Maybe they know."
 
   Paul thought it a foolish thought, but maybe Julie had a point. 
 
   "The problem is, I don't think we're allowed to be here," Paul said while scratching the side of his neck. 
 
   "Why don't we just tell them that you're a senator and ask them to take us to the guy my mom is with?" Julie asked. 
 
   Paul stood up and stretched as Julie followed. They walked along the terminal looking into the windows that offered nothing but empty ticket lines. Suddenly, Paul snapped his fingers.
 
   "You may be on to something, Julie," he said.
 
   "What's that?" she asked."
 
   "We're looking for Senator Bryant. I'm a congressman, you're my daughter. We go right up to the gate and tell them that we're with the Senator's party."
 
   "Dressed like this?" Julie said, pointing out their clothes. 
 
   "If they ask, we're dressed this way as to not bring attention to ourselves," Paul responded. 
 
   "What if they want to see like, your ID or something?" Julie asked. 
 
   "Then I'll be Congressman Paul Thompson if I have to," Paul answered.
 
   They approached the end of the terminal, and saw nothing beyond the usual emptiness. Paul turned as they made the reverse trek to the other side of the building. 
 
   "There has to be an opening somewhere. Somewhere we can get into the airport," Paul said. 
 
   "We can always smash the windows," Julie said smiling.
 
   Paul glanced at her with disapproval as they continued walking. 
 
   "That got us in quite a bit of trouble last time. Let's try to avoid doing anything that makes us look like vandals."
 
   "I'm just saying we would have never got into my mom's hotel room if we didn't do it. Desperate times--"
 
   "Call for desperate measures, I know. But we'll do that if nothing else works."
 
   After finding nothing, they left the terminal and walked towards the only landmark they could see from afar: the air traffic control tower beyond a steep chain link fence. The airport runway was in view. Instead of fleeing the authorities they were now actively pursuing them. Paul felt hopeful, slightly aimless, but hopeful, nonetheless. 
 
    
 
   From beyond the sealed door, Samantha plodded along a long corridor, hoping that it would bring her above ground. She anticipated the fresh air hitting her face, the sounds of nature and everything she had been deprived of the past couple of weeks. She began to second-guess physically harming the Senator. She feared the consequences of assaulting him. Could they throw her in jail for what she did? Was she officially a criminal? 
 
   She gripped the laptop tightly in her arms. It was Bryant, she felt, who was the criminal. Though she hadn't pieced everything together yet, having no way to do so, there was something nefarious about what she had read on his laptop. Given what she read, she had only touched the surface of a potential conspiracy responsible for the deaths of millions of Americans. Just saying the word millions made her sick to her stomach. "Oh my God," she kept saying. It was hard to even attempt to fathom it. 
 
   At last, Samantha came to the end of the corridor. The wall had bars that led to the top. It looked to be the only way out. She set Bryant's laptop on the ground and hoisted herself up the bars, step by step. She climbed the ladder twenty feet to reach a closed steel dome. Her eyes had adjusted only so well to the darkness, but she could make out its enclosed surface. She struggled to push it open, and wasn't surprised to see that it wouldn't budge. She heaved with all her might only to find that lid immovable. Her head touched the surface of the dome and bumped against a thick iron lever. 
 
   "Son of a bitch!" she said, holding the top of her pounding head. She nearly lost balance and feel completely off the ladder, but managed to hold on instinctively. Frustration, anger, fear, and pain culminated throughout her body from head to toe. Her attempt to escape felt hopeless, though she had come a long way. 
 
   Samantha took a minute to regain her strength. The lever presented another option. She placed one hand on its handle and pushed it clockwise. She was met with immediate resistance and pulled it counterclockwise as a result. The lever turned slightly after much force. 
 
   "This is it!" Samantha thought. 
 
   She gripped the bar on the ladder tightly with one hand, and grabbed hold of the dome lever with the other. She pulled and pulled until the lever eventually moved one complete rotation. A clicking noise sounded, similar to what she had heard from the bunker door. She pushed the dome with her free hand pushing it slightly opened. Its weight was remarkable and she feared it might come crashing down on her if she failed to hold it open. 
 
   "Open damn you!" she shouted in frustration. 
 
   The lid slowly moved and sprung open to release the cool, night air into the hole. Samantha almost slipped off the bars again, but caught herself just in time. The fresh oxygen was glorious to take in. She climbed a step further, peeked her head above the dome, and breathed in deeply. Her newfound freedom was a rush, and at the moment she had no fear of what was outside. She could feel Paul and Julie right around the corner, as if they were going to greet her at any moment. Samantha looked around. All she could see was an empty runway. Where in the hell was she?
 
   Suddenly, she remembered the laptop, which was fortunate, because she had been ready to run. 
 
   One trip down the ladder, then back up, and Samantha soon found herself in virtual freedom. She fell onto the cement pavement underneath her and rejoiced in the night air. Before she could get too comfortable, however, there was the matter of finding out where she was.
 
   "We're in a bunker under the Denver airport," Senator Bryant had told her. 
 
   From the looks of the runway there was no doubt that she was at some type of airport. There were numbered gates a half mile from where she stood. Some were empty; others had planes parked at them. There was no movement. The place looked as if it had been shut down. The closest thing in view was a single lone one-story white building where she could see lights through the windows. 
 
   Samantha looked to the opened lid behind her. It was best to close it as to limit any pursuit from Bryant and the other. The mere thought of going back in the bunker pushed her further. She closed the lid and rotated the outside lever clockwise as to seal it shut. There was no time to take in anymore of her surroundings, she had to move. There was an air traffic controller tower on her other side, at the end of the runway. It looked unoccupied, possibly barred up and locked. She wanted to get as far away from the airport as possible, onto a main road, to a gas station to find a phone, or back to her hotel room. She wished she had never left the Marriott in the first place. 
 
   "Too late for second-guesses, Samantha," she thought. "Just get out of here and find Paul and Julie." 
 
   Samantha moved briskly down the runway towards the airport, looking for a way out. Ten feet away, a large spotlight suddenly flashed directly on her.
 
   "Stop right there!" a voice said. 
 
   Samantha froze, and squinted into the light. 
 
   "What is it?" she asked. "What do you want?"
 
   The man moved the light off of her and stepped out from his golf cart. He approached Samantha cautiously, with one hand on the butt of his pistol and the other brandishing a long steel flashlight. He looked like a police officer, but was in fact, an airport security guard. 
 
   "I'll ask the questions around here," he said, moving closer to Samantha. 
 
   She wrapped her arms tightly around Bryant's laptop, prepared to run if she had to, but where?
 
   "Who are you and what are you doing out here? This is a restricted area," the man said. 
 
   Temporarily frozen, Samantha thought to herself, then answered.  
 
   "I'm just trying to get out of here. Can you help me?"
 
   The security guard took a step back.
 
   "Oh no, no. This is a restricted area. No one is supposed to be anywhere within the proximity of this airport. I need to know what your business is out here, walking along the runway."
 
   Samantha rubbed her head. 
 
   "I just got lost. All the commotion and everything. My car broke down, and I must have wandered out here. Please, I just want to leave."
 
   "Ma'am, why don't you come with me and we'll straighten this whole thing out," he suggested.
 
   "I really don't have the time; I need to go, please. I'm not harming anyone."
 
   "I'm sorry; I can't allow you to go any further. Let's just run your background, see who you are, and if your story checks out, you'll be free to go." 
 
   Samantha had no choice but to follow the guard back to his golf cart. There was nowhere to run and she didn't need to attract unwanted attention. Bryant would be looking for her soon. It seemed possible that if she just went with the guard and had a plausible story, he would let her go. It was a setback. "A major setback," Samantha thought as she rode with the guard to the lone security office.  
 
   "Where is everyone?" Samantha asked, as they entered the building. 
 
   "The airport has been shut down indefinitely due to risk of a terrorist attack."
 
   "If that's true, aren't you afraid to be here?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "Not really. Why would they waste all the effort on little ol' me?" he asked.
 
   The guard had a point. Samantha took a seat in a long line of chairs in front of the counter. It looked like some type of office where they issue badges and ID cards. Bright long bulbs radiated overheard. The place had power. Samantha's eyes lit up when she noticed a phone resting on the counter next to a bottle of pens. Over the counter there was a station with several small black and white security screens aligned in three columns. The guard walked behind his counter and grabbed a handheld radio. 
 
   "This is Wells. I got a female civilian in custody now, found her walking down the runway."
 
   His report frightened Samantha. Who was he talking to? Perhaps the transmission was going directly to Senator Bryant. Had this guard any idea about the underground bunker? Was he protecting Bryant's group? Samantha felt trapped, along with an insatiable urge to escape. She had gone too far to give up.
 
   Chatter came back over his radio to which he nodded. He set down the radio, took off his hat, and let out a big sigh while looking over Samantha. 
 
   "You got any ID on you?" he asked. 
 
   Samantha shook her head in disappointment. 
 
   "I lost it," she said. "When everything went south."
 
   The guard scratched his head. 
 
   "Hmm," he said. "So what's your name?"
 
   The guard grabbed a clipboard with a pink information form on it. He held a pen over the paper awaiting Samantha's answer. 
 
   "My name is Samantha," she said. "Samantha Thompson." 
 
   She felt that there was no sense in providing a fake name or being dishonest. It could possibly prolong her stay even longer.
 
   "So what are you doing here, Samantha?" he asked.
 
   She mentioned nothing about the underground bunker. Her story was brief and simple. 
 
   "I ran out of gas outside the airport, I was looking for a place where I could get some fuel. It got dark out and I got lost. That's pretty much it," she said.
 
   "And what kind of car you drive?" the guard asked, scribbling over the form. 
 
   "A 2011 Chevy Tahoe," Samantha said, without hesitation. 
 
   "Okay. Now before we go on, let me look you up in our system here," he said turning towards the security station. 
 
   "Sir, if you don't mind, I want to ask if you know anything about what's been going on out there. I haven't heard much," Samantha said, walking towards the counter. 
 
   What she had heard came directly from Senator Bryant. He had told her of the nuclear strikes, the obliteration of Washington D.C., the lack of food and power. He described a world in which the very air was poisonous to breathe. A world that was uninhabitable. Much of what he said turned out to be an exaggeration the minute Samantha emerged from the bunker. But how bad off was everything else?
 
   "It's not a pretty sight ma'am. World War Three is on the way. States on the East Coast took it bad. Terrorists say there's more and that they could strike anywhere at any time. Everyone is in a panic. Governor declared martial law. Like I said, not a pretty sight."
 
   Samantha sunk onto the counter in defeat with her arms crossed over the surface. She placed her head down and sulked. 
 
   "But how do you have power?" she asked, raising her head up. 
 
   The guard turned around in his swivel chair to face her.  
 
   "They got the power back on line after a few weeks. It was out for a while. Part of a national grid shut down."
 
   "But it doesn't make any sense. How did they do this?" Samantha asked herself. 
 
   "Excuse me?" the guard asked. 
 
   "Nothing," Samantha said. "I just wanted to believe that things weren't as bad as they were saying."
 
   The guard began to type Samantha's information onto his keyboard when he noticed some movement on one of the security screens. Two figures moved past the screen, then onto the other. They came from the direction of the airport and we're approaching his building. 
 
   He tossed the clipboard down on the desk and jumped up from his chair. Samantha perked up after his sudden movement. She wasn't sure the reason for his scrambling. The guard grabbed his handheld and spoke into it. 
 
   "I got two unidentified persons coming this way, requesting immediate backup," he sounded. 
 
   He looked closer into the screen and could see a man and a little girl walking along as if they hadn't a care in the world. From her vantage point, Samantha couldn't tell who the figures were at all. The guard turned to Samantha and pointed a finger at her. 
 
   "You stay right in your chair; I need to go bring those two in here. Don't even think about running," he said grabbing his hat and flashlight. 
 
   Before Samantha could say a thing, he was out the door, locking it behind him. She remained standing, looking for any way out. But if she escaped the building, then what? He would probably just track her down. She took a step past the counter than back to the other side. Her mind was racing; she couldn't make up her mind. Senator Bryant. Escape. The police. Conspiracy. Nuclear war. Paul. Julie. Home. She took a few steps back and fell into her chair, exhausted. She was tired of running and tired of thinking. 
 
    
 
   "Can I help the two of you?" the guard said, stopping Paul and Julie dead in their tracks. 
 
   His light shined onto Paul's face then Julie's. They both covered their eyes and squinted in response.
 
   "Yes sir, I'm sorry. I'm a United States Congressman, Paul Thompson. I'm looking for certain persons so that I can relay important information."
 
   Julie looked at Paul in wonderment. She was surprised that he had gotten so into it. He even deepened his voice while speaking with a different inflection. 
 
   "Just don't overdo it," Julie thought. 
 
   "Congressman, as you should know, this is a restricted area. Who is it that you're looking for?" the guard asked suspiciously. 
 
   "What's your name, sir?" Paul asked, trying to sound affluent. 
 
   "My name is Robert Wells, I'm with airport security. I assume this young lady is your daughter."
 
   "Yes--" Paul began.
 
   "Yes, my name is Julie Thompson," Julie responded in an airy voice. 
 
   "The man I'm looking for may or may not have already passed through, but you probably know him very well. His name is Senator Jeff Bryant."
 
   The guard went silent and stared both Paul and Julie up and down. Paul felt like he might have made a mistake. 
 
   "Mr. Wells?" Paul asked. "Is everything okay?"
 
   Wells narrowed his eyes. 
 
   "I think you need to come with me," he said with a serious tone. 
 
   Paul and Julie looked at each other. 
 
   "Okay..." Paul said, drawing the word out. "I guess we can do that."
 
   They followed Wells back to the security building not prepared in any way for the surprise that awaited them inside. 
 
    
 
   Samantha sat with her head down and hair hanging in her eyes thinking of a way to escape. The only viable option seemed to be to run as far away from the airport as she could. There was only one guard and he was a little heavyset. If he didn't have his golf cart she felt that he could easily be outran. She was running out of time. There was no doubt in her mind that Senator Bryant had started the search for her. She couldn't imagine going back with Bryant and his strange assortment of guests. Maybe she could consul in Wells, the security guard. Was he aware that there were people staying below? He had to be. He probably worked for them. She had the laptop, which was her collateral. She could tell the guard everything and maybe he would help. Senator Bryant was not who he seemed, that much Samantha knew. If she could convince others of his actions and the seemingly criminal and treasonous scheme documented on his laptop, she could cut through the lies and get to the truth of what was actually happening around the country.              
 
   Suddenly, the airport guard, Wells, entered the room talking. Samantha looked to the ground, scared to death that Senator Bryant had found her.
 
   "I'm not saying I don't believe you, sir, it's just unusual that any such person looking for Senator Bryant would arrive unannounced. I'll have to call contact him first and get verification," Bryant said. 
 
   "Yes, I understand," Paul said with a tinge of uncertainty. 
 
   He tried his best to conceal any panic and to follow through with their plan. 
 
   Samantha remained in her seat looking at the ground. Her hair hung down on both sides, blocking any view of her features. She faintly recognized the voice speaking to the guard. Paul, Julie, and Wells made their way to the counter. 
 
   "Wait one minute, and have a seat while I check in with the Senator," Wells said.
 
   "No problem, thank you," Paul said. 
 
   Samantha's heart raced with the mention of Senator Bryant. It was time to run and damn the consequences. 
 
   Julie turned to examine the woman sitting in the line of chairs behind them. She looked exhausted and nervous. Her hair swayed as her head sunk lower and lower. Paul watched the guard carefully as the man picked up the phone. The security monitors glowed behind him. On one of the monitors Paul could see him and Julie and a tired looking woman sitting behind them. A strange sensation jolted through him. He knew the woman.
 
   Paul twirled around and studied her. Her hands gripped the sides of her chair as she tried to control her breathing. Paul felt like he had walked into a dream. Julie noticed the intense focus Paul showed towards the vagrant woman when, all of a sudden, she was filled with the same kinetic energy.  
 
   Julie turned to the woman as Paul grew closer. The guard pushed some buttons on the phone and waited. Samantha could feel that she was being watched. She slowly lifted her head to see who was standing before her. If they were friends of Senator Bryant, she was more than likely finished. As the two figures came into focus, she saw not two of Bryant's goons, but a man and a child. Samantha stared in absolute wonder. She felt an electric tinge on the back of her neck that traveled downward. Julie and Paul stared back in similar disbelief. 
 
   "M-mom?" she asked. 
 
   Samantha gasped and put her hand over her mouth. 
 
   "JULIE!" she shouted, falling to her knees. She grabbed Julie and pulled her in with such force, that the girl nearly fell over. 
 
   "Oh my God, is it really you?" Samantha asked, sobbing.
 
   Paul stood overhead staring blankly at the strange sight before him.
 
   "Samantha? Samantha. Holy shit, Samantha!" Paul said.
 
   The guard suspiciously took notice of their heightened embrace, still waiting for someone to answer the secure line on the other end. 
 
   Samantha rose from the ground with Julie attached to her waist. She looked at Paul and screamed as tears flowed like water. 
 
   "PAUL! I don't believe it," she said. 
 
   Paul nearly tripped running to Samantha. They threw their arms around each other and hugged while a floodgate of tears flowed from their exasperated eyes. Julie squeezed herself from between them as Paul placed his hands on Samantha's face and kissed her. 
 
   "It's you," he said. "I knew we would find you. I fucking knew it!"
 
   They kissed again as the guard curiously peered over the counter.
 
   "You guys know each other?" he asked, holding the phone. 
 
   "Yes," Paul said turning around. "This is my wife."
 
   The guard looked at them with true suspicion. 
 
   "Your wife?" he asked.
 
   "Yes," Paul said, remembering that Wells was on the phone. "I don't think it's necessary to call Senator Bryant now. I think we'll just be heading back."
 
   Samantha grabbed Paul's arm and pulled him closer. 
 
   "Don't let him make that call," she said with deep conviction. "We're in serious danger."
 
   Samantha and Paul then attempted to downplay their long-awaited reunion as Paul turned to the guard and went to the counter. 
 
   "Headed back where?" the guard asked.
 
   "I told him, honey, that our car broke down, and that I got lost," she said. 
 
   "Yeah, but you didn't mention them," Wells replied, pointing at Paul and Julie. 
 
   "It wasn't important at the time, I was just trying to get back," Samantha said. 
 
   "No one is answering anyway," Wells said, putting down the phone. "Now, why didn't you mention your wife earlier? And what is your business with Senator Bryant?"
 
   Paul attempted to continue the role if they had any chance of getting out of there. 
 
   "I'm not at liberty to discuss those details, sir. I simply wish to get my wife and leave. I'll check in with Senator Bryant tomorrow."
 
    
 
   "You can't just waltz into this airport and leave as you please. Congressman or not, this has been declared a restricted area by the governor of Colorado. You, of all people, should understand that. This lady here had no identification and her story, frankly, doesn't add up," the guard said walking to the counter to meet Paul. 
 
   Paul reached into his jacket and pulled out Samantha's pocket book. Once open, he got out her Pennsylvania State Driver's License and flashed it to the guard. "Here, I have her ID. Her story should check out now. I believe we will leave now."
 
   Wells came around the counter, clearly riled up.
 
   "Hold on a minute. There's still the question of how you got in here in the first place."
 
   "Like my wife told you, our car broke down. I have important information that we were planning on sharing with Senator Bryant. While my daughter and I were trying to get assistance with our car, my wife went ahead looking for Senator Bryant. We were told he was at the airport."
 
   Wells blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of Paul's tall tale. 
 
   "I think I should call Senator Bryant first," Wells said, walking back to the phone. 
 
   Samantha looked to Paul, signaling him. Paul walked closer and as they pulled in for another kiss, she whispered to him. "We need to run, now!"   
 
   Paul nodded then knelt down to Julie who was still in a state of glazed awe. 
 
   "Are you feeling okay?" he asked her. "We're going to go for a little run, just follow me and your mom."
 
   "Pete's sake, it's about time you guys answered there," the guard said, finally getting someone on the line. 
 
   "Now," Samantha said. 
 
   She picked up the laptop and cradled it in her arm. The family held hands and slowly inched for the door.
 
   "The gate is about fifty yards down the runway. That will lead us out of here," Paul said. 
 
   "Yeah, I got this bunch here, said they were coming to see you," Wells said. In the security monitor next to him, Paul, Samantha, and Julie slipped out the door undetected. 
 
   "There's a man, woman, and child. The man says he's a United States Congressman. Says he's got information for the Senator. Their story is all messed up. I had them held in here for trespassing."
 
    
 
   Paul slowly shut the door and looked around for signs of any other guards. The family stood holding each other for a moment.  
 
   "I love you, mom," Julie said. "I'm so glad we found you."
 
   "I love you too, baby," Samantha said rubbing Julie's back. 
 
   "We should run now. Just follow me," Paul said. 
 
   Paul began to lightly jog as Samantha and Julie followed. They were soon upon the gate and over it. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Mastermind Plot
 
    
 
   "You want to send someone else up here to meet them or not? If not, I want them off the premises," Wells said into the phone, annoyed. He turned to the waiting area and noticed them missing. He looked around to all the different areas of the room; they were nowhere to be seen. 
 
   "Hold on," he continued. "Wait, wait. They're not here anymore. They fucking left. I'll get back with you." 
 
   Wells slammed down the phone and ran from behind the counter. He glanced back to the security monitors. There was no movement on any of the screens. 
 
   "Son-of-a-bitch," he said. 
 
   It was as though they had been ghosts. He grabbed his flashlight and scurried out the door in a mad dash.
 
   In the underground bunker, a stocky security guard named Tyson held the phone. A dial-tone sounded, prompting him to hang up. He exited the office and walked out into the familiar narrow hall of the bunker. Guests, security, and people who made up the "help" passed by him in quick movement searching each and every room. A massive hunt had been ignited throughout the bunker to find Samantha and recover the laptop she had stolen. Tyson made his way to Senator Bryant's room. Ten or so people were gathered around rapidly talking over each other as Bryant sat upright on his bed, nursing his head wound. 
 
   Tyson cleared his throat and spoke. 
 
   "Excuse me, gentlemen, I know we're still searching for the woman, but I received a call from the front desk about a family being taken in. The man in question said that he was a Congressman here to see Senator Bryant. Said his wife was named Samantha too. Kind of strange that they have the same name."
 
   Senator Bryant perked up.      
 
   "Where are they now?" he asked. 
 
   "Last I heard from Wells, they left. He's going to track 'em down."
 
   "What do you mean, they left?" Bryant asked.
 
   "I mean he was on the phone then he said they left."
 
   The room went quiet as Bryant and the others thought to themselves. Suddenly, Bryant reached over on the nightstand, grabbed his wallet, and opened it. After fishing through the wallet, he tossed it back on the stand. 
 
   "She escaped the bunker," he said. 
 
   Everyone looked at Bryant, confused. 
 
   "We're not going to find her anywhere around here. She's got my laptop and we don't have much time."
 
   "What happened here, anyway, Senator?" an elderly man in a silk bathrobe asked.    
 
   "She attacked me, that's what happened," Bryant quipped.
 
   "You brought her down here, Jeff. She was your responsibility and now it would seem that she got the best of you, and all of us as well," a snide-looking man said as he took a gulp of brandy.
 
   "She should have never been down here in the first place! What in the hell were you thinking?" another man with static gray hair belted out. Murmurs of approval followed.
 
   "If she gets away with whatever information you let her steal, I don't think I have to remind you of the repercussions you're going to face. You've compromised the entire plan and should take complete responsibility," the elderly man added.  
 
   "I don't need any of you to tell me what's at stake here," Bryant said, angered. "She couldn't have gotten far. I admit, my personal judgment was a bit...questionable, but I have the situation under control."
 
   Bryant got up from his bed, disrobed and put on a pair of slacks and a business shirt. 
 
   "We're going up, and all of you are going to help me. Remember, we're each a part of this. I won't be the only one facing repercussions in the end. I shouldn't have to remind you of that either."
 
   Deep concern grew on the faces of every man in the room. The security guard, Tyson, stood patiently waiting for the group to make up their mind. 
 
   "Let's go," Bryant said.  
 
    
 
   Paul, Samantha, and Julie made it back to the Malibu undetected. Samantha hadn't asked them any questions yet, but spoke once they got in, with Paul at the wheel. 
 
   "How on earth did you manage to find me?" she asked.
 
   Paul started the engine and put the car in reverse. 
 
   "I'm still trying to figure that out myself," he answered.
 
   From the back seat, Julie placed her hands on Samantha's shoulder.
 
   "It's so good to see you, Mom. We had faith in finding you. I mean so much has happened, it seemed like it was impossible. But we did it, Paul and me."
 
   Paul looked at Julie in the rear-view mirror and smiled. He put the car in drive and coasted carefully through the parking garage with the headlights off. 
 
   "We have to be careful, there're police everywhere," he said.
 
   "Where are we going?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "Denver is a bust," Paul said. "I'm talking martial law, can't go out after dark kind of thing. It's too dangerous."
 
   "Is it all true?" Samantha asked, staring blankly ahead.
 
   "What, the attacks?" Paul asked, pausing. "Yes, from what we've heard and what we've seen, it looks like millions of people, maybe more, have been killed."
 
   "Your father? My parents? Our friends?" Samantha began.
 
   "I don't know yet, honey. We've been trying to get to you for weeks now."
 
   Samantha placed her face in her hands and began to cry. Paul reached for her hand and held it as Julie rubbed her shoulders.
 
   "There, there, Mom. We're going to be okay." 
 
   Samantha lifted her face from her hands, sobbing. 
 
   "You guys really are amazing, you know that?" she said. 
 
   "We need to go somewhere where we can lay low and rest for a little bit," Paul said. "Some place away from the city."
 
   "We could always hide in the mountains," Julie suggested. 
 
   "That's not a bad idea," Paul replied. "What do you think, Sam?"
 
   Samantha wiped tears from her eyes.
 
   "Anywhere away from here is good."
 
   Once they were on the highway, the Rocky Mountains were in view. It seemed an ideal location, if not already blocked off somehow. They had to make it there without being stopped, as the barren highway made them an easy target. Farther down the road, a sign was in view: Rocky Mountain National Park Three Miles. 
 
    
 
   Senator Bryant and a small entourage of security men and bunker occupants burst into the guard shack above ground on the runway. They found Wells leaned against the counter while holding his bulging side through his light-blue security uniform. 
 
   "Where did they go?" Tyson asked immediately. 
 
   Wells raised his head up while trying to catch his breath. 
 
   "They ran off while I was on the phone calling it in. I chased 'em outside, but they were already gone. Vanished into thin air."
 
   One of Bryant's group, the man with static hair, stepped forward wearing a deep frown. 
 
   "So, the Senator lets her in, she gets out, and we can't find her. Then you come across a man, woman, and child just strolling along and they manage to escape because you're BACK WAS TURNED? Excuse me if I don't have the most faith in the security measures implemented around here." 
 
   Bryant held his tongue. He knew that no matter what he said, they were going to pin the situation on him. Maybe they were right. Though he wasn't planning on going down alone.
 
   "You're mistaken, Sir," Wells said. "First I came across a woman, attractive young girl carrying a laptop. I brought her in here for questioning. She told me she had 'wandered' onto the runway."
 
   Bryant's full attention was on Wells' every word. He cut in.
 
   "This woman you saw carrying the laptop, what did she look like?"
 
   "Asian-looking female in her late-twenties. Shoulder-length black hair. She had a cute red dress on, but it was kind of torn up. She was wearing a dark blue blazer over it. She spoke some gibberish about being lost. Didn't make any sense."
 
   "So what happened after you brought her in here? Where did she go?" Bryant insisted. 
 
   The entire group circled around Wells, awaiting a response.
 
   "Well she was sitting in that chair," Wells answered, pointing ahead. "Then I saw the man and his child on the security monitors. He said he was a congressman here to see you. I brought them in, got on the horn, and then they started hugging and stuff. He said the woman was his wife."
 
   "His wife?" Bryant shouted.
 
   "I don't know, Senator. Their story was very hazy. I couldn't make much sense of it myself. All I know is that they were trespassing.
 
    
 
   Bryant wanted to kill him. He wanted to take Wells and bash his thick head into the counter until it split apart in two. He moved close into Wells' face and spoke slightly above a whisper. 
 
   "You shouldn't have let them get away. Now, they couldn't have gotten far. I want you to get in contact with every security officer wandering around this fucking airport and start searching."
 
   Wells nodded nervously. 
 
   "You better hope they didn't get far," Bryant injected as he backed off.
 
   "How did the husband and kid get in?" a man in the group asked. 
 
   "I don't know. They might have hopped the fence," Wells said.
 
   "That's exactly why I suggested towers with armed guards," the man with the brandy said. He took a swig and continued. "You all thought I was crazy, but look at us now, clueless as children in a warzone."
 
   "Pipe down, Fischer. Why don't you go back to bed and sober up?" one of the other men cut in. 
 
   "Enough, we all need to work together," Bryant said, while walking over to the security monitors, examining them. He signaled Wells over with the wave of his hand. As Wells approached, Bryant wrapped his arm around his shoulder and leaned Wells towards the screen. 
 
   "Do these monitors have a playback option?" he asked.
 
   "Yes, sir. Yes they do," Wells responded. 
 
   "Why don't you back up the footage so we can get a look at this woman and her mysterious prince?"
 
   "Don't forget about the kid," Fischer said with a hiccup. 
 
   "Yes, Fischer, I know that, thank you," Bryant said in an annoyed tone. 
 
   Wells moved to a small control panel on the desk below the monitors. He fidgeted with the knobs displaying recorded footage from different locations on the security screens. Several displays showed Samantha walking past the camera on the runway, and then being led into the office. 
 
   "Pause that one!" Bryant ordered. 
 
   Wells paused the image as Samantha just took a seat on the chair. 
 
   Other screens showed Paul and Julie approaching the building from outside. Once they got inside, Bryant again told Wells to pause it. The final image showed Paul, Samantha, and Julie embracing in the room. Bryant had Wells pause the image as well. It suddenly occurred to Bryant how many times Samantha pleaded with him to let her go. She always brought up a husband and daughter. A husband and a daughter. Was it possible? Had they managed to track Samantha somehow? Had they been coordinating with her? Bryant grew paranoid. Samantha had used him. She had been sent in to get his laptop. She had seduced him. He was as a fool to have fallen for it. Nonetheless she had to be found. 
 
   Bryant took a step back from the monitors and then turned to his entourage. 
 
   "I want these images distributed to every law enforcement and military entity in the state. We're dealing with terrorist espionage here, gentlemen. Now, even if they had a vehicle, they couldn't have gotten far. And it won't be long until they get stopped at a checkpoint, especially after curfew. We have to stop them immediately. The woman, Samantha, has a laptop with top secret information on it. We must retrieve that information and stop these agents before it's too late. Too many lives have been lost enough as it is."
 
   The implication was clear; Bryant was dictating a state-wide manhunt on the fleeing family, with no other authority than his words. 
 
    
 
   Paul drove to the Rocky Mountain National Park, repeatedly glancing at the fuel gauge as it teetered below the quarter mark. Once the Malibu ran out of gas, he wasn't sure what they would do. With so little gas left, they wouldn't be able to travel much farther. It was the Rocky Mountains or nothing. The Malibu, the lone car on the road, coasted up a side road into the park. Its headlights brightened the path of winding gravel traveling upward to a place they could remain concealed within the lush wilderness of their tranquil escape. The jagged mountains towered in the distance, their tips white with the frost. Even among such open surroundings, safety wasn’t guaranteed. There was no plan beyond just getting to the National Park. They would hide. They would be together. 
 
   Samantha leaned her head onto Paul's shoulder as he placed his arm around her. Julie had climbed up in the front and cuddled next to her mother. She hadn't told Samantha everything, for which Paul was relieved. He attempted many times to commandeer their discussion. It was too much to put on Samantha at the moment. Paul hadn't asked her yet how she ended up with Senator Bryant, or why she was trying to escape. She had her own story to tell, but not before grilling Paul about where they had been and how they had managed to find her. 
 
   "We drove with a man we met, Jordan," Paul said. "We got as far as Missouri when we ran into some trouble, but were given help by some people who lived in their own sort of protected neighborhood."
 
   "You're not telling her the whole story, Paul," Julie interrupted. 
 
   "There's no need to get into all that right now, Julie," Paul said back. "It's fair to say that we've all been through a very rough couple of weeks."
 
   The truth was that there was much he didn't want Samantha to know. They were all in a very fragile state. If she had just a slight indication of what Julie had seen and done, he honestly didn't know how she would respond, or how things could ever go back to how they were. Perhaps those days were long gone. 
 
   "I knew I would find you both soon, but I would have never, in a million years, expected to see you at the airport. I thought I was going to have to go all the way back to Pennsylvania."  
 
   "There was a massive evacuation and we had to leave. Colorado was our only option. It was our best chance of finding you."
 
   "And it worked," Julie said, smiling.
 
   "So Pennsylvania got hit? Are you sure? What did you see?" Samantha asked. 
 
   Paul cleared his throat, trying to choose his words carefully.
 
   "I saw a mushroom cloud. It was huge, but pretty far away. They said the air had been contaminated."
 
   Samantha covered her face, sobbing. 
 
   "I just can't believe it. All those people. All those lives. For what? We have to get back. We have to get back to our home."
 
   "It's not safe right now," Paul said. "We need to lie low, especially during this curfew. I'll find a place to park. We’ll rest then do our best to find some fuel."
 
   "Out here?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "Somewhere. We have to or else we'll be walking." 
 
   "What are they saying on the news?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "That it looks like nuclear war," Paul said, causing Samantha to gasp.
 
   "But the worst is over. We need to put it out of our minds for now. Concentrate on each other and about getting somewhere safe," he added.  
 
   "We could go back to New Haven," Julie said.
 
   "What's New Haven?" Samantha asked.
 
   "The place where Julie and I stayed. The protected neighborhood," Paul answered. 
 
    
 
   They continued up the winding road and reached a look-out spot to the side where tourists parked to stretch their legs or get pictures. The Malibu pulled to the side and stopped. Its headlights went off with the engine. 
 
    
 
   "This looks like as good a spot as any," Paul said. 
 
   Julie opened her door to observe the radiant night sky. 
 
   "It's beautiful," Julie said while walking to the guard rail overlooking the black forest below.
 
   "Julie, get back here," Paul said.
 
   "It's okay," Samantha said with a kiss to Paul's cheek. "She's never seen anything like this before."
 
   Tiny bulbs of stars flickered along an endless ridge or mountains visible in dark shades of deep purple. The air was thick, cool, and refreshing. Julie took a moment to savor the silence, as Paul and Samantha approached her. 
 
   "Hopefully they don't send the cavalry after us," Paul said. "I'm surprised we don't see any helicopters yet."
 
   "Let's not worry about any of that right now," Samantha said. She placed her hands on Julie's shoulders. In return, Julie moved her hand to touch her mother's. Paul put his arm around Samantha and squeezed her gently as they watched the still beauty of an untouched place where such peace was still possible. 
 
   After star gazing, the family headed back to the car where Paul said they would sleep for the night. Julie lied in the back and quickly fell asleep. It had been an exhausting day for her, more so than usual. Up front, Paul held Samantha in his arms as she told her story.
 
   "I went to my hotel room after they evacuated the convention center. I met Senator Bryant sometime before. He gave me his card."
 
   "That's the one we found in your hotel room. That's why we went to the airport," Paul said. 
 
   "I remember I had this panic attack, I called him for help, I didn't know what else to do. I didn't even think he would remember me, but he did. Next thing I knew, I woke in a place that had no windows or doors. It was like being in the inside of a vault. A place underground with all his strange people. He wouldn't let me leave."
 
   "Did he ever hurt you?" Paul asked with a sickness growing in his stomach. 
 
   Samantha moved her head up from his chest to look up at his face. 
 
   "No. He never hurt me, or touched me or anything you might be thinking. The last night I was there, he was being very pushy. I..."
 
   Samantha paused. 
 
   "I hit him over the head with a bottle of champagne and knocked him unconscious."
 
   Paul was speechless.
 
   "I had to escape. I couldn't spend another day down there. Not with you and Julie out here looking for me. On his desk, he had a laptop. I want you to take a look at it. A lot of the files appear encrypted, but there's serious evidence of Bryant's involvement with the bombs," Samantha continued. 
 
   Paul looked flush with shock. Who was this woman speaking to him?
 
   "Samantha, that's absurd! You mean to tell me that you think Senator Bryant is going to come after us because you took his laptop?"
 
   Samantha moved away from Paul, clutched the laptop with both hands, and held it up. 
 
   "This laptop has everything on it. This is the only leverage we have. These people helped murder millions of people already, what makes you think they're going to care about three more?"
 
   Paul attempted to calm Samantha by placing his hand on her leg. She was still wearing the cocktail dress and in desperate need of normal clothes. 
 
   "I don't know where this is all coming from. This conspiracy of yours, but if it makes you feel better, I'll take a look at the files."
 
   She rested the laptop down on the seat next to her and leaned in closer to Paul. 
 
   "They said there's supposed to be another attack, Paul. A bomb so big that it could wipe out what's left of the entire country--"
 
   "Oh, honey, that's not even possible. No such bomb exists," Paul interrupted.
 
   "Maybe it does, maybe it doesn't, but we can't risk it. We can't just let it happen. How can we even try to pick up the pieces knowing that something like that may happen?"
 
   "There has to be an explanation of the files on Bryant's laptop. Maybe he's investigating it."
 
   "The only thing he's investigating is where he can find the next bottle of champagne," Samantha said. 
 
   Paul gave her a perplexed look, then stared ahead.
 
   "I--" he began.
 
   "Julie's asleep, we have plenty of time. Just give the files a look, it's all I ask," Samantha said. She grabbed the machine and placed it onto Paul's lap. He looked up at her, confused
 
   "Please," she said.
 
   "Anything for you, baby," Paul said.  
 
   He flipped the laptop screen up and turned it on. 
 
   "I'll take a look real quick, and then we'll get some rest."
 
    
 
   One he started, Paul was up for hours opening file after file of incriminating evidence against Senator Bryant. He bypassed many of the document encryptions using his most basic knowledge of computer hacking from his college days. He said very little, as Samantha stared at the screen with him. Senator Bryant involvement in the conspiracy seemed indisputable. After reading through his documents and emails, Samantha asked him if taking the laptop had been worth it. 
 
   "I don't know," he said. "I don't know if there's anything that we can do to stop this thing." 
 
   With such information, there was no doubt that Senator Bryant was going to come after them. They had to keep moving, but where? 
 
   "No, we need to rest," Paul said. "Bryant's not going to find us out here."
 
   "Can we give it to the media? Someone? We have to let everyone know about this," Samantha said. 
 
   "It's hard to say, it looks as if the state is running the media now. Those are Bryant's people. I know a guy who does a radio show. Or at least he did before. Maybe he can help us. He's the one who told us to go to the airport. Said a secret society was living underground. He also made claims about Bryant’s involvement in this conspiracy," Paul said. 
 
   "Well, sounds like he wasn't that much off," Samantha replied. 
 
   Paul rubbed the sides of his head.
 
   "This is just too much to take in. If Bryant gets his way we're talking a worldwide nuclear genocide. My God, think about Julie. Think about her future. Either these documents hold the key to who's behind this or they're just wild ambitions on part of the Senator."
 
   "What are we going to do with it? I'm so scared," Samantha said, tightly wrapping her arms around Paul.
 
   Paul shut the laptop and held Samantha just as tight.
 
   "We're going to stay just like this, for as long as we have left," he said.
 
    
 
   There was so much to wrap his head around that Paul wasn't even sure where to start. 
 
   For starters, he read several communication transcripts between Bryant and unnamed sources throughout the entire world. He read documents that listed times, dates, and sizes of impact. He read time lines that stretched for weeks, each step meticulously crafted by Bryant and those in his organization. They weren't all American, and the conspiracy stretched to persons of several nations. They had no national sponsorship, but they were supposedly among some of the most powerful people around the world. 
 
   Their plan was to trigger a series of nuclear attacks, thus creating enough death, destruction, pandemonium, and chaos to destabilize every nation of the world into collapse. That was their plan. In Bryant's notes, they were simply referred to as "The Masterminds," an elite group of conspirators that looked to establish a one-world order. It sounded very conspiracy theorist minded to Paul. He had no idea whether to believe what he was reading, to actually consider a group of people capable of doing such a thing. The mushroom cloud he saw was no theory, nor was the massive looting, lack of fuel, and sudden collapse of infrastructures in many neighboring states. If these occurrences weren't linked to the Bryant's group, then it was an amazing coincidence.
 
   Paul read documents that laid out the plan in very simple fashion. One graph gave steps in establishing a new civilization based off their principles of destabilization to a powerful one-world government. 
 
    
 
   Before the Bomb:
 
    
 
   Phase One: Assist in arming rogue elements with tools needed to send initial "shock wave."
 
    
 
   Phase Two: Identify strategic areas that indicate a certain missile range from an adversary country across Atlantic. 
 
    
 
   Phase Three: Heavily monitor rogue element and ensure bombs are detonated. After mission is complete, capture, detain, and dispose of terrorist group, allowing one single cell unit to remain with mega-bomb. *Mega-bomb is only deployed as last defense measure. 
 
    
 
   After the Bomb:
 
    
 
   Phase One: Eliminate means to purchase necessities through currency 
 
    
 
   Phase Two: Eliminate the very availability of necessities i.e. food, water, fuel  
 
    
 
   Phase Three: Disable power systems, electronic grids, mobility, and self-sufficiency    
 
    
 
   Phase Four: Relocate and re-populate areas under martial law
 
    
 
   Phase Five: Bring back minimum amount of power functionality to establish normalcy. 
 
    
 
   Phase Six: Infiltrate all media signals, military, law enforcement personnel. Begin gradual push from: all states, all nations to one state, one nation. 
 
    
 
   Phase Seven: Prospects of mega-bomb threat keeps population fearful, dependent, under control.   
 
    
 
   Phase Eight: Once all pieces in place, intercept mega-bomb from rouge group, sparing humanity. Declare victory in the age of a new order.  
 
    
 
   The steps had been broken down as if they were a Power Point slide show. From what Paul could gather Bryant had been an agent. He had been groomed for politics at a very young age for the express purpose of assisting with the conspiracy plot explained in detail on his laptop. The documents read like madness. It gave the specific locations of the attacks, staring with the Wall Street Bombing. The plan was to take no less than a year to establish a new order of government. A new society. Something that didn't mirror the old ways in any type of fashion. 
 
   "What kind of nightmare are they dreaming of here?" Paul asked confoundedly.
 
   "How can they think something like this would work? How could anyone break down mass murder into little Power Point steps?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "They're insane," Paul said after a thought. "They're insane, but they've got the power to do something like this."
 
   It looked as though the plan was nearing completion despite any interception of a megabomb. By Paul's estimates, they were at phase seven of the plan. Or at least getting close.  
 
   "I don't know what else we can do," Paul said. 
 
   "You don't understand," Samantha said. "Bryant got chat messages stating that they had lost eyes on the bomb. That they had no idea where it was. Their 'rouge group' must have went even more rouge and betrayed them. Bryant's contacts are afraid that they're going to activate the megabomb and destroy all that's left of the country."
 
   Paul took Samantha's shaking hand in his and looked at her with calming eyes. 
 
   "It's not the end yet," he said. "There are still people out there, good people who aren't part of some evil plan. They can find the bomb. They just need the information, like you said."    
 
   They held each other for some time, then for what felt like a lifetime of waiting, they kissed passionately under the rooftop of their Malibu for what felt like an eternity. Paul broke away his lips from Samantha's to reveal his next plan that seemed to just appear out of nowhere. It wasn't a good plan, or even a well thought out plan, but Paul was confident, nonetheless.  
 
   "I need to take the laptop to the city and get the information out there. There's only one person I know who can help with that."
 
   "What, you mean that radio nut you met?" she asked. 
 
   "Yes. He's the only one who can help us. He's the only one I can trust."
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   
  
 

Brotherhood of Men
 
    
 
   On Day One of the attacks, Ammon, formerly known as "Roy," and the surviving prisoners waited for their contact to pick them up near the East Docks. Sacha initially declined the offer to join their shadowy organization, celebrated as the "Brotherhood of Men." He knew what he had seen. The men of the "Brotherhood" ignited a riot on the prison bus resulting in the death of the guard and driver. As a result, the bus flew off the Brooklyn Bridge into the East River. Now there were only four of them left, including Sacha. There was Ammon, of course, still wearing his drenched mechanics uniform. He had tied back his long, stringy hair and was in the process of nursing a small cut to his face from the accident with a rag.
 
   In addition to Ammon, there were two other men who seemed to follow his lead as trusted lieutenants. One of the men, Hasan, was tall and skinny with a large, bulging Adam's apple. He wore a tank-top and torn jeans. He was dark and tan like that of his other compatriots, but had short, neatly trimmed hair and thick black eyebrows. He couldn't have been more than twenty-six. Sacha noticed that the young man never smiled. He was also the most quiet of the group. He had examined Sacha with stern and suspicious eyes. Then there was Omar, a plump man of a friendly and talkative disposition. He looked young--even in his late-thirties. He brandished a round bull cut that hung slightly in his eyes, and wore a soaked USA American Flag T-shirt. He introduced himself enthusiastically to Sacha, welcoming him aboard.
 
   As Sacha said farewell to the men and wished them well, they promptly blocked his path and surrounded him.
 
   "I'm sorry, Sacha. It's not going to be that easy. You've seen our faces, you know who we are," Ammon said.
 
   "I can forget," Sacha responded. "I'll forget we ever met. Now if you'll excuse me--"
 
   "Our friends will be arriving soon. Please, come with us. We want to ensure your protection as much as our own."
 
   Sacha turned from Ammon and noticed Hasan and Omar standing directly behind him with their arms crossed.
 
   "Are you taking me prisoner?" Sacha asked, turning back to Ammon. "Is that what this is?"
 
   Ammon hunched over his knees in a hearty laugh.
 
   "Who do you think we are, my friend, the police?"
 
   Sacha wasn't amused.
 
   "I'm not sure who you are, but I do not wish to join your Brotherhood."
 
   "You, like us, were wrongfully imprisoned. You understand what it's like. You can be a very valuable asset to our organization," Ammon explained.
 
   Suddenly a dark brown mid-1990s Chevy van came around the corner and crept down the alleyway near them. Its headlights disappeared, replaced by parking lights.
 
   "There's our ride," Omar said, pointing.
 
   "Let's discuss this in the van," Ammon said to Sacha.
 
   "How did they know to pick you up here?" Sacha asked.
 
   "They're reliable," Ammon answered.
 
   Sacha thought deeply to himself. He gasped then raised a finger in the air.
 
   "You planned this! You planned for the van to meet us here. You wanted the bus to go over the railing into the river and you didn't care how many people you killed in the process. You wouldn't have cared if it had killed me."
 
   "That's nonsense, Sacha. Who could plan such a thing?" Ammon asked.
 
   "Who are you? I mean you and all of your friends here. Where are you from?"
 
   "We've told you are names. We're from the Middle East, as you've probably assumed," Ammon answered.
 
   "Yes, but where in the Middle East?"
 
    
 
   The brown van got closer, and then flashed its lights at the men, signaling them. Ammon was growing impatient with Sacha, but attempted to remain calm.
 
   "I'm from Egypt, or so I was. Omar and Hasan are Pakistani. But we are no longer a part of those countries, or any nation for that matter. We exist to serve the Brotherhood."
 
   "Well, I'm from Poland, and I just want to go back home," Sacha said.
 
   He suddenly felt hands grip his arms and turned to see Hasan and Omar holding him. 
"We don't have much time," Ammon said. "We can finish this conversation in the van."
 
   Sacha slightly jerked, but felt their grip too tight. He stopped and stared into Ammon's remorseless eyes.
 
   "Are you terrorists?" he asked.
 
   Ammon's tepid smile dropped into a deep frown. He seemed deeply insulted by Sacha's question. Realizing himself a captive, Sacha began to regret the directness of his question.
 
   "That's enough questions for now. Come now, let's go," Ammon replied.
 
   Hasan and Omar pushed Sacha ahead as they walked towards the brown van, leaving the East River docks behind.
 
    
 
   Inside, the van was cluttered with tools. There were no seats or windows in the back, so Sacha, Hasan, and Omar sat on the floor while Ammon sat in the front with the driver. The driver, a stern bearded man, smoked cigarettes with the window only slightly cracked. Sacha sat with his arms wrapped around his legs, trying to maintain his balance through every bumpy turn. There was low-key Arabic chatter between Ammon and the driver. Sacha hadn't been introduced to him yet, so he just kept quiet. Hasan and Omar also said nothing as they leaned back against the inner walls of the van with their heads back and their eyes closed. Sacha had no idea where they were going. What had he gotten himself into? 
 
   After finishing his discussion with the driver, Ammon turned to address the men in the back in English.
 
   "We'll be there in twenty. Razar tells me that we have to find back roads to the site. The city is falling apart as we speak," Ammon said proudly.
 
   Hasan lifted his head slightly and laughed to himself. It was the first time Sacha had seen him smile yet. They continued to drive through back alleys and alternate routes along the way to their secret destination. Sacha's mind raced with options. If the men were terrorists, he felt that the likelihood of survival was slim.
 
   "They'll probably put me on the Internet and cut my head off," Sacha thought.
 
   He had to take the first chance that he could to escape. It would be a challenge, but Sacha believed it possible. He felt that his life depended on it.
 
    
 
   The brown van arrived at an outside darkened warehouse deep within the boroughs of the city. They stopped at a chain-link fence with barbed wire on top that surrounded the building. A man rushed to the fence, opened the sliding gate, and let them enter. The van crunched along the pebbles of gravel, leaving a trail of dust in its wake. As it neared the front of the warehouse, the man shut the sliding gate, looped around a chain and locked it. The van pulled to the side of the building and parked.
 
   "We are here," Ammon said to the men in the back.
 
   Sacha knelt and attempted to look out the front window to get some idea of where they had arrived. He was too nervous to ask any more questions. He estimated that there were probably more of Ammon's men in the warehouse. His best chance at escape was back at the docks. Now it seemed all but possible. The van side door slid open, revealing a man dressed completely in black fatigues. His face was stone-like and emotionless. He ordered the men out of the van in a native Arabic language. Ammon approached the darkly-dressed man and placed a hand on his shoulders.
 
   "Give them a break, friend. They've been through quite a lot," Ammon said.
 
   The man ignored Ammon's request and began to speak in English.
 
   "The Americans are here, and I don't have time for your foolishness," the man responded.
 
   "They're here now?" Ammon asked, genuinely surprised.
 
   "Yes, they've been waiting an hour for you," the man barked.
 
   Hasan and Omar climbed out of the van as Sacha followed. There were no windows into the warehouse, no spotlights overhead. Everything was quiet, except for the chatter of Ammon and his agitated comrade.
 
   "We had a little bit of trouble with the authorities, as you know. Maybe you should have been there so I could sit here playing with myself," Annon barked.
 
   "Getting arrested is your fault, not mine. You should have planned better. You should have been as far away from Wall Street as possible before the bomb went off. You did that to yourself. And where are the others?"
 
    
 
   "They're dead," Ammon said. "Enough of your nonsense, I want to speak to Rashad."
 
   The man stopped bickering with Ammon and simply walked away for them to follow.
 
   Sacha stepped out of the van and examined his surroundings. Though he had been careful not to ask too much since he was forced along for the ride, Sacha wanted some assurance.
 
   "Where are we? What are you going to do with me?" he asked.
 
   Ammon smiled and placed his arm around Sacha.
 
   "Relax, Sacha, you have no reason to be afraid. You're going to meet our leader, Rashad."
 
   Sacha believed that he had plenty of reasons to be afraid. He didn't understand what Ammon wanted with him in the first place. He was European, whereas they were Middle Eastern. What supposed affinities were they supposed to have for each other? What if they asked him his religion? As a heavily religious country, he was raised a Christian and belonged to the Roman Catholic Church. He didn't want to make any assumption, but he was sure they weren't Catholics.
 
   "We've stalled enough, let's go inside," Ammon said, removing his arm from around Sacha.
 
   Hasan and Omar nodded and followed the man in black to the warehouse door. Ammon waited for Sacha to catch up, but he just stood there uncertain.
 
   "It will be alright, I promise, come inside," Ammon reiterated with growing frustration.
 
   "Ammon," Sacha said.
 
   Ammon stopped and looked at Sacha waiting.
 
   "What?" he asked.
 
   "What is it that you want from me?" Sacha asked in a quiet tone.
 
   Ammon sighed and approached him.
 
   "I'm giving you a chance, Sacha. We've lost many of our brothers, and we'll no doubt lose some more. I assure you that today the world will forever change. Nothing will ever be the same. There will be no home for you to go to. No people you can call your own."
 
   "So you want to recruit me? As what, exactly?" Sacha asked.
 
   "As one of the Brotherhood," Ammon said turning away. He beckoned Sacha to the warehouse until he gave in and followed.
 
    
 
   They entered the vast warehouse to find several black SUVs parked in a straight line. The footsteps of the new arrivals echoed throughout the inside, gaining the attention of several American-looking men, eight in total, in sleek business suits who stood in front of the SUVs. In the center of the warehouse was a semi-trailer truck with an enclosed forty foot trailer. A pudgy man with a long straggly beard stood across from the men in business suits. He wore a white embroidered cap over his head and dressed in a white robe-like garb. The man in black approached him first.
 
   "They've all returned, Rashad," he said.
 
   "Wonderful, thank you, Karim," the man, addressed as Rashad, said.
 
   If he was their leader, Sacha was pretty sure he was in the presence of Islamic extremists, but what could explain the presence of so many sharply dressed American men in the same room?
 
   Sacha trailed behind as Hasan, Omar, and Ammon approached their leader with open arms.
 
   "Ah! Assalamu alaikum, my brothers," Rashad said as he hugged them individually.
 
   "Wa alaikum assalamm," each one said back.
 
   Rashad paid special attention to Ammon, embracing him in the longest hug.
 
   "I heard of your success. Praise be to Allah," Rashad said with a slap on Ammon's back.
 
   "And to Allah we praise," Ammon responded.
 
    
 
   "Can we get on with it, please?" the apparent leader of the American group asked.
 
   Rashad turned to the men and held his hand up.
 
   "Patience please, sir. We'll discuss business momentarily."
 
   The American man sighed and rolled his eyes, concealed under his sunglasses. Rashad turned back to Amman.
 
   "So few return?" he asked with deep concern.
 
   "We lost many fine men. We're all that remains. Where is everyone else that was here?" Ammon asked.
 
   "They've been sent to prepare for our next step," Rashad answered.
 
   Though it made little sense what Rashad was talking about, Ammon pressed him no further. Sacha stood against the entrance of the warehouse trying to remain out of sight. No one was paying attention to him. It would have been the perfect time to escape.
 
   "And who is he?" Rashad asked of Sacha in a voice that echoed through the warehouse.
 
   Startled, Sacha stopped leaning and stood nervously before his captors. Fortunately, Ammon spoke for him.
 
   "We met him on the prison bus. His name is Sacha, he can help us."
 
   "Well if you trust him, so do I. Welcome, Sacha!" Rashad said.
 
   Sacha waved his hand.
 
   "Hello," he said.
 
   "Assalamu alaikum," Rashad said.
 
   Sacha tried but fumbled the words back to him, gaining suspicious looks from the group.
 
   Rashad's men gathered around as they walked towards the Americans. Sacha wisely stayed back by the door. He felt along the doorknob, but it had locked automatically once they entered the building. 
 
   "Are you gentlemen ready to go over the plan now?" the lanky American man asked. His blond hair was slicked back and parted to the side. The other men said and did nothing, but observe. They looked like secret service men of some sort, perhaps even CIA, but Sacha couldn't tell for sure. He was trying to understand the strange situation before him.
 
   "What is going on?" he thought to himself.
 
   Once the lead American man had Rashad's and his men's attention, he spoke. 
 
   "You men don't know me, you've never seen me. We were never here. Whom I work for is not important. All you need to know is that we will be watching you and tracking you at every point. If you wish, you can call me Agent Bolt. Now we don't have much time, several of your operatives have been staged throughout the East Coast with instructions and coordinates. Your instructions are to transport this truck to a disclosed location. We need the truck to stay mobile at all times until you reach the destination. There's plenty of fuel reserve to get you there, as well as fuel stored in the back."
 
   Agent Bolt paused and signaled one of his men to step forward. As he moved, the other man handed Agent Bolt a metal case marked "Top Secret." Agent Bolt took the case and placed it on the concrete ground before him. Sacha examined the semi-truck twenty feet from where he stood. The truck looked the length of a locomotive, large and intimidating. How did they think they would possibly get something of that size out of the city?
 
    
 
   "It's going to take some time getting out of the city," Rashad said, as if reading Sacha's mind.
 
   "If you stick to the directions, you should have no problem. Just remember, time is of the essence. Everything is in place, and now that it's started, it has to go as planned."
 
   "What if we get detained by the authorities again?" Ammon asked. "Last time I was told of such assurances we ended up in the custody of the NYPD. We lost four brothers trying to escape. I barely got word back to Rashad in time."
 
   "Who do you think arranged the bus in the first place?" Agent Bolt asked. "We have many friends in high places."
 
   "Impressive, yes, we'll take the case now," Rashad said, signaling Ammon to pick it up.
 
   Ammon walked over and took the case as Rashad took a step forward.
 
   "We'll be in touch," he said bowing slightly to the American man. "Peace be with you."
 
   "I assume you want your money before we go?" Agent Bolt said.
 
   "Yes, of course," Rashad said, not wanting to admit that he had nearly forgot.
 
   "Thomas," Agent Bolt said, waving another of the suited men over. "Show him the briefcase."
 
   Thomas stepped forward and opened a brown leather briefcase packed fully with unmarked bills.
 
   "Two million dollars, just like we discussed," Agent Bolt said. "Just make sure you stick to the plan. Simply transport it to the disclosed location then wait for further notice."
 
   Hasan walked to the man holding the briefcase and took it from him. Rashad's group had what they needed. The American men took a step back, ready to leave.
 
   "Stick to the plan. Do not deviate it from the slightest. Remember, we'll be watching you," Agent Bolt said as he turned away. The men walked back to the SUVs, approaching the doors.
 
   "Agent Bolt," Rashad said, causing the agent to turn back around.
 
   "Yes, what is it?" he said.
 
   "You should have more confidence in us. After all, the Brotherhood has gotten you this far."
 
   Agent Bolt thought to himself briefly.
 
   "Fair enough, I guess," he responded.
 
   "Open the door, Karim," Rashad ordered.
 
   Karim, the man dressed in black, walked over to the other side of the warehouse, stood in front of a hanging chain, and pulled the aluminum door open. As it rolled open, spotlights beamed into the room from the rifles of several armed men.
 
   The Americans were taken by surprise as the men, all dressed in tan guerrilla combat fatigues, stormed into the warehouse. In a flash, they were upon the Americans like sharks. Rashad grabbed his men and pulled them out of the line of fire.
 
   "Hit the ground!" he shouted.
 
    
 
   Agent Smith looked around in astonishment, genuinely confused by what was happening. By the time he realized, it was too late. Rashad's men, the guerrillas, fired upon the Americans in quick substantive bursts from their automatic rifles. Sacha huddled in the corner of the warehouse closing his eyes and covering his ears as the deafening blasts shook him to his core. The American agent slumped to the ground in a riddled, bloody mess. Multiple shells repeatedly rained onto the concrete. The guerrillas approached the bodies of the Americans and fired on them once more. Their blood-spattered corpses shook and twitched violently until the men ran out of ammo.
 
    
 
   "That's enough!" Rashad shouted from his crouched position on the ground.
 
   The guerrillas complied and lowered their rifles. Hasan, Omar, and Ammon rose from the ground as well in utter shock.
 
   "What did you do?" Ammon demanded from Rashad.
 
   Rashad turned around with an easy smile.
 
   "I do apologize, but I couldn't risk exposing our plan."
 
   "Plan? We had a plan. What are we going to do now?" Ammon said.
 
   Sacha's heart beat rapidly in fear. He was shook uncontrollably as sweat poured from his head down his face. The armed guerrillas reformed and approached Rashad with their hot barrels smoking. Sacha was sure that he was next. His suspicions about the group were realized and he felt it only a matter of time before they gunned him down like a rabid dog.
 
   "Those, men," Rashad said pointing to the dismembered bodies slumped on the floor, "they were going to betray us. We were to transport the bomb, then they would find us, kill us, and take the bomb back; all to say that they defeated the terrorists."
 
   "Where did you hear this?" Ammon asked in disbelief.
 
   "I knew it all along. You think the Americans would willingly give us a bomb of this magnitude? They would never risk such a thing. I'm guessing that the control module they gave us doesn't work. It's a decoy. I know that they have the real one on them. They wouldn't have hesitated to use it to their benefit. Now we hold the power. We can do whatever we want."
 
   The guerrillas shouted and cheered in Arabic. Sacha looked desperately for a way out of the warehouse. The only way out was to walk directly by the terrorists to the open warehouse door.
 
   Ammon grabbed Rashad's hand and shook it gently.
 
   "Wonderful plan, brother. Allah has blessed us with your genius."
 
   "We're not there yet, Ammon. We're going to transport the bomb as agreed upon, but we're not going to where they can find us."
 
   "Where will we go?" Ammon asked.
 
   "Where we can do the most damage," Rashad said.
 
   He walked away from Ammon and gave attention to the guerrillas.
 
   "Dispose of their bodies and their vehicles. But first find the control module. With haste, brothers, with haste."
 
   Ammon, Hasan, and Omar approached the guerrillas and embraced them with hugs and smiles.
 
   "I knew you were all still alive," Ammon said. "Praise be to Allah!"
 
    
 
   Sacha crept on the ground quietly. He was nearly passed the celebrating group, but still had a long way to go.
 
   "We have to move, brothers. Now!" Rashad ordered.
 
   The men broke up their circle and proceeded to mobilize to flee the warehouse. Ammon took immediate notice of Sacha crouched below only a few feet from the open warehouse door.
 
   "Brother Sacha, where are you going?" he asked.
 
   Sacha froze and closed his eyes in a cringe. Ammon had caught him with so little to go. He heard Ammon's footsteps moving quickly towards him.
 
   "Why do you flee?" he asked. "I told you there was nothing to be afraid of."
 
   "I just needed some fresh air," Sacha said, rising to his feet.
 
   "Listen, the Rashad believes in you. I believe in you. You ask why? You ask what I want from you. I want you to help us."
 
   "I don't think I belong here," Sacha said. "I think you should know that I'm Catholic."
 
   Ammon appeared unconcerned of Sacha's religion at the moment and pressed him further.
 
   "We will deal with that when the time comes."
 
   Suddenly Ammon's tone grew deeply serious.
 
   "Our plans have changed as you can see. The Americans were trying to double-cross us. Didn't you see that? Then we beat them, as we will again and again!"
 
   Sacha remained silent. He felt as if he was surrounded by lunatics. As long as he was with them, he felt that his life would be in danger, even more so out in the city as it ate itself alive.
 
   "We don't have time to squabble," Ammon said. "Unfortunately, I'm going to have to give you two options. Go with us, accompany us on our mission and help us complete the plan, or face the same fate as the lifeless bodies lying before you."
 
   It was clear enough. Ammon made his first official threat against Sacha's life, giving him little choice.
 
   "I will go--" Sacha said.
 
   "Speak up!" Ammon said.
 
   "I said I will go with you."
 
   Ammon smiled in a satisfied gleam.
 
   "Excellent. Now go help the others destroy the evidence and we will be on the road soon," Ammon said.
 
   Sacha agreed and reluctantly walked to the bodies on the ground. One of the guerrillas told him to grab the feet. They lifted one of the bodies and piled in the back of a nearby SUV. The sight and feel of the corpse was almost too much for Sacha to handle. He wanted to vomit everywhere; all over the guerrillas, over Rashad, Ammon, Hasan, Omar and the like. But he was no longer in a position to antagonize or refuse them.
 
   "Do you think you can trust him?" Rashad asked Ammon in an aside.
 
   "We can now. Being trustworthy is his only choice, if he wants to stay alive. Give it time," Ammon answered.
 
   While he lifted the second body, a glimmer entered Sacha's head. It was the word "double-cross." He could submit to the Brotherhood, do what they asked, and become a part of them. He could earn their trust through any measures within reason, if such a thing was possible. Once they accepted him, he would do everything he could to stop them. That was his plan, however far-fetched it seemed. Sacha was going to stop them. He was going to prevent the bomb from detonating. That was his new mission.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Chase
 
    
 
   It was morning in the Rockies and sunlight was just beginning to rise over the valley. Actual birds were chirping, and for a moment, it seemed like the beginning of just another day. Paul awoke lying with his seat back and a crick in his neck from his awkward positioning. He wasn't sure how long he had slept for, but they had a front row view of the sun rise coming up over the mountains; shaping up to be the most majestic sight he had seen in some time. 
 
   "Samantha," he whispered. 
 
   Samantha was lying back on the passenger seat with Julie in her arms. The kid must have crawled up front that night. Paul didn't want them to miss the sunrise; so he gently caressed her shoulder.    
 
   "Samantha, wake up. You have to see this," he said. 
 
   She slowly opened her eyes as Julie nuzzled into her chest. 
 
   "What is it?" she said in a tired voice. 
 
   "It's beautiful," Paul said. 
 
   Once Samantha looked ahead, she said no more. The sun peered over the mountain tips and brightened the vast wilderness below. The sheer wonder of natural beauty brought mutual awe between them. They watched until the sun fully rose to a vibrant glowing circle in the sky. Paul leaned in and kissed Samantha on the cheek. 
 
   "Good morning," he said. 
 
   Samantha smiled and then stretched. 
 
   "Do we have to leave here?" she said.  
 
   "Not necessarily," Paul answered.  
 
   Paul looked over to Julie. She showed no signs of wanting to wake. She looked like a baby in her mother's arms. 
 
   "Is she still sleeping?" he asked, though the answer was pretty obvious. 
 
   "Yeah, she's out pretty good," Samantha said. "I feel like we're on vacation. Maybe everything was just a dream. Maybe we can go back to Beech Creek and everything will be fine."
 
   Paul thought to himself for a moment, then responded.
 
   "You know, Sam, I was never happy there," he said. 
 
   "I know," Samantha responded. "You tried your best to accept it. It was the right change, I think. It was good for Julie."
 
   "I don't think she was ever happy there either," Paul said.
 
   He hadn't told Samantha about the house. He hadn't told her about her car, or about Edwin, or the battle at New Haven, or anything that would horrify her already fragile state. None of it seemed necessary to get into, not during the moment. If she was going to find out, it would be in time. Someday, when the worst was over, he would tell her everything, but not that day. 
 
   "We can go somewhere else," Paul said. "Somewhere they can't find us. Somewhere we can have a fresh start." 
 
   "Anywhere that we're together and safe is fine with me," Samantha said. 
 
   There was no immediate discussion of their earlier plan involving the conspiracy. They knew they needed to get to Denver and try to expose Senator Bryant before it was too late. For a moment, none of it mattered as they watched the sun continue to bring life to the valley below. 
 
   "We need to find some food," Paul said as his stomach growled. "We're running low on supplies."
 
   "You mean to find some in Denver?" Samantha asked. 
 
   "Possibly, unless we're planning to live off the land."
 
   Julie moved slightly and then wrapped her arms around Samantha. Samantha gently rubbed her back, caressing her further asleep. She didn't want the moment to end. She didn't want to worry about nuclear genocide, Senator Bryant, terrorism, or anything else. Everything in the mountains was so peaceful, one wouldn't think that anything was upset in the world. Paul held out his arms and stretched. 
 
   "Do you think it's safe to go into the city?" Samantha asked. 
 
   Paul turned the key ignition slightly forward to turn the car on. The dashboard lights came on, and the air conditioning vents lightly blew out cool air. The fuel gauge was slightly below the quarter tank line. He wasn't sure how much further they could drive. Everything was low: fuel, water, and food.   
 
   "Let me try something first," Paul said. 
 
   He moved his hand to the radio dial, turned it on, and scanned through the stations. The usual static came through the speakers. 
 
   "We might be able to find some news on here. It's hit or miss sometimes."
 
   He moved the knob back-and-forth as the digital numbers flickered. Suddenly he heard some crackling followed by an announcer’s voice. He passed the station by accident then went back to it. The announcer's voice, amidst that static, continued.
 
   "Officials have confirmed the disappearance of an 80,000 pound nuclear bomb believed to range from 900 to 1,000 megawatts from an undisclosed top-secret nuclear facility in the United States. The nuclear device, referred to as the megabomb or asteroid bomb is labeled so because of its wide-range of destruction, similar to that of an asteroid, or perhaps the closet man-made element next to it. If detonated, the megabomb could destroy anything within a 5,000 mile radius, or simply five neighboring states all at once."
 
    
 
   Paul and Samantha's eyes instantly locked on each other in terror. With the broadcast, their peaceful morning and idealized plans immediately vanquished. Reality came crashing down on them with the turn of a dial. The announcer continued. 
 
   "Mass widespread panic has spread across the state of Colorado where, up until now, there was no sign of any nuclear attack or plot. The governor has re-doubled his efforts to enforce martial law in the state. With no word from Washington, and Capitol Hill reportedly obliterated, all surviving states are left with little option but to control the population in this crucial time of national crisis."
 
    
 
   Paul grabbed Samantha's hand and squeezed it. How much time did they have left? It seemed inspiring massive panic and fear was another phase on Bryant’s list, but if things went as planned, the "masterminds" had no intention of detonating the bomb. Perhaps Paul and Samantha's best bet was to flee the country and make new lives for themselves. The thought had crossed Paul's mind. Julie's eyes fluttered open as she began to wake. She lifted her head from Samantha's chest and yawned. 
 
   "Is it morning already?" she asked. 
 
   Samantha pet Julie's hair, unresponsive. Her eyes and ears were glued to the car stereo as the announcer made another declaration.
 
   "In recent developments, officials have released information on two suspects believed to have knowledge of the whereabouts of the bomb. They are described as a 'young married couple with a daughter that were last seen near the Denver Airport.' Paul Thompson, white male, thirty five, and five-foot nine, is currently wanted by authorities for questioning. He is known to pose falsely as a United States Congressman. His alleged wife, Samantha Thompson, twenty-eight, five-foot six is a white female of Japanese descent. They are believed to possess deep knowledge on the location of the bomb, and all citizens are asked to keep a vigilant watch of these suspects. Their alleged daughter, Julie Thompson, white female, twelve years old, five-feet, is said to accompany them as well. An official manhunt is underway for these suspects who may have terrorist connections or could be terrorists themselves. Images from a security camera in the Denver airport have been broadcast on all state television channels, and widely distributed among law enforcement and military. Citizens are urged to use caution when approaching these suspects as they are reported as being armed and highly dangerous."
 
    
 
   Paul and Samantha stared at each other in shock. There was no way that the announcer was saying what they had just heard. Them? Terrorist suspects? Samantha held Julie tight. Paul looked at the radio with a defeated expression as his mind went in a hundred different places.  
 
   "Bryant," he said softly. "He beat us to the punch. He's going to have all of Denver looking for us now."
 
   "I knew that he would," Samantha said with a shaky voice. "What are we going to do?" 
 
   "Did they just say our names on the radio?" Julie asked. A growing look of concern flushed across her face.   
 
   "They have the wrong information, sweetheart," Samantha said as she kissed the top of Julie's head. 
 
   "This changes nothing," Paul said. "We have to get to the city, it's our only hope."
 
   Suddenly, helicopters sounded in the distance, immediately gaining Paul's attention. They got closer and closer as Paul shifted around in the car to see where they were coming from. Samantha was shaken with fear as the whirring of the blades grew louder. Julie looked between Paul and Samantha with utter confusion. 
 
   "What is it?" she asked. 
 
   Paul could see them. There were two helicopters appearing over the mountains directly towards them. As they came into sight, he started the engine. Samantha reached over and grabbed the steering wheel. 
 
   "No, wait," she said. "We're concealed here under these trees. They don't see us yet."
 
   As if to debunk Samantha, a symphony of faint police sirens entered the fray. Paul jerked his head around to the windy road that took them up the mountain. He didn't see anything yet, but the sirens grew undoubtedly closer.    
 
   "They've found us," Paul said. 
 
   Samantha was in perpetual disbelief. Senator Bryant hadn't given them a chance, just a false glimmer of hope. She held Julie tighter, trying to calm her. Samantha's cocktail dress was now torn and ragged. How she wished they could all just find a nice hotel room, shower, and change. They could go out to dinner, order steaks and get so full that it hurt to leave the table. Her mind continued to drift towards mental escape, as though their capture seemed inevitable. What would it matter? 
 
    
 
   A cavalry of police vehicles sped around the bend heading towards the look-out point. They were at least a mile or two away, Paul's mind raced with options. The helicopters were close upon them, circling overhead. There were little options left. 
 
   "I want you to take Julie and hide. I'll lead them away from you. With any luck I might be able to make it to Arthur before they get me."
 
   Samantha flashed Paul a disapproving glare. The police vehicles were closer, slowing only to handle the abrupt curves in the road.  
 
   "Have you lost your mind? We're not going to do that. We'll stay together," she said. 
 
   "They said that we're terrorists. That laptop is the only hope we have, but as soon as they catch us, we'll never see it again. I have to get it to Arthur."
 
   "Him again. You'll never make it. Don't you see the helicopters?"
 
   "Please, Samantha, it's the only way."
 
   Julie remained still and quiet, unsure of her parent's heated conversation and what they were talking about. She didn't understand being afraid of the police like they were. Police weren't perfect, but weren't they supposed to help people? Paul put the car into drive, ready to make a break for it. He looked at Samantha beckoning her to get out of the car.
 
   "No!" Samantha shouted. "We're not splitting up. What are Julie and I supposed to do out here? What if you don't come back?"
 
   "Take Julie and hide. There's a cavern right over the ridge. Just run down the hill from the lookout spot and find it."
 
   Paul grabbed his backpack and handed it to her with conviction in his eyes. 
 
   "There's supplies in here. Snacks, water, water tablets, a pistol, first aid kit, and a flashlight. This should help."
 
   Samantha remained stubbornly resistant to Paul's urging. She shook her head back-and-forth as tears ran from her shut eyelids.
 
   "I can't do this, Paul. Don't ask me to do this," she said.
 
   "You have to. What do you think is going to happen when they catch us? They'll lock us up away from each other forever."
 
   "No, we'll get a good lawyer, we can fight this," Samantha cried. 
 
   "Maybe in another time, but not now. It's not that kind of world anymore."
 
   "I don't give a shit what kind of world it is, we're not leaving this car!" she shouted. 
 
   The sirens were a half mile away. There was little time to react. Paul looked into his rear-view mirror and watched as a line of flashing sirens made their way up the hill. He quickly noticed an advantage he had if he were to turn the car around. He could shoot right down the mountain just as they were coming up. It might buy him a little time while also taking the police by surprise. They'd have to find a way to turn around. Paul's mind shifted back to Samantha. He was surprised to see her still in the car. She was really fighting him on the plan.
 
   "Sam. Go. Now!" he said. "If we have any chance, this is it."
 
   Julie tugged on her mother's arm. Samantha looked down.  
 
   "He's right. It's our only chance," she said. 
 
   Though Julie didn't know all the details, she was convinced that staying in the car and getting arrested was foolish, even if police were supposed to be the good guys. Samantha said little else. She grabbed the backpack and opened the car door. Julie climbed out first. 
 
   "Bye, Paul, good luck," she said. 
 
   "Thank you, Julie," Paul responded.  
 
   Samantha remained in the car with her face soaked in tears. She could barely breathe through the jerkiness of her rapid sobbing.
 
   "I--just, I don't want you to do this. I just want us to be together," she said. 
 
   "I love you," Paul said as he leaned towards her with a kiss. Their arms wrapped around each other as they pulled each other tightly. 
 
   "I love you too," Samantha said. 
 
   "I'll be back soon," Paul promised, though Samantha didn't see how it was possible. 
 
   "Okay," she said with a faint and nervous laugh. "Don't be long."
 
   Samantha smiled amidst her fractured state. If anything, she hoped it would inspire confidence in Paul. She slowly stepped out of the car and held onto the door. 
 
   "Bye," Paul said. "Now hurry and run to the cavern before it's too late."
 
   Samantha closed the door, and placed her palm over the window, leaving a hand print. As they walked away, Paul jammed the Malibu into reverse and turned it around. The police cars were right on him, closing in like sharks. 
 
   "Okay, you bastards. Come and get me," Paul said. He glanced over to see Samantha and Julie hop the railing and run down the hill. He hoped and prayed for their safety. His plan was risky, and he very well may have put them at a greater risk, but he didn't see any other way. 
 
    
 
   He could feel the roar of the police cavalry the closer they got. It was as though the mere sight of the Malibu excited their pursuit. Paul put the car in drive and floored it. The Malibu skid ahead, from zero to sixty, in no time, past the line of police cars and down the mountain road. A long cloud of smoke trailed from behind, leaving the authorities confused as they reached the look-out spot, only to find their suspect fleeing the opposite direction. The line of ten police cars quickly tried to turn around, but nearly crashed into each other like dominoes. Paul had gained some needed ground. As soon as his unexpected escape became known, the two helicopters changed course and followed him overhead. The police cars turned around after much calamity and drove back down the road after Paul.
 
   Though he maintained his speed, Paul steered carefully around each turn as to not fly off the railing. He was close to the Rocky National Park exit, and soon the Denver city limits. 
 
   On the right side of the road, a black SUV sat parked in a small concave. The Malibu zoomed past, startling the passengers. At the wheel was Tyson, the bunker security guard, and in the passenger seat sat none other than Senator Bryant. He clutched a hand-held radio in one hand and a pair of binoculars in the other.   
 
   "The fuck was that?" Bryant asked his driver. 
 
   "That was no police car, looked like a Chevy Malibu," Tyson responded.
 
   Bryant turned the knob on his hand-held radio up to listen in on the police chatter. 
 
    
 
   "Suspect is fleeing. I repeat suspect is fleeing. Driving a blue 1994 Chevy Malibu headed towards the National Park exit."  
 
    
 
   "That was him?" Bryant shouted. "Fuck, Tyson. Put the pedal to the metal and let's chase this scumbag."
 
   "We shouldn't be here, Mr. Bryant. I told you it would be too dangerous. We should get you back in the bunker with the others before it's too late."
 
   "Nonsense, although I appreciate your concern. This is my problem and I'm going to fix it. Follow the prick."
 
   Tyson hesitated. His hand hovered on the shifting lever on the steering wheel. 
 
   "Move!" Bryant shouted. 
 
   Tyson reluctantly put the SUV in drive and raced after Paul. The police still had some ground to cover to catch up. The inside of the SUV shook violently as Tyson took sharp turns as to gain on the fleeing car. Above them the helicopters raced along, keeping watch of the chase. Bryant clicked the side of the handheld radio and spoke into it. 
 
   "I've got the vehicle in sight, he's not getting anywhere. Just get your team ready to apprehend him," Bryant said. 
 
   He opened the glove compartment and pulled out a Desert Eagle pistol. 
 
   "What are you going to do with that?" Tyson asked. 
 
   They were only a few car lengths behind their suspect. Bryant locked and loaded. 
 
   "I'm going to get what they stole from me. They could be armed too. Who knows, they might even try to fire at us, you know? Maybe they fired at us before the police even arrived."
 
   Tyson could see what Bryant was getting at. 
 
   "Got it," he said. 
 
    
 
   Paul looked into his rear-view mirror while trying to watch the unpredictable road. He noticed an unfamiliar SUV gaining on him. He neared the bottom of the mountain and would soon steer for the highway exit. One last curve aside a deep chasm and he would be home free. There was, however, no getting rid of the helicopters overhead. Even if he made it to Arthur in Denver, the likelihood of making it back to Samantha grew slimmer by the minute. The fuel gauge shook just above the empty mark. 
 
    
 
   Bryant raised the binoculars to his eyes. He saw only one silhouette at the wheel. Perhaps Samantha and the girl were crouched down and hiding. He watched and watched and saw no indication of anyone else in the car. The binoculars lowered as he grabbed his hand-held. 
 
   "I see only one person in the vehicle, where are the other two?" he demanded. 
 
    
 
   "We've since only identified one white male at the wheel. No other passengers have been identified."
 
    
 
   Bryant threw the radio to the floor. 
 
   "Son-of-a-bitch!" he shouted. 
 
   Tyson remained silent, trying his best to keep up with Paul. Bryant pressed a button on his door to roll down the window as mountain furiously air rushed in.  
 
   "What are you doing, Sir?" Tyson asked. 
 
   Bryant held the Desert Eagle outside the window, steadying it. 
 
   "I'm going to take his tires out. Or maybe I'll just aim it at his head."
 
   "Senator, Sir, We should really let the police handle this. He may have the laptop, even worse he may have given it to the woman."
 
   The mention of Samantha fueled Bryant into a moment of inner rage. He fired a shot at the rear tire of the Malibu, just missing it. The sudden blast of the gun startled Tyson and caused him to swerve. 
 
   "Stay on the road!" Bryant shouted. 
 
   Tyson fumbled with the steering wheel and got it back on track. The police had caught up and were directly behind the SUV with their lights flashing and sirens blaring. 
 
   "Maybe we should get out of their way," Tyson suggested. 
 
   Bryant ignored him and raised the pistol out of the window again. This time, he had a clear shot to the back of Paul's head. He squeezed one eye shut and held his aim. 
 
    
 
   A sign ahead warned of sharp curves, and with that, Paul thought of a plan, though it was risky. He accelerated to his fastest speed yet reaching upwards of sixty miles per hour. As predicted, the SUV accelerated to stay on Paul's tail. At the last possible second, Paul slowed and jerked the steering wheel to the right, nearly coasting off the road. 
 
    
 
   Tyson was unprepared for the Malibu's sudden movement, and tried to do his best to slow down and stay on the road. Bryant missed his opportunity and was thrown back into his seat. Before he could even react, the SUV skidded to the left, unable to maintain its grounding through the tight curve. Tyson could see it coming, but couldn't believe it. The SUV smashed into the guard rail and went over the side of the mountain into the chasm below. Their screams lasted only seconds before the vehicle burst into a fiery ball at the bottom of jagged rocks and stone. 
 
    
 
   The police cavalry slowed to a halt at the sharp curve right after the break in the guard rail. The helicopters also switched position and flew overhead the explosion. 
 
   "The Senator's vehicle has descended; I repeat the Senator's vehicle has descended. Need emergency rescue teams deployed immediately," one of the officers said into their radio.
 
   For a moment they weren't sure what to do, and had momentarily forgot about Paul. 
 
   "Suspect is still at large, headed towards the highway. Air support is advised to stay with suspect."
 
   One the helicopters moved away from the explosion site and flew towards the highway just as Paul was merging on. He saw no vehicles in his mirror. Perhaps his car trick had shaken them off. He might make it to the city after all. Just as his confidence started build, he heard the nauseating sound of the helicopter pursuing him from above. He hadn't escaped them after all. It was going to be one long high-speed chase all the way to the city as his fuel gauge bottomed out, closer to the empty line. 
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   
  
 

Aftermath
 
    
 
   After Day One, Sacha had been on the road with the "Brotherhood of Men" for weeks. They had managed to evade the authorities so far in that they were always on the move. On the outside, Sacha played the nervous, meek, and submissive role, never saying much, but always listening and observing. He wanted to know of their plans. He wanted to know where they were going with the bomb and when they were planning to detonate it. Ammon and his "brothers" talked enthusiastically of their success and the amazing unprecedented capacity of the bomb they had acquired. The journey seemed to lead south. 
 
   Sacha later concluded that they were definitely headed south. Sacha rode in the van with Hasan, Omar, Ammon, Rashad, and the quiet driver named Razar who always smoked. Another van followed with some of the guerrilla militants who had gunned down the American conspirators in the blink of the eye. Two men, whom Sacha hadn't been introduced to yet, drove the tractor trailer that housed the bomb. With such a large entourage, it was surprising that they hadn't drawn attention to themselves yet. But they were careful not draw attention to themselves, and they were always on the move. 
 
   They would stop along the way for additional food and supplies--and considering the size of their vehicles--fuel was always an issue. Many of the states they went through--from Ohio to Kentucky; Tennessee to Mississippi--were in the throes of massive power outages and grid failures. They avoided urbanized areas and stuck to the main highway, often hitting major congestion where people were evacuating neighboring states along the East Coast that had been hit. 
 
   "Do you see it?" Ammon called out while staring out the front of the van into the massive ocean of cars on the highway. "It's beautiful. The very breakdown of western society that we'd been hoping for. If only they knew that, in the end, there is no escape."
 
   Ammon frequently spoke in cryptic language, so much that Sacha couldn't figure out what was useful information and what wasn't. The only one who truly engaged in conversation with him was Ammon. He once told Sacha that he would see to it that Sacha was converted to their religion before the day of reckoning. It was a day that Sacha was confident he was going to prevent. One rainy night they stopped alongside a hidden dirt road in a Louisiana forest to get some rest. Ammon took Sacha to the back of the semi-trailer, opened the secure doors and showed him the bomb. At first all Sacha could see was the massive circular bottom. It was shaped as a giant missile, forty-feet long, resting horizontally in the back of the trailer. It looked like a rocket ship, something deemed for space travel. It was an intricate wonder of design, intimidating in its sheer mass. Ammon turned on his flashlight and beckoned Sacha ahead. They climbed into the back of the truck and walked along the side of the bomb as Ammon boasted of its sheer scope and power. 
 
   "This bomb can take out up to five American states alone. If you think what you saw earlier this month was big, you're in for quite a surprise. Once detonated we will cause an avalanche throughout this country like none seen in all of human history. America will sink. America will be destroyed. The Brotherhood of Men will take credit for everything and will go down in martyrdom as those who destroyed the evil of the world. Those who wiped it out forever."
 
   Their footsteps echoed within the seemingly endless trailer. Sacha tried to take everything in. Ammon was giving him details on the plan. Grandiose details, for sure, but details nonetheless. Perhaps he could probe him further and get more information. One issue stuck out in his mind, however, and that was the Ammon's use of the term "martyrdom." He was genuinely curious about this and forewent his covert operation to prompt Ammon.
 
    
 
   "So you see us as martyrs? Does this mean--does this mean you don't plan to survive this mission?" 
 
   Ammon smiled, placed an arm around Sacha, and pulled him closer. 
 
   "The range of the control module is twenty feet. None of us will be far enough away from the bomb to survive its detonation."
 
   Ammon noticed the pale look of concern across Sacha's face. 
 
   "Relax, brother, death is nothing to fear. Once we convert you, you shall join us in paradise."
 
   Knowing that this was indeed a suicide mission, Sacha became surprisingly direct. 
 
   "Where are you going to detonate the bomb and when?" he asked. 
 
   Sacha got a hearty laugh in return. Ammon stopped and rubbed his eyes. 
 
   "Ah, Sacha, my inquisitive friend, no one knows the answers to those questions but Rashad. This is his operation and we can't risk it being compromised by anyone, no matter how earnest they may seem."
 
   "But you must have some general idea," Sacha probed. 
 
   His arm left Sacha as he gently rubbed the surface of the massive bomb resting inches within their faces.
 
    
 
   "This is what I know. The Americans who employed us were traitors to their own country."
 
   Ammon broke into laughter once again, then regained himself. 
 
   "But it wasn't just Americans. A worldwide network of powerful men had sought a way to change the world so that they could control it completely. So who do they come looking for? They went to us. They call us terrorists, as they bomb our countries and kill our people. We do not seek terror, we seek change throughout the Middle East and within the rest of the world. They made us a lucrative offer to transport and detonate a series of nuclear bombs throughout the country. If we did these acts, they promised to see our goals of regional domination in the Middle East a reality. This bomb was given to us under the pretenses that it would be recovered in time and peace declared after the start of a global order that would render America as just another country among a one world government. It was a ridiculous plan, one that our leader, Rashad, saw opportunity in. We would take the bomb for ourselves and take their plan one step further. We would launch an assault upon America so great that it could never recover. And never will."
 
    
 
   Sacha was speechless. He knew Ammon to be homicidal, but what Ammon had told him was beyond the scope of what he believed him to be capable of. Even at his most fanatical, Ammon showed glimpses of reason, so Sacha gave it his best shot.
 
   "Is there any way you might reconsider this plan?" he asked. 
 
   Ammon's face dropped in near contempt for the question. 
 
   "That is an incredibly stupid question, Sacha. And I would advise you to avoid such language around the rest of the Brotherhood. They're much more suspicious of you than I. You see, I like you, but some of the others...well, they have their reasons. Just be careful what you ask, the others aren't as forgiving."    
 
   Sacha tried again.
 
   "So you don't know where we're going?" he asked. 
 
   They reached the end of the bombs forty-foot length. Ammon turned, not saying a word, and walked back out the trailer doors as Sacha followed. Once they were outside the trailer, he spoke. 
 
   "I'm not sure. All I know is that Texas is a viable option. Now let's go back in the van and get some rest." 
 
   Sacha agreed and they headed towards the van as rain drops drizzled onto their heads. Before Sacha could open the van door Ammon stopped him and stared directly in the eyes.
 
   "I can trust you, correct?" Ammon asked. 
 
   "Yes, you can trust me, Ammon, Sacha said.   
 
    
 
   Paul had only a few miles to go before he reached Denver's city limits. He was burning fuel quickly; driving upwards of 90 to 100 miles per hour while trying to stay ahead of the police. They were approaching in the distance. The helicopter followed his every movement from above. Though hopeful and determined, the possibility of evading the authorities began to seem like a futile exercise. Paul's only hope was that a barrage of police cars weren't awaiting him ahead with tire strips, barricades, and tanks for that matter. Towering skyscrapers were in sight, but the police showed no signs of slowing down. Paul pressed the gas pedal down as far as it would go. The pedal shook against the floorboard as the engine smoked. The radiator light flashed along with the fuel light. His car was rapidly approaching the end, and he still had several miles to go. 
 
    
 
   Inside the city, complete bedlam had broken out, in and around the convention center. The unnerved crowds had pushed far past the mandated barricades and off-limit areas, forcing the police and military to move back further. There were simply too many people to contend with. They numbered in the thousands, and once the convention center got too full, the people demanded free rein throughout the city. News reports of the missing megabomb had propelled the city into greater panic and fear, teetering on chaos. Soon men and women, young and old, managed to spread throughout the city looking for places to hide or a way to flee. One group of unruly men managed to overtake a large public bus, and commandeer it away from the convention center. 
 
   Frustrated youths donned bandanas and smashed nearby stores windows with bricks. The police and military broke into pockets of resistance as to control the random looting, but there was little control left. Hundreds of others were just scared. Scared of the overwhelming crowds, scared of the growing animosity in the streets, and scared that a bomb was soon going to wipe them all out. Several helicopters deployed overhead, dropping riot police onto the scene. As they slid down the ropes, hitting the pavement, they raised their riot guns in the air and fired several canisters of tear gas into the crowd. Their riot control methods were effective in drawing the crowd back towards the convention center, but also created a frenzied panic that sent several people to the ground in a stampede.  
 
    
 
   Paul was close. He just had to remember the location of Arthur's studio. The police were quickly and aggressively gaining. It was only a matter of time before they swept him off the road and into a jail cell, if he was so lucky. The Malibu was on its last lap. The steering wheel shook as Paul's hands perspired within his tightened grip. Smoke billowed from the front and the back of the car as the dashboard lights randomly flickered from one warning light to the next like blinking Christmas lights. Paul was pretty sure that the Malibu wouldn't make its way back into the mountains at the end of the day. 
 
   He swerved past a deserted checkpoint and remained focused on getting into the city against all the odds. A single helicopter followed his every move from above. In the broad daylight he had nowhere to hide and even if he made it, the police weren't going anywhere. They would follow him to the end. 
 
    
 
   Once Samantha and Julie made it to the bottom of the hill, beyond the overlook, they came upon another steep hill that led to the cavern. No one was around, to be sure, but how safe were they in the wilderness, alone, and armed with only Paul's pistol? Samantha could hear helicopters overhead, but they were far away. Smoke rose in the distance, following the explosion that startled both her and Julie. 
 
   "Where are we going?" Julie asked, trying to catch her breath. 
 
   "Up there," Samantha pointed. "We're going to lay low until Paul gets back. He's going to meet us in that cavern."
 
   "All the way up there?" Julie scoffed. "Couldn't you guys have come up with an easier meet-up spot?" 
 
   "It's what we decided on," Samantha said, close to tears.
 
   "But what about bears or cougars or something?"
 
   Samantha trekked on while fighting back her heavy sadness and fear for Paul. They should have stuck together. Why would he leave them? What difference did some stupid laptop make? They should have ditched the Malibu and ran into the cavern together. Her thoughts subsided when she realized that there was more to everything than her own personal happiness. If this Arthur character could help them, maybe they could stop the bomb in time. She wasn't sure. Julie noticed her mother's frazzled state and locked an arm around her like an escort. 
 
   "We'll be okay, Mom," Julie said. 
 
   "I know we will," Samantha said as Julie pulled her along. 
 
   With every step upward, they fought the push of gravity and the thinning air. They were hungry, tired, and thirsty. They both tried to ignore their stomach’s growling and make their way up the hill before it was too late. The prospect of granola bars in Paul's backpack gave Samantha something to look forward to. They hadn't encountered any animals yet and she hoped that once they made it to the cavern, their track record would remain the same. They climbed the hill in their exhaustion; breaths heavy and labored, hoping to reach the top. What awaited them was uncertainty. An uncertain outcome and an uncertain future, though Samantha held onto hope like a precious family heirloom in the most dire of circumstances. 
 
   After a grueling hike, the cavern awaited them. It was a small opening into the crevice of a vast mountain that they had no hope of climbing. Not in their condition. 
 
   "We made it," Samantha said. 
 
   "Now what?" Julie asked. 
 
   "We make sure it's safe then we rest. I've got bottles of water and snacks."
 
   "Why didn't you say so? I've been dying of thirst," Julie said. 
 
   "We didn't have any time. We had to make it here before we did anything," Samantha replied.
 
   "Who are we running from? Why are we in trouble? Why did they say you guys were terrorists?"
 
   Julie's line of questioning was the precise reason why Samantha didn't want to stop and eat, though she felt like she could have at least made sure Julie was hydrated. There was simply no explaining the weight of the situation to a child. Samantha may have underestimated Julie's comprehension, but the story was sordid and unnerving. Why put it on her daughter at once?
 
   "There's been a mix-up," Samantha said. "But Paul is going to work it all out and then we'll be okay."
 
   It felt like the greatest lie she had ever told Julie. Even as she said the words, they felt hollow and disingenuous. She had to believe it though; if not for herself, for the both of them. Paul was coming back and the world was going to be saved, even in its less than ideal state. They ventured towards the cavern when Samantha stopped and threw Paul's backpack off her shoulders. Julie watched her curiously as she retrieved the pistol and flashlight from inside.
 
   "For the animals," Samantha said, "if we find any."
 
   "I hope you're a good shot," Julie said cautiously. 
 
   They walked towards the cavern with Samantha leading. The opening was welcoming, sunlight beamed inside, lighting a path of sparkling rocks and stone walls. No creature had claimed the immediate area, and they were safe to venture inside. 
 
   "Let's take a breather," Samantha said, as she sat against the wall. 
 
   "Finally," Julie said back.
 
   They sat quietly as Samantha dispensed snacks and water between her and Julie. Julie had ended her insistent line of questioning to bask in the goodness of granola bars and water. It wasn't much, but it made all the difference. The chaos beyond the mountains, deep within the city was a foregone conclusion; all they had to focus on was the now. No one would find them, and they would wait patiently until everything was over. 
 
    
 
   Paul was blocks from the radio studio as the police surrounded him. Several police cars abandoned the pursuit when they were called away to deal with the growing riots near the convention center, but enough remained to take Paul down. The Malibu skid to the side of a red brick building and crashed without warning. The airbag smashed Paul in the face, bloodying his knuckles, and leaving him disoriented. Five police cars surrounded the crash site as they jumped out of their cars and drew their weapons. 
 
   "Get out of the car and put your hands on your head!" an officer yelled. 
 
   Paul felt warm blood trickle down his forehead. He looked to the passenger seat and saw that the laptop had been flung to the floor. He unbuckled his seatbelt and lurched forward to grab the laptop as the voices of authority shouted to him from their concealed positions. He hadn't traveled this far, leaving his wife and step-daughter behind, just to be apprehended. He staggered out of the crumpled and smoking Malibu with the laptop in-hand. 
 
   The police officer shouted new instructions.
 
   "Lie down on the ground and put your hands above your head!"
 
   Paul walked out of his car to see police knelt down outside their cars on each side of him. Clutching the laptop, he placed one hand in the air as a symbol of surrender. Momentarily, the police lowered their weapons; presuming that Paul was unarmed. With a bloodied face, he made a motion to indicate compliance, then ran down to the side of the other building, down the alleyway before they could even figure out what to do. 
 
   Two police officers from the north side fired upon Paul, missing both times. The gun shots jolted him, further realizing the suicidal nature of his mission. He ran down the very familiar alleyway that he had seen before. It was dumb luck on his part, but he gave no dispute. Taken aback, the police scrambled to chase Paul, but he had made it far down the alleyway before they came to their senses. 
 
   He ran to the door known to him and pounded on it fervently. The police, three of them, descended quickly down the narrow path towards him, past the dumpsters and upright barrels that aligned the alley. The door swung open, revealing Arthur in his disheveled and wary state.
 
   "You again?" he asked.
 
   "Let me in, quick, the cops are chasing me," Paul stammered. 
 
   Arthur backed up in a resistant manner. 
 
   "What kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?" he asked.
 
   "Just let me in, I have information about everything!" Paul said.
 
   Arthur peeked outside and saw the police charging towards them, though his back alley door was behind a large green dumpster and neither Paul nor Arthur could be seen. 
 
   "Alright, come in, but, so help me God, you better not get me shot."
 
   Paul ran in as Arthur shut the metal door and applied the many deadbolts. He quickly knelt down to spy through the lower mail slot in the door. He watched as legs ran past the door in a fury. Arthur rose to his feet and proceeded to interrogate. 
 
   "What is it now, my friend? Did you find your wife?" 
 
   Paul held the laptop proudly in his arms, and pushed Arthur aside, ignoring his direct questioning. 
 
   "Just listen to me for a moment. Are you able to broadcast yet?" Paul asked.
 
   Arthur thought to himself, trying to figure out what Paul wanted and why he had burst into his studio in such labored haste.
 
   "It depends. What are you doing here?" he asked.
 
   Paul held up the laptop like a glittering prize.
 
   "What you said earlier, about the airport and the secret society, it's true. I have Senator Bryant's laptop, he's trying to create World War Three, and we have to stop him."
 
   Arthur took a step back and examined Paul closely. His visitor was smeared with blood on his forehead and his hands. Arthur wanted to keep it low-key and here was this man bringing the police right to him.
 
   "You went to the airport?" Arthur asked.
 
   "Yes, I did. I found my wife. She was in a bunker with Senator Bryant. She escaped and stole his laptop. There's enough information on this thing to expose the entire conspiracy. Bryant engineered the nuclear attacks with some sort of organization he belongs to. They set up the entire thing and I have the evidence!"
 
   "I have to say, I'm not surprised," Arthur said, clearing his throat.
 
   "We don't have much time. The police are surrounding the building as we speak. We have to broadcast this information before it's too late," Paul said with conviction.
 
   Arthur held his hand up in resistance. 
 
   "Just hold on a minute here, Paul. I don't even know if I can send anything out, and even if I could, what difference would it make?"
 
   "People need to know the truth!" Paul shouted. "I left my wife and daughter to come here. The media has labeled us terrorists, all because of the information we have. We have to get it out there!"
 
   "You don't understand. I've been talking about people like Senator Bryant for years. People don't care about those kinds of thing anymore. After the nuclear attacks everyone is just trying to stay alive. What you have on that laptop doesn't amount to a hill of beans," Arthur said.
 
   A sudden pounding came upon the door followed by shouts from the police. Paul jumped as Arthur looked on. His apprehension about letting Paul into the building was verified. He had made a mistake, and now there was no turning back.
 
   "This is it, Paul, they're on to us now. Is this what you wanted? Now we'll both end up in the gulags with the others, all for what, because of some laptop?"      
 
   "The megabomb, it's real. Bryant and his people set it up. The plan was to have terrorists transport the bomb and then intercept it from them. The various nationalities of the terrorists would then be used to further wage war against a slew of countries around the world, decimating the American military force, thus rendering it a powerless country. It's part of their global order, and it's all on this laptop."
 
   "I'm aware of their lofty ambitions, but even I have a hard time believing they could pull it off like this," Arthur said.
 
   "They haven't pulled it off. They lost control. The terrorist group is off the map, and they're going to use the bomb. They're going to detonate the megabomb. We have to stop them, I don't care how, but we've got to try," Paul pleaded.
 
   "Reports of that missing bomb have the entire city in a frenzy. If we confirm that officials in the U.S. government willingly armed terrorists with a nuclear bomb over the air, I don't know what the people will do, but it's not going to be pretty."
 
   "We don't have a choice," Paul said. "The people have to know."
 
   "Do you know which terrorist group has the bomb? Do you know where and when they plan to deploy it?" Arthur asked.
 
   "Senator Bryant has to know. If we get the word out, turn the heat up on him then we can get closer to finding the bomb."
 
   Only Paul had no clue that the good Senator was already dead. 
 
   "This is insane," Arthur said. "And coming from me, that's quite an overstatement."
 
   "Just give me five minutes, let me show you what's on this laptop. Please, Arthur, you're my only hope."    
 
    
 
   Paul followed Arthur into the radio studio in haste. He had little time to go into all the intricate details, so he simply opened the laptop and files, and gave Arthur a glimpse into the vast conspiracy that Arthur, in all his years of railing against the government, couldn't have imagined if he tried. 
 
   "This says everything. If I didn't see it for myself, I would have never believed it."
 
   Arthur took a minute to read through some of the files. There were correspondent emails between Senator Bryant and his contacts about specific times and locations for the nuclear strikes, one of the key locations involving Washington D.C. It was almost too much to take in, but the severity of the situation shook him the core. Either Senator Bryant had wild and deplorable fantasies that frighteningly mirrored real life or he was a part of the entire thing.   
 
   "Can you broadcast this on the air?" Paul asked straightforwardly. 
 
   "I might be able to, if you would give me a minute," Arthur said with frustration. 
 
   He messed around with wires and connections for minutes as banging came to the front door, startling both of them.
 
   "They're right outside the door now. Are we good to go yet, or what?" Paul asked. 
 
   "Hold on a damn minute!" Arthur shouted. "I've been trying to go live for weeks now. It's not just going to happen in a flash."
 
   The banging continued. The police had a door battering ram in their midst and used it to repeatedly club the front door of the studio while Paul and Arthur scrambled. 
 
   "Okay, I think I have it. They've been blocking frequencies for some time now, but we should be able to get this out there," Arthur said as sweat poured from his forehead. 
 
   The bashing upon the door grew louder. The police were close to storming the room and snatching Arthur and Paul like common criminals. 
 
   "Go. Speak, dammit, speak," Arthur said after pressing a mess of buttons on the control panel.
 
   "Is this going out?" Paul asked. "I don't want to be talking to dead air."
 
   Arthur ran from the mixing board into the studio, nearly at the point of a nervous breakdown. 
 
   "It's as good as it's going to get, just say your piece, quickly!"
 
   Paul leaned into the microphone and spoke as the battering outside thundered within the studio. 
 
   "If anyone is listening to this, ignore the news broadcasts because I have the truth. Senator Bryant of Colorado is part of a massive conspiracy to destroy the United States with nuclear bombs in strategically selected areas. They're a group that call themselves The Masterminds. They had it all planned out. They stole a nuclear bomb, known as the megabomb, and lost track of it with a rouge terrorist group in New York City. The terrorist group is currently traveling with the bomb with the intent to use it. We can stop this. I don't know where they plan to detonate it, but if everyone looks for these people we can stop them. They say that the megabomb will take up to five states out at once when they detonate it. We have to find it before it's too late."
 
   Just then, the door to the studio burst open with an army of swat team members at the helm. They stormed down the hall with their weapons drawn, ready to capture Paul--the suspected terrorist--and take him in. As their hustling footsteps grew louder, Paul screamed into the microphone in one last gasp. 
 
   "Senator Bryant! He's the key to everything. His group is living in a bunker underneath the Denver airport. They know everything. This is the truth. It's the only thing we have left. My name is Paul Thompson, I'm nobody, but my wife came across this information because she was there. Her name is Samantha. The media have labeled us terrorists, but they're lying. They're lying to each and every one of you. The megabomb is in the hands of the real terrorists and I suspect they're going to try to attack the West Coast very soon. We, the American people, must stop this. We've suffered enough, but if this bomb goes off, there's no going back."
 
   Arthur monitored the switchboard nervously as he heard the sounds of police barreling into the studio, shouting at them to get on the ground. Paul raised his hands in the air and moved to the floor. The show was over. 
 
    
 
   Ammon's "Brotherhood" had set up camp in Austin, Texas. If Sacha suspected anything, it was that Austin was their final stop. The mere mention of Texas by Ammon had Sacha thinking. Ammon claimed to not know more than a snippet of their plan, but the minute he mentioned Texas, Sacha knew they planned to deploy the bomb there. To take out the largest and one of the most populated states in the country made perfect sense. Who knew how many surrounding states would perish as well. 
 
   They parked--one semi-trailer and two vans--at a deserted rest stop outside the city limits and remained there for days, quiet and patient. The mood had changed as the days past, but their new collective excitement led Sacha to believe that the plan was growing into fruition. They prayed constantly, and seemed to be closer than ever to achieving some type of magnanimous goal. Ammon approached Sacha and inquired him about his inevitable conversion.
 
   "Now's the time my friend."
 
   "For what?" Sacha asked. 
 
   "For you to denounce your religious upbringing and join us in the afterlife. It won't take long. Just a simple ceremony."
 
   "What are you planning to do?" Sacha asked. "Are you detonating the bomb?"
 
   Ammon smiled in his familiar manner. 
 
   "Maybe we are, maybe we aren't. I told you that our plan is only known to a few. We can't risk compromise at any level."
 
   "I'm totally on-board, Ammon," Sacha said. "I would just like to know what is going on."
 
   "Only Rashad truly knows," Ammon responded. 
 
   Sacha looked past the semi-trailer to see Rashad talking intensely with the others. He had a small burlap sack over his shoulder. Sacha surmised it to be the detonator switch without a doubt. The mannerisms of the group told him they had come this far to finish the job. He had to get to Rashad and get the controller before they enacted their plan. He approached the group with sincere friendliness. Rashad took immediate notice of him. The Austin sun was just over the horizon, giving a mirage of pocketed heat slowly rising above the pavement. Ammon hadn't finished talking with Sacha and was taken aback by his abrupt departure. Rashad was in the middle of a lively story told in his native Arabic tongue as Sacha approached him. The others took no real mind of him, and listened intently as Rashad continued. He was in the middle of telling a story about a man trying to travel to Mecca and enduring foolish hardship the entire way. The character was in similar vain to Charlie Chaplin; a love-struck hobo trying to win a girl's affection. Only this time, the man had to choose between his supposed true love and completing the journey to Mecca. In the middle of the story, Sacha approached. 
 
   "Can I help you?" Rashad asked. 
 
   The others in the group stared down Sacha suspiciously. He had gotten uncomfortably close to their leader, but they never thought him to pose much of a threat. 
 
   "I would like to ask you a quick question," Sacha replied.
 
   "What is it?" Rashad asked.
 
   Sacha drew close, nearly touching him.
 
   "I just wanted to know how long we're staying here."
 
   Rashad laughed heartedly to no end. His long beard shook with his laughter as he cradled to the ground. He rose with a hand on Sacha's shoulder. 
 
   "You really shouldn't worry about such things, but I can assure you that we're not going anywhere for a while. You might even say that this is our last stop."
 
   With that, Sacha jerked forward and swiped the satchel off of Rashad's shoulder. The guerrillas and the others immediately circled Sacha in a fury. Sacha backed away from Rashad and fished out the controller device in the bag. Once he pulled it out, he held it up in a threatening manner. 
 
   "Back the fuck off, all of you! Was this your plan? Did you think that I was just going to let you do it?" Sacha yelled.
 
   The group nearly charged Sacha when Rashad raised a hand in the air, signaling them to halt.
 
   "Now, Sacha, I don't know what kind of impression you've gotten from us, but I think you're terribly mistaken," Rashad said calmly.
 
   "You've been driving this fucking bomb across America with the intent to use it. But I have the controller now and I'm going to destroy it."
 
   Sacha raised the controller into the air and flung it down on the ground violently with a series of kicks to the device that broke it into pieces. With heavy, panting breaths, Sacha looked to the shocked group before him.
 
   "I'm not going to let you do it. Do what you want to me, but I'm not going to let this happen," he said. 
 
   Rashad gave Sacha a curious look just as Ammon approached with a similar device in his hand.
 
   "I apologize, I guess you were all right about Sacha after all," he said. He then looked to Sacha and spoke ominously. 
 
   "They long suspected that when the test of true loyalty came, you would turn against us. They warned me, but I saw something in you from the first time we met. You looked scared and alone. My feelings got in the way. I wanted to help you. In the process I failed my brothers."
 
   Ammon looked Sacha squarely in the eyes with a wounded expression.
 
   "I must say, I'm hurt by your actions. Not surprised, but hurt. You were never one of us, and it was foolish of me to try to change that. But you were right. That's why we gave Rashad the decoy controller, to see who the true traitor was."
 
   Sacha stared at the mess of plastic and wires below his feet as the Brotherhood encircled him.
 
   "You can't do this. Ammon, please, don't do this," Sacha pleaded.
 
   Ammon approached him with astute assurance. 
 
   "Sacha, my friend, it's already done."
 
   As he finished his words, Ammon pressed a red button on the controller module. Sacha heard the whirring mechanisms of the bomb in the trailer next to them. A flash of light followed and then there was nothing. 
 
    
 
   Paul's broadcast had ended. Three police stood overhead as he knelt on the grown with his hands behind his head. The lights on their rifles blinded him, but he did his best to comply.
 
   "Now get on your stomach!" the officer shouted.
 
   Arthur recoiled behind his switchboard, trying to stay out of sight, but the police had already seen him. Paul carefully moved his hands and slowly went to the ground. As soon as his face felt the tile, a boot pushed onto his back, holding him there. Paul looked across the floor and saw Arthur in the same position. He gave Arthur a saddened smile that said, "We tried."
 
   "Put your arms behind your back," the officer continued.
 
   Paul moved his arms uncomfortably to his back as the officer furthered his instructions. 
 
   "Keep your fingers out and your palms showing."
 
   Just as the handcuffs went over his wrist and clicked, a rumbling came like a small tremor of an earthquake. The building shook and bits of insulation fell from the ceiling. The police officers looked around in confusion as the vibration grew louder and louder to the then massive rumbling of a tidal wave. There was intense heat followed by an avalanche of nuclear flare jettisoning throughout the studio in a violent, sweeping burst that reduced it to ash. Thousands of lives erased in the blink of an eye.  
 
    
 
   Samantha and Julie felt a ground tremor from inside the cavern. Dust and pebbles fell from above, startling them. Samantha had a premonition, a sick premonition that something awful was happening. 
 
   "Move in back of the cave," she told Julie as they stood up.
 
   Julie looked at her like she was crazy. 
 
   "Why would we go further into a cave that's falling apart? We'll be crushed."
 
   Samantha was undeterred by Julie's concern, and pulled her along. She knew. She could feel it in her insides. The rumbling was from the bomb. The bastards had detonated the bomb. 
 
   "Run!" she yelled to Julie while pulling her along deeper and deeper in the cavern. The light from her flashlight bounced violently along their path. The ground shook more forcefully as Samantha realized she was going to have to make a choice. 
 
   "We can die in here, or we can die out there," she thought. 
 
   The narrow path twisted and turned as the ceiling got lower and lower. They Samantha crouched with every hurried step as the air become more damp and restrictive. They came to a point where Samantha couldn't move any longer, so she sat against the wall breathing heavily with Julie in one hand and her flickering flashlight in the other. The vibrations got heavier and it seemed as the entire cavern felt as though it was going to crash in. Samantha couldn't hold back the tears from squeezing out of her shut eyelids. 
 
   "Julie, close your eyes, baby," Samantha said squeezing her hand tightly. 
 
   "What's happening?" Julie cried. 
 
   "It will all be over soon, I promise, it will be over soon."
 
   One last violent shock and the cave rattled the flashlight out, leaving them in the pitch black.
 
    
 
   Outside the cavern and below the mountain, a wave of thermal nuclear vehemence eradicated the forest and everything in its path like a thousand degree tsunami of death. It passed through in the Rocky Mountains in the blink of an eye, leaving nothing but ash and ember in its wake. All was quiet and dead, though the mountains were still standing without rhyme or reason. It was a bit of the old world still remaining in the new.   
 
   The nuclear explosion spread in a vast circular radius from Texas, through New Mexico, Colorado, and part of Wyoming. The states above Texas: Oklahoma, Kansas, and Nebraska were obliterated, along the surroundings states to the east: Louisiana, Arkansas, and Missouri. The culmination of the early nuclear strikes and the detonation of the megabomb had rendered America into something different, as planned. The surviving states and people would be among the residents of a once vibrant country reduced to a vast nuclear wasteland. For the survivors of the states hit--and there were many of them--they would face the unknown. They would be on an endless search for civilization, for some place that existed outside the darkened skies of a nuclear winter. Some would find home, some would find other states, but their own futures, and that of the nation's was a cataclysmic uncertainty. Could there be such a thing as a post-nuclear world? Could they live in a post-apocalyptic era where half of the nation's population was wiped out? Only time would tell.
 
    
 
   Samantha and Julie were the very survivors faced with those types of questions. After the tremors ended, Samantha opened her eyes to only find more darkness. They would have to feel their way out. Miraculously, the cave did not fall in on itself, and Samantha hoped and prayed that no obstruction had fallen in the path.
 
   "Is it over?" Julie asked. 
 
   "I think so, let's move," Samantha answered. 
 
   They crawled back the way they had come with Samantha feeling along the path before them. As the space got bigger and they had room to stand and walk, Samantha felt an uncomfortable heat radiating in the air. They reached a point where they could see light. Samantha pulled Julie along, eager to see what awaited them outside. Perhaps it was only a light earthquake and nothing more. Her paced quickened and she could see the opening of the cave leading right out of the mountain. 
 
   "Almost there," Samantha said. 
 
   They reached the end of the cave and were met with a fowl, almost toxic air. Samantha jumped back and hit the wall of the cave. Julie took a step back as well, holding a hand over her mouth. 
 
   "Julie, get back," Samantha ordered. 
 
   She took a few steps away from the opening of the cave and leaned against the wall with her mom. Samantha's mind raced. What had happened? She could smell the fire, the smoke, and the ash. Her worst horrors had been confirmed. The terrorists had detonated the bomb. And Oh my God, Paul! She had to get to Paul. Maybe he had survived as well. Maybe it wasn't that large of an explosion. 
 
   She told Julie to stay as she ventured forward to look out into what was left of the Rocky Mountains. The first thing she noticed was the color. Everything was gray and black, even the sky. It looked as if a forest fire had vanquished the entire landscape in a matter of seconds. There was so much smoke in the air, it was hard to breathe. Whatever radiation in the air that existed was invisible. Samantha was sure that from the moment they emerged from the cavern, radiation would envelop them. Her knees grew weak, and she started to shake uncontrollably. She leaned to the wall and fell, defeated and anguished. Julie rose from and put her arms around Samantha as her mother wailed in silent sobs that soon grew into full-fledged outbursts of pain and sorrow. Julie rubbed her back as Samantha dropped closer to the ground. Her tears dripped into a small puddle in the blackened dirt.       
 
   "It's okay," Samantha cried out, trying her best to console her own daughter. 
 
   With her arms around her, Julie tried to pull her mom back up before she hit the ground. 
 
   "Don't worry about me. We're alive...that's all that matters. We're alive," Samantha continued.
 
   "I know, Mom," Julie said, too shocked for protest and too numb to feel anything. She did the only thing that she knew, at the time, she was capable of: show her mother love. 
 
   Samantha rose to her knees, put her arms around Julie, and squeezed. They held each other as smoke trails drifted by the opening of the cavern venturing upwards into the ashen sky.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   
  
 

New World
 
    
 
   I don't even know if there's any point to writing you, Tommy, but maybe you got lucky like we did and survived. I used to write to my friend, Jessica, but I doubt that she's alive anymore. You know what's funny? I never sent Jessica the letters I wrote, but would get upset when she didn't write back. I must be losing my mind. Where do I start? Me and Paul found my mom, we ran here and there, then the police chased us, and me and my mom hid in a cave waiting for Paul to return. He never did though. We walked out of the cave and the entire forest was scorched. That's the word my mom used. She said, "scorched." The ground was hot like if you walked on a fire pit the day after. I didn't feel safe. Neither did my mom. She held a rag over her face and told me to do the same. 
 
   She said we needed protective clothing and that we would have to find a way. No one was around. Not a soul. There wasn't even an animal. A bird. A bug. A beetle. Nothing. By the time we got to the highway, my mom was in pain. Her sandals had worn out and she could barely walk anymore. She said she had bad cramps. I don't know. I felt really bad for her. We could see miles down the road where you could at least see part of the buildings of the city, but there was nothing but smoke. I mentioned the bunker at the airport which just made her more upset. She said we'd never make it on foot in our condition anyway. The best thing we could do, she said, was to go back into the mountains and rest until maybe it became easier to breath.
 
   The next day we ventured out again after my mom wrapped her feet with what cloth we had left. We came to the last of our water. That was the biggest problem. She said we would have to find a creek somewhere or we would be in trouble. But wouldn't the water be contaminated? That's what I asked her. She said we would have to see, but if we didn't get any food or water soon we would be hurting. I started to wonder if it wasn't better just to be dead. I mean, what we were going through seemed actually worse. We couldn't go that far out because my mom was getting sick and she was very tired. One day while she slept I decided to go out and see how far I could go to find us supplies. Most of the forest was burnt down anyway, but at least there were trees in the mountains. I'm not much of a mountain climber. Maybe I'll have to learn. 
 
   So I was going up the mountain when I came across a group of people bundled up completely. They were even wearing gas masks. I screamed and ran, but they caught me. I thought I was going to die, but they took me to their place in the mountain and gave me food and water and new clothes. They're like some kind of survival people. "Preppers" they called themselves. They had a prepping community. I told them that we had kids at our school that we called "preppy," but I don't think they're the same thing. I couldn't wait for my mom to meet them. So we came and got my mom, and they helped her not be so sick again. The man and woman who run the place are named Jack and Cindy. They're nice, I think. But I don't really trust anyone anymore. I mean, I barely trusted you. We live with them now in some underground place. They said we're going up in a couple of days, once we get rest, and we're going to leave Colorado. They said we're going to find a place where there's still life. Hope to see you soon. 
 
    
 
   Samantha was badly dehydrated when Jack and his prepper group found her. There was no telling how much longer she would have lasted. They placed her on a stretcher and carried her to their underground bunker, further up the mountain. There were ten people in all, living within the tight confines. But they had food, water, clothing, medical supplies, and radiological test equipment, whereas Samantha and Julie had nothing. Samantha slipped into unconsciousness soon after being placed on the stretcher. When she awoke, the damp air and dimness of the cold surroundings seemed all too familiar. She had been in a place like this before. Had they taken her back? Was she in her own personal hell?
 
   "You're safe now, Mom," Julie said, standing over her bed. "These people are here to help."
 
   It wasn't Senator Bryant before her or any of his creeps. She might not have been in such a bad place after all. She tried to speak, but barely had any voice left. 
 
   "You were really dehydrated, your voice is going to probably be out for a little bit," Julie continued.
 
   "Where are we?" Samantha whispered in a raspy, barely audible voice. 
 
   Suddenly Jack entered the picture, standing next to Julie. He was a large, burly man with a woodsman's dark beard and wild, expressive blue eyes. He wore a thick plaid jacket, blue jeans and hiking boots. 
 
   "You're in our underground hideout. Julie, here, brought us to you. Just in time too. You wouldn't have lasted another day," he said. 
 
   His wife, Cindy walked over to them and stood next to Jack. She was a lively middle-aged, fit woman, wearing several layers of clothing and thick plastic rain boots that went to her knees. She had a ski cap over her head, covering her thick blond hair.
 
   "At least now we can actually get you a good pair of shoes," she said. 
 
   Samantha reached out for Julie who hugged her in return. After they finished, Jack addressed Samantha with complete focus. 
 
   "We don't want to put too much on you right now. You get some rest and get better. Just want you to know that we're headed west soon. We're going to try for California. At least we'll find the ocean. Can't stay here too much longer, supplies are running out. You're welcome to what we have as long as we have it. And you and your daughter are welcome to come with us too. In fact, I'd insist on it. Just think about it, relax, and get better," Jack said with a pat on her knee.
 
   Samantha smiled and shut her eyes. 
 
   "Okay," she said. "I will."      
 
    
 
    
 
   Find out where this whole event started with episode 1 for FREE: http://amzn.to/1h9agfH      
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