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    A Kid Named Brian
  


  


  Something was happening, though Brian didn't really know what. To some people it didn't seem that anything was out of the ordinary, and if so, it seemed purely cyclical. The way statistics raise and fall each year, making news along the way. The way the stock market fluctuates—down one hundred points one day, up fifty the next. But this time, to those who were paying attention, nothing seemed like it was getting better. In fact, in the U.S., and all over the world, for that matter, things were just getting worse and worse with no end in sight.


  


  Brian never paid attention to any of this, but he often heard his parents talking endlessly about it. Their conversations incredibly bored him. As the family drove out to eat—Brian in the back seat with his younger sister, Kiya—his mother and stepfather would talk and talk. He knew exactly when they were talking about adult things because they would tune everything out but themselves. The words they used sounded to him like static. He knew that it was talk about “politics,” which to Brian was something that adults talked about because they were old and lame. Brian and his sister couldn't get their attention even if they grew wings and flew out the car window. Sometimes he would throw his arms up in frustration and say, “You guys are so boring!”


  


  But his groans fell on deaf ears as his mother spoke a mile a minute while his stepfather, at the wheel, tried to get a word in, succeeding only intermittently. “I'm not leaving the country!” he would shout.


  “You think that I want to leave?” she asked. Then there would be an argument and Brian wished he could just block out all the noise and have his parents act normal again. They had been acting like this throughout the entire summer. Now here it was, fall, and they could not have been more distant. None of this greatly bothered Brian because he had his own problems to worry about. The school year had recently started and with it came the first year of high school. His younger sister, Kiya, had just entered the sixth grade, attending the same middle school as he. Brian was glad to leave Sun Crest Middle School before his sister got there because he thought she was a big baby, maybe even a dork. However, he soon realized that as a ninth grader in a new school, he was actually the dork.


  


  The first things Brian learned about high school were that the school was bigger, the kids were older, the girls were meaner, the work was harder, and a lot of his friends had changed, joining other cliques. He understood the necessity to attach yourself to different cliques in high school, because you had only a bare minimum amount of time to announce your social standing and be marked forever. But it still hurt his feelings when people he thought were his friends shunned him during lunch time or between class periods. One loyal friend he made in the sixth grade, Tobias, had stuck by his side to this point, which was relieving. As excited as he was to have started high school, Brian soon learned that the beginning of the school year would be as dreadful as when he started middle school.


  


  Back then, Brian's family had just relocated to a suburb in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The move was sudden and shocking. Brian had already made bonds and friendships in elementary school. He even kissed a girl on the playground in fifth grade. Her name was Sarah, the very same girl he liked since the third grade, but was always too terrified to ever say. One time, in fourth grade, Brian was hanging around with a group of boys on the playground as they were talking about how much they hated girls. Sean Richards, a kid who liked skateboarding, looked right at Brian, as to tease him, and said, “Brian wants to marry Sarah because he's a big doofus just like her. I'll bet their kids will be stupid and ugly!” Brian panicked because he had never made any indication of this to anyone. He knew he had to distance himself from the claim.


  


  “You're full of it. I can't stand Sarah!” he stated boldly.


  “That’s ‘cause she’s a pig,” Sean Richards shouted. All the boys laughed. An improvised chant grew from their within their circle “Sarah is a pig, a big fat stupid pig.” Although she wasn’t actually fat and she was hardly stupid. Their laughter could be heard from everywhere. Brian didn't join the chorus, but he knew he had to laugh along. He noticed Sarah from across the distance standing with a few girlfriends. They all looked shocked. Brian immediately stopped laughing, but there was no taking anything back.


  


  By fifth grade he had worked up to courage to talk to her on the very same playground. He told her that he was sorry. It seemed a perfect opportunity because no one was around. Naturally this emboldened Brian to go even further. I'll tell her that I've had a crush on her since the third grade. But he stumbled after the initial apology. When the words wouldn't come out, an awkward silence followed. Then Sarah leaned in close to him, talking almost secretively. “That's alright. I know boys can be mean, but you've always been nice.” She kissed him, a quick peck on the lips, and then turned and walked away. Brian stood there in shock as the class bell rang.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 2: Brian’s Family
  


  


  All of this ended when Brian's mother re-married Randall, or Randy, as he would tell Brian to call him. He never once told him to call him dad and that was fine with Brian. The family moved from the familiar surroundings of Forest Park, Georgia—where Brian had been born and raised—to Pittsburgh Pennsylvania. Randy insisted on this move, and it seemed that what Randy said went.


  


  Brian was used to a routine before Randy came along. It was Brian, his mother, Alice, and his sister. His parents had been divorced since Brian was five. He didn't know his father too well. His mother called his father a drunk. Someone who drank a lot. The kind of drinking that made you do stupid things. It may have been an issue that was always there, but for some reason, his father's problems surged after Kiya was born. Brian would receive letters from him from time to time. He was always in prison. The prison address changed every time Brian got a letter.


  


  Once a promising student attending the University of Georgia for Business Administration, Brian's father succumbed to drugs, alcohol, chasing underage girls and a DUI accident that would be the beginning of the end. No one was killed, thankfully, but the property damage was excessive. Brian's father was wasted and plowed through a neighborhood house with a young girl from school in the passenger seat. All that damage, lawsuits, and medical bills soon followed, falling squarely in Alice’s lap.


  


  He didn't remember seeing much of his father after they went to the hospital. His father lied there unconscious, a cast around every conceivable part of his body. The rhythmic beep of the ventilator and other machines echoed throughout the room. Alice, at the time, was an airline ticket agent. She became saddled with the enormous bills that followed. All the property damage, lawsuits, and medical bills fell squarely in her lap. Even after she officially signed the divorce papers and changed back to her maiden name the bills wouldn't stop coming in. Then came the unpaid student loans. Then came the airline layoffs. Then came the unemployment and odd jobs. Then a few years later, came Randall.


  


  Randall worked for a government contractor where he manufactured parts in a warehouse. This seemed to be a good gig, and certainly more stable than anything Alice had going on. But soon came the layoffs and then miraculously, Randall's new job manufacturing parts in Pittsburgh. The family promptly relocated without question.


  


  “What about all my friends? “Brian asked his mother.


  “You'll make new friends at a new school.” She answered, distracted as she carefully placed wrapped albums in a box.


  “This is stupid, I don't want to go to Pittsburgh!” Brian shouted.


  


  Alice looked up from the box, first with anger, then with calmness as she saw Brian's face stricken with confusion and hurt. Sometimes she forgot how much she expected from her children because it seemed that things had always been so hard for her. She wanted to them to be strong, but not emotionless, like she felt sometimes. She set some wrapped dishes aside then opened her arms to Brian. “Come here.”


  Brian reluctantly staggered over to his mother as she wrapped her arms around him. He hadn't remembered when his mother had hugged him like this. It felt strange, but oddly comforting. For once he had all of her attention.


  


  “I know I've been asking a lot from you and your sister lately. You have to understand that I love you both more than anything.”


  “More than Randall?” Brain asked.


  “Yes, even more than him,” she said.


  “But I don't know anyone in Pittsburgh. Maybe dad lives in the area somewhere. I could stay with him,” Brian continued.


  Alice knew it was a foolish idea, and even her son saying “dad” sparked anger within her. But he was just a child. And she always knew that she had to be delicate with the matter.


  “I'm sorry, Brian, that is not going to happen.”


  “Maybe in a few weeks he'll send a letter, maybe he's out of prison by now.”


  “He's not the man I knew. He is still your father, but his is your family now. Someday, when he gets his act together things will be different. But for now, this is what we have.”


  


  Brian knew that mentioning his father was a desperate attempt to try to take control of the situation. The timing of the move couldn't have been worse. It was the summer before the sixth grade. He had just got a kiss from Sarah. And when he would tell his mother all my friends he mainly meant her. He feared he may never see her again. He had to find out where she lived before they moved. He would go to her house, bang on the door and ask her to marry him. No, he thought, that was a stupid idea. He would ask her to be his girlfriend. No, that wasn't going to work either. While he listed his options he realized that all he really wanted to do was to ask her not to forget him. Before he could even put a plan in motion, they were on the road to Pittsburgh.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 3: Meeting Tobias
  


  


  The first day of sixth grade for Brian was surreal as their new neighborhood. Everything looked nice on the outside. The air seemed fresher. It wasn't as hot as Georgia. People seemed friendly enough for being on the outskirts of the city. However, on the inside, Brian felt sick. He didn't belong here. Alienation seemed to follow him wherever he went. Not a single kid talked to him on the first day of school. There were also too many kids. The school was much bigger than what he was used to. Long hallways, bright lighting, kids immersed in their own worlds. The teachers were indifferent, but polite. The classrooms were in actual classrooms and not portable buildings. Brian was also trying to get used to the idea of having a locker, which was cool, but annoying at the same time. On the first day, he had gotten his locker assignment, but forgot to bring a lock. “No big deal,” he thought. But with each class period he was given some more books.


  


  He had four different classes to attend and by the end of the day, it felt like twenty books. Though it wasn't actually twenty many books, they were certainly enough to fill his backpack and then some. As he walked down the hall after the final school bell, having not said a word to a student all day, he saw an oasis in the form of exit doors to the outside bus loop.


  


  A few more steps from the door and then it happened: an unexplainable fall and Brian was on the ground in no time. The books he carried flew into the air. He hit the ground hard, as if the extra weight of his backpack pulled him down. He could smell ammonia from the freshly mopped hall. For a quick moment there was silence. Then it began. The surrounding children pointed and roared with laughter. It was a magnificent fall and destined to be talked about for ages.


  


  Brian had tripped over his own foot, flying into the air, launching his books even further. He hit the ground with not only a thud, but a comical slide. Had this been the Olympics for sixth graders, he would have broken records. The children gathered around to see his face. Some kicked his books as they walked by. He tried not to make eye contact with anyone as he got up. If his face were to be recognized he knew that the incident would follow him forever.


  


  The next day fared a little better. It didn't seem like anyone had remember. It almost felt like he had been given a clean slate. Then again, the first period bell hadn't even rung yet. Brian made his way to his locker looking down, trying to remain inconspicuous. He opened the metallic locker in front of him on the second row and tossed some books inside. He reached in his backpack for the new lock his mom had bought him. It had to be in the bag somewhere, because there's no way he would have forgotten it again.


  


  Brian felt the heat of anxiety and frustration overtaking him. Where the hell was the lock? He dug and dug through backpack, but could find nothing. The sound of lockers opening and shutting from all sides irritated him further. Brian felt sweat forming on his forehead. His anger was increasing with each slam of the surrounding lockers. Brian threw his backpack to the ground. “Shit!” he shouted. Suddenly a locker shut right next to him, revealing a boy his own age. “You okay?” the boy asked.


  


  Brian felt foolish and squatted down to retrieve his backpack.


  “Yeah, I'm fine. Thanks,” he said while slinging the bag over his shoulder.


  The other boy nodded and looked back at Brian. His eyes squinted. He raised his finger and pointed.


  “Hey...you're that kid who fell yesterday,” he said, star struck.


  Brian looked at the ground, embarrassed that he'd been recognized. “I don't know what you're talking about.”


  The other boy was undeterred. “It's you alright. I remember your face. Man, everyone is talking about that,” the boy said laughing. “You're a legend!”


  “That's great, whatever,” Brian said attempting to push past the boy.


  “Hold on, you didn't lock your locker,” the boy said while blocking his path.


  “I forgot my lock.”


  “Hey, why don't you just use mine for the day?”


  Brian stopped for a moment and turned to face the boy.


  “That's okay, thanks.”


  “I'm serious, just put your books in mine. I'll be here after every class period.”


  “Nah.”


  “Someone is going to steal them, I'm dead serious.”


  Brian had heard just about enough.


  “Oh yeah? Who? Who is going to want a bunch of stupid school books?” he demanded.


  The boy shifted Brian's focus down the hall where a disheveled and aged man with a beer gut mopped the floor.


  “See that guy there?” the boy said pointing, “He steals stuff from lockers, like, all the time. I think he does it to teach the kids a lesson. They say he used to be an Army guy. That he's, like, been to war and now all he does is mop floors and steal things out of kid's lockers.”


  “Whoa. Really?” Brian asked, mildly impressed.


  “Yep. The kids call him GI Joke,” the boy said laughing.


  Brian laughed as well. He couldn't remember the last time he had a good laugh.


  “I'm Tobias,” the boy said.


  “I'm Brian,” Brian replied.


  “So you gonna put your books in my locker or what?”


  Brian didn't see the harm in it, and turned back to his locker to get them. Tobias spun the combination on his lock and swung the locker door open. He took notice of the books Brian handed him.


  “Pre-Algebra? Hey, I have that class too. It makes me want to puke.” Tobias said gagging.


  “It's not that bad,” Brian said while closing his locker.


  “Who you got next?”


  Brian pulled a schedule from his pocket and unfolded it.


  “Uh, biology with Mr. Chase.”


  Tobias looked surprised.


  “I have him next too,” he said.


  “Cool.”


  


  For a moment the two boys stood there with nothing else left to say as other students scurried around them. “We better get to class then,” Tobias stated. “Sure, yeah. Sounds good,” Brian answered, and the two boys walked off to class together.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 4: Alice: Prepper Mom
  


  


  Alice was prepared for the worst. She had passed the point of just passively accepting that society was on a one-way collision towards disaster. She fully expected it to happen. In all of her planning, she never felt like it was enough. She hadn't worked since the move to Pittsburgh. Randall's salary was their sole income. Besides, she considered preparing for the collapse a full-time job. All day she read things on the internet, along with books about the best and worst places to live following a disaster. She also tended her garden daily, and packed nonperishable food and supplies throughout their storage space in the garage. But what started out as practical planning soon became an obsession.


  


  She sneered at the idea of the apocalypse, or at least in arguments with Randall, because for her, it sounded like a fantasy. What she did believe was that the world was going to face a complete economic collapse. This would then cause rioting and looting, anarchy, and eventual martial law. The thought of an attack by a foreign country was also never far from her mind.


  


  She had never before been this invested in current events, but bankruptcy opened her eyes to some disturbing trends. Food prices were going up. Utilities were rising. Fuel prices were unpredictable—rising, then dropping, then rising again. Then for a while everything remained stagnant. No economic activity whatsoever. This, an internet friend told her in an online disaster prepping group, was the “eye of the tornado,” the moment before disaster. The manipulation of the market and the setting of interest rates by the Federal Reserve was one of the reasons behind this stagnation, her internet friend would say. Once they raised interest rates, which they would have to do at some point, double inflation would inevitably occur. Cost increases of every basic necessity would follow, driving the economy into panic. This, she was told, was the problem behind the misguided micromanagement of the dollar.


  


  Initially Alice didn't pay the concept much mind. She was aware of the effects of inflation and she knew that, in her lifetime, the nation had gone through things like this before. “You don't understand,” her internet friend typed, “We're 26 trillion dollars in debt. There are 150 million people unemployed. Fifteen major American cities have gone bankrupt. It's coming down. All of it. It's already there. You still seem to think there is some resolution to this. There isn't.”


  


  That was back then. That was before Alice got laid off from her fifth job in the past year. Before she met Randall. It didn't make any sense to her. She was a hard worker with extensive experience in the service industry. Her last job was at a call center. She had to fight for an entry level position fit for a teenager. Within weeks of starting, the call center cut fifty personnel. More downsizing. As she took the bus home, Alice placed her hands in her head and said, “I just can't do this anymore.”


  


  Even the latest news report on the national unemployment rate couldn't conceal the fact that it had neared 32 percent by the end of the year. The news looked at this as “progress.” They reported a minor drop from 32.5 percent to 32 as a success. Alice felt overwhelmed. She wanted to have the best for her children. She was sick of the uncertainty. Sick of the poverty. Every cent she managed went to the bankruptcy. The unemployment checks between jobs were hit-or-miss. One week she received a letter in the mail stating that unemployment wages had been deferred until the next fiscal year. “Or until they figure out how to get the money,” she said.


  


  With five hundred dollars in the bank and no retirement savings, Alice was facing desperate times. Her parents of modest income lived in Tennessee, but she hadn't spoken to them in years. Ages it seemed. They never approved of her marriage to her first husband, the drunk, and that disapproval turned into bitterness on both sides. Contact was eventually lost. After the divorce, Alice attempted to make amends and call her parents. “What do you want?” Her mother said on the other line.


  


  Her mother was every bit as stubborn as Alice. This inherited stubbornness is part of the reason she kept her children away from their father after he crashed her car and ended up in the hospital. The same reason she got a restraining order against him and forbade him from ever coming to the house again. After his life descended into hard drug use, bar fights, and constant trouble with the law, she would toss the letters he wrote from prison into the garbage. You'll never see these children again, you've shamed us enough, she would write back. It felt good to write letters back condemning him, but they were never mailed. They went in the trash with his letters to the children.


  


  Alice had been an attractive woman, but life had worn her down. She was aging. Her straight shoulder-length hair was turning gray. Her eyes looked more sunk in than they had five years ago. And the wrinkles on her face were showing, even with makeup. “I'm only forty!” She shouted at the mirror in anger.


  


  She met Randall at a weekend retreat for middle-aged singles. Never in her life had she ever thought that she would end up at a place like that. But she figured that a reasonably priced weekend in Savannah countryside couldn’t be that bad. Plus she hadn't had a date in two years. She would have to take her chances at the ranch. A friend stayed at Alice's one bedroom apartment for the weekend to watch the kids, and she was off. She had hoped to find something beyond the disappointment she had become so accustomed to.


  


  During the initial meeting in the lobby, the group was introduced to each other by an outgoing southern Baptist couple in their 50s. Uncomfortable feelings of awkwardness plagued Alice her entire trip so far. None of the men seemed particularly striking, but Alice told herself she had to be willing to give this place a chance. To add to the issue there were six women and eight men. Something was going to have to give. The outgoing couple apologized for the gender imbalance, “a glitch” they called it. They swore up and down about how great the retreats were and how the weekend could possibly change the lives of the guests. The man, who resembled a new age televangelist, went over some ground rules.


  


  “You're all adults here, and we just want to emphasize that this purpose of this retreat is to bring like-minded individuals together under the eyes of God. This is not a place for casual hook-ups. We expect everyone to treat each other with a fair amount of respect.”


  


  “What have I got myself into?” Alice asked to herself, feeling herself shrink smaller and smaller.


  


  After dinner, everyone went to the bar in the lobby to loosen up. Alice could have used a drink, and the thought had crossed her mind. She noticed the uneven number of men trying their best to intermingle with the women. Every other woman seemed to be younger than Alice. Did she wait too long to do something like this? No man had said so much as a word to her yet. Instead they vied for the attention of the ladies at the bar. It was an interesting spectacle to watch. It looked like something off of the animal channel. If the men had antlers they would have probably butted heads by now.


  


  On the other room sat a man on a couch, reading a newspaper, and casually admiring the wilderness outside. Alice recognized him from the dinner. He was a slightly bald, slightly paunch man wearing a flannel button-up tucked into his blue jeans. He wasn't Prince Charming, but he did look approachable.


  


  “Why aren't you at the bar? “Alice asked as she approached.


  Surprised, the man turned to look at her. He flashed a genuine smile.


  “Me? Oh. Well, I don't drink,” he replied.


  Alice extended her hand.


  “Hi, I'm Alice, nice to meet you.”


  The man took her hand with a light caress and shook it.


  “I'm Randy, it's a pleasure to meet you.”


  


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 5: Jeremy Rafelson: Preparing for the Worst
  


  


  The man the kids called GI Joke had a real name, though few knew it. When not cleaning the grungy bathrooms of public schools, he spent most of his time preparing for the worst. He believed a cataclysmic disaster was fast approaching, most likely an airborne biological virus delivered into the country by a terrorist sleeper cell. He was convinced that such cells were all around him. He was convinced that Pittsburgh alone had at least twenty factions in it all planning to raise havoc. These things kept him up at night. But scenarios would often change. Some nights he believed that the end would come from a nuclear bomb attack from North Korea or Iran. Other nights he believed the attacks could be from domestic infiltrators. Whatever the scenario, Jeremy Rafelson was certain that the end was near.


  


  Jeremy had been a wheeled vehicle mechanic in the army. When his service ended, and all other prospects out the window, he found himself at the very same middle school he attended in his youth.


  “Great to be back at this shithole,” Jeremy said to himself as he opened the double doors leading to the orientation for new staff. Though technically it was not the same school he attended during his youth. The school had been highly refurbished, almost unrecognizable to what he remembered twenty years ago.


  


  The janitor position was an opportunity, just as much as anything in these tough times. He had worked in mechanic shops before the army, and his skills were adaptable to his experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan. After he received his honorable discharge after four years of service, he no longer wanted to work in the automotive field. In fact, he never so much as wanted to put oil in a vehicle again. “I need a fresh start,” he told his girlfriend, Linda, when he came home for good. His dream after the military was to go to school and move into a place with Linda. He often thought of this life—just within grasp—while lying in his sleeping bag at night, thousands of miles away from home in a combat zone.


  


  By the time he did get home, things had gotten progressively worse around the neighborhood. It was almost as if the place he knew didn't exist anymore. Vacant, foreclosed homes, destitute shops, rampant unemployment and increasing crime rates seemed to be the norm. Beyond all of this, however, there was a troubling feeling that stayed with Jeremy throughout the first few weeks of his re-integration back to civilian life. It was the feeling that his absence had mattered little at all.


  


  He tried to stay optimistic and look past the initial disappointments: Linda's changing attitudes, his parents renting out his room to make ends meet, friends stuck in the same rut they were before. “No big deal,” Jeremy thought. “I'll register for classes next fall get a part time job, and I'll have my engineering degree in no time.” Jeremy didn't have a litany of occupations or degrees he was set on. He was considering Mechanical Engineering. He just needed a plan and soon he'd have everything that he wanted: a good career, Linda, and a nice house in the suburbs with the other happy families.


  


  Things didn't go exactly as planned and Jeremy ended up renting a trailer in the backyard of a nice elderly man. Jeremy's trailer had two rooms: one he slept in, the other for supplies. He drove a pickup truck, which he always kept on full. He built a small shed where he stored five gallon jugs of gasoline. His storage room in the trailer, under double padlock, contained a hefty supply of ammunition, for both his pistol and rifle, a survival bag (commonly referred to as a bug-out-bag), three liters of water (roughly 72 hours’ worth), a box of spending cash, and camping and tactical army gear left over from his military days. The kitchen cabinets, above and around the portable stove, were jammed pack with Tupperware containers holding non-perishable foods. Jeremy had effectively “stocked-up” for the worst, but just how long would everything last? His estimations gave it a month. Jeremy felt that he needed to be doing more, though he had already utilized all the space in his rented trailer.


  


  He was ages behind what some of his other prepper friends were doing. They organized meetings where, initially, ten of more would show up. Soon that number grew to twenty. Then one day, thirty. There was a real and genuine sense that looming disaster was right around the corner. Everyone could feel it. Most of the other members had families to speak of. Families they were trying to protect. That was their prime concern in wanting to learn prepping and survivalist techniques. Jeremy's concern was self-preservation. He wasn't going to put himself in a position where he was at the mercy of others. Complete and total self-reliance, “that's the key,” Jeremy thought. The head of the group, Rob, was a well-mannered man in his late forties. He always wore polo shirts with slacks. At his first meeting with the prepper group, Jeremy had wondered if he'd stumbled into a timeshare seminar upon meeting Rob. But as he would soon find out, Rob was a natural born organizer. His tones of urgency and resolve were comforting in these troubled times.


  


  During a meeting at a local sandwich shop, he repeatedly stressed preparation at all times, even to the smallest degree. “We need to be active in our communities, spreading these tips with friends and neighbors so they can be prepared when the collapse comes. It's going to be boots on the ground or boots on our necks,” Rob proclaimed with applause from the crowd.


  A bespectacled man in the middle of the group stood up to address Rob. Jeremy had never seen the man before, though it did appear that there were some fresh faces this time.


  “But how much longer do we have?” The man demanded.


  Rob turned to the man, the room quieted for his response.


  “I can't truly say. Who can? We could have fifty years, we could have one minute. We only have the time we allow ourselves. It pains me to no end to think that someday soon, I'll have to leave this country that I love and flee somewhere else, but when the moment comes I won't hesitate. Many of you feel the same way, I know. I will say now that it's actually quite simple. Be ready, be vigilant, and be careful.”


  


  The bespectacled man, slightly confused, lowered to his seat as the crowd applauded. Jeremy clapped along, wanting to hear more. He wanted to hear how they could guarantee survival after society crumbled. So many questions in so little time. And their time, apparently, was about to run out.


  


  Jeremy went about his business at the school, mopping the floors and picking up trash around the floor. His mind raced with prepper tactics. He was planning the construction of separate storage units for additional supplies: MREs, a raised bed garden for food, and additional nonperishables and supplies. He would also need chemical gear—gas mask, suit, and filters—to protect against a chemical attack. His mind was racing with the options; all the things that still needed to be done before it was too late.


  


  “You missed a spot,” an eighth grader said walking past Jeremy, eliminating his train of thought.


  Jeremy stopped mopping, his eyes following the boy as he met with a group of friends, laughing and hitting each other on the back.


  “Everyone's a comedian,” Jeremy said, “everyone who's anyone.”


  He wrung the mop in a yellow mop bucket, drops sprinkling onto his black work sneakers. He looked at his watch and shook his head. Four hours of the workday left.


  


  He hadn't spoken to Linda in longer than he could remember. At first he thought it had been months, but when he actually did the math, he found that it had been almost two years. For some reason, as he strolled to his next prepper meeting, she was on his mind like a permanent fixture. Maybe he could call and see how she's doing. He could give her some tips on how to survive disaster. He'd learned a few useful things by now, definitely enough to impress a novice like her. But did she even have the same phone number? After taking the bus, Jeremy walked to the newly arranged location for the week's meeting. It was to take place in a pool hall owned by one of the members. It would be closed for the night and off-limits to outsiders. Rob had stressed that it was going to be a very important meeting.


  


  Jeremy entered the dimly lit room. A bar stood at one end, two pool tables stood at the other. Several small tables and chairs were scattered between. He was surprised to see only one person, a hefty and older individual, sitting at one of the small tables, smoking a cigarette.


  


  The man looked up at Jeremy and took a long, hard drag


  “You part of the prepper group?” the man asked, blowing a cloud of smoke.


  “Yeah.” Jeremy replied.


  The man dug a small envelope from his pocket; such movement clearly uncomfortable for him.


  “There's no meeting tonight, or any other night for that matter,” he said. He then asked for Jeremy's name, first and last. Jeremy gave it to him. The man held out his large arm, clutching the piece of paper for Jeremy to take.


  “Here, Rob wanted you to have this. You're the last one,” the man said as he took another drag. “There will be no more meetings. We've reached code red status.”


  Bewildered, Jeremy grabbed the note.


  “Code red? What the hell does that mean? Sounds like something out of a—”


  “Don't worry 'bout it. Just get out of here. I've got to be on my way, myself.”


  


  Jeremy left the aforementioned meeting site. On the street he opened the envelope while cautiously looking around. People passed by without suspicion. Inside the envelope was a typed card with no real indication of authorship other than Rob's signed initials at the bottom:


  


  My Fellow American,


  


  We've talked about the necessity to flee should


  the time come. I say with no reservation


  that the time is now. Get out of the cities.


  Refer to the relocation manuals we passed out


  the other week. This will tell you


  the ideal spots to dwell once disaster hits.


  I only hope we're able to flee in time. I've


  recently gained information that provides the


  answer to the question, how long do we have?


  Very little, my friends, it's coming.


  


  RS


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 6: It Begins
  


  


  Brian was starting to get used to the ninth grade. His first week had been rough. The second week a little better. The third week was shaping up to be uneventful in all regards, which was perfectly fine with him. On Wednesday, Brian and Tobias sat at a circular outside lunch table eating their daily grub. This usually consisted of a bag of chips and a soda out of the machine, but today Brian wanted cafeteria pizza.


  


  “What the hell is that?” Tobias asked pointing to Brian's lunch tray.


  “It's pizza. What?” Brian fired back.


  “Nothing. Looks pretty nasty,” Tobias continued as he ate a potato chip.

  Brian took a bite of his soggy pizza slice and choked it down as to not give Tobias any satisfaction.


  Tobias studied Brian intently “So, how is it?”


  Brian took another bite and chewed as many times as his jaws would let him.


  “It's delicious. Just eat your potato chips, don't worry about me.”


  “Whatever you say, man,” Tobias said while taking another chip from the bag.


  


  Brian observed the different groups of high school kids sitting around the outside lunch area. There were no familiar faces. He thought of how lucky he was to have Tobias in the same lunch block. The school had two lunch blocks and they could have easily been separated. Brian imagined himself aimlessly trying to find a place to sit where he could either blend in with some acquaintance or sit noticeably alone. The thought of doing either terrified him. A group of girls gathered around a few tables ahead of them.


  


  “You looking at them cheerleaders?” Tobias asked, noticing Brian's distracted gaze.


  Brian was locked into a trance and unresponsive. Tobias turned to face the girls, then back.


  “Tina Carradine? Yeah right! She's way out of your league.”


  Brian looked back down at his food; he still had some way to go on the pizza. But he wasn't going to throw it out and give Tobias more ammunition.


  “It's nothing. I just remember her from last year. When did she become a cheerleader?” Brian asked.


  “When she got to high school, like the rest of her clique,” Tobias replied while crumbling up his potato chip bag and flinging it into the air behind him.


  Brian was slightly bothered by the casual littering, but wanted to probe him further about Tina.


  “What are you talking about?” he asked.


  Tobias leaned in closer. “Are you that dense? Look, man, you want to get with any of those girls you have to join the football team. And you can't play football, so forget it.”


  


  Brian thought to himself then responded. “I've played football plenty of times.”


  “Playing football out in the street with like four kids is a lot different than playing varsity. That one guy, Riley Kelly, he's like as big as an ox. He'd kill you. Imagine one hundred Riley Kelly’s. What are you, 110 pounds?” Tobias laughed.


  “I never said I was going to join, it's just—“


  Suddenly another student, a senior, emerged from behind Tobias, startling Brian.


  Tobias, seeing the look on Brian's face, turned around. The kid—stocky, twice the size of either of them, and wearing a school varsity jacket, indicating his role as an influential school athlete, or jock—was not happy.


  “Did you throw this trash on the ground?” the jock asked, holding Tobias's crumbled potato chip bag.


  Tobias and Brian looked around innocently, not responding.


  The jock's tone escalated. “Hey, I'm talking to you twerps!”


  Brian didn't know what to say. He wasn't going to take ownership. But he wasn't going to rat Tobias out either. Tobias took a deep breath and then turned to address the jock.


  “Wasn't us,” he said while turning to face Brian. The jock, further enraged, grabbed the back of Tobias's shirt.


  “I know it was you, you little punk-ass. It hit my girlfriend. I want you to apologize to her.” The jock's grip tightened on the shirt, as Tobias began to squirm.


  Things were getting intense, and within a flash, two things crossed Brian's mind: One, he didn't believe the jock, because he personally saw the crumbled bag hit the ground behind Tobias. And two, the incident was gaining the attention of all the other kids, including Tina Carradine. This was not good.


  


  The jock pulled on Tobias, placed one hand around his throat, and squeezed.


  “Apologize, now!'” he demanded.


  Tobias tried to speak, but the jock’s grip made it difficult.


  “S-sorry…,” he managed to get out.


  The jock leaned in closer, clearly enjoying himself. “What was that? Oh, I didn't hear you? Come again?” he asked with glee.


  “Sssss…,” Tobias spurted as the jock shook him. His face was getting redder with each second. Brian felt panicked. He seized up, then something inside came out that he'd wish hadn't.


  “Leave him alone!”


  The jock turned. Brian had his attention. His grip loosened on Tobias. His glare never wavered as he approached Brian, ready to strike.


  “Ohhhhhh. I see. So it was you who threw the trash. And you were going to let your friend here take the blame?”


  


  Brian tried to stay focused on the jock lumbering towards him, but he couldn't help but notice all the people watching. In the crowd her face stood out to him. Tina was observing his every move. He noticed a look of concern on her face, but also knew that he was pretty much on his own.


  “Y-yes, my friend threw the trash, but it was an accident, so let it go,” Brian stuttered. His concentration switched between what he was going to say, what he was going to do, and how he was going control the shaking in his legs. The jock stood directly over Brian. “So I take orders from freshmen now?” he asked, arms folded.


  Before Brian could speak, the jock continued, “Maybe I should teach you both a lesson on how to dispose of trash properly.” He grabbed Brian's shoulders and thrust him upwards.


  “You see, trash goes in the trash can,” he lectured as he pulled Brian over to a nearby trash container. Tobias sat immobile and useless. Everything was happening too fast.


  


  Brian knew he was about to go in—the large rim of the trash can within sight. He knew what would follow: he would be called trash boy, trash can man, Garbage Pail Kid, whatever they could think of. It would never go away. He would be trash.


  Brian squirmed and thrashed. In his erratic movement, he hit the jock directly in the jaw. Shocked, the jock's let go. Brian fell to the ground. The jock stumbled and then regained his composure. Now they had everyone's attention. The jock felt his face in utter disbelief. Brian stood up, ready to run.


  “Wow. Okay, you're a dead man now,” the jock said taking off his jacket and raising his fists.


  Brian tried to move away as the jock swung, but he wasn't fast enough. The first swing from the jock hit him directly in the forehead, causing a momentary white flash. Brian stumbled backwards, his mind telling him one thing: keep standing.


  


  Another white flash entered Brian's vision, then another. He swung into the air, barely making contact. The roar of the crowd was growing louder. Suddenly a frantic girl came out of nowhere and grabbed onto the jock, holding him back.


  “Billy, what the hell are you doing? Stop it!” she screamed.


  The jock paced back, startled and annoyed. “What? The little dipshit took a swing at me!” he exclaimed. The girl hit the jock on his chest. “Are you out of your mind? He's just a kid!”


  Brian regained his balance and felt his face. Large bumps appeared to be forming. The girl, presumably his girlfriend, took the jock to the side as they continued arguing.


  Tobias ran to Brian. “Damn. Are you okay, man?”


  “Yeah, I think so,” Brian said rubbing his face.


  The school administrators burst onto the scene, two older men with walkie-talkies. “It's like they just wait for the fight to be over,” Tobias said. “Let’s get out of here before we get suspended.”


  


  The two boys attempted to conceal themselves and escape in the surrounding crowd, only to run right back into the jock. As they collided, enraging him, he pushed his girlfriend away and pulled Brian close by the collar of his shirt. “This isn't over, you hear me freshman? This isn't over.”


  With that, the jock pushed them aside, and walked away with his girlfriend yelling at him. The school administrators were in hot in pursuit of both parties and trying to make their way through the crowd.


  “Let's hurry, man, they're gaining,” Tobias advised. “Shit, your face is swollen. We have to get out of here.”


  


  Their pace quickened, Tobias was pushing Brian along. Up ahead, a white-haired administrator wearing aviator sunglasses noticed the boys. “Hey, you two! Stop right there!”


  “Crap!” Tobias said while jerking Brian in the other direction.


  Another administrator blocked their path, racing towards them.


  “We're going to have to run,” Tobias said, “just follow me.”


  Tobias ran to the side to avoid both administrators. Brian followed feeling his face swell and swell. “The building's just ahead, we'll hide in the bathroom!” Tobias shouted to Brian as they neared a classroom building. Student’s faces blurred alongside as their speed increased. They came within a few feet of the building when an administrator drove his golf cart directly in their path, blocking them. The tires screeched as he came to a halt.


  


  The boys couldn't stop in time and nearly crashed into the improvised barrier. They stopped, breathing heavily, as the administrator jumped out and grabbed them. “Got you now, boys! Just calm down. Take deep breaths.” There was no escape. This was the end of the line. Tobias looked at Brian, Brian looked at Tobias. Their nods indicated that nothing more could have been done. “Now take a seat in the cart,” the man continued. The boys complied as the man used his hand held radio to contact the others.


  “Yeah, I got 'em. Fast little buggers, but it's okay. I don't know if they were the ones doing the fighting or what, but we'll find out. I'll take 'em to the front office, just meet me—”


  


  All of a sudden, in the mid-sentence, his radio died. He paused, curious, and held the radio outward, clicking repeatedly on its button. “Hello,” he clicked some more, “hello? Brian looked across the school yard and noticed the other administrators trying to get their radios to work as well. In a split second, the largest explosion Brian had ever heard rattled his consciousness. He didn't see it or feel it, but he heard it. Collective gasps and startled screams from all the other students followed the echoes of the blast like clockwork. The single blast even caused some students to fall to the ground and hide under lunch tables.


  


  Brian looked to Tobias, who was shaken and clueless. The administrator was disoriented himself as he looked around in confusion. He shouted over to his counterparts from across the school yard.


  “What the hell was that?” The other men shrugged and walked over. They were now in a huddle. Tobias and Brian could hear low murmuring, but nothing more.


  .


  “What do you think that was?” Tobias asked.


  “I don't know,” Brian answered, “but it sounded pretty big.”


  “Like a bomb?” Tobias continued.


  “Could be.” Brain shrugged.


  


  Tobias looked around, noticing that the administrators were heavily distracted.


  “We should get out of here,” he said clutching Brian, “now's our chance.”


  Brian nodded and Tobias continued, “We'll take the golf cart right out the gate and leave it. Who cares? They don't even know our names yet.”


  Brian looked at the golf cart. Not a single indicator light was functioning.


  


  “It's dead.”


  “Dead? It was on like a second ago,” Tobias said


  “It's not working now,” Brian said as he pressed onto the accelerator.


  “Okay, let's move then.”


  The boys jumped off the golf cart and ran the opposite direction of where the administrators were huddled, away from the students hiding under the tables, and away from the attention of anyone who might notice them.


  “So where do we go now?” Brian asked while moving at a jogger's pace from behind.


  “We need to get out of the school, wait until this thing blows over.”


  “What thing?”


  “The fight thing!”


  “And go where?” Brian demanded.


  “Anywhere but here!” Tobias shouted from the front.


  As they approached the front gate to the school, there was an eerie silence. Not a single car was moving on the road. No golf cart. No administrator at the front gate.


  “It's now or never, man,” Tobias insisted.


  Brian was about to respond when he saw it: a large blaze in the distance.


  “Look at that,” Brian said pointing ahead.


  


  The boys stopped in their tracks. Ahead, flames burned so vibrantly that it looked like something out of a war zone. It was enraged fire. An angry fire. A thick sheet of black smoke covered the sky above the flames, ten maybe twenty miles ahead of them. “Let's go,” Tobias said. The boys cautiously fled the school, squeezing through the front gate, and then they were off.


  


  


  
    Chapter 7: The Night Before
  


  


  The night Jeremy Rafelson got the note to flee the city he immediately went back to his trailer to pack. “You idiot,” Jeremy said out loud to himself. “You unbelievable dumbass. A year of preparation, for what?” He paced the trailer in a frenzy of packing. His survival bag overflowed with supplies. A single low watt light bulb over his portable stove provided the only source of light in his small cavern.


  


  Jeremy opened the cabinets and flung the nonperishables onto the floor. “All of this shit, useless! Preparing for what? To go into hiding? Abandoned by those bastards,” Jeremy found some more packed food in another cabinet and kicked it across the room. He felt betrayed by his prepper group for leaving him. He was angry with himself for not getting out of the city in time. He couldn't believe that for someone expecting the world to end at any moment that he hadn't been more proactive. Yes he had enough to survive in his trailer for a month or possibly two; however, it was clear to him now that the city itself was the danger. Why couldn't Rob have told him where they were going? Why would it be all up to him to figure something out? “That's the problem with civilians,” Jeremy thought (even though he was a civilian now) “they don't understand loyalty.”


  


  He was supposed to be prepared for this, but instead felt confused and angry. Then a thought flashed across his mind: Linda. “No!” Jeremy shouted. “That's not why I waited so long. It can’t be the reason. It’s not the reason!” After his tantrum, Jeremy flipped through his relocation guide and skimmed for the safest spots outside of Pittsburgh. He wasn't sure which roads to take. He knew he would need all the gasoline from his storage shed. It was just a matter of keeping it concealed. “Hell,” he thought, “might as well take the water liters too. Might as well take all I can fit.”


  


  His bug-out bag was packed with the survival gear he had learned was crucial in a disaster situation. In the bag were clothes, extra shoes, maps and a compass, first aid kits, a portable tent, a portable sleeping bag, water purifying tablets, canned and dehydrated food, fire starting materials, toilet paper, knives and pepper spray, all his personal documents, hygienic products, sunscreen, insect repellent, flashlights, batteries, garbage bags and other items useful while on the move.


  


  He placed some weapons, a few knives and his pistol, into small assault pack. He wanted to take everything he could possibly fit in his truck. One area suggested by the guide was Tennessee. This was what Jeremy had in mind anyway. There were mountains in Tennessee, lots of them. It was a bit of a ways out there, but considerably safer than where he was at.


  


  It was midnight, and on one of his last trips to the truck, Jeremy's mind raced with a million different options. He was also getting anxious, short of breath, carried away it felt. “Get it together, man, and focus. Just get out of town, go to the mountains.” He thought of his parents and how he needed to contact them, or tell them what was going on. “But I don't even know what's going on,” he thought. Then a frequent and unwanted question resurfaced in this mind: What about Linda? He knew she had married another man and that they had a child. Maybe he should warn them? But what if he's was wrong about everything? He should help them anyway. No. It was a stupid thought to suggest. A stupid thought to entertain. He would go to his parents’ house first.


  


  The sound of gun shots from afar removed Jeremy from his daydreaming. Though not unusual in their frequency, Jeremy noticed a strange repetition. It was almost musical. He got into the truck when another thought crossed his mind. This time it was about the old man who lived in the house. The old man who had let him rent the trailer out back for next to nothing. Surely he had to warn him of the danger coming. He couldn't possibly leave him at the hands of whatever attack, or rioting or hell awaited the city. Could he? Jeremy looked at his watch. It was 12:03pm. He wanted to be on the road and well out of the city by midnight, but he was already dangerously behind schedule.


  


  He had to say something to the old man. Even if it was to say goodbye. He had not realized just yet that if he was going to survive in this new world, he was going to have to change some things about himself. He was going to have to become detached. Jeremy assumed that the old man might be sleeping, but sometimes, he'd surprise you. Sometimes you could hear his Johnny Cash records playing well into the night as the old man nursed a bottle of whiskey. He would drink to this deceased wife. He would drink to health and good fortune. He would drink to all those things that make people feel hopeful.


  


  The old man gave Jeremy a key to come in as he pleased and use the utilities. Jeremy had left it earlier under the mat, to give back. It was still there. Jeremy listened at the door. He heard the slight echo of music, though it was hard to make out. He slowly unlocked and turned the doorknob, entering the house in its vast darkness. Once past the foyer, Jeremy felt the walls for the living room. The light from a small lamp in the living room guided him.


  


  There was, indeed, a record playing. It sounded like Patsy Cline. The record was stuck and the same half of the chorus kept skipping and repeating. Jeremy noticed the old man sleeping in his usual spot, the recliner, near the record player, a bottle of whiskey in his lap. He walked over to the record player and removed the needle from the record. The room was silent. Jeremy leaned down and placed his hand on the old man's shoulder


  


  “Hank...Hank,” he said gently.


  There was no movement on the old man's part. Jeremy started to shake him a little more. Still nothing.


  “Hank,” he said louder.


  A flash of realization came over Jeremy. Hank was dead. He checked his breathing and pulse. Nothing.


  Jeremy backed away and observed the deceased man. He looked peaceful. He had lived a long life, well into his 80s. But he died alone. Not a soul but Jeremy as a witness. A sick feeling came over Jeremy where he felt that he was looking in a mirror of himself, if and when got to be that age. Would there be someone in the room to discover him when he died? Would there be someone who cared?


  “I should bury him,” Jeremy thought. He knew if he were to call the authorities, Hank's body would never see a proper burial. Not with a city about to turn on itself at any moment. But what is a proper burial?


  


  Jeremy grabbed a shovel from Hank's tool shed and started to dig a hole in the back yard. “Six feet deep,” he kept saying to himself. “That's how deep it needs to be. That's what he deserves.”


  Hank's body was lying on the ground wrapped in blankets and awaiting burial. It took much longer than Jeremy had planned to dig the hole. At least an hour had passed, and he wasn't sure if he was anywhere near the proper length. He climbed out, grabbed his spot light, and shinned it down the hole.


  “Good enough,” Jeremy panted. He knew that he was just over five-feet-ten-inches, and the hole was bigger than him. Plus he had used precious time, and worn himself out. Not smart if you're planning to be on the road for days, weeks, or months.


  


  He gently rolled Hank's wrapped body into the hole and then proceeded to throw dirt over him. The back-and-forth movement with the shovel proved to be exhausting. Who ever knew that digging a hole would take so much out of you? When the hole was covered, he patted it with the shovel. Rather than feeling annoyed at the time, or upset with himself for deviating from the plan, Jeremy sat back for a moment feeling satisfied in a way that he hadn't felt in years. He knew it was the right thing to do. But now it was time to leave. Jeremy stood up and bowed his head.


  “So long, Hank, you picked the right time to go. Travel well.” He couldn't think of anymore to say. “Thanks for letting me stay in your trailer.” He left the unexpected memorial service moments later, his truck roaring out of the driveway. At this point, he didn't know if he was going to make it out of the city in time.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 8: Alice’s Decision
  


  


  Alice was watching the news. It was how she spent most of her day, beyond tending to her garden, storing food, sanitation supplies, medical supplies, and anything else she could think of. She had been scouring the internet for property elsewhere. Many people she knew in her online group were looking into property in Central America. She wanted to move there and had brought it up to Randall countless times. However, it was always a topic that would start an argument. Randall made it clear that he was not going to move to some “desert island” because of Alice's fears. There was nothing she could say to convince him. In her stubbornness, she had already made arrangements to leave the country with or without him. Just her and the children if need be.


  


  Perhaps she was being too hard on him. He saved her from financial ruin and continued to provide for them. But for how long? When the collapse came, what good would any income be? He needed to believe in her. Trust her. She wasn't crazy. Her only crime was foresight of the inevitable. These are the things she told herself as she packed her children's luggage, as well as their passports, birth certificates, and $500 in cash that she had been saving.


  


  The news on the television was the usual banter on politics and the continual “gridlock” in Washington. The government had all the answers, but no solutions. As she went back-and-forth chatting with her survival group friends, something of interest came over the news. The terror alert had been raised. This wasn't too out of the ordinary, as it seemed the terror alert was raised and lowered every week. Her online friend sent her a message:


  


  steve.g866


  Hey did you see they just raised the terror alert?


  


  aliceinwonderland631


  Yes. What do you think it means?


  


  steve.g866


  That there are terrorist out there.


  


  aliceinwonderland631


  Amazing deduction.


  


  steve.g866


  Lol.


  


  aliceinwonderland631


  This isn't funny.


  


  steve.g866


  I know. You know what I heard today?


  


  aliceinwonderland631


  What?


  


  steve.g866


  That the major banks are freezing their assets.


  


  aliceinwonderland631


  Are you serious?


  


  steve.g866


  Yeah, I just read it. There've been reports of ATMs not working.


  


  aliceinwonderland631


  Where?


  


  steve.g866


  All over the place.


  


  aliceinwonderland631


  I don't see anything about that on the news.


  


  steve.g866


  You're not going to.


  


  It was almost noon time on Wednesday. Alice had been on the computer long enough. She needed to work on her lists for the day. This involved mapping out the first few days of their survival plan, making sure they had the necessities and resources, as well as where they could go if things got out of hand. Ideally, she would prefer to stay in their home, but would they be safe? She knew it was a bad idea to live in Pittsburgh, but they were far enough outside the city that the nearby wilderness could be a refuge if need be. That would mean that she had to pack plenty of cold weather gear for everyone. Along with tent and camping supplies. The news about the ATMs troubled her. But there were no reports of it on the news. Her next task was to check the expiration dates on all the food she had been stocking. She had built quite a collection of dehydrated food, pickled food, and “canned” items, all stored in the basement.


  


  Unexpectedly, Randall pulled into the driveway. From inside, the engine from his Jeep Cherokee rumbled then ceased. Alice came up from the basement and went to the window, surprised to see Randall so early in the day. He fumbled with the front door locks and walked in the house looking confused.


  


  “You're home early,” Alice said.


  “Yeah. The weirdest thing, they sent everyone home for the day,” Randall replied.


  Alice stood perplexed, holding her clipboard as if being interrupted from her important tasks.


  “That's strange. They didn't tell you why?” she asked.


  “There was mention of a terror alert. That's really all I heard. But not from the higher-ups, some guys just heard some stuff on the news. I was told to just shut my station down for the day and leave.”


  “Maybe it was a precaution of something.” Alice said.


  “I don't know. The floor supervisor didn't say much, just said we were going to shut down for the day.”


  Alice thought to herself, a sickness started to build in her stomach, as if by instinct.


  “We should pick up the kids from school.”


  “What?” Randall asked.


  “I don't like what I've been hearing today. Something isn't right.”


  Randall leaned in, almost reluctantly.


  “What sort of things have you been hearing?”


  “Things. Just things. I think we need to get the kids. This terror alert. Your company shutting down. This could be it.”


  


  Randall backed away, repelled.


  “Oh come on, Alice! Not this again.”


  “Come on yourself, Randall, how can you be so blind?”


  “You can't just take the kids out of school whenever you get some hunch!”


  “This is not some hunch.” Alice paused and then put her hand out. “Just forget it, give me your keys.”


  Randall stood silent for a moment, not sure how to respond.


  “Give me the keys,” Alice demanded.


  Randall dug through his pocket, found the keys, and relinquished them.


  “Thank you,” Alice said, as she breezed past Randall and went out the front door.


  Once she was gone, Randall shrugged and made his way to the kitchen to look for something to eat. He found some leftovers in the refrigerator much to his elation. He un-wrapped the leftover lasagna and placed it in the microwave. He set the time on the microwave and pushed start. The plate rotated under the gentle hum of the appliance. He couldn't wait to dig in.


  


  Alice got into the Cherokee, placed the engine in the ignition and turned the key. Nothing. She heard a faint explosion in the far distance that she almost mistook for the car engine starting. She turned the ignition again. Not even the dash board icons were lighting up. It was as if the car's battery had just died with no warning.


  


  Randall paced the kitchen reading a magazine, awaiting his meal. Suddenly the kitchen light went off. The microwave stopped. The lasagna was in mid rotation. Randall felt immediate annoyance. “Ah come on, what the hell?” he asked aloud. He walked out of the kitchen and into the living room. The television was off. The computer was off. There was no power anywhere in the house.


  


  “Start you piece of shit!” Alice yelled. After a few more clicks of the ignition she soon realized that there was nothing she could do. She exited the car defeated. There was utter silence outside. Her neighbor, who had been mowing his lawn, was now trying to get it to start. A car from down the street rolled to the side of the road. A woman got out of the car and paced around it confused. Alice had seen enough, she needed to go inside and talk to Randall.


  


  “Power's out,” Randall said as she entered the room. Alice walked past Randall to verify his claim for herself. She turned to Randall. “What happened?”


  “I was just making a plate of lasagna and the lights went out, the microwave stopped working. Maybe a fuse blew or something,” he responded.


  Alice handed Randall back the car keys. “Your car isn't starting.”


  “What?” Randall asked.


  “It's dead. Completely dead.”


  Randall went to the window to look at his car. Alice paced and paced when suddenly a thought occurred. “I hope I'm wrong, but I've heard of this before,” she stated.


  “Huh?” Randall said while turning to Alice slightly,


  “All the power going out. There are these bombs called EMPs. They can wipe out complete power grids within a 100 mile radius,”


  “Cars too?” Randall laughed. “So you're saying that someone attacked us?”


  “It could be. Maybe this is what the terror alert was for.”


  “Who would have attacked us?”


  “I don't know,” Alice replied, slightly annoyed.


  “The idea that one bomb could knock out all of our power all at once. I mean, how is that even possible?”


  “Wake up, Randall. Anything's possible. We need to get the kids.”


  


  Alice walked over to the counter, dug through her purse to retrieve her cell phone. Her screen was blank, the phone was dead. She held it out with careful examination. Randall must have sensed the fear on Alice's face.


  “What's wrong?” he asked.


  Alice lowered the phone to her side. “My phone won’t turn on. It’s dead, just like your car.”


  “Let me see,” Randall said as he grabbed the phone from Alice. He fiddled around with it, but nothing happened. Alice stared blankly ahead.


  “No power. Our car won't start. Cell phones don’t work.” she said.


  Randall continued messing with the phone. Alice spoke ominously. “We have no way out.” She turned to Randall. “We're under attack and there's no way out.”


  “Maybe you just need a new battery,” Randall said while handing it back.


  Alice took the phone. “It's pretty useless now. We've gone dark.”


  Randall grabbed Alice. “Why are you talking like this? It's those chat rooms, all those nuts, isn't it?”


  “Let go of me!” she screamed.


  Randall loosened his grip, and tried to speak calmly. “Listen. I don't doubt you. I never have. You're usually right about everything. I think for our sake, for the sake of this family, let's not blow things out of proportion or jump to conclusions.”


  Alice looked to Randall thoughtfully. “You're right.”


  “Everything is going to be okay. I'll check my cell phone and see if I have any reception,” Randall said.


  “The children's bikes.”


  “Huh?”


  “We have the children's bikes. We can ride them to get the kids back here.”


  


  Another look of annoyance flashed across Randall’s face. “Listen to yourself. That sounds ridiculousness. They’re safe at school. Plus if we leave, they'll be no one here for when they come home,” Randall.


  “So I'll go. I'll take Brian's bike.”


  It was not the response Randall was hoping for, but he had to admit it wasn't all too surprising.


  “Alice...,”


  “No, listen. That's a good idea, one of us goes, one of us stays.”


  “Do you even know how many miles you're going to have clear? On a child's bike?”


  “They're not safe at the school. They're not safe anywhere else but here with us right now,” Alice shot back.


  “Let me look at the car before you do anything rash, okay?” Randall pleaded with a peck on Alice's forehead.


  


  Randall switched the ignition getting the similar inoperable results as Alice. “This is ridiculous!” he shouted from the driver's seat. He got out of the car, opened the hood and inspected the engine. From the garage, Alice surveyed the neighborhood. Patches of people walking in small groups littered the neighborhood. She waved to her neighbor who was still messing with his lawn mower. He was too distracted to wave back. She also noticed there were more cars stalled on the side of the road. Some with the engine hood open and the owner desperately trying in vain to find a solution. And in the distance...black smoke rising. This caught Alice's eye like nothing else she'd seen that day.


  


  She walked over to the Cherokee to alert Randall, who was busy inspecting the car battery.


  “Hey, there's black smoke out there,” she said.


  “Oh yeah?” Randall replied while hunched over and disinterested.


  “You need to see this,” Alice stressed.


  Randall sighed and pulled himself away from the engine to look. The smoke was thick and black, and moving steadily towards them.


  “Looks like there's been a fire,” Randall said holding a crescent wrench.


  Alice walked to the end of the driveway and stopped a young couple walking by.


  “Excuse me, are you guys having car trouble too?”


  The man looked up, nearly surprised by the direct question,


  “Uh, yeah. Our car broke down about a mile down the road.” the man replied.


  “Our cell phones don't work either,” the woman interjected.


  “Same problem here,” Alice replied. “I would let you use our phone or give you a ride, but nothing works here either.”


  “That's okay, we're just going to walk back to her sister's house,” the man said.


  “We had just left, now we're coming back. Talk about awkward,” the woman added with a tired laugh.


  “Maybe it has something to do with the power plant.” the man continued.


  Just the mention of such a thing had Alice's undivided attention.


  “What happened to the power plant?” she asked. The man and the woman exchanged glances, and then the man looked to Alice.


  “There was an explosion, at least that's what people are saying. That's where all the smoke is coming from.” he answered.


  Alice could feel her muscles tightening, her mouth was getting dry, and panic was setting in.


  “Thanks for the info. Good luck,” she said as she fled into the garage.


  


  Randall was still messing with the engine even after Alice told him that he was wasting his time. If everything she had been told over the years was true, all of these events were connected. The only question was what could she do about it? She knew that in being prepared for a disaster she was ahead of a lot of people in her neighborhood. But how long before the very worst she had always imagined became a reality?


  


  Randall felt a rush of wind blow past him. He lifted his head from the engine to see Alice, wearing a small backpack, racing her son's bicycle down the driveway and into the street.


  “Alice!” Randall shouted.


  She didn't answer or turn around. Randall ran from the car to the end of the driveway.


  “Alice, come back!” he shouted again. Alice turned her head slightly.


  “I'll be back soon. Stay here if they come back!”


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 9: Kiya’s Story
  


  


  Kiya was sitting in her classroom when she heard the explosion. The classroom was quiet as all the sixth grade students were working on mid-day math exercises. Kiya liked math. It made sense to her. Right before the explosion a boy sitting behind her tapped her on the shoulder.


  “Hey, Kiya. What's the answer for number four?” he whispered.


  Kiya didn't answer, trying to ignore him. But he persisted.


  “Psss. Answer. Number four. Come on,” he continued.


  The teacher, Mrs. Crabtree, was sitting at her desk at the front of the class room. She would sometimes look up from her Elle magazine to scan the classroom. The boy looked down quickly to avert her gaze. “Kiya please,” he pleaded looking down at his desk.


  


  The problem with assigned seating was that sometimes you ended up sitting in front of people like Mark Nelson who would always ask you the answers for the math questions. It was the third week of middle school, and although Kiya seemed to be adjusting fine, there was one person she couldn't stand. His name was Mark Nelson. He was helpless. He was pathetic. He was...needy. So just because Kiya did her work and studied hard, he expected the answers? Was it because she was a girl and he was a boy? Were girls expected to give boys answers? Had the world gone mad? This was the last straw, if she didn't let Mark know to leave her alone, the charade would continue through the entire school year. She had to put an end to it. She was going to turn around and rip him to shreds. She was going to make him cry right there in class in front of everyone. That would be the price he paid for the way he would talk too loud even when he was whispering. For the way he asked her for answers. For the way that he sat behind her breathing loudly all day, every day.


  


  At the third request, Kiya turned around to face her opponent. Her mouth was forming the words she was going to say. She took a deep breath when suddenly the lights in the classroom went out. For a moment she was momentarily distracted, but wanted to continue on with the plan to destroy Mark Nelson. Before she could get the words out, a distant explosion rumbled the classroom. A few framed pictures fell to the wall. Then silence. Mrs. Crabtree stood up and walked over to the window to investigate.


  


  Past soccer field and the trees beyond the school, a gorgeous blaze danced in the sky.


  “My God...,” Mrs. Crabtree said. Some of the kids moved from their desk and to the window. Soon the entire class followed suit. “Whoa,” a boy said causing more interest among the students. Mrs. Crabtree raised her arms as to create order.


  “Children! Children please go back to your desks. It's just a forest fire. Let's all take out seats—”


  “Who turned out the lights?” a red-headed girl dramatically interrupted.


  “Erika, everyone can see just fine. Don't try to start a panic. Get in your seats!” Mrs. Crabtree persisted.


  The class grumbled and moved away from the window and slowly back to their desks.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree took another look out the window of the classroom, then slowly moved to the front of the class, thinking. Kiya felt that it would be hard to get back to the math exercises after that little interruption. Plus she lost the rage needed to tell off Mark Nelson. Now what was she going to do? Mrs. Crabtree turned to face the class.


  “I'm going to find out what’s going on. I'll need one of you to be the teacher's assistance while I'm gone. Do I have any volunteers?” she asked.


  None of the children raised their hands. They knew better.


  “Okay, well, we'll do this the easier way,” she said as she pointed to a random student. No one within her range was immediately sure if she had pointed at them or not. Every student tried to quickly look away.


  


  “Shelly,” she said pointing.


  “Shelly Ackerman, come up here and sit at my desk.”


  The little blonde girl had no choice but to move. Any stalling would have made things worse. Kiya took a deep sigh of relief. She was only a few desks from Shelly.


  Mrs. Crabtree looked to the class and continued, “I want you to treat Shelly with the same respect you would show me. She has the right to report any bad behavior to me. And I will take the appropriate action. Now, I'll be right back. In the meantime, continue your math exercises.”


  “But I can't see anything!” the red-headed girl shouted from the back of the class.


  “Erika, don't be smart. Everyone can see just fine with the natural light from outside.”


  Mrs. Crabtree left the room as Shelly nervously took a seat at the teacher's desk. The minute the door shut a paper ball from the back of the class room struck Shelly in the forehead. Laughter followed. Shelly scowled at the boys in the back.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree walked down the hall and noticed a group of other teachers huddled by the school lockers. “So what's going on with the power?” she asked.


  One of the teachers, Mr. Barone, looked to her as the others murmured among themselves.


  “None of us are really sure. Just seems like a standard power outage.”


  “And the explosion?” Mrs. Crabtree asked.


  Another teacher interjected, “That's what we're trying to figure out.”


  “Where's the principle?” another teacher barked.


  “Probably on the phone with the power company.” Mr. Barone replied.


  “Well let's hope he's doing something. Nothing works. Did you guys try your cell phones?” Another teacher, Ms. Whitten, asked the group


  The group seemed to indicate that they hadn't as she continued, “Mine won’t’ even turn on for some reason.”


  Mr. Barone scratched his scruffy chin. “Hmmm, that is strange.”


  


  Inside the classroom, Shelly continued to face the barrage of torment from the teacher’s desk. Though she tried to look preoccupied and flip through a magazine, the boys in the back continued.


  “Sheeeeehlly,” they called.

  They repeated it in unison until she finally snapped. “What?!” she demanded.


  “You smell like cat turds,” a boy said. Then they would laugh.


  Kiya felt bad for Shelly and wondered if she should try to stick up for her. But this was risky business. It was only the third week of school and she didn't want to create any first impressions that would stay with her the entire year. She just wanted Mrs. Crabtree to come back so the taunts against Shelly would stop. The chanting continued:


  


  “Shelly.”


  “Shelly Ackerman.”


  “Butt-sniffer-says-what?”


  “Shelly.”


  “Shelly Akerman the crapper man.”


  


  “Why don't you idiots just shut up?” she yelled. But her anger would just make them laugh harder. Suddenly Mrs. Crabtree entered the room, much to Shelly’s relief. Behind her trailed the principle of the school, Mr. Wright. He was a strange, fickly man, with a dated flattop haircut. He wore glasses at the end tip of his nose. The glasses themselves had a string connected that rested around his neck. This was the first thing Kiya noticed about him as he carefully made his way to the front of the class, surveying the children.


  


  “You can take your seat now, Shelly, thank you,” Mrs. Crabtree said as she motioned towards the other students. Shelly scurried back to her seat as Mrs. Crabtree continued, “Class, let me have your attention please.” The talking and laughing of the class slowly faded. “Our principle, Mr. Wright, wanted to say a few words about today’s events.”


  


  “Did you guys forget to pay the power bill again?” Thomas Cassie, a troublemaker, bellowed from the back of the class. Collective laughter followed almost immediately. “That’s enough. Now, quiet!” Mrs. Crabtree demanded. The students did as they were told. Mr. Wright stared at the large eraser board with the day’s lesson on it in and then turned around to address the class.


  


  “I wanted to speak to this class first, because most of you are the youngest of all the children in the school. Well, at least those of you who haven’t been held back for one reason or another.” Mr. Wright’s quick glance met Thomas Cassie, causing Thomas to shamefully look down at his desk. “There are a few things you should know about today’s events. I want to make it very clear, as clear as can be, that there is to be no panic or disorderly conduct permitted for the rest of the day.”


  


  Not a child in the classroom knew what he was talking about at this point. The bored stares of children rested on Mr. Wrights continual pacing in the front of the class room.


  


  “There will be no panic because there is no reason to panic. As long as you are at the school, you are safe. It seems that there has been a major power outage that has taken out the main power to the school. We can’t, at the moment, figure out why our backup assistance hasn’t sustained operations—“


  


  “Mr. Wright, remember this is a sixth grade class.” Mr. Wright turned to Mrs. Crabtree clearly annoyed. “I’m sorry?” he said. “What I’m saying is that I think you’re confusing them,” she responded while trying to keep her voice at a whisper.


  Mr. Wright looked to the class, then back to Mrs. Crabtree. “Oh, I see. Very well.” He slightly paused to get his thoughts together. “What I’m trying to say is that there is nothing to worry about and we have everything under control. Isn’t that right, Mrs. Crabtree?”


  “Yes, that’s right,” Mrs. Crabtree declared with a nod.


  


  “The main problem is that we don’t know exactly what is going on, and we certainly don’t want to put our students in any danger. What we’re going to do is keep everyone in the school until we get more details from the authorities.” Loud groans filled the classroom. Mr. Wright attempted to continue, “Hold on class. Please, it’s only temporary and standard protocol for your own safety.”

  “What’s the fire outside from?” Betsy Hamilton, a straight-A student who sat in the front row asked.


  Mr. Wright glanced outside to see the flames and shifted back to Betsy. “That? It could be a forest fire, or it could be something else, we don’t know for sure.”


  


  “This sucks, I want to go home!” Thomas Cassie shouted.


  “Me too,” another boy chimed in.


  The objections started to grow more loudly, irritating Mr. Wright to no end. He rubbed his forehead then unleashed a furious tirade.


  


  “That’s quite enough! I don’t want to hear another word. The next child that speaks out of turn receives an automatic suspension from school. Period! The school is officially on lock down. No one gets to leave, no one gets to come in, got it?” The class sat stunned following the outburst. Mrs. Crabtree wasn’t sure of what to say either, as her curious expression indicated.


  


  “And if you don’t believe me, try me. I dare you. Go ahead and try me. Because if I hear of a single incident happening in this classroom, it’s an automatic suspension. Are we clear on that?”


  The class was still silent. No one was really sure of what they were clear on.


  


  Mr. Wright continued, “Okay good. Now just remain in your classroom at your desks and make sure not to give your teacher a hard time.” Mr. Wright looked at his watch then shook it a few times. It didn’t appear to be working. He tried to conceal his anger with the watch malfunction as he provided his closing remarks. “Everything will be fine, just hang tight for a little bit.” Mr. Wright walked to the exit, nodded at Mrs. Crabtree, and waved to the children. “I’ll be back to check-in with your classroom in a little bit. Be good.”


  


  The door closed. The full weight of what Mr. Wright said started to sink in among the children. Groans became louder, rising to the level of a hundred conversations going on at once. Kiya looked around the class in full confusion. She did not like her principle, having met him for the second time, the first being on orientation day. He seemed to be in over his head, and not very good with children. How he became principle of a middle school Kiya was unsure of.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree raised her arms to signal the class to order. “That’s enough, class. You heard what Mr. Wright had to say. Remain in your seats until you have permission to leave. As soon as we can, we will contact your parents to come get you.”


  


  Lock down? What were they taking about? Could a school do this? Were they prisoners now? Kiya tried to figure out these questions with the same ease as her math assignments. Only this time there were no easy answers, only more troubling questions.


  


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 10: Brian and Tobias: In the Woods
  


  


  Tobias and Brian came to a clearing in the road, at least a mile past the school. They stopped for a moment as if thinking the same thing. “Why are all these people standing outside their cars?” Tobias asked. It looked like a mild traffic jam, but there was no accident. Cars were just stopped on the road, the passengers outside, befuddled and annoyed. Tobias looked to Brian.


  


  “Holy crap, your face!”


  “What? What’s wrong with it?” Brian asked.


  “It’s—I don’t know—messed up.” Tobias answered.


  Brian felt the lumps on his face. Tears welled in his eyes, but he tried to hold back from completely bawling in front of both Tobias and the people who were wandering around. The fire still illuminated in the distance. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but we need to get some place safe. If a cop sees us or something, they’re going to take us right back to school and call our parents,” Tobias said.


  


  Brian could hold back no more and started uncontrollably sobbing. “Dude, no,” Tobias said.


  But the emotion was beyond Brian’s control. He tumbled to the ground weeping and just sat there, as tears rolled and the sobs continued in full force. Tobias placed a hand on Brian’s shoulder. “Come on man, we have to get moving.” “I can’t—I can’t help it, okay?” Brian shouted back. “Everyone in school saw it. How can I ever go back there? And my mom? Of course she’s going to know what happened. Why—” Brian stopped for a moment, “Why couldn’t you just throw your trash in the garbage like everyone else?”


  


  Tobias took a step back. “So it’s my fault then?”


  “That’s not what I’m saying.”


  “I agree. It probably was my fault. But if you expected me to jump in there or do something, you’re insane. What could I have done? It would have been both of us with lumps on our faces,” Tobias said.


  


  From a distance, people began conversing about their inoperable cars and how nothing was making sense. A couple was talking to another, while a man next to them opened the hood to his Ford Taurus trying to investigate the problem. Every single person seemed to have their cell phone out, examining them deeply, as if they were foreign objects. Foreign only because, this time, they didn’t seem to be working. “Forget it. I’m not going to argue with you. I just want to go home,” Brian said wiping his tears away. Tobias extended an arm to help Brian get off the ground. Brian took his arm and rose up. “Okay,” Tobias said nodding, “Okay, you want to go home? Call your mom or whatever and have her come get you.”


  


  “I don’t have a cellphone,” Brian answered.


  “Huh?” Tobias remarked in disbelief.


  “I don’t have a cellphone. She told me I’d have to wait until my birthday.”


  Tobias dug into his pocket, pulled out his cell phone, and handed it to Brian.


  “Here, use mine.”


  Brian took the cellphone, it was blank. He tried to turn it but nothing happened.


  “It’s not working,” Brian said.


  “Did you dial the right number?” Tobias asked.


  “I mean its dead or something. There’s no power,” Brian quipped.


  Tobias grabbed the phone. “Let me see.”


  


  Tobias looked at the screen, perplexed. He tried to turn it on as well, but nothing. “Maybe I forgot to charge it,” he said. He started to put the phone back in his pocket, but couldn’t resist trying again. “This is insane, man,” Tobias said holding the phone out in front of him. He gave up and placed it back in his pocket. He looked to Brian. “The first thing we need to do is get away from all these people. We can go to my place if we cut through the woods. When my mom gets home she can drive you home. You’ll get home and no one will know anything happened.”


  


  “What about my face?”


  “We’ll put some ice on it.”


  Brian thought to himself. He wasn’t sure what move to make. His day was rapidly going down the toilet, and it didn’t seem that things were going to get much better from here on out.


  “Hey boys!” an elderly woman called from a distance.


  Startled, Brian and Tobias turned to face her. She was walking away from her Buick, currently parked in the middle of the road. She was wearing sweatpants and a sweatshirt and seemed old enough to be their great-grandmother. They remained in place as a result of their curiosity as she neared.


  “I was wondering if either of you had a phone. I need to call a tow truck,” she said.


  She apparently wasn’t the only person having car trouble that day, as about thirty other people littered the road hovering around their cars and viewing the blaze in the distance.


  Tobias spoke first, “Sorry ma’am, my cell phone doesn’t work. It’s dead.”


  Her eyes went from affectionate to disappointed almost immediately.


  “Oh,” she said, “I see.” She walked away from the boys back to her car to presumably wait for help that would never come.


  


  Tobias leaned within an earshot to Brian. “I’m telling you man, we need to cut through the woods.”


  The road ahead went on for miles. These were miles of uncertainty the two boys didn’t want to risk. All they could make out were people and cars. Cars that weren’t moving. It’s like everyone just stopped driving and decided to walk instead. Brian had a quick thought about all the crap his mom had been talking about through the years. He remembered her talking about the end of times. How she was always planning and planning and trying to teach them how to grow food and all that other stuff. This couldn’t have been what she was talking about. This looked more like one big traffic jam.


  Brian followed Tobias as they veered into a path towards the woods. Once they became concealed behind the trees and bushes Tobias sighed in relief. “So far so good, man. We’re away from all those people. Just follow me and we’ll be at my house in no time.”


  “How do you know the way?” Brian asked, trying to keep up. All he could see was his friend’s back. “Huh?” Tobias asked while looking ahead.


  “I said how do you know the way?”


  “I’ve went through these woods before. This isn’t the first time I skipped school.”


  As the path turned less into a path, becoming more of just uncharted wilderness, their noisy footsteps echoed with leaves and sticks cracking from the ground. Brian had to avoid hanging vines and branches. It became irritating. He wished they had just stuck to the road.


  “Are you sure about this?” he asked.


  


  Tobias stopped dead in his tracks and spun around to face Brian. “Yes,” he said, “I know what I’m doing. Quit your whining and pick up the pace!”


  Brian didn’t respond, but something triggered inside of him, for the second time that day. He charged towards Tobias and pushed him.


  “Shut up!” Brian shouted.


  Tobias stumbled backwards then fell onto the ground. He jumped up, shocked and angered, and then pushed Brian back. “Eat shit!” He shouted back. Brian charged again at Tobias, this time pushing him even harder. Tobias, on guard this time, tried to maintain his balance, but still went backwards, right into a large spider web. He thrashed around in a panic trying to get the sticky web off him. Brian saw his opportunity and then tackled Tobias to the ground.


  


  “Stop, you asshole!” Tobias shouted. “You pushed me into a spider web!” He let out a girlish scream. “There’s a spider on me.” He said, pleading with Brian to stop.


  Brian moved off Tobias. He sat up on his knees and started to laugh as Tobias rolled on the ground moving his arms in a flailing motion to get the spider web off.


  “It’s not funny!” Tobias’s frantically ran his hands through his head trying to brush off the phantom spider.


  “You scream like a girl,” Brian said, laughing.


  Tobias sat up and glared at Brian, not amused. “I’m serious. That was the funniest scream I’ve ever heard.”


  Tobias couldn’t help but to laugh a little himself too. “What? I don’t like spiders.”


  For a moment the boys just sat there in the woods, trying to catch their breath and laughing at each other. “That senior tried to throw you into a trash can. Now that’s funny,” Tobias shot back. Brian conceded that it was pretty funny and their laughter continued. “At least I didn’t scream like a girl,” he said back. This time, their jubilance was uncontrollable.


  


  In the distance an unsavory-looking bearded man observed the boys. He carried nothing, but a pistol in his hand. He moved in closer to inspect the commotion.


  


  Brian helped Tobias up and dusted his back to remove the rest of the spider web. Their laughter came to an end and they knew they would have to keep moving. Suddenly, behind them, there were footsteps. Brian spun around, unexpected panic hitting him. Tobias turned as well. In front of them stood the man—a crazy gleam in his eyes—who looked like a drifter. The immediately noticed the pistol in his hand. He stared at the boys for a moment before speaking.


  


  “What are you doing here?” He asked.


  Neither boy responded. He raised his pistol slightly.


  “I asked you a question. You boys speak English?”


  They collectively froze at the sight of the gun aimed towards them.


  “Cat got your tongue?” The man continued.


  He lowered his pistol and wiped his dirty forehead.


  “Have it your way then. You know it’s not safe out here. It’s not safe anywhere. The world is coming to an end. Nothing left. You heard that explosion, right?”


  Not surprisingly, the boys didn’t answer. Their eyes didn’t leave the pistol, as the man waved it around while speaking.


  “That was a terrorist attack. It’s only the beginning. Won’t be much left of this world after today, I imagine.”


  Tobias decided to interject, “We’re just trying to get home. That’s all.”


  “Home?” the man laughed. “There’s no home left for any of you. Might as well join me and get it over with.” The boys looked at each other than back to the man.


  


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to confuse you bright young gentlemen. The problem is that you interrupted me. I wanted to do this earlier, but I just couldn’t. My wife, on the other hand, God rest her soul, she was ready. We made an agreement, a pact.” The man wiped away some tears that were forming.


  


  “She was able to do it, because she had guts. Me, I was a coward. I just couldn’t do it. She told me to do her first. So I did. Then I was supposed to go after. Then we’d be together, but I just couldn’t do it. I failed.” The man attempted to muffle his sobs with his hand. “I can’t do it!” he shouted.


  The boys noticed his slight distraction and started to move away. The man jolted his head up and aimed his pistol aimed directly on them.


  “Don’t even think about it!” he shouted. He noticed the boys were nervous and shaking, so he tried to lower his tone.


  “I don’t mean to give you boys a scare, but you can do something for me.” He went immediately for Tobias and pushed the pistol into his young hands. “I want you to shoot me once, right in the head. I can’t understand it, it’s like my body won’t let me. But you, you can do it for me!”


  


  The man pushed the pistol into Tobias’s hands. He noticed resistance as he yanked Tobias further.


  “Come on, now. You can do it.” The man held Tobias’s hand to his own forehead and beckoned him further. “Just squeeze the trigger. That’s all I ask.”


  The man’s voice grew more desperate. He shook Tobias hand violently, trying to get him to pull the trigger. “Do it! Send me to my wife! Send me to the next world! Deborah I’m coming!”


  Tobias started to cry. His attempts at pulling away from the man were futile. Brian stood frozen, but then made an attempt to pull Tobias away. The man noticed as the flames in his eyes grew. He pushed Tobias away and then pointed the pistol at Brian. Tobias rolled onto the leaves and dirt.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” He demanded from Brian.


  “Nothing,” Brian answered in fear.


  “Didn’t your mom ever teach you about charging a man with a gun? If you got the guts to do something like that maybe you’re the one who can do me in.” The man tossed the pistol to Brian.


  “Pick it up.” He said.


  Brian looked down at the gun, but wouldn’t touch it.


  The man thought to himself for a moment. “Okay, we can do it your way.” He rushed over to Tobias and got him into a headlock. It was like the scene at the high school replaying itself right before Brian’s eyes. Was the man a reincarnation of the jock?


  


  “You have five seconds to put a bullet in my brain before I snap your friend’s neck like a twig.”


  Tobias struggled and kicked, trying to release himself from the man’s arm grip.


  “One…,” the man counted.


  Brian lunged at the gun, picked it up, and pointed it at the man.


  “That’s better, two…,” the man continued.


  “Let him go,” Brian said.


  “Three…,”


  “Let him go!”


  “Four…,”


  


  Brian aimed the pistol squarely at the man, wavering. He had never shot a gun before. He only hoped the bullet would guide itself where it needed to go. The man closed his eyes in relief while holding onto Tobias. A loud metallic blast followed. Then silence.


  


  The man opened his eyes, wondering if he was dead. Instead he saw Brian standing with the pistol pointed upward. In his shock and confusion, the man’s grip loosened on Tobias. Tobias immediately pulled himself away and ran next to Brian. It took a moment, but the man soon realized he was still alive. “No…” he said. “You were supposed to pull the trigger. I wanted to see my Deborah!”


  Brian threw the gun as far away from him that he could. “Do it yourself!” he shouted.


  The man watched the gun fly into the brush like a dog watching its favorite ball.


  


  “Let’s go,” Brian said to Tobias. Tobias eagerly nodded and the boys ran away, leaving the man to his sad and sorry state. “You should have kept the gun,” Tobias said. Brian didn’t respond.


  “Get back here!” the man yelled from his squatted position.


  The boys quickened their pace, ignoring him.


  The man attempted to run after the boys, but instead turned to search for his gun. He ran into the brush, tossing branches and leaves to the side. His cries and moans became distant as the boys ran farther ahead.


  


  Tobias looked to Brian. “Thanks for not shooting me.”


  “Don’t mention it,” Brian answered staring ahead.


  The boys slowed down from a run to a fast walk.


  “We’re still going to make it home. Everything will be normal again.”


  “I know,” Brian said. Tobias took the lead and the boys slowed down to a walking pace.


  


  Tobias knew they didn’t have much longer to go. Or at least he thought. He was certain they would be home eventually. There wasn’t much said between the two for some time. Their movements were measured by the sound of dead leaves from below. They weren’t the only people in town trying to get somewhere. If Brian had known that his mother was only a few miles away, peddling down the street past bewildered drivers who no longer had functioning cars, they might have changed direction. But the day was still young and their trouble was far from over. At that moment, they had each other, even as everything started to collapse around them.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  
    The End: Book Two
  


  


  


  
    Chapter 1: Who Turned Out the Lights?
  


  


  Wednesday four o'clock in the afternoon. It was almost rush hour in this Pittsburgh suburb. Today was an exception due to the unprecedented amount of inoperable vehicles filling the road. There was simply no explanation behind the freak occurrence. All cars just stopped working. One moment people were behind driving wheel, and then in the next moment, they weren't moving. On a moderately busy street outside a high school, there were around forty cars stalled along the road for miles. Some people, after becoming even more frustrated to discover their cell phones didn't work, fled the scene on foot. Other people conversed among themselves, or with other drivers, offering thoughts on the unexplained shutdown of their cars and phones.


  


  From these conversations stemmed several wild theories involving some type of massive electrical glitch in the system or some foreign attack on our satellites. Maybe it was a radioactive element; some vapor that had been released in the air to destroy electrical systems. Considering all cars today ran on the very vulnerable electrical system prone to attack, this could have very well explained such a massive malfunctioning.


  


  Alice believed that her Pittsburgh neighborhood had been hit with an EMP, or Electromagnetic pulse. But what that really meant for everyone, she wasn't sure. She had never considered the full ranging effects of an EMP before, or how such an attack could be implemented. Detonation could have been achieved through a nuclear blast, a dirty bomb, or a geomagnetic storm. For starters, Alice wasn't an expert, but she had done some reading on EMPs in the past. As she peddled her son's bicycle down the street a good ten miles from his school, she wished she had done more reading on the matter. Alice weaved between vehicles that were no longer functional and huddled groups of confused drivers along the road. Most people were too distracted to even take notice of her. However, she didn't like the look of one tired and frustrated man who was leaning on the hood of his car. Their eyes met in a quick glance where Alice looked away first. His expression seemed to ask, How come you have a bike and I don't?


  


  Concerns of EMP attack threats had gained steam over the years. This rather familiar doomsday scenario was a certainty in her mind. It could have been behind the explosion she heard earlier that day. Hell, it could have been the explosion she heard. If this was true, then they country was indeed under attack. Her husband, Randall, at home, waited for her to return. Once their power went out, and Alice realized their car wouldn't start, she grabbed her son Brian's bicycle against Randall's wishes and rode off into town to get her children and bring them home. She had quite a few miles to go to reach both schools, and wasn't even sure of the logistics of going into separate schools, getting both children, and taking them back to the house, primarily on foot. This wasn't going to deter her mission, however. It was something she had to do.


  


  Brian and Tobias continued on foot throughout the woods. Their encounter with a crazy suicidal man who they unexpectedly came across had tired them. There wasn't much to do but walk, and now that they were deep into the woods, they had little option but to keep moving.


  “Man, I'm thirsty,” Brian said.


  Tobias, walking a few steps ahead, turned towards Brian. “Yeah, me too. We're almost there.”


  “This sucks, we should have brought some water,” Brian said


  “We didn't have much time to go to the store if you remember,” Tobias said looking ahead.


  “Whatever.”


  “You're making this worse than it needs to be.”


  “How much longer?”


  “We should be coming to a clearing soon.”


  “Miles? Feet? Yards?”


  Tobias pointed ahead. “Just right ahead some.”


  Brian began to suspect that Tobias might not be too sure himself. He could never get a straight answer out of him. It was getting darker by the minute. They were woefully unprepared to be in the woods after dark. They had no light source, they had no food, and Brian was starting to think that they were lost.


  


  “It's getting dark, Tobias,” Brian said.


  “What's that?” Tobias asked pointing ahead, “Look, over there. What is that?”


  Brian squinted and tried to make out the foreign object ahead. Whatever it was, it was blue and concealed by trees. Tobias quickened his pace. Brian followed. As they grew closer, the figure revealed itself as a car. “Wow,” Tobias said, “This car must have been here forever.”


  


  It was a junk car. Or the remains of a junk car. Mainly just the fame. There were no windows, tires, doors, or seats. The faded blue was nearly rusted to the core. There was no denying that the car had been there for ages, but the main question was: how? How did the car get in the woods?


  Even with night time approaching and a questionable amount of distance remaining, the boys couldn't help but to take some time and examine the car. Tobias leaned in through the driver’s side and touched the vintage steering wheel. “Too bad this doesn't work, we could really use this now,” he said.


  


  “You see any roads around here, genius?” Brian said as he circled the car observing the cracks, rust, and weeds sticking out from holes in the floorboards. It was interesting to look at, but Brian wanted to keep moving. His headache had worsened. “Okay, let's go,” he said, “I don't want to be sleeping tonight.”


  


  “I should get a picture of this,” Tobias said. He reached into his pocket and pulled his cell phone out. “Shit, I forgot, my phone is dead.” He cradled the phone in his palm in disbelief, as if it was looking at a person who had deserted him. He put the phone back in his pocket, shrugged and started walking. Brian was glad they were moving again. He glanced back for one last look at the car. It was still there. It would probably always be there.


  


  It was dusk, and Tobias's house was nowhere in sight. To make things worse, the path was getting thicker and rougher. The branches and vines more thick, the clearing narrowing. Weeds started to reach their knees. Brian's face hurt. He felt the swollen bumps from his earlier school fight. His soreness and dehydration had made him impatient and irritable. It seemed like they had been walking forever and he was done with it. Over it. He wanted to be home, no more bull shit. This was stupid plan, he thought. Why did we come in the woods? Tobias is an idiot. Look, he doesn't even know where he's going. Brian's last nerve was nearing as they hunched over to avoid the branches and vines surrounding them.


  


  “Tobias,” he said. Tobias turned around. “What?”


  “Do you have any idea what you're doing?” Brian asked dryly. He could feel another argument coming on. His irritation would ensure that. Tobias glared at Brian, unresponsive. They were surely about to have an argument now.


  


  Suddenly, another explosion shook the ground. This one seemed closer. It sounded like something accidental, or maybe it was intentional. How do you tell? Even though it seemed close, the aftershock would indicate that it was much farther away than presumed. But the boys didn't know any better. It instantly jolted their consciousness, and made them alert, not to mention afraid. For a moment, they didn't feel tired at all. A siren sounded in the distance, and then faded.


  


  “What the hell was that?” Tobias asked, after moments of silence.


  “I don't know, man,” Brian said.


  Tobias's eyes lit up. “Look, there's a path over there!” he said pointing. Brian turned and saw a path to their right. It felt like a blessing.


  The boys raced through the branches, sticks, leaves, and vines until they made it to the other side. They felt home free. “This is the path, all right. Just the one I was looking for. We take it straight through and we'll be home in no time,” Tobias stated confidentially. Brian was too exhausted to argue any other plan. He wanted nothing more than to get home, drink thirty gallons of water, and put some ice on his face. He also noticed that his sneakers weren't really cut out for all this nature hiking. True, he had them for about a year now, but the soles were really starting to wear since the beginning of their little journey.


  


  “Follow me!” Tobias said. And he was off, down the path. Brian didn’t want to run, but he made an attempt to walk as fast as he could. His headache was growing, and running certainly wasn’t going to help. He looked a few feet ahead. The back of Tobias's head was in central focus. A thought flashed momentarily of being carried by Tobias the entire way home. It was a funny thought and almost a real possibility. After all, they were out here because of Tobias's own doing. If he hadn't tossed his trash near the jock, the jock would have never started with them. Then, rather than stumbling through the woods, they'd probably be home right now playing video games. Of course, all those cars on the road might have prevented that. Brian wasn't sure.


  


  His mind drifted back further, playing the fight incident in his head again and again, like a movie scene. He wondered if he could have done more, or done better, or what everyone was going to say about him the next day. If he was going to get suspended. If his mother was going to find out. If Tina Carridine liked him.


  


  “Oh shit,” Tobias said, stopping dead in his tracks.


  Brian's daydreaming ceased. “What?” he asked. Tobias didn't respond. When Brian looked ahead, he could completely understand why. In front of them sat the blue junk car. At first Brian thought, maybe there is more than one. Tobias verbalized this sentiment, “Do you—do you think this is the same car?” he asked, slightly panicked. They both knew that it was, but didn't want to admit it.


  “Let's go back the other way,” Tobias continued. Brian knew then that his earlier suspicions about Tobias were right. They were lost.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 2: Jeremy’s Journey
  


  


  Jeremy Rafelson didn't get far before his truck failed. This had little to do with a supposed EMP attack, but instead with a blown radiator hose. Something so stupid and preventable, that he should have easily been able to avoid it. He had spent precious hours trying to fix it, but nothing would work. He needed a replacement hose. If he had a cell phone, the problem could have easily been fixed. All he would have to do was to call for a tow truck. But Jeremy didn’t have a cell phone. Why a man would put so much focus on stocking the necessities without considering purchasing a cell phone was a paradox in itself.


  


  The world ran on cell phones. Instant communication at their fingertips at all times. Not Jeremy. He didn’t believe in them. It was an irrational belief about being tracked by the powers that be that fueled his paranoia. After being relentlessly hassled by Linda to purchase a cell phone as to be a part of the 21st Century, Jeremy complied. He purchased a “pay as you go phone,” which disappointed Linda greatly. “You’re such a cheapskate,” she would say. After they split up he threw his phone in the garbage and never got another one. It was now, however, when he desperately needed it.


  


  His truck broke down in the middle of nowhere, outside Charleston, West Virginia. Even leaving the night before, after receiving an alert to evacuate the city from his disaster preparation group, he failed to get out in time. It shamed him to think that he had been meticulously planning for a disaster for so long, that when the time came, he was taken slightly off guard. He did, however, have the necessary supplies on-hand for his travels. There was no way he could have taken everything he had packed into his truck, but he took what was necessary for survival. He carried a “bug-out” bag on his back that weighed about sixty pounds. This was a tolerable weight, for foot travel, though Jeremy would take a bag that weighed nothing if he could.


  


  He had his best pair of hiking boots on, broken-in and ready to go. All the elements were there for travel, but as Jeremy looked at his map, he couldn't comprehend the distance at which he was going to need to travel. His destination was Tennessee, particularly the Great Smokey Mountains. He knew of a cabin there. Somewhere he could lie low, if need be. Wherever he ended up, primary essentials would be the same: food, water, and shelter. That would be his focus.


  


  Some things Jeremy just couldn't get out of his mind. He had recently come to a realization about his pepper group, but would still ask the same questions that would lead to the same conclusion. He couldn't understand why they didn't work together as a team to evacuate the city together. That's what they would have done if this was the military. If they were like the soldiers Jeremy knew in his platoon, no man would have been left behind. They could have all worked together. This was the point in Jeremy's line of thinking that provided a simple fact about the prepper group: they were about self-preservation. Rob, the speaker of the group, was every bit about ensuring his family's survival over anyone else. Why would they take a big group of people to some secret hideout when people would end up being the greatest threat of all? Rob was actually kind for giving Jeremy the heads-up in the first place.


  


  After that thought, Jeremy would go back to the drawing board. No, really, why did they leave me? Maybe the routine of questions were to keep his mind free of the major errors that he made the night before. This would be the main reason why he was on foot walking on a deserted back road instead of safely hidden in the mountains away from the sprawl of the neighboring city. For Jeremy, these thoughts were hard to wrestle. Especially when the natural stages of grief were surfacing; such as denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Jeremy was somewhere between denial and anger. He was in denial over his truck breaking down. He was angry at himself for deviating from his escape plan, wasting so much time, and for ultimately being weak by trying to warn others. People, it seemed, that had long ago forgot about him.


  


  It was the night before, Wednesday 1:45am. Jeremy was on the road, slightly behind schedule, but still making progress. His truck was packed with fuel cans, water, camping gear, and the works. He had decided that he was going to warn his parents. It was a natural instinct. How could he live with himself if he hadn't? He drove to his parents’ house, about thirty minutes away from his trailer. He didn't care how late it was, this was a matter of life and death. He felt anxious, like he was late for work or for a flight. But he had to be patient. And if his parents refused to leave, if they didn't believe a word he said, then he would have to accept that and move on. But what if nothing ended up happening? This was a tad foolish for Jeremy to consider. He believed that things were hanging on by a thread and that it wouldn't take much for it all to tumble down.


  


  His parents, Bill and Lorraine, lived in an old neighborhood that had seen a high increase in crime as of recent years. This concern was the deciding factor behind Jeremy's decision to get his parents. What was the purpose of keeping himself safe and sitting there in a cabin in the mountains all alone and worrying about the people he cared about? No, Jeremy was going to alert his loved ones, saving them in the process. He would be a hero to the town. He would even rescue his estranged ex-girlfriend, Linda, now married with a child. Though he hadn't talked to her in two years and didn't even know where she lived. Every house along the road could have been hers. It was no doubt a house of love and happiness. Linda and her perfect husband, and their perfect child. There was no room in this portrait for Jeremy. And even though it had been two years, she was never far from his mind. “Truly pathetic,” thought Jeremy.


  


  He pulled into his parent’s driveway of their three bedroom home on top a small hill. There were two cars. His father's Buick Century and a four-door Dodge. Jeremy suspected that he knew who owned the Dodge. He'd only met the guy once, and had nearly forgotten about him. His parent's had rented his room out to a man named Philip while Jeremy was deployed overseas. When Jeremy returned, his parents told him they had reached an agreement and that his room was going to be occupied for the next year. “Son, you're in your twenties now. You've saved up some money, so we didn't think it would be a problem,” his dad said.


  


  And he was right. It wasn't much of a problem. But when he met Phillip, Jeremy believed that his parents had found the son they always wanted. During dinner they treated Jeremy as the guest and Phillip as their son. He liked the same football teams as Jeremy's dad. He even liked race car driving, whereas Jeremy didn't. He was helpful, polite, and well-liked by Jeremy's parents. Not some moody, stubborn, and impulsive college dropout.


  


  Jeremy checked the house. Not a single light was on. No doubt they were all soundly sleeping. He looked at his watch. It was almost two in the morning. He was going to alert them no matter what they thought. Of course, they were going to question him. And if he told them that he got the information from a disaster preparation group he met online, they would comment on how typical it is that he'd become a full-fledged nut. “Why can’t you be more like Phillip?” his mother would ask.


  “Now there's a man who is going places. You could learn something from him, Jeremy,” his father would chime in.


  


  Jeremy opened the screen door and knocked lightly, but there wasn’t an answer. He wondered how he was going to knock without startling them. But there were little ways around that. He banged on the door repeatedly with his fist. The sound echoed through the quiet neighborhood. The door rattled. The next door neighbor's dogs barked. An outside light came on, someone was up. “Who is it?” a voice said from behind the door. It was Jeremy's dad, Bill. “It's Jeremy, open up,” Jeremy said.


  


  He could see the silhouette of his father peeking through the blinds in the window next to the door. The unlocking of the door locks followed. Bill opened the door a few inches, but did not remove the chain attached from the frame to the door. Still a tad disoriented, he squinted from behind the door. “What are you doing here at this hour?” he asked.


  


  “I need to talk to you guys, it's urgent.”


  “About what? Can't this wait until morning?” his father asked, annoyed.


  “I wouldn't be here right now if it could.”


  Jeremy detected grumbles from his father. He shut the door, removed the chain, and opened it. “Well, come on in,” he said rubbing his tired eyes.


  


  Jeremy entered the house and followed his father to the nearby living room where Bill turned on a small lamp next to the couch. Jeremy paced towards the hallway where the bedrooms were at. “Where's mom?” he asked.


  “Sleeping, obviously. She's been a little under the weather as of lately,” Bill said, unable to keep up with Jeremy's pace.


  “We need to wake her up. Things aren't safe here. There's going to be some real changes in the next day or two, and I—“


  “Hold on. Just stop for one minute,” Bill said. He placed his hands on Jeremy's shoulder to halt him. “We haven't seen you in, what, six months or so? You come in here in the middle of the night talking crazy. Just take a breath and tell me what this is about.”


  “There's no time to go into details.”


  “Take a seat, calm down, and get your thoughts together. Are you in some type of trouble?”


  Jeremy pushed his father's hands away, “Jesus, dad, I'm not a kid anymore. You're not listening to me.”


  “Not another word until you sit. And keep your voice down!”


  


  Jeremy reluctantly walked over to the couch and sat. “And I'm not a fucking dog either.”


  His father towered over him. “Now tell me what this is about.”


  As calmly as he could state, Jeremy continued, “This isn't easy coming here and doing this. You know how bad things have been going. Well, about to get a lot worse.”


  “What sort of things have you been going through?” Bill asked.


  “Not me, dad, everyone. You know, the entire country. You and mom and everyone else.”


  Bill sighed. “Not this again. This is why you're here? To tell us about the end of world?”


  “See, this is why I wanted to talk to mom. You're so blind to what is happening around you—“


  “You know, I have to wake up in three hours to go to work—“


  “There's not going to be work for you to go to, dad. That's what I came over to tell you guys. I don't know exactly what's going to happen, but it's going to be big. You have to trust me on this,” Jeremy said forcefully.


  Bill's eyes narrowed. “What exactly have you gotten yourself into, Jeremy?”


  “Just forget it!” Jeremy said rising from the couch, “I want to speak to mom....Mom!” he called.


  “Keep it down,” Bill demanded.


  Suddenly Lorraine emerged from the hallway, wearing a bathrobe, her graying hair tousled. She put her glasses on when Jeremy took notice. “What are you two arguing about?” she asked.


  Jeremy and Bill both turned. Her presence had quieted them. She walked over and gave Jeremy a hug.


  “It’s so good to see you,” she said.


  “You too, mom,” Jeremy said back.


  “Yes, Jeremy was just telling me about the end of the world. Would you like to continue?” Bill stated.


  “What are you talking about?” Lorraine asked.


  “We have to get out of the city. I don't mean to startle you, but hear me out. It will become very unsafe here in the next couple of days. I don't know exactly when. But I do know that I'm leaving tonight.”


  “Where are you going? “Lorraine asked.


  “Tennessee.”


  


  Bill laughed. “Tennessee? Have you lost your mind?”


  “We'll be safe there. The high altitude. Less people. Lots of natural resources.”


  “You know, Jeremy, you don't have to go all the way to Tennessee to hide in the mountains. There are plenty of mountains here in Pennsylvania,” Bill said.


  “Tell us, what is going to happen?” Lorraine said, ignoring Bill's sarcasm.


  “I'm not sure. But by the end of the week, you're going to want to be as far away from here as possible,” Jeremy answered.


  Bill interjected. “I don't want to discount what you're saying, I really don't. But this sounds like the same stuff you were talking about when you were a teenager. Remember 2012? You told us the world was going to end then. It was an obsession. I'll tell you what I told you then, it's a fantasy. The world can't just end. It doesn't work like that.”


  “Oh yeah? Well, what if your money had no value tomorrow? What if access to food and water was limited? What about fuel? Take a look around you. We’re already at the breaking point. We just that one final push,” Jeremy argued.


  “And what will that be?” Lorraine asked.


  “I can't say for sure,” Jeremy said.


  


  “That's because he’s not sure of anything,” a voice said from the hallway. From the shadows emerged Phillip, the favored roommate of his parents.


  “Phillip, sorry if we woke you,” Bill said.


  “No problem, Bill. Jeremy, nice to see you again,” Phillip said as he leaned against the wall.


  Jeremy nodded, without verbal responded, clearly irritated by Phillip's presence.


  “Jeremy here says that we have to get out of town tonight,” Bill sad looking back at Phillip.


  “Dad!” Jeremy said.


  “I heard him. Quite an active imagination. I'm even about to start packing,” Phillip stated smugly.


  “Hey Phillip, why don't you mind your own business and go back to bed? This is between me and my parents,” Jeremy said back.


  “Jeremy!” Lorraine interjected.


  Jeremy grabbed his mother’s arm. “We don't have much time. Please listen to me.”


  “You want us to just up and go with you tonight? To live in the mountains?” his mother asked.


  “Just until it's safe to come back. Isn't it worth the effort just to be safe? Don't you guys trust me at all?”


  Both parents looked into each other’s eyes, uncertain of what to say.


  


  “You know who I ran into the other day? Linda, your old girlfriend,” Phillip said approaching the group.


  “Oh yeah? So,” Brian said. He felt his heart seize at the sound of her name.


  “Yeah, she's doing well. Her husband is a good guy. They have the cutest son too. Just a wonderful family,” Phillip continued.


  “That's great to hear,” Jeremy said.


  “Yep, she's happier than I've ever seen her,” Phillip said.


  With that said, Jeremy couldn’t hold it back any longer.


  “What the hell is your problem? I don't even know you. I told you once, go back to your room and let me talk to my parents. I'm not going to ask again.”


  Jeremy was directly in Phillips face at this point, ready to escalate the confrontation further.


  “Boys, stop it!” Lorraine pleaded.


  Phillips's smirk remained. He seemed to be enjoying himself. “I'm hurt, Jeremy, I really am. You and I went to high school together, and you don't even remember me.”


  “You're right, I don't,” Jeremy said.


  “I was friends with Linda in high school. I remember when you two first met.”


  “That's amazing,” Jeremy stated.


  “Those were the days,” Phillips answered

  “Yes they were,” Jeremy said back.


  “You two break it up. You're upsetting Lorraine,” Bill said.


  “Have you warned Linda about this?” Phillip asked Jeremy.


  


  Jeremy felt like pummeling him if necessary.


  “Not that it's any of your business, but no, I haven't talked to her in a while.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yeah.”


  “That's a shame. We talk all the time, still good friends after all these years.”


  “Such good friends that I never heard of you, even when we were dating.”


  “I fell off the radar there for a while. You should at least swing by her place and warn her.”


  “I don't know where she lives.”


  “Call her then.”


  “I don't have her number.”


  “Yeah you do,” Phillip said, “I bet you still know it by heart.”


  “I told you to back the fuck off!” Jeremy said as he pushed Phillip.


  Phillip stumbled backward. Lorraine shrieked. Bill moved between the boys. “That's enough! Jeremy you need to go,” he said. Jeremy was perplexed at his father's stance. “I need to go? This weird son-of-a-bitch has been riding me the minute he came out. It doesn't matter. I just need you guys to come with me. You and mom.”


  


  “We're not going anywhere,” Bill stated.


  “Okay, mom then,” Jeremy said.


  All three men looked at Lorraine. She appeared to be struggling with a decision.


  “I believe you, Jeremy, I really do. But I think that if something terrible were to happen, we'd be safer at our house. We're secure here. It's familiar” she said.


  “Yes, I agree. We're not going anywhere,” Bill gladly said.


  Jeremy threw up his arms. “Fine, I knew this was mistake.”


  “Just let us know how you're doing once you get to Tennessee,” Bill said.


  Phillip was strangely quiet during the exchange. Maybe he was content enough to see how things had unfolded. Jeremy, however, wasn't done yet.


  “You know what? You guys don't believe me, okay, I get it. But I'm not leaving until you pack your bags and get into the truck. That's all there is to it.”


  “Jeremy—” Bill started.


  “Forget it dad,” Jeremy sat on the couch, arms folded,” I'm not going anywhere.”


  “Now you're just being stubborn,” Lorraine said.


  “Yes, and some of us have to work in the morning,” Bill continued.


  Jeremy sat, not saying another word. His parents continued to go on about how they weren't going anywhere and that he was wasting his time. It was a tug-of-war and no one was budging.


  


  “I believe him,” Phillip said much to everyone's surprise.


  “It's not that we don't believe him,” Bill said.


  “No, hear me out. Let's give him a chance. We could throw a bag together, for like the weekend or something, go with him and if it happens, it happens, but if it doesn't, even better.”


  “You're not invited, asshole,” Jeremy said.


  “Very well. I'll stay here and watch the house while you guys lay low. How about that?”


  Bill looked confused. “Phillip, I don't really think—“


  “I think he has a gun in his jacket pocket. Follow me on this,” Phillip discreetly whispered to Bill.


  Phillip turned to Jeremy. “Jeremy, I just thought of something. While your parents pack, let's drive over to Linda's house—“


  “I don't want to hear her name come out of your mouth again,” Jeremy said.


  Phillip tried to sound as diplomatic as he could. “She's told me about you, Jeremy. She still cares about you. She always will.”


  “Stop it, I'm warning you.”


  


  “We need to go over there and warn her. She's only lives a few miles away,” Philip said.


  This surprised Jeremy. He had no idea she lived so close in proximity to his parents.


  “She'll only think I'm crazy, just like all of you. There's no point,” Jeremy said. However, some part of him made the idea seem plausible.


  “I'm sure she'd be happy to see you,” Phillip said as he plopped on the couch next to Jeremy.

  “What do you care? You don't know anything about me and her. Just drop it, seriously.”


  “I think we all need to get some rest,” Lorraine said. Bill placed his hand on her shoulder.


  Phillip persisted, “I have to be honest with you. Her husband isn't a great guy. In fact, he's not even a good guy. He's actually kind of a prick.”


  “Yeah, so? Kirby Stevens. I know who he is.”


  “You don't know the half of it. Linda told me that he hit her before.”


  “Phillip!” Lorraine said.


  “Now while your parents pack, we'll get Linda, rescue her from both the apocalypse and her abusive husband. Just think about it.”


  Jeremy leaned in closer, fist tightening, ready to sock Phillip face. “Just how stupid do you think I am?” he asked.


  “This is your last chance to make everything right with her,” Phillips said. While Jeremy was thinking, Phillip nodded to Bill who then nodded back.


  “If we do go there, for a minute or two, I'm not doing anything but warning her. Her marital problems are none of my business.”


  “Or course.”


  “And I don't want to hear a word from you the way there or the way back.”


  “My lips are sealed.”


  “When I come back, I want you guys packed,” Jeremy said rising from the couch.


  Phillip got up and spoke into Bill’s ear, “High as a kite, just like I thought. Call the police while we're gone.” And then they were out the door.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 3: Jeremy: Bad Call
  


  


  Jeremy continued his hike on foot through the outskirts of Charleston. Three miles ahead was a convenience store. He was looking forward to getting something cold to drink. “Maybe a beer,” he thought. But he knew having a beer would be foolish. It wasn't even noon yet. He would need to stay hydrated if he was going to make the long trek. So far, nothing out of the ordinary had happened. This was fleeting though. It was Wednesday, and there were still a few more days left in the week. He was on guard, but nothing seemed to indicate the end of anything. The sun was shining. A nice overcast of clouds lay overhead. Cars raced by every so often. It was peaceful for the time being. Jeremy wished he could have said the same thing about the night before:


  


  Jeremy was steady at the wheel with Phillip in the passenger seat. The plan was simple. Phillip would point out Linda's house. Jeremy would knock, and if no one answered, leave an anonymous letter. Then it was back in the truck, and back to the house. From there, Jeremy's parents would load-up and drive to Tennessee while Phillip watched the house. That was the way the plan was supposed to go.


  


  Phillip looked around the truck and noticed all the supplies in the back of the pickup. “Wow, you're really serious about this stuff, aren't you?” He asked. Jeremy stared ahead, unresponsive.


  “Where do I turn at the stop sign?” Jeremy asked.


  “Sorry, take a right,” Phillip said.


  Jeremy's headlights lit the dark road ahead. It was a cold night. The coldest yet this fall. They passed house after house of sleeping families, passed-out alcoholics, and unemployed loners.


  “Her house is just a few miles ahead,” Phillips said pointing.


  “Alright....Now go ahead and tell me how in the hell you know Linda,” Jeremy said.


  “Are you sure I'm allowed to speak?” Phillip asked.


  “Cut the bullshit. Just tell me.”


  Phillip smirked and took a deep breath. His exhaled breaths could be seen as vapor in the cool air of the truck. Jeremy didn't have heating. “You really don't remember me, do you?” he asked.


  Jeremy glanced between the road and Phillip. “I don't. Look, I'm sorry. Maybe I saw you around school or something, but that was forever ago.”


  


  “Okay, slow down. Her house is three houses down on the right.”


  Jeremy's truck slowed to a halt. He parked on the side of the road. Her one-story house was fenced-in by a small chain-link fence. A small child's bike and some other toys littered the front yard. The outside porch light was on. A large black cat looked out the window from inside.


  “This isn't a good idea,” Jeremy said, “We shouldn't be here.”


  “Relax, I'll go with you,” Phillip replied.


  “She's going to call the cops on us. This is insane.”


  “You've known her for what, fifteen years? I'm sure she'll let it slide. Just stick with the plan.”


  “Suck it, Phillip. I don't need your help, your concern or any of this bullshit. Wait in the truck.”


  Jeremy got out and walked towards the house. He opened the small fence gate and proceeded to the front door, asking himself: What am I doing? Why am I doing this?


  


  He approached the door and hesitated. In his pocket was a note. Reminiscent of the note he wrote years ago but never sent. This note just told her to leave the city with her family as soon as they woke up. His hand wavered alongside the pine door, right below the numbers 243. He knocked. It was a frail and weak knock, probably not even capable enough to be noticed by a person with wolf-like hearing. Jeremy took a deep breath and tried to knock louder. The glowing doorbell to the side beckoned him, but it was too big of a step that he was unwilling to make.


  


  Before Jeremy could proceed any further, the garage door opened revealing a man, seemingly about to take the trash to the curb. From inside the truck, Phillip watched. He couldn't believe his eyes. Jeremy was busted. At first, the man walking out from the garage didn't even notice him. Jeremy stood frozen, not sure what to do. As he dragged a large waste receptacle to the end of the driveway, he noticed the truck.


  


  “Shit!” Phillip said ducking down.


  “Who is that?” the man asked. “Hey, you in the truck, what are you doing?” he called out.


  Jeremy had no choice but to intervene. “It's okay, he's with me, “Jeremy said from the front porch.


  The man spun around in a stunned panic. Jeremy suspected that the man was most likely Linda's husband. He knew of Kirby Stevens, but couldn't place a face with the name. Until now.


  “Whoa! Wow. Who the shit are you?” the man asked.


  “Easy there, fella. I'm a friend of Linda's, I—“


  “A friend? What do you mean by that?” the man shouted. Things did not seem to be going well.


  Jeremy stuck his hands inside his jacket pocket; the man panicked and started to run at him. In a flash, Jeremy went for the note and pulled it out. The man stopped.


  


  “See. I have this note to drop off. Nothing more, nothing less,” Jeremy said.


  The man studied Jeremy. Jeremy could see he was a stocky, and fit, but if it came down to it, Jeremy was sure he could take him. This was, after all, the man who Linda married. Jeremy had always wanted an opportunity to punch him in the face.


  “Who the hell are you? And I want a name!” the man said.


  “I'm Jeremy. You're Kirby, right?”


  “Jeremy who?”


  “Jeremy Rafelson.”


  


  Kirby's eyes widened. “Jeremy Rafelson? Are you serious? That dipshit ex-boyfriend of hers from back then? Wow. You're the last person I expected to see this morning.”


  “And he's going to be the last,” Phillip called out while approaching the men. Kirby was utterly confused, as his attention darted between Jeremy and Phillip.


  Phillip stood near Jeremy, and stared down Kirby.


  “Now here's your chance, Jeremy. Take that pistol you have in your jacket pocket and shoot him.”


  “What are you talking about?” Jeremy asked.


  “I told you that he hit Linda, go ahead and do it. For the both of us,” Phillip said.


  “No one is shooting anybody. Get your ass back in the truck,” Jeremy said.


  “I'll take both of you out in about five seconds if you don't get the hell off my property right now,” Kirby said.


  “I came here to talk to Linda, that's all. I didn't want any trouble,” Jeremy said.


  “Well, you got trouble, son,” Kirby said, “Whether you want it or not.”


  “Shoot him!” Phillip yelled.


  Suddenly the inside lights to the house came on. The noise had awoken someone.


  “Shut up, Phillip!” Jeremy yelled back.


  “I'm going to count to five,” Kirby said.


  “Do it!” Phillip shouted.


  Jeremy pulled his pistol out from his jacket pocket and waved it in the air at both Phillip and Kirby.


  “Both of you shut the hell up, right now.”


  


  Kirby stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes never wavered from the pistol. Phillip silenced and backed away. Pointing the gun between both of them, Jeremy continued, “I don't have a lot of time here. I came over to warn Linda about a possible terrorist attack happening tomorrow, right here in Pittsburgh. Just ask her, I was in the military and just got a tipped-off.”


  Kirby had subdued. “Okay, man. I hear you. Just put the gun away.”


  Phillip leaned over to Jeremy. “If you don't shoot him, I will.”


  Jeremy flashed the pistol at Phillip, “If you don't shut your mouth and go back to the truck, I'll shoot you myself, right here and now.”


  Phillip looked to Kirby, “Why don't you tell him how you beat your wife? How you push her around and all of that. Go ahead, enlighten the man.”


  “What are you taking about? I've never laid a hand on my wife. And do I know you?” Kirby asked.


  “Probably not. But I know you. And I know you're wife. Very well.” Phillip.


  “What's that supposed to mean,” Kirby said approaching Phillip ready to strike.


  Jeremy held his pistol out, aimed at Kirby. “That's far enough!” he shouted.


  “We're just friends, she comes into the orthodontist office where I work. But I knew her before either of you pricks. She was supposed to be mine.”


  Jeremy and Kirby looked at each other, clearly shaken by the situation.


  “But I told myself I would wait. I would wait until it ended with you,” Phillip said pointing at Jeremy, “But then you came along,” he said pointing at Kirby, “ruining my chances. Jeremy, what are you waiting for? Shoot him!”


  Jeremy had had enough. With one quick swoop of his right hand, he pistol whipped Phillip in the face, knocking him out cold. He fell to the ground immediately. Silence followed, all but the barking of dogs from a distance. Kirby stood frozen, not making a sound. Jeremy aimed the gun down at Phillip, staring at his sleeping body.


  


  “Don't do it, man,” Kirby pleaded, “I don't need this shit on my property.”


  Jeremy felt the unmistakable power to take another man’s life. It especially helped because he didn't particularly care for Phillip. But something in him felt pity for the man. Phillip's ramblings had made little sense, but apparently he loved Linda too.


  “Just put the gun, down. You don't have to do this,” Kirby continued.


  Jeremy didn't waver. He caressed the trigger with his index finger. Out of the corner of his eye stood a figure on the porch. It seemed to have come out of nowhere. Jeremy jerked his head to the side, lowering the pistol. He could see the shape of a woman wearing a bathrobe. It was Linda. Her hair was straight and to her shoulders, a little longer than before.


  She called from the porch, “What's going on out here?”


  “Nothing, baby. Everything's fine,” Kirby answered.


  “Who's out there with you?” she asked.


  “Just some people passing by. Just go back in the house,” Kirby said.


  Jeremy had the gun lowered to his side now. He didn't trust Kirby, so he kept the pistol out. “It's me, Linda,” he said. “It's Jeremy.”


  


  Silence followed, and then Linda spoke. “Jeremy?” She walked down the steps of her front porch and into the yard towards him. “Jeremy? What—what are you doing here? Why are you—?”


  The shine of the pistol gleamed in her eye. The scene came into focus. On the ground was a man. Over him stood Jeremy with the pistol. Across from Jeremy was her husband with a worried look plastered on his face. “Oh my God,” Linda said covering her mouth. “What have you done?”


  Jeremy followed her eyes to his pistol. He had to admit that the situation didn't look good.


  “I'm not here to hurt you or anyone. This whole thing has been one big misunderstanding,” Jeremy said.


  


  “Then let us go, man. Just let us go,” Kirby said.


  “I'm going to, okay? Let me explain. Phillip here lives with my parents.”


  Linda looked down at the unconscious man. “Phillip? Is that Phillip Greene? Oh no.......what happened to him?”


  “You know this guy?” Kirby asked, pointing to the slumbering, injured man.


  “He's an old friend from high school, I ran into him the other day, I don't—“Linda glared at Jeremy. “Tell me what the hell is going on...now!” she demanded.


  “I'm trying to!” Jeremy shouted. “I didn't come over here to cause any trouble. And I know you're going to think I'm crazy, but I came over to warn you. You and your family. To warn you about a terrorist attack that's supposed to happen tomorrow. The city isn't safe. I'm not staying here, and you shouldn't stay here either.”


  


  Linda and Kirby said nothing. They looked at each other, as if speaking telepathically.


  Jeremy continued, “I went to my parents’ house to warn them of the same thing. The very same thing. When I got there Phillip told me about you. I just felt—I felt that with all we'd been through—”


  After a long pause, Linda spoke, “Well, thank you, Jeremy. Thank you. We appreciate you coming over here to warn us. Now I think we she call an ambulance for your friend.”


  “He's not my friend,” Jeremy said. He detected a certain patronization in Linda's voice that he didn't appreciate. “And don't talk to me like I'm crazy, Linda. If anyone would just listen to me for two seconds they'd be thanking me tomorrow, you can believe that.”


  “Hey man, we believe you. We really do,” Kirby said.


  Jeremy studied them both carefully. He began to realize that they were going to agree with everything he said anyway. They feared him. This was a thought that made him feel both powerful and sick. Sick mainly because in Linda's eyes, he was now a crazy man.


  “Let us call an ambulance, please,” Linda said.


  “Enough!” Jeremy shouted. The couple froze.


  Jeremy dug into his jacket pocket and pulled out the letter to Linda. “This is not a joke. You need to listen to me. There is not much time, just here,” Jeremy walked to Linda holding the letter, “Take this letter, it explains everything. Once I leave, call an ambulance.”


  


  “You're not leaving him here are you?” Kirby asked.


  “Kirby, stop it,” Linda said.


  Linda took the letter from Jeremy. She barely held it in her hands. To Jeremy, this was an indication that everything she did was forced.


  “I'm going now,” Jeremy said. “I—I hope everything works out and that you guys stay safe. I really do.” He walked away, and then turned one last time to Linda, “You look great, by the way.”


  “Thanks,” Linda said. No other words followed.


  “Take care,” Jeremy said once he got to his truck.


  “You too,” she said.


  


  Jeremy got into the driver's seat and started the truck. He looked over to the couple. They were clearly waiting for him to leave to make a move. His truck roared down the street. He would have to turn around at some point to get back to his parents’ place, but was currently in a daze. The entire experience had left him feeling empty and shaken up. Almost like it should have never happened. His decision to go to Linda's could easily be defined as foolish.


  


  What bothered him the most was the way she spoke to him. Like he was a mental patient. The same way she would nod along when they were dating as he rambled on about their deteriorating rights as citizens under an oppressive government. Such topics never seemed to keep her interest. Then it ultimately hit him why she was being so agreeable and polite just a moment ago. It had everything to do with the child sleeping in the house. As if Jeremy would be even capable of doing such a thing. He hadn't seen her in two years, and he felt now that she would always think of him as a monster. It turned out that Linda didn't know him as well as he thought she did. And she never would.


  


  Jeremy didn't want to take Philip back to the house. What would he have possibly said to his parents? It would be best just to make up a story of his whereabouts. As long as he could get them on the road with him, they would soon forget about Phillip. Jeremy took corners quickly and ran every stop sign down his path. He was certain that after he left, Linda and Kirby would call the cops. He had to get home and get to his parents before it was too late. The authorities would be looking for his truck in no time.


  


  He was too late. As Jeremy neared his parent's house he saw three police cars parked in the driveway.


  “How the hell did they get here so quick?” he shouted. He slammed on his breaks, causing his truck to swerve. The tires screeched along the pavement. “Shit. Shit!” he said fumbling with the gears. He managed to do a rapid three-point turn in the other direction. He was hoping to remain unnoticed, but such hopes were futile. Jeremy steered his truck in the other direction. It was over. There was no way he could get his parents now. He would be arrested for assault and put in jail. And prison was the last place he wanted to be, come tomorrow. He shifted his truck frantically throughout the neighborhood streets, making his way to the highway. A few miles more and he would be on the main interstate out of the city, and if things went well, closer to a cabin in the mountains.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 4: Alice’s Adventure
  


  


  Exhausted, Alice was finally near her son's high school. She had to stop and rest a few times along the way, as well as avoid groups of people walking or standing around their cars. She had underestimated how hard it would be to ride a teenager's bike for nearly ten miles. Then she would have to find a way to get Kiya. A hopeless quest if thought about for too long. She was running on maternal instinct which fueled her adrenaline. She was within a mile from the school, riding in the middle of the long road that led to Cyprus Creek High. What waited ahead didn't look very encouraging. It would seem other parents thought of the same thing that she had. In addition to the abandoned cars along the road, there was a mob of people—hundreds it seemed—funneling in and out of the school. The chances of finding Brian in this mess seemed slim to none. But she had to give it a shot.


  


  It was normally the time for school to let out, and in such an instance, Brian would be taking the bus home. But there were no running buses just as there were no running cars or anything mobile whatsoever. Alice weaved repeatedly through the parked cars and people. At the front gate stood a small group of police officers and school administrators trying to maintain order among the chaos. Nothing they said or did seemed to be having much of an effect. People were entering the school as people were leaving. The gates did nothing at this point, the crowd has pushed them open, and there were too few officials to do anything about it.


  


  Though a tad disorderly and overwhelming, the situation hadn't turned into outright panic yet. Everybody was reasonably calm. The only commotion came from parents shouting their kids' names. The police officers were on edge because people were asking them endless questions about why cars weren't working, what they should do, and how they were going to get home. “I don't know lady, our squad cars broke down about a mile away as well. Everyone just needs to get to their homes,” one officer told a particularly pushy mother in the crowd.


  


  Alice braced herself for what was to come. She hopped off Brian's bike, and walked toward the formation of the crowd. She did her best to move through the crowd while pushing the bike, but it wasn't easy. Teenagers pushed past her. Parents—left and right—bumped into her. She nearly tripped over a small child. She had to stop and make sure the little girl was okay, but when she did, she realized that the force of the crowd was something to be reckoned with. Alice tried to look past the countless heads in front of her, and the faces passing in the opposite direction.


  


  “Brian!” she called, “Brian! Where are you?” He voice soon joined the chorus of other parents calling for their children. Alice was tightly packed between a tall burly man who blocked her view, a woman carrying a small child, and some teenagers trying to squeeze through the opposite way. Her determination to find Brian led her into the crowd, but once in, she realized she was stuck. She hadn’t even made beyond the gates yet. There was no finding him in the mess, so she started to push her way out of the crowd. “Let me out!” she said.


  


  She was pushed towards the school, and before she knew it, the bike was gone. She glanced into the distance over the heads of the mob and saw a teenager in a yellow hoodie peddling the bike away from the crowd. “Hey!” she shouted. Without the bike, however, she could move more fluidly and perhaps make her way out. Uproar started to move throughout the crowd like a contagion. Parents were growing restless, as the local police grew in number. There was commotion as the police attempted to shut the school the gates and hinder the flow of people. One officer ordered the crowd to disperse. “No admittance into the school!” he said, “The students are being released. Be patient and wait outside the school ground.” It seemed like a simple enough request, but the people just weren't listening. “I'm here to get my son!” one parent would yell as they pushed their way into the school. “I'm here to get my daughter!” another would say. “Caroline!” “Steven!” “Carlos!” “Jessica!” “Jimmy!” “Amanda!” The names went on and on.


  


  The mysterious explosions seemed to have everyone is a heightened panic. It certainly wasn't helping them find their children. Alice was nearly out of the crowd when she tripped over a small child and fell to the asphalt ground. Shoes everywhere in all directions surrounded her. Anonymous legs of the crowd moved by without care. The little boy she tripped over couldn't have been more than five. He was sitting on the ground crying. The footsteps around him were quickly gathering. He would be trampled before long. Alice yelled for the people to stop, but her cries were drowned out by all the commotion. She felt the first footstep over her back. Then another. Then someone nearly stumbled over her. She screamed again, and then pushed herself up enough to where she could crawl over to the crying child. Legs hit her from all sides. A few people nearly fell over, but Alice persisted. She grabbed the child and hoisted herself up, pushing her way through. The child cried and cried, as Alice held it tightly in her arms. She struggled through the last front of people and made her way out.


  


  Escaping the crowd was like a breath of fresh air. It had grown in size even in the short time she had been a part of it. She leaned against a car and rocked the bawling toddler, trying to put him at ease. “Shhhhh. Everything is going to be alright.”


  “My son! What are you doing with my son?” A twenty-something woman yelled from the crowd. She pushed her way out and was quickly to Alice. She couldn't have been more than five feet tall, but had enough rage to equal someone twice her size. “Give him back to me!” she yelled.


  Upon seeing his mother, the toddler then really started to cry.


  “Calm down,” Alice said, clutching the kid.


  “Calm down? Who in the hell do you think you're talking to, bitch?” the woman snapped.


  The woman pulled on her child, trying to pry it from Alice's arms. Alice resisted, again through some type of maternal instinct. The only problem was that the child's mother was running on maternal rage.


  “Your son has just been through a very traumatic experience and you're not making it any better for him,” Alice said.


  


  “Let go of him. I'll have you arrested!” the woman said pulling.


  “You're hurting him,” Alice said loudly over the cries of the toddler. The woman was not going to budge so Alice loosened her grip on the child. He slid into his mother's arm, still crying.


  “You got a lot of nerve, lady. A lot of nerve,” she said to Alice while pulling the child into her chest. His cries grew faint and he soon calmed. Alice's heart was racing, as she couldn't recall a moment where someone had been so rude and confrontational with her. Then she thought of her children. This filled her with anger at her inability to take control of the situation and keep them safe. She stood in front of the woman, and got within inches of her face.


  “You want to talk about nerve? What kind of mother takes a small child into a crowd like that? He could have been seriously injured. Do you understand that? I had to pull him out before he got trampled!” Alice shouted.


  The woman was silent. Alice couldn't tell if she had put her in her place or just enraged her further. She had no idea what to expect.


  “I can't find my oldest. He's a special needs child. This is his first year of high school. I need to get into that school and find him. I'm scared to death for him. I know I shouldn't have taken Conner in there with me, but what else could I have done?” the woman said with a noticeable change in tone and demeanor.


  “I'm looking for my son too,” Alice replied.


  “It's just—I didn't have a choice. I've got nothing else but my two boys. I'm sorry I yelled at you.” The woman extended her free arm to Alice, “My name's Susan.”


  Alice shook her hand. “I'm Alice. It's quite alright. Things are very crazy right now.”


  “I was driving along to get Robert at school like I always do at this time, then my car stopped. It just stopped. Right after that explosion. Looked like a bomb went off in the sky.”


  “You saw it?” Alice asked.


  “Yep, a big bright burst of light, like a quick flash. Like lightening or something.”


  “I didn't see anything. I couldn't start our car earlier. And our power went out,” Alice said.


  “Maybe the lightening took everything out. Like when a transformer blows. I can't even get my cell phone to work.”


  “Me too,” Alice said with her attention focused over Susan's shoulders to the school. The crowd was becoming more unruly, and she was desperately hoping for Brian to emerge.


  “Listen,” Alice said looking ahead, “Best of luck finding your son, I need to find mine before things get too out of control here.” With that, she started to walk away and back towards the school.


  “No wait!” Susan called out. Alice turned. “I know I was a like a big super bitch to you and everything, and I'm glad you accepted my apology. But, as you said, I can't go in that crowd with Conner.”


  “I'm sorry, I really have to find my son,” Alice said.


  


  “I have to find mine too,” Susan said. Her voice was shaky and tears were forming. Susan continued, “All I ask is that you watch Conner while I go into the school and get his brother.”


  “Susan, they're not letting anyone else in the school,” Alice said.


  “Trust me, they really don’t want to get in my way right now.”


  Alice cracked a smiled, feeling like she was being unwittingly pulled away from her goal.


  “The problem is that I have another child, a girl in middle school. And I have to get as well,” she said.


  Susan looked at Alice in disbelief. “You're going to walk there?” she asked.


  “What choice do I have?” Alice said.


  Susan began to cry making the situation more awkward than Alice could contend with. “Please,” Susan said between sobs, “Please help me.” Alice wanted out. If she could teleport to another time and place, she would have. “Isn't there someone else you can ask to watch your son? Any friends of family in the area? Perhaps nearby?” Alice asked.


  “I have no one. Please, if I can't get passed those gates in ten minutes, I'll come back,” Susan said.


  


  Alice took a deep breath. She looked at the crowd. Its size only grew. Her eyes followed the large gate around the school. An idea suddenly struck her. To the right side of the school were the woods. A path leading into this wilderness was not far ahead. Everyone was trying so hard to get into the front gates, it never occurred to anyone to find another way in.


  “I'm going to find another way into the school,” Alice said


  “What other way?” Susan asked, rocking her Conner.


  “I'm going to jump the fence on the side. I'll look for your son and mine. You wait here. That's what I can do. What I can't do is stand here and play babysitter.”


  “I guess that could work,” Susan said looking at the ground.


  “What does your son look like? You said his name is Robert, right?” Alice asked.


  Susan looked up. “Yes, his name is Robert. Check classroom 2A first. That's his homeroom. He's about five feet, five inches, with short dark hair, sort of a shaggy crew cut. It's been a while since he got it cut. He's wearing a SpongeBob SquarePants shirt, blue shorts, and Nike sneakers?”


  “That’s good enough. I've got to get moving. I won't be long.” Alice faced Susan directly. “Stay in this spot. Do not move. If I can find your son, this is exactly where we'll be meeting you.”


  With that, Alice was off. “Alice,” Susan called. Alice stopped and turned. “Thank you,” Susan said.


  “I'll be back soon,” Alice said. She hurried to the path into the woods remaining unnoticed to most of the people that walked by. Susan cradled her son, holding him tight. “Not much longer, we'll be home soon.”


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 5: Kiya: Lockdown at the Middle School
  


  


  For Kiya, there was noticeably less commotion at Sun Crest Middle School. The principal, Mr. Wright, true to his word, had effectively put the school on lockdown. It was after 3:00pm. School would have normally gotten out by now. Instead, the students were told to stay in their classrooms until further notice, with threats of suspension or expulsion if they failed to comply. As soon as the power to the school went out, and rumors of terrorists attacks in the air, Mr. Wright wasted no time in sealing the school off from outside elements. The school had large, non-scalable concrete walls surrounding it. All gates had been closed, and Mr. Wright ordered that no one could leave or enter the school. In similar fashion to Brian's school, a mob of parents had gathered outside to get their children. In effect, the school literally looked like a prison at this point. Mr. Wright stood on the top of the north tower, near the front gate, grasping a megaphone. He was flanked by the Vice Principal, Ms. Foley, and the school's security officer, Deputy Willis.


  


  “I assure you that your children are safe and secure here. Due to recent unforeseen events, I've been instructed to place the school on complete lockdown. No one gets in, no one gets out. This is for the safety of not only my faculty, but for your children as well.”


  Mr. Wright's announcement was nearly drowned out by the crowd outside the gate. It was unconscionable to think that they couldn't get their children.


  “You open those gates!” an angry man shouted from below.


  Mr. Wright continued, “Please, sir. The best thing we can do is wait—“


  “What are you waiting for?” a woman yelled.


  “Until we know that it's safe. You have to understand, while the students are here, they are our responsibility. And we're going to ensure that they are free from harm.”


  


  This only upset the crowd further. Mr. Wright talked into the ear of his Vice Principal, “I think our work’s done here for the time being. Come with me to my office. There are some things we need to go over.” Ms. Foley nodded. They looked over the crowd of confused parents at the gates. Mr. Wright spoke again into the megaphone, “We promise to keep you regularly updated on the situation here. It shouldn't be much longer. Please be patient and we'll have your children to you in no time. Thank you.”


  Mr. Wright lowered his megaphone and handed it to Deputy Willis.


  “Keep an eye on them,” he said, “Make sure nothing gets out of control.” Shouts from the crowd below could be heard making all sorts of threats against Mr. Wright. “I'll have your job!” “I'll sue you and this school!” “Let our children leave!”


  Deputy Willis nodded back to Mr. Wright. The principal and his assistant climbed down from the north tower and went back into the school.


  


  Kiya's sixth grade classroom was currently in a state of normalcy. Causal chatter between students filled the room as their teacher, Mrs. Crabtree, sat at her desk reading a magazine. The windows were open, letting in the cool breeze from outside. The commotion in the front of the school, so far, went unnoticed. A fire still blazed in the distance, over the school walls and beyond the surrounding town. There was no power in the room, but for now, natural light was enough. This would become a problem, however, once night time came. The students were getting noticeably anxious. Mrs. Crabtree was looking forward to getting home herself. Her husband, a college professor, was currently away at a writer's conference in Boston. She planned to use the alone time to work on her book of poetry that she longed to get published. Any minute, she believed, Mr. Wright would announce that the school gates were opened and that everyone could go home.


  


  Kiya was doodling in her notebook. Mark Nelson, the annoying kid that sat in front of her, turned around to engage her in conversation.


  “So when do you think they're going to let us leave?” he asked.


  “I'm not sure. Soon I hope,” Kiya said.


  “I've got to get home. I'm kicking ass in Dragon Slayer, but if I don't get online soon, I'm toast. Have you played Dragon Slayer?”


  “No,” Kiya said looking down and scribbling.


  “Do you play online?” Mark asked.


  “No,” Kiya said.


  “Why not?” Mark asked.


  Kiya looked up. “I don't know. I just don't”


  “Well you should. It's awesome. I love Dragon Slayer. I'm like the best player in the world.”


  “In the world?” she asked, skeptical.


  “Yeah, in the history of Dragon Slayer in the world.”


  “I don't believe you.”


  “Yeah, you're right, I'm not,” Mark admitted.


  “So why did you say you were?” Kiya asked.


  “Because I'm pretty good, but not that good, you know? Someday I could be though.”


  “I'm sure you could,” Kiya said.


  


  The kids in the back of the classroom were growing more restless. A group of boys, led by Thomas Cassie—the top troublemaker in class—were not very happy about staying after. “Yo, Mrs. Crabtree. School's over. Can we leave yet? Come on!”


  “I'm so hungry that I just ate my own arm. Now I have no arm left!” Erika, the red-headed girl in the back, shouted. She concealed her right arm in her sweater while waving the empty long-sleeve around.


  Mrs. Crabtree looked up from her desk and placed her magazine to the side. “Enough, Erika. I'm not falling for it. Thomas, we've been over this. We have to wait until we get properly released.”


  Thomas stood up. “What would they do if we just got up and walked out right now? School's over, you understand? We don't have to be here any longer,” he said.


  “Take your seat now, Thomas. This is your final warning,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  “Screw this!” Thomas shouted, “I want to go home!”


  Mrs. Crabtree stood up in haste and placed her palms on her desk. “Thomas Cassie, I'm not going to tell you again to take your seat!”


  The class had silenced by now. All attention shifted to this argument between student and teacher. Kiya felt uncomfortable and embarrassed for both Thomas and Mrs. Crabtree. Thomas didn't appear to be budging. He felt the eyes of all students on him, but he was also traveling into uncharted territory. How far could he take it?


  “You want to know what I think, Mrs. Crabtree?” he asked.


  “What is it, Thomas?” Mrs. Crabtree asked back.


  He was ready to take it to the next level. He could say, “You're a stupid bitch!” or something of that caliber, but then he had to be prepared to walk out of that classroom for good.


  


  Before Thomas could make his next move, however, Mr. Wright entered the classroom with the Vice Principal. Thomas slinked back into his chair. He wasn't going to win this battle right now.


  “Hello, Mrs. Crabtree,” Mr. Wright said, “I hope the class is behaving and that everything is going well.”


  


  “They have been excellent, Mr. Wright. I'm sure everyone is ready to go home. It's been a long day,” Mrs. Crabtree answered.


  Mr. Wright glanced down at the carpet below, shuffling his foot on its surface. “I'm glad to hear that.” He looked to the classroom as a whole, and continued, “Thank you so much for being good during this difficult time. You've been excellent students so far.” Mr. Wright looked over to his assistant. “Now, you all know our Vice Principal, Ms. Foley.” Ms. Foley nodded to the class. “She and I have been working tirelessly to ensure that this school is secure and that you are safe. And at this point, we're well aware that school normally ends at this time, and that you're expecting to go home.” The class was hanging on each word, waiting for the moment when he would say they could finally leave.


  


  “This—this is not easy. These are not easy times. But the school is still on lockdown, meaning that, at this point, no one can enter the school, and no one can leave it. We hope this changes soon, but all I ask for is just a little more patience from each one of you. Be the responsible students I know that you can be.”


  


  For Mrs. Crabtree, it was like a shot in the gut. She couldn't handle much more of this. She wanted to demand answers from Mr. Wright there in front of the entire class. Her inability to speak up to Mr. Wright was a weakness similar to her inability to speak up to anyone her entire life. Her husband, Walter, came to mind. For him, they were working towards his career. For starters, she moved to Pittsburgh to teach at a middle school so he could advance at Penn State as director of graduate studies. And who was off at some writer’s conference right now? Him, not her.


  


  When it came time to call Mr. Wright out, Mrs. Crabtree hesitated. “It wouldn't be wise or professional,” she thought. “And I don't want to startle the students.” Thomas had backed-off earlier, but once he realized what Mr. Wright was saying, he had heard enough.


  “You trying to say that we can't leave yet?” he shouted.


  Mr. Wright, a tad surprised at the directness of the question, answered. “What I'm saying is that conditions are not safe enough for us to open the school yet.”


  “What is not safe? This is a bunch of crap. I'm leaving! Let's go guys!” Thomas called out.


  Grumbles of support followed along with nods from several of the students.


  “Thomas Cassie, stop it right now,” Mrs. Crabtree demanded.


  “That's okay, Mrs. Crabtree. Thomas, I'd like you to come with me,” Mr. Wright said.


  “Oooooo,” the class called in unison.


  “Calm down, class. It's not like that. I just want to have a talk,” he added.


  Thomas stood up from his chair and looked to the nearby open window.


  “What if I were to just slip out the window, huh? You going to expel me then? You know what, I don't care. Go ahead and do it. I hope I never have to come back to this school again!”


  Mr. Wright held his hand up in calming manner. “No one is going to expel anyone and you're not in any trouble. I just want you to come to my office to talk.”


  The class remained silence. “Think I'll take my chances out the window,” Thomas said.


  “You go out that window, and then what? You'll never get over the walls. We’ll catch you and you’ll back where you started.”


  “Good!” Thomas shouted.


  “Thomas, listen, please. There's no reason it has to come to that,” Mr. Wright said.


  Thomas looked out to the window then back to Mr. Wright and Ms. Foley. Mrs. Foley was young. Younger than Mrs. Crabtree. She was slightly attractive, a face of too much bronze powder, bright, blue eyes, and brown hair tied back in a bun. Whatever it was, her smile seemed to have an effect on Thomas when their eyes met. “Okay, I'll go,” Thomas said.


  “Okay, class. Just sit tight for a little while longer and we promise to get you home soon. We'll be making our rounds again later.” With that, Mr. Wright waved to the class and exited the room with Thomas and Ms. Foley.


  Mrs. Crabtree was beside herself and couldn't believe that Mr. Wright was leaving without giving them a definitive answer about anything. She marched towards to the door and followed him outside. Cautious murmurs filled the classroom between the students. Utter confusion was in the air.


  “Mr. Wright, you can't possibly expect us to contain these students in the classroom for the entire day. They need to eat. They need to get out. And most importantly, they need to go home,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  


  Mr. Wright put his hand up as to dismiss her. “I'm very aware of the situation, thank you. Our main priority is to keep our students safe.”


  “How much longer?” Mrs. Crabtree asked in a no-nonsense manner.


  “As long as it takes!” Mr. Wright then got uncomfortably close into Mrs. Crabtree's face. “Do you know what's going on out there? I mean, do you really know? It's pure pandemonium. Cars stopped along the highway for miles. Angry mobs of people moving about. If I didn't know any better, I'd say we were looking at the end of days.”


  “Don't be ridiculous.” Mrs. Crabtree said, taking a careful step back.


  “You don't believe me, go to the top of the north tower and look for yourself,” he said.


  “Maybe I will, but you shouldn’t be saying things like that in front of the students,” Mrs. Crabtree said, obviously referring to Thomas, standing nearby.


  “Duly noted, Mrs. Crabtree, now please attend to your class. I'll update you within the hour.”


  Mr. Wright immediately turned away from Mrs. Crabtree and walked down the hallway to his office. His sleek shoes echoed down the tile floor. Behind him followed Ms. Foley and Thomas. Mrs. Crabtree turned back to her classroom more confused than before.


  


  Sun Crest Middle School didn't turn into a virtual security prison overnight. The transition from a moderately secure “safe zone” into a high security compound followed a slew of national school shootings. More so than usual. Many schools implemented extreme measures to thwart such random shootings. Sun Crest's answer to the solution was to “contain” the school from possible threats. There was not a single gate or hallway in the school—inside or out—that could be entered without detecting a firearm or explosive on an individual. The measures were costly, but were eventually approved. This campaign was spearheaded largely by Mr. Wright. Relatively new to the area, he was a private man who—as principal—made several bold changes to the school in his short tenure as school principle so far.


  


  Mr. Wright opened his office door and held it open for Mrs. Foley and Thomas to enter. “After you.” he said. “Have a seat, please.” In the corner was a large oak desk with stacks and stacks of paper work placed neatly on top. In the front of the desk sat two wooden chairs with vinyl padding, the best that office funds could buy. In the middle of the office was a large circular rug bearing a sun rising over a valley, the symbol of Sun Crest Middle School. Near his desk sat a large bookshelf, filled to the brim with technical books. At the other end of the office was a small leather couch and table. Educator magazines littered the table, such as “The Principal Quarterly” and “Educators Monthly.” The first thing that Tobias noticed was the maps on the wall. Each side of the wall was adorned with a large map. One map was of Pennsylvania, the other of Pittsburgh, and then a detailed map of the entire school.


  


  Thomas sat. Ms. Foley circled the room. Mr. Wright went to his desk and opened the drawers searching. He looked up to Ms. Foley, “Please....sit,” he said.


  “What's going on Donald? I've been silent long enough,” she said.


  “Mary, please!” Mr. Wright cried, pointing at Thomas.


  “Oh who cares about the kid, quit stonewalling me,” Ms. Foley said.


  Thomas shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Mr. Wright slammed the desk drawer shut. “Give me a minute to explain! That's why I wanted you to sit.”


  Ms. Foley pulled her chair out slightly and sat. “I'm sitting now, Happy?” she asked.


  


  Mr. Wright bent over behind his desk, and reemerged holding a small kerosene lamp. He placed it on his desk carefully and continued, “This is a kerosene lamp. As you may know, it doesn't run on electricity. So how does it work?”


  Thomas looked up. Mr. Wright was eyeing him intently.


  “Um. By kerosene,” he answered.


  “Yes, excellent, by kerosene. In a few hours, it will be dark outside. Soon it will get very dark in this office. But as long as I have my trusty kerosene lamp here, we'll have a light source.”


  Mr. Wright turned the small key lever on the lamp, illuminating the flame. “Ah, the miracle of fire,” he said. “Thomas, Ms. Foley, let me get to the point. There are several more lamps where this came from. In fact, an entire basement, a bunker if you will, of food, supplies, and all the basic necessities stocked ten feet below the school. With my oversight, it was constructed as safe room should the school come under attack. Now the time has come where we may have to use all of the collective resources.”


  “What are you getting at, Donald?” Ms. Foley asked.


  “I'm talking about a calamity, a societal collapse right outside our gates. True, our power has been taken out, but my transistor radio in the bunker still works. I've been hearing all sorts of reports. I'll tell you now, it's not good.”


  


  “I want to go home,” Thomas said.


  “Thomas, listen to me. I brought you here for a reason.” Mr. Wright leaned in closely and clasped his hands. “I have a job for you. But I have to be straight with you before we get to business. No one is leaving this school today. We're ten times safer here than we are out there, trust me. This school is a refuge. A refuge away from a world gone mad.”


  Ms. Foley gasped. “You can't keep the entire school here all day. On what authority?” she asked.


  “I'm surprised in you, Ms. Foley. We can do what is necessary to keep the students safe, which includes what we're doing now and what we will be doing for days to come. Now I've done some pretty heavy research, and everything I'm proposing falls completely in-line with state and federal regulations in the event of a national emergency. We have to—no—are required to take charge”


  “Have you spoken with the superintendent about any of this? The school board? The mayor?” Ms. Foley asked.


  “And how would you propose I do that? Fly on my magic carpet to the mayor's office? The power doesn't work. Our phones don't work. Our computers don't work. Automobiles don't work. This is it. What we do now determines the future. That's why we keep the children here, keep them safe, thus preserving the future.” Mr. Wright's passion on the matter baffled Thomas and Ms. Foley. They looked at him like he had two antennas growing out of his head.


  “That is why I need you, Thomas. The other students listen to you. They respect you. I need an enforcer, if you will. Someone who can keep charge among the ranks. You do this for me, I'll make sure you're taken care of.”


  “I don't know, Mr. Wright,” Thomas replied.


  


  “It's only temporary, I assure you. I want to make you a security monitor for the entire sixth grade. You can choose your own team from the other students. Then you will enforce law and order at the classroom level.”


  “I'm not the police type—”


  “You don't have to be. All I need you to do is carry out what I ask. If you do this, I'll move you up a grade. I know how embarrassing it must be to have been held back. We can change that for the good.”


  “Mr. Wright!” Ms. Foley said, clearly appalled.


  “Hear me out, both of you. Thomas, I need you to deal with the sixth graders. Mrs. Foley, I need you to deal with the other teachers.”


  “What about the other grades, the other students?” she asked.


  “I’m talking with them one class at a time. One grade at a time.”


  “If you tell the other kids they can't go home there's going to be trouble,” Thomas said.


  Mr. Wright leaned in closer. “I have a security team at all towers, covering the entire perimeter of the school. No one is going anywhere. Whether they like it or not, we're staying. The question is, do you want to be just one of the other students, or do want to be someone in charge of the situation?”


  Thomas thought to himself quietly for a moment.


  “And, as an additional show of faith, I'll take you in the bunker where you can pick out anything you want,” Mr. Wright added.


  Thomas scratched his chin. “Okay, okay I'll do it.”


  Mr. Wright smiled and then looked to Ms. Foley.


  “I can talk to the teachers, but I need to know exactly what's going on,” she said.


  “That's fine. I'll tell you everything you need to know,” Mr. Wright said.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 6: Tobias and Brian: Still Lost
  


  


  Tobias and Brian were lost; there was no doubt about that. Their second encounter with the junk car in the woods indicated such. Brian felt intensely dehydrated by the minute. Whenever he swallowed, his throat felt drier than before. Like something pulled on the inside of his throat drying it further. Not even saliva could help. His mouth was an arid wasteland. He would kill for a bottle of water. He would kill Tobias for a bottle of water, if need be. He wanted to kill Tobias anyway for leading them into this nightmare, and the bottle of water would be a bonus.


  


  “Let's not panic,” Tobias said, “We just go back the way we came, then I'm sure we'll be on track to my house.”


  “You just don't get it,” Brian said. “It will be dark soon and we have no idea where we’re going.”


  “We're bound to come across a house or something soon. How hard could it be?”


  “Do you see a house anywhere around here?” Brian asked extending his arms.


  “Chill, man. I'll figure something out,” Tobias said.


  “Ah, screw this,” Brian said. He walked aimlessly away from Tobias then stood in the middle of the forest and yelled, “Help us! Help us, we're lost!”


  Tobias ran over to Brian and grabbed him. “Stop it! You want that one crazy dude to track us down?”


  Brian pushed himself away from Tobias and walked away. “Let's just go back the way we came. Let's go back to the school.”


  “Are you crazy?” Tobias asked?


  


  “Yep. I'm out of my mind. I'm going back to the school before it gets too dark. You can stay out here kicking pine cones all night if you want,” Brian said walking farther away from Tobias.


  “Come on, man. You have no idea where you're going,” Tobias shouted.


  “Yeah I do, I'll follow the path back to the school,” Brian said, his voice drowning out in the distance.


  “What path? Brian! Hey, don't be like this, man. Come back!” Tobias wiped his sweaty forehead, and swatted the brown hair out of his eyes, like he did regularly, matting his hair to the side. His parents called it a nervous habit, which he thought stupid. Only this time he was more nervous than he had been in recent memory. The woods were an intimidating place to be alone. Tobias glanced at the junk car, then the surrounding woods of looming Red Pine and Maple Trees. The sun had lowered to the ground as the moon was coming into sight. “Brian!” Tobias yelled. “Brian, wait up!” He chased after Brian like a lost puppy. Even though Brian was no longer in sight.


  


  Brian heard the calls of Tobias from a distance behind him. He rolled his eyes. Though it wasn't too surprising that Tobias would give-in and follow him, Brian was bluffing slightly. Of course he didn't actually want to leave his friend alone in the woods, but he also felt it could teach him a lesson. Brian could just as easily stopped and let Tobias catch up with him, but if he was going to make Tobias do one thing, it would be to have to run after him. That was an even trade, Brian thought.


  


  Tobias could make Brian out through the trees. This quickened his pace. “Brian!” he shouted. “Hey man, wait up!” But there was no stopping Brian. He was moving with quick and frustrated determination. Tobias was nearly sprinting at this point, and was gaining closer. “Brian!” he shouted. Brian stopped and turned around. “What?” he yelled.


  “Wait—” and before Tobias could finish, he tripped over a large branch on the ground—and in one spectacular stumble, fell to the ground and rolled down a small hill.


  


  “Oh, come on!” Brian thought. Brian waited and waited, but Tobias didn't get up. “Okay, get up, Tobias,” he said. He walked over to the bottom of the hill where Tobias fell. “Hey?” Brian asked. “You okay?” Tobias was lying on the dirt of leaves and sticks, twisted in agony.


  “My leg,” he said, “I think it's broken.”


  “Get up, man. You're fine,” Brian said.


  Tobias face was dark red. His teeth were clenched. His T-shirt and jeans were covered in leaves. Brian had second thoughts about Tobias's state. Maybe he really was injured. Brian held his hand out.


  “Here, let me help up,” he said.


  Tobias smacked his hand away. “I already tried to get up, you asshole. My leg is messed up. I can't move,” Tobias said with spit shooting from his mouth.


  Brian grabbed Tobias arm with a tight grip. “Here, let's just try. I'm going to pull you up. Let's do it.”


  “No!” Tobias shouted.


  Brian got his steady footing in the ground and braced himself.


  “Here we go, one...”


  “Stop it!”


  “Two...three!” Brian pulled on Tobias's arm with all his might, lifting Tobias up from the ground. Tobias fell onto Brian screaming. His right leg, below the kneecap was loose. He fell back down to the ground like a giant rag doll. Brian stumbled back, dazed.


  “I told you,” Tobias cried, “I told you it was broken!”


  Brian back away, his thoughts became unclear. Nothing came to mind, no solution. His breathing grew heavy. He felt flush, dizzy, and sick. Tobias formed into a fetal position, clutching his leg and rocking back and forth in agony. Brian paced around in circles, looking into the distance to see if anything or anyone was nearby. But there was nothing. There was nobody.


  Brian walked to Tobias and kneeled down beside him. “Tobias. I don't know what to do. Are you sure it's broken?”


  


  Yes!” Tobias said.


  “What do you want me to do?” Brian asked.


  “Get me out of here,” Tobias said.


  It didn't sound plausible to Brian. Could he carry Tobias? How? Brian rose from the ground and scratched his head. The sun was sinking quickly. He looked to Tobias.


  “We don't have much time. I'll go back to the school and get some help.”


  “No! Don't leave me,” Tobias said clenching his teeth.


  “I can't carry you, Tobias.”


  “You can't go. You can't!” Tobias pleaded.


  “It's the only thing I can do—“


  “What if you get lost? What if you don't come back? I'll die out here!”


  “The school has to be only like a mile away. I'll get help. I'll run. It shouldn't take more than an hour.”


  Tobias erupted into a bawling fit of exasperated breaths and crying.


  “The longer I stand here, the worse it's going to get,” Brian said.


  “No. We'll wait. We'll wait until someone finds us. I don't care. I don't want to be stuck here alone. Don't do this to me,” Tobias pleaded between sobs.


  “I have to go,” Brian said, “I'll get help. Maybe we can put your leg on a splint or something. I was a Cub Scout before.”


  


  “A Cub Scout?” Tobias laughed, even in pain, “what a dork.”


  “We've got to get your leg straightened out and onto a flat surface,” Brian said.


  Brian got up and looked for something, anything. He found a large branch that had been split in the middle about five feet away. He tried to tear the sleeves off his jacket, which proved to be tougher than it looked. He yanked and yanked, and at one point, smacked himself in the forehead with his own fist.


  Brian stood up, kicked the branch, and threw his jacket into a bush. Tobias was laughing between fits of pain. “You think this is funny, you stupid cripple? I'm trying to help you,” Brian said.


  “I'm sorry,” Tobias laughed.


  Brian picked up his jacket and ripped off the sleeves with a few pulls. He picked up the branch and walked over to Tobias. “What are you doing?” Tobias asked.


  


  Brian picked up a small, thick stick and stuck into in Tobias's mouth. “Here, you should bite down on this,” he said. Before Tobias could react, Brian pulled his leg strait and placed it on the flat surface of the branch. Tobias screeched, heaved, and thrashed in a manner Brian wasn't even prepared for. Brian tied Tobias's leg to the branch with the jacket sleeves. Brian then jumped up from the ground and observed his work. Tobias spit the stick out of his branch and cried until drool funneled from his mouth into a puddle.


  


  The ordeal had clearly tired Tobias out, past the point of shock. He soon drifted into unconsciousness. “Tobias,” Brian called. There was no response, but Brian could see his chest rising and falling. Brian looked ahead to the route he believed would lead to the school. This was determined by broken sticks and footprints in the dirt, indicating a path recently traveled on. He was going to have to push himself, even though his head pounded and his body ached. He planted a long stick into the ground and tied another piece of his jacket to the top of the stick. Now it was time to run


  


  


  
    Chapter 7: Alice: Back to School
  


  


  Alice walked along the large chain-link fence that enclosed the high school. On the other side was the clay running track, and in the middle, a small soccer field. There wasn't a person around. She had taken the path into the woods and so far, hadn't run into any trouble. However, the mission was a long shot from the get-go. She was going to have to climb over the fence and run into the school to find Brian and now Richard, the son of a woman she had just met. She tilted her head up to see the top of the fence. It had to be at least a fifty feet tall, maybe more. She looked at the school on the other side. “It's now or never,” she said aloud. She gripped the fence cross pattern with both hands.


  Suddenly she heard a sound from not too far behind. It was the sound of something running through the woods. She spun around instantly upon hearing the rustling. The moving figure was hard to make out, but it appeared to be human. Alice felt nervous. She wasn't sure of who or what was charging through the woods. Was it after her? She ducked down behind a bush and waited.


  


  The moving figure was approximately ten feet in front of her. She could almost make it out. It was a child; a young boy, wearing jeans and a dark blue shirt, just like the one Brian was wearing today. Alice jumped up, grabbed a nearby stick and, moved closer. Brian was about to pass her by completely as he was headed in the opposite direction. “Hey you!” she called. He slowed, and then stopped. He looked around in confusion, trying to figure out where the voice had come from. “You, over there,” she continued. Brian looked over to Alice and stared at her intently and carefully.


  


  Alice felt her heart leap out of her chest. “Brian?” she asked.


  He moved closer to her cautiously. “Who's that?” he asked, “Mom?”


  “Brian?” Alice asked in disbelief, “Brian is that you?”


  She sprinted at Brian with all she could muster. “Brian!” she shouted as she threw her arms around him and pulled him close to her, “My God, what are you doing here?”


  “I was. We were lost. We—”


  Alice knelt down and pulled Brian closer in a tight embrace. “I'm so glad you're okay. I can't believe I found you.”


  “Mom, mom let go,” Brian said.


  “It’s a miracle,” she said, clutching him tighter.


  Her warm cheeks pressed up against his. Brian pushed and pushed, until he finally built the momentum to free himself from her grasp. She opened her eyes, shocked. “Mom, you're not listening to me. I need your help,” Brian said.


  Alice looked over his dirt-covered face, and immediately noticed the cuts and the swelling. She grabbed his shoulders and pulled him towards her. “What happened to your face? Are you okay?” She moved her hands all over his face, feeling his forehead with her palm, as well as whipping the dirt from his cheeks. “Stop it!” Brian said. He tried to squirm away, but Alice pulled him closer. She then pushed him outward to where they were at perfect eye level. “Brian, listen to me. We have to get home. I need to know if you're okay.”


  “Yes, I'm okay. What are you doing out here?” Brian asked.


  “It doesn't matter. I just can't believe I found you.”


  Alice stood up and took Brian's hand. “We have to go. I'll explain on the way.”


  


  She pulled Brian along, straight towards the path leading out of the woods. Brian resisted, but could not gain her attention. She had switched to one-track mind Alice. This wasn't uncommon when under a great deal of pressure. When Kiya swallowed poison as a toddler, Alice ran her to the emergency room. Brian was standing in her way holding mail that he had gotten out of the mail box. Alice would often give him a piece of candy for getting the mail each day. “I got the mail, mommy,” he said. Holding Kiya in her arms, Alice pushed Brian out of the way and jumped into her station wagon. The mail flew everywhere, and Brian skinned his knees on the pavement. Alice just floored the car in reverse down the driveway, leaving him crying on the ground. She later apologized and told Brian that she didn't even see or notice him.


  


  “We have to stop. Quit pulling me,” Brian demanded. Alice wasn't listening. Brian pulled away hitting her side with his free hand. “Stop it,” she said, looking ahead.


  With a few more pulls, Brian managed to break free. Alice looked down.


  “What are you doing?” she asked.


  “We have to go back there,” Brian said pointing to the woods, “Tobias is back there. He's all messed up.”


  “What happened to him?” she asked.


  “His leg is busted. We have to call an ambulance or doctor or something. I can't even move him.”


  “Brian...”


  “I'm not going anywhere without him. He's my best friend.” Brian said.


  Alice placed her face into her hands sighing heavily. “Oh no,” she said.


  “What is it?” Brian asked.


  “There's a boy, a young boy trapped in the school that I promised his mother I would find.”


  “We have to get Tobias,” Brian pleaded.


  “We can get him later. We still have to get your sister. Then we have to walk all the way home. Our car doesn’t work. There's no electricity. Nothing. And we need to make it home before it gets too late.”


  “But Tobias!”


  Alice shook Brian. “Do you understand a word I'm saying? The sooner we get home, the sooner we're safe. I just have to do this one thing, and you're going to help me.”


  Alice grabbed Brian by the arm and pulled him to the school fence. “Now climb up there,” she demanded.


  Brian looked up the fence; its height was immediately intimidating. “Move!” his mother said.


  Tears formed at the bottom of his eyes. “I don't want to go in the school, mom,” Brian said.


  Alice grabbed the fence and hoisted herself up. The tips of her small shoes fit squarely into the fence cross section holes. Brian remained motionless on the ground. “Come on, Brian, let's go,” she said from above.


  


  Brian climbed against all his better instincts. It didn’t seem too hard, as long as he didn’t look down. He passed his mother and made it to the top. Alice was steadily behind him. Now he just needed to climb over. His mother’s movements from below shook the fence. She was having a more difficult time. “Go ahead and climb over, Brian,” she said, breathing heavily.


  Brian hesitated and looked in the distance for Tobias. He looked down to Alice. “Promise me that we’ll get Tobias after we find this stupid kid,” he said.


  Alice looked up. She was at his feet. “I promise, now move. I can’t hold on much longer,” she said.


  Brian placed one leg over the other side of the fence, then the other. The fence was jagged, sharp, and very uncomfortable to climb. Alice soon followed saying, “This is a lot harder than I thought.”


  “We’re almost there, mom,” Brian said, climbing down.


  About five feet from the ground, Brian jumped. He looked up and saw his mom struggling from above. The fence shook with every movement she made. “You’re doing fine,” Brian said. “Go ahead and jump.” She climbed the fence down to the ground, ignoring his heed to jump. They were now on school property. Alice looked around, straightening her clothes and brushing back her hair.


  “Are you okay?” Brian asked.


  “Yes,” she said. “And this is the only fence I’m going to climb today.”


  “Got it,” Brian replied.


  


  There didn’t seem to be a soul around, at least at this part of the school. Brian recognized the track, the soccer field and the bleachers. This is where they would come for PE, or physical education. A few weeks ago, another kid, Nathan Daniels, got hit directly in the face with a soccer ball near the track and started to cry. Brian remembered the scene all too well. Nathan fell to the ground covering his face, bawling like a baby. Most of the other kids looked at him with confusion or laughter. Well, mostly laughter. Brian couldn’t help finding it pretty funny himself. Now there was no one around. There was no Nathan. No other kids in their PE uniforms. No cheerleaders. No leering seniors. Nobody.


  “How are we actually going to find this kid?” Brian asked as they walked towards the school.


  “That’s why I need your help. His name is Richard. His mother said that he could be in room 2A,” Alice stopped and turned to Brian, “Do you know where 2A is?”


  Brian thought for a moment, “2A? That could mean a lot of things,” he answered.


  “Like what?” Alice asked.


  “It could mean building two, room ‘a,’ or it could be the second floor of building ‘a.’ I’m not sure.”


  “Whatever we do, we need to do it fast,” Alice said as they walked along the racket ball court to the first school building in their path. As they came closer to the school, they noticed little groups of kids running by, presumably to the front gates. In such time the school had already appeared to have turned chaotic. Trash cans were knocked over. School papers floated through the air. Administrators were yelling after students as they ran. Some obedient students stood against their classrooms as the teacher instructed them to remain calm and orderly.


  


  Alice’s focus darted from building to building. 2A had morphed from a simple room number to a code of some manner. Not far from where they walked was the cafeteria. This was the scene of the crime involving the fight with the jock. Out of pure paranoia, Brian searched high and low for the presence of his adversary, as if he was still lurking about.


  “Over there,” Alice said, “building two.” Sure enough, there was a second story building with the number two labeled on the top. She pulled Brian with her. “Mom, stop it!” he said loudly.


  Alice relinquished Brian. “Just stop yelling. We don’t want to bring any attention to ourselves. Try to keep up,” she said as her pace quickened.


  Brian could think of no better idea than to remain inconspicuous. After all, he was a wanted man himself, and had to prevent being recognized from the very administrators who had chased him and Tobias earlier that day. They made it to the building and walked inside. Alice stopped and touched Brian on the soldiers. “I want to thank you for doing this with me, Brian,” she said with a hint of compassion.


  “It’s no problem,” he said, though it was.


  “Now if we find Richard, just be aware, his mother said he was a special needs child. So we need to help him get out of the school safely,” Alice said. Brian nodded. “Let’s move,” she continued.


  


  They entered the silent building. It was dark and empty. The hallways had classroom doors propped open, trash on the ground, lockers opened, but no sign of any persons. “Looks like everyone bolted,” Brian said.


  “Damn,” Alice remarked, “There’s no power here either.”


  They walked along the deserted hall in search of the room. They passed a door with a small plate on the wall that read “Room G.” Then another door that read “Room F.” They were close, Alice thought. As a precaution, Alice peeked into each room for signs of anyone that resembled Richard. Every classroom was empty. Brian stepped over papers, and even a few book bags.


  


  Alice’s heart raced as they reached “Room A.” She could almost feel Richard’s presence. The sheer luck of finding Brian, or him finding her, had prepared her for another miracle. She walked into the dark room. “Richard!” she called. No answer. Nothing but empty school desks sat in the room. Alice circled the desks, growing more agitated with each step. Brian stood in the doorway of the classroom, ready to leave. He hoped that they would just give up the pursuit of Richard so they could get Tobias. “Dammit!” Alice shouted with a single pound on one of the desks with her fist. She shook her wrist to recoil from unexpected, but slight pain. “We’re going to have to keep looking,” she said to Brian. He rolled his eyes and sighed heavily. “This is pointless,” Brian said, “We’re never going to find him!”


  


  “Don’t say that,” Alice replied. His insubordination infuriated her. But he was her son, and with Kiya, the most important thing in the world to her. The best thing that ever came from her doomed relationship with her ex-husband. Without them, there was no reason to live, she felt. And maybe Brian was right. Their mission was pointless. However, she wasn’t going to leave someone else’s son at the mercy of circumstance. She wanted to think that someone would do the same for her, if needed.


  


  Suddenly, they heard a toilet flush from down the hall. Alice’s head perked up. Someone else was in the building. She pushed past Brian and exited the classroom. From halfway down the hall emerged a boy. Alice couldn’t quite make him out. “Hello?” she called. Startled, the boy turned to face her. “Hello?” he said back. Alice walked towards the boy in haste. The boy backed nervously away towards the other end of the hall. “It’s okay,” Alice said, “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m here to help.”


  The closer she got the more he fit the description of the boy she was looking for. He had dark hair, glasses, and a SpongeBob T-shirt. This was as close as she was going to get. “My name is Alice. Are you Richard?” she asked.


  


  The boy stopped dead in his tracks. “That’s my name,” he said, “Who are you?”


  “I’m a friend of your mother’s and we’ve been looking for you. Your mother is waiting for you,” she said getting closer. Richard didn’t appear disabled, and the thought crossed Alice’s mind that his mother may have exaggerated his condition to get her to help. However, there was something “unique” about him.


  “My mom always tells me to wait for her after school. She says I shouldn’t leave the room, but I had to go pee. Don’t tell her I left the room. I’m really good. I am. I’m good,” he repeated nervously.


  “It’s okay. I won’t tell her anything,” Alice said placing a hand on his shoulder, “We just need to get you out of the school. Your mom is waiting.


  Brian approached his mother and Richard. .


  “What’s his problem?” Brian asked.


  “Brian!” Alice shouted. She knelt down to face Richard.


  “Richard this is my son, Brian. We’re both very happy to meet you.”


  “I wanna go home.” Richard said.


  “We’re going home. That’s exactly what we’re going to do. It’s so good that you waited for us. Now when we find your mom, you’re going to have to walk with her, because her car broke down,” Alice said.


  “Why?” Richard asked.


  “She’s just having some car trouble, but we’ll make sure you guys get home safe.”


  “Mom, what about Tobias?” Brian asked, clearly upset.


  “Not now, Brian. We’ll help him as soon as we get out of the school,” she answered.


  “But he’s hurt! He needs our help,” he pleaded.


  “Stop it right now,” she demanded.


  “We should use the school car,” Richard said.


  “You promised! We need to help him,” Brian shouted.


  “Brian, please,” Alice said.


  “There’s a car we can use,” Richard said again.


  Alice stopped herself mid-sentence and leaned closer to Richard.


  “What did you say?” she asked.


  “What did I say?” Richard asked back.


  “About the car. You said there as a car?”


  “Yeah. There’s a car in shop class,” Richard said.


  Brian’s eyes lit up. “Yeah mom, he’s right. There’s a car in shop class. Kids work on it like they’re mechanics or something.”


  “Does it run? Does it actually run?” she asked.


  “I don’t know, it’s really old. Like an antique car. I’ve never seen it run,” Brian said.


  “Show me,” Alice said. Brian led the way as Alice grabbed Richard’s hand, leading him outside the building.


  


  They walked to the shop class, surprisingly running into any other students. Alice peered in and didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It was nearly night time and the classroom was darker than any room they’d been in yet. Alice tried the light switches in a reflex, but nothing happened. There were work tables lined up for the children to work on their wood carvings or other assignments. An eyewash station was located at the end of the classroom, alongside some bookshelves. But there was no car.


  


  “There’s nothing in here but a bunch of tables,” Alice said.


  
    
      
        “It’s in the other room,” Richard said as he walked through the classroom.
      

    

  


  Alice and Brian trailed him from behind, moving past stools that sat near the work tables. They followed Richard into a connecting room, the smell of oil and grease became overpowering. It was definitely a garage of some type.


  “Look,” Richard said as he stood next to a car covered by a large tarp.


  “Is that the car?” Alice asked.


  “That’s the one,” Brian said.


  Alice scurried to the car and lifted the tarp, revealing the side of a vintage automobile fully intact.


  “Help me lift this, Brian,” Alice said.


  Brian looked around the garage, examining the miscellaneous parts, oil cans, and tools lying about the small garage.


  “Brian!” Alice said in her loudest whisper.


  “Hold on. We need some light in here. Maybe if we opened the garage door—“


  “Not now, let’s look at the car first. See if it works,” Alice said.


  Alice started to pull the remainder of the tarp off, while Richard instinctively assisted her. Brian walked carefully to a nearby tool bench and where he moved a screwdriver set and hammer to the side. Directly in the middle of the table rested a small flash light smothered with dirty hand prints and grease stains.


  “Brian, get over here,” Alice demanded.


  “Just a minute!” Brian snapped back.


  Brian grabbed the flashlight and pushed the power switch on the side with his thumb. Nothing happened. “Damn,” he said.


  Alice had nearly removed the entire tarp with some assistance from Richard. It was hard to see, but nonetheless, it was car. Brian hit the flashlight with his palm and then shook it repeatedly. For a split second, a light flashed from its bulb.


  Alice spun around to face Brian. “What was that?” she asked.


  “I found a flashlight,” he replied.


  “And it works?”


  “For like, a second.”


  


  Brian hit the flashlight and the light flashed again. It stayed on for a moment before flickering out. Alice jumped up and shouted in joy, startling Richard. She covered her mouth in slight embarrassment.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. “Brian, let me see it.”


  Brian walked over to Alice and handed it to her. She snatched the flashlight from Brian’s hand, examining it thoroughly. “This is a very old flashlight,” she said. She slid her hand down the circular plastic tube to the end where a cap was screwed tightly on. She unscrewed the cap revealing three large D batteries housed within the tube. She took the batteries out and then placed them back in, screwing the cap back on. “Let’s try this again,” she said with a click of the switch. This time the light stayed on.


  Alice immediately shined the light on the car. “Help me move the rest of this tarp,” she said to Brian.


  Together they rolled the tarp into a lump on the ground. Alice went over the driver’s side of the car carefully with the flashlight. It was a red two-door 1970 Plymouth Valiant. At first glance, it seemed to be in fair condition except for missing the hood. The engine may have been a different story all together as there were so many parts and tools lying around. It did have all four tires, which was a plus. Alice felt the smooth metallic side of the car as she walked along its side. “Brian, open the garage,” she said.


  


  Brian was busy examining the other side of the car. Richard paced the garage back-and-forth, not really paying to anything in particular. Angie opened the driver’s side door and shined the flashlight inside. The keys were secure in the ignition switch. She jumped into the driver’s seat. “Brian,” she repeated, “Open the garage.” Brian looked to the garage door then back to his mother.


  “I thought you said that cars don’t work anymore,” he said.


  Alice caressed the steering wheel with one hand and the ignition switch with the other.


  “I have a hunch. This car is at least forty years old. Just like the flashlight. The engine looks to be intact. The key is sitting right in the ignition. This could be just the break we need.”


  Brian rolled his eyes and walked over to the garage door. There was a small bar attached in the center. He pulled up on the bar with all his might, but the large door would hardly budge.


  “Richard, can you give me a hand?” he asked.


  


  Alice took a deep breath and turned the ignition key. With a click, the engine sputtered to life. Alice felt like she had just discovered uranium. Call it a stroke of luck, or proof that things weren’t nearly as bad as she suspected; either way, she held the gas pedal down with her foot like her life depended on it. Brian and Richard worked together to pull the garage door open. It rolled open with their combined force, revealing a mysterious path behind the school over a dusk sky.


  “Boys, get in!” Alice yelled from the car. As Brian turned to address Richard, ready to thank him for his help, a bearded man suddenly burst into the garage yelling up a storm.


  


  “What the hell are you people doing in here?” he shouted.


  Brian recognized him almost immediately. It was Mr. Brampton, the high school shop teacher. The boys froze in mutual surprise. To Brian, it was that familiar sting of panic that he had felt off-and-on throughout the day. Alice didn’t notice a thing. Her eyes were fixed on the various gauges on the dashboard. She pushed down on the gas pedal trying to maintain the operability of the Valiant.


  


  Mr. Brampton surveyed the scene in utter confusion, but was able to piece together one important detail: someone was trying to steal his car. Technically, it wasn’t his car, it belonged to the school. But it was his car in the same sense that it was his class room where he taught his students. He had stumbled into a theft in progress. This wasn’t entirely surprising, given the circumstances of the day, but he was surprised to see two children apparently in on the act.


  “You two, stop right there!” he yelled pointing a stern finger in the air.


  “Move!” Brian said as he grabbed Richard and pulled him to the car. Mr. Brampton lunged after them, but was halted when he tripped over a large oil pan in his way. This bought Brian and Richard precious seconds. Brian swung the passenger door open and pushed Richard inside. Their sudden movement startled Alice. “What is it?” she asked.


  


  Brian jumped into the passenger seat and slammed the door closed. Mr. Brampton had regained his footing and ran at the car. “We’ve been spotted, drive!” Brian said.


  A quick thought entered Alice’s mind. She didn’t even know if the car was going to move once she put it into drive. She saw Mr. Brampton’s furious eyes in the rear view mirror. Brian cranked up the passenger’s side window as fast as he could. Mr. Brampton rushed the car and slammed into the door, banging on it.


  “Open this fucking door!” he said.


  “Who the hell is that?” Alice asked Brian.


  “It’s the shop teacher,” Brian answered.


  


  The pounds of his fists against the car continued. Alice took another deep breath, placed the car and drive, and slammed the gas pedal to the floor. The car jolted forward and staggered out of the garage, steadily losing momentum. Mr. Brampton fell to the floor, causing oil stains to cover his buttoned-up tucked-in flannel jacket. The car was jerky and unresponsive. Alice gripped the steering wheel tight, trying to steer the car onto a drivable path outside the garage. In her rear view mirror she saw Mr. Brampton jump to his feet and run after the car. “Shit!” she said, pumping the gas pedal in a rhythmic fashion. Just as Mr. Brampton made it to the tailgate, the car jerked into gear and flew forward. Mr. Brampton hit the ground again, rolling down the drive way. The Valiant left him in the dust. Alice steered the car around the building and followed the path as it turned from cement to dirt road


  .


  “Okay, where am I going here?” she asked Brian.


  “I don’t know,” he said.


  “Brian, I’m serious!” she said.


  “So am I! I don’t know. It should lead out of the school. Maybe a back entrance.”


  “It goes to front of the school,” Richard said.


  “Are you sure?” Alice asked.


  “No,” Richard answered.


  “Great,” she said, hitting the wheel with her palm.


  They followed the road to its undisclosed end point. The roar of the engine was deafening due to the engine hood missing. Alice flipped on the headlights, illuminating their path.


  “We’re heading towards a gate,” Alice said. Sure enough, twenty feet in front of them stood a chain-link gate on wheels tied and locked to a fence post with a chain. “It looks like it’s locked,” Brian said.


  “Smash through it,” Richard interjected.


  “Calm down,” Brian said.


  “He’s right,” Alice said. “I want both you boys to strap yourselves in and hold on tight.”


  Brian searched around his seat. “There’s no seat belts.”


  


  “Hold on then,” Alice said as she floored the vehicle. Rocks and gravel spewed from the spinning tires as the car charged at the gate in a fury. Brian closed his eyes and felt the forceful smash of the gate against the front of the car. He flew forward, and nearly hit the dashboard.


  Profanities littered from Alice’s mouth as she pounded on the steering wheel in frustration. The car had nearly taken out the gate, but not enough. Brian looked over to Richard who lied against the dash board unconscious. “Mom,” Brian said.


  “I know,” she said, jerking the car into reverse.


  “It’s Richard,” Brian continued.


  


  Alice jerked her head to the side, examining Richard. “Make sure he’s okay,” she said, “and hold on.” With that Alice drove top speed against the gate once again. Brian grabbed Richard, closed his eyes, and screamed. Another violent jolt came to the car. Alice was determined to get through. The fence was bent enough to allow an opening they could squeeze through. The noise was unmistakably loud and noticeable. The tires squealed against the gravel, the engine roared with all its limited might. After a brief struggle they were through the gate and into the clear road ahead. Alice cheered. Brian held Richard as the car shook. They were on a curved road. Trees surrounded them on both sides. Alice looked around for anything familiar or noticeable. She found exactly both of those things as they neared a crossway. To their left was the town. To their right was the front entrance of the school. All around them were the abandoned cars of the townspeople. “This could be trouble,” Alice thought.


  “Is Richard okay?” she asked Brian. Brian shook Richard. Richard moaned in an annoyed tone.


  “I really don’t know. He’s knocked out,” Brian answered.


  Alice looked around in a panic after shifting the car into park. From a distance she could see groups of people looking their way. She jammed it in reverse and drove backwards into the surrounding woods.


  “Mom!” Brian shouted.


  


  His pleas were ignored as the car whipped behind a large oak tree. Alice turned the engine off and grabbed Brian, clutching his face between both her hands. “I need you to listen to me carefully. We have to keep this car hidden. I really don’t want to shut it off, but if people find this car, if they find us, someone is going to take this car.”


  


  Brian nodded along, not fully understanding his mother’s tone. Alice grabbed Richard and pulled him out of the car. She cradled him in her arms and nearly stumbled on the uneven terrain outside the car. She leaned into the car to address Brian. “Just wait here. I’ll only be a few minutes. If anyone comes…” Alice hesitated then continued, “…if anyone comes, I want you to leave the car and hide. I’m going to take the key, so no one can take our car. I’ll be back in five minutes.”


  Before Brian could respond, his mother slammed the door and was off with Richard. She ducked down almost immediately upon hearing a group of people walking down the road to the side. However, the car was concealed enough to where it was unnoticeable to the casual observer. Once clear, Alice crept up the hill through the brush and onto the road.


  


  Alice gripped on to Richard tightly as she jogged towards the main road. She glanced over her shoulder to see the group of people that passed just moments before, still searching for the car—or what they must have believed to have been a car. Her pace quickened. Richard’s moans continued. Blood ran down his forehead. “There, there,” she said brushing his hair back. At the crosswalk she could see the front entrance to the school on her right. The crowd at the gate only fifty feet away had thinned out considerably. If Susan did what she was told and waited for Alice by the car, she would have her son back as told. If not, Alice would have to take Richard in…or leave him. Such answers were not yet known.


  


  Richard was growing heavy in her arms. Alice was to the point of exhaustion. Cars remained where they were the last time she was at the front of the school. She breathed through her nose and exhaled calmly through her mouth, attempting to control her breathing. Her heart rate was racing. She moved throughout the crowd calling for Susan.


  


  The faces of men and women were blurred and indifferent to her. She tried to remember what car Susan would be standing at. But it was of little use. She had to stop and rest. “Susan!” Alice cried out again, when suddenly Susan emerged from between a couple who were staring at Alice.


  “Alice!” Susan called out while running. Alice fell to her knees and held the boy the best she could.


  “Oh my God, you found him. Thank God,” Susan said. Alice held her head up, feeling great relief upon seeing Richard’s mother in the flesh.


  


  Susan’s face shifted to horror once she took a look at her barely conscious son. She set her youngest child down, dropped to her knees, and grabbed Richard. “What happened to him?” Susan cried.


  “He….he’s okay, just a bump on the head,” Alice said.


  “Is he bleeding? Oh my God, he’s bleeding!” Susan screamed as she pulled Richard from Alice’s arms. “What did you do to him? My son!”


  “There was an accident, he might have an concussion—“


  “You!” Susan said rising to her feet, “I trusted you.”


  Alice stood up, and gained her composure. “There was some trouble getting out of the school. He hit his head, but I’m sure he’ll be okay.”


  “Someone help me!” Susan shouted out, “She hurt my son. I need a doctor.”


  


  Alice looked around her. People were starting to take notice. Susan’s cries for help continued. In a quick flash Alice turned around and ran the other direction, back towards the car. Susan continued her to cry and scream without giving so much as a thank you for the retrieval for her son. But there would be no joyous reunion here. Not with so many people around. Alice ran faster than she had run that entire day. Her head pulsated with exhaustion and dehydration. As she neared the cross walk to the back road, she came across the same group who were looking for the car. Alice slowed her pace, and attempted to look normal. As normal as anyone sweating profusely with sporadic breathing could do. They paid her little attention as they passed by. Alice’s steps grew faster once they were gone, and she jogged down the path back to the car. She ran to the driver’s side door and flung it opened. Brian wasn’t there. “Brian!” she called out. From the other side of the oak tree, Brian came about. “What are you doing? Get in the car,” she demanded.


  


  “I was keeping a look out, mom. That’s all,” he said while making his way back.


  “We don’t have much time, now move,” she said. Alice jumped into the car and slammed the door. She rested her head against the steering wheel, dug the key from her pocket, and placed it in the ignition switch. “Please…” she said to herself, “Please start again.” Brian entered the car on the passenger’s side and closed the door. “Does it start?” he asked.


  


  “Be patient,” Alice said. She turned the key carefully and was overjoyed when the engine started without hassle. “Oh thank God,” she said in relief.


  “Now we have to get Tobias,” Brian said.


  “We have to get your sister,” Alice replied.


  Brian opened the door and placed his leg outside the car. “I’m not going anywhere without Tobias,” he said with tears streaming down his cheeks.


  “Brian, listen,” Alice said, “Get back in the car. We’ll get to your friend after—”


  “No! You’re full of crap. You promised,” Brian said.


  “I’m not going to argue with you anymore. Close the door right now.”


  Brian and his mother stared at each other as the engine rumbled. Brian placed his foot leg back into the car and slammed the door.


  


  “Good,” Alice said. She backed the car up and steered it around to slowly ascend the hill. Her eyes squinted to see beyond the darkness. She wasn’t going to risk being spotted by putting the headlights on; at least, not at the moment. When they reached the back road, Alice drove slowly back to the main road, taking a right, away from the school. Ahead was an obstacle course of empty cars. Alice steered carefully, in and out of the mess, praying that there was a clear path not far. She looked at the fuel gauge repeatedly. There was no telling if it worked completely or not. But she had no choice but to trust that the tank was half full as the gauge indicated.


  


  Brian stared out the window, not saying a word. Inside he felt sick; an overbearing kind of sickness, deep within his gut whenever he thought of Tobias.


  “I want you to remember this, Brian,” Alice said, looking intently ahead, “family comes first, always.”


  


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 8: Jeremy: On the Road
  


  


  It was times like this that Jeremy wished he had a cell phone. He didn’t like the idea of leaving his truck on the side of the road. Just as a precaution he hid the supplies he had in the back of the truck—fuel, water, camping gear—in the nearby woods. Stripped of enticing items, the truck now looked unappealing to any potential scavengers. The morning sun was inescapable, and the temperature was steadily warming. This was not unusual for fall, but to Jeremy it felt more like summer. The convenience store couldn’t have been more than a mile down the road. Jeremy could see it as he began to plan his next steps accordingly. He would ask to use the phone and call for a tow truck. He would have his car towed to the nearest mechanic shop, and hopefully repaired in a short time. Then he hoped to be on the road before whatever calamity happened. As time passed, however, Jeremy had the sneaking suspicion that he had been duped. The world was still going on just as normal as ever. It’s not as if this disappointed him, but it made him rethink his entire outlook on fleeing into the mountains. “But things have been getting bad for a while,” Jeremy thought, “Maybe this is for the better.” Regardless, he was severely limited in his options without transportation. “What am I supposed to do, hike five hundred miles?” he said aloud.


  


  Jeremy looked at his watch. It was a little after eleven. The convenience store, his salvation, was in sight. Any minute now his problems would be over. A large and vibrant osprey circled overhead. He looked up in the sky to admire the bird’s beauty. Nature, in itself, was something of beauty, and Jeremy hoped that if things did go south for society, that nature would be left intact. It was during this exact moment that a large, blinding flash illuminated the sky. The force of this phenomenon threw Jeremy on the ground. His bug-out bag tumbled off his shoulders and landed a few feet ahead of him. Then, just as quick as the flash forced him on the ground, it was over. If there was a sound emitted by the flash, it was deafening. As he struggled to his feet, Jeremy temporarily lost both sight and sound. The world in front of him was seen through several bright spots. There was no telling what had just happened, but he instinctively walked over to his bug-out bag, threw it on his shoulders, and kept walking. “I really need that fucking tow truck,” Jeremy said to himself.


  


  When he approached the convenience store, he noticed that it had a more “gas stop” flavor than anything. He was in a very small town which most likely had a small population. Because of this, the odds seemed to him to be more in his favor. Still dazed from the flash, or blast, Jeremy wandered to the small store which housed two gas pumps and one small wooden building. It might as well have been a “country store,” as they were called in the olden days. There was a man at the gas pump, leaning on his four door station wagon looking as hazy as anything. He rubbed his head profusely, and when he noticed Jeremy, he simply turned his head to ask, “What the hell was that?”


  


  “I don’t know,” Jeremy replied, though his own words sounded faded and distant. The man took the gas pump from his car and examined it. It appeared to have stopped working. He then examined the pump thoroughly. He was obviously a man from the town, as his attire of blue suspenders, large gut, and heavily creased net cap would suggest. “Bill! Damn pump ain’t workin’ no more,” he shouted. Bill was presumably the clerk inside, but Jeremy made no conclusions to this. Jeremy walked past the man and into the entrance of the shop. The lights were out in the store, as if it were closed. Outside light provided dim illumination through the surrounding plate glass windows.


  


  “Howdy,” the unshaven man at the counter said.


  “You Bill?” Jeremy asked.


  “Who’s asking?” the man asked in a joking manner.


  “The customer outside,” Jeremy answered, “Says your pumps aren’t working anymore.”


  “Nothing’s working anymore. Power went out and everything.”


  Jeremy felt a moment of certainty like nothing he had felt in the events leading up to his journey.


  “When did the power go out?” Jeremy asked.


  “Oh, about ten minutes ago,” Bill said.


  “Everything?”


  “Lights went out. Cash register don’t work. I got nothing here. We’ve had brownouts before. Maybe it’s a brownout.”


  “Not very likely,” Jeremy said.


  “Excuse me?” Bill asked.


  “Nothing,” Jeremy said searching the aisle.


  


  There were three aisles to choose from stocked with snacks, canned goods, and hygiene products. Jeremy went to the standing coolers in the back where the drinks were.


  “You travelin’ on foot?” Bill asked.


  Jeremy grabbed some Gatorade from one of the freezers and proceeded to the snack aisle. “My truck broke down about three miles down the road. I need to call a tow truck.”


  “Wish I could help you, son, but the phones ain’t workin’ neither,” Bill said.


  “What do you mean?” Jeremy asked.


  Bill picked up the receiver of a landline telephone next to his counter. “I mean that they ain’t workin’. No dial tone. Nothing.”


  Jeremy reached into his pocket for a cell phone and remembered that he didn’t have one. The earlier blast that knocked him on the ground had disoriented him. There was certainly something unusual about the entire scenario, but Jeremy couldn’t tell if this was an indication of anything serious or just a “brownout” as Bill had suggested.


  “I hope that you’re paying cash for those items, because our credit card machine ain’t workin’ worth a shit,” Bill said.


  


  “Yeah I have cash,” Jeremy said while approaching the counter. He removed his bug-out bag and searched in the front pocket for a zipper bag full of cash. Having cash on-hand was one of the basic steps in prepping, along with medical papers and a passport. Though Jeremy wasn’t rich, he took half of the five thousand that he had in his bank account and carried it with him.


  “How much do I owe you?” he asked.


  “Let me see here. You’ll have to excuse me on account of not having my scanner handy.” Bill looked at the items and did his best to add the total. “Three Gatorades and a bag of chips, that’ll be five dollars and thirty five cents.”


  Jeremy handed him a ten. Bill looked at him suspiciously. “You from around here?” he asked taking the money.


  


  “I’m from out of state. Just doing some sightseeing,” Jeremy replied.

  “Let me see if I can do this,” Bill said looking at the cash register in confusion. He pried open the drawer and pulled out the change owed to Jeremy. Just then, the man from outside burst into the store.


  “What in the hell is goin’ on with your gas pump, Bill?” he asked, clearly irate.


  “Power went out, Rodney,” Bill said.


  Jeremy took the change, put it in his pocket, and threw the bug-out bag over his shoulder.


  “Well that’s a load of horse shit!” Rodney shouted.


  “Ain’t nothin’ I can do about it until the power comes back on, my friend,” Bill said.


  Rodney paced throughout the store, agitated and on the brink of an outburst. Several thoughts entered Jeremy’s mind. One, someone had severed the power source to the town. Two, it was a freak accident. Three, it was an Electromagnetic pulse (EMP) attack. The third thought remained in his head as he blocked out the ensuing argument between Bill and Rodney. He quickly grabbed his items from the counter and exited the store.


  


  “Have a good one, travelin’ man,” Bill said from his stool at the counter.


  Jeremy waved and made his way outside. Suddenly Rodney stormed out of the store angrier than before. He kicked the gas pump and jumped into his station wagon. When he turned the key a clicking sound followed, nothing more. “What the fuck!” he shouted, hitting the dashboard.


  “Your car won’t start?” Jeremy asked.


  Rodney tried again and again, to no avail. “It sure as shit won’t,” Rodney answered.


  Jeremy paced the parking lot of the store in deep thought. Where was he to go? What was he to do?


  “Need to find someplace safe,” Jeremy said to himself.


  “What?” Rodney asked from the passenger seat of his car.


  “Something’s wrong. This is no normal power outage.”


  “Well my car ain’t startin'.”


  “Do you live near here?” Jeremy asked.


  “About two miles up the road,” Rodney said.


  “I think we’re under attack. They have these bombs that disable the electrical grids of entire cities. This could very serious.”


  “Who does? What are you talking about? I’m gonna need to call a tow truck now,” Rodney said, disinterested.


  “The phones aren’t working either,” Jeremy said.


  


  Rodney looked up from his steering wheel. “Well aren’t you a ray of sunshine? Guess I’ll have to fix it myself,” he said. With that, Rodney popped his hood and got out of his car.


  As Rodney examined the engine, Jeremy turned towards the road. Miles ahead he noticed cars stopped dead in their tracks. A four-door Ford Focus sat only fifty yards up the road with a middle-aged woman at the wheel turning her key again and again.


  


  In all his preparation, Jeremy couldn’t believe it what he was seeing. It was a breakdown of the most fundamental elements: electricity and mobility. There would be no tow truck or repair. However, Jeremy wanted to believe that if he could get a radiator hose, he could repair his truck and continue his travels. Rodney’s distant shouts of frustration filled the air. Jeremy turned around realizing that he would have to take what he needed from someone. A radiator hose is a radiator hose. If it didn’t work and if vehicles had truly been rendered inoperable then he would find an alternative path. He would need to take Rodney’s radiator hose one way or the other. Or perhaps he could find the solution from the woman in her car. The day hadn’t even started and Jeremy was pondering a “survival of the fittest” approach. And there was no better time for survivalist tendencies than now.


  


  


  
    The End: Book 3
  


  


  


  
    Chapter 1: Jeremy Rafelson: Stranded in West Virginia
  


  


  In a small town outside Charleston, West Virginia, Jeremy Rafelson pondered his next move. He was stranded in a town he didn't want to be in. His truck had broken down, after the radiator hose blew out. There was no electricity at the gas station, the phone lines were down, and he had no way to contact a tow truck. Next to the gas pumps, Rodney, a frustrated driver, examined his car engine, after it failed to start only a few moments ago. From a few feet away, Jeremy could hear intensified mumbling as Rodney leaned under the hood searching in vain for a solution. Rodney's back was turned to Jeremy making him exposed and vulnerable. It would take only a quick slam of the hood over Rodney's head and then Jeremy could take the very radiator hose needed for his truck. “Why wasn't Rodney's car working?” Jeremy wondered. What about all the other cars? What about his car? He slowly approached Rodney's station wagon. The pebbles beneath his hiking boots crackled with each step. His movement went largely unnoticed by Rodney, who was far too invested in the engine to be aware of anything else.


  


  “Shit!” Rodney said, “Shit! Shit! Shit.” He checked his oil dipstick, the transmission, sparks, and wires. Nothing seemed to be out of the ordinary. But on closer inspection, the main computer board of his station wagon seemed completely fried. Rodney noticed the blackened circuitry. “Well, damn. This could be the problem right here,” he said out loud to himself.


  


  Jeremy neared, pondering his next move. He wasn't completely sure that the radiator hose would even match the one he needed. But hoses were pretty much all the same, right? Jeremy moved to Rodney's side. It would be perfect. No witnesses. A clueless clerk sitting in his dimly lit store, none the wiser. A confused woman paced around her Ford Focus fifty yards up the road. Rodney continued to inspect the electrical wiring of the car, intently focused on the master board panel. Jeremy glanced around as he placed his hands on the engine hood above him. Rodney leaned deeper into the engine, blissfully unaware of Jeremy's presence. Suddenly, the front door of the shop swung open, revealing the store clerk, Bill. “You gonna move that boat of yours, or what?” he asked Rodney.


  


  Rodney lifted his head upon hearing Bill. Jeremy removed his hand from the engine hood immediately. “I can't get it started, so get off my back,” Rodney billowed.


  “Well put 'er in neutral and push 'er away from my pumps. I got a business to run here,” Bill said.


  Rodney removed himself from the engine and faced Bill. “Business?” he said. “Your power don't work. Phones don't work. Damn gas pumps don't work. This place is runnin' as good as a three legged dog.”


  “I appreciate your input, Rodney, but how about you just move your car 'way from my pumps already.”


  “You deaf? I said the pumps don't work, shithead!” Rodney shouted.


  “Nothing works,” Jeremy said, cautiously stepping away from Rodent’s engine. “This is something I'd advise both of you to take seriously.”


  Bill stepped closer, with a cockeyed glance in Jeremy's direction, and then looked to Rodney. “What the hell is he talking about?”


  “I don't know. He's been talkin' about some invisible bomb taking out all the computers,” Rodney said, “It don't explain why my car ain't working though.”


  “And the phone line,” Bill added.


  


  Jeremy lashed out at both men. “All of those things are connected. Don't you see it? Cars, electricity, phones, everything we have. It's all been destroyed!”


  Bill and Rodney stared at Jeremy, bewildered. It was clear that there wasn't going to be an immediate bond between them. Instead, they remained obtuse.


  “Who are you, anyway?” Bill asked.


  “Nobody. I'm just passing through town, like I said earlier.”


  “So how do you know so much?” Rodney interjected.


  


  “I don't know anything really. But I've read about this scenario. It's not all that outlandish really. There's all types of reports on it. It's called an electromagnetic pulse. A bomb meant to wipe out our electronic equipment. I can't say that's what's happened for sure, but there's a real possibility.”


  


  For once in his life, he was making sense. At least to himself. And Bill and Rodney were hanging on his every word. He was the source of information, which made him feel somewhat an authority figure. Granted, Bill and Rodney weren't the sharpest tools in the box, but they were listening to him nonetheless. Up the street, the woman left her car behind and neared the store on foot. Jeremy was the noticed her while Bill and Rodney faced the opposite direction. “So how do you know this stuff then?” Bill asked.


  


  “I just read about it, that's all,” Jeremy replied.


  “I read the paper every day, and I ain't heard a thing about what you’re saying,” Bill said.


  “You aren't going to hear about it in the Charleston Gazette—“


  “I read The New York Times, thank you,” Bill interrupted.


  “Well, you probably aren't going to read about it in there either, frankly,” Jeremy said.


  “So you're the expert now, huh?” Rodney asked.


  Jeremy shook his head. “I'm just telling you what I think. If you have any other ideas, go ahead and share them.” “It's a brownout,” Bill said.


  


  Jeremy scoffed. Before he could reply, the woman entered their circle. She was slightly heavy set and middle-aged. Her red, tangled hair was a mess, no doubt from her exhaustion from the heat-ridden day. Her square-rimmed glasses were slightly titled at an angle on her freckled face. “Can one of you boys help me? I need to call a tow truck,” she asked, between heavy breaths.


  Rodney looked her up and down. “Get in line, lady,” he belted out with a laugh.


  “It's the strangest thing,” she said, reaching into her pocket, “My cell phone's not working at all. It's completely dead, just like my car.” She pulled out her cell phone, an older model by Jeremy's estimations, and showed it to the group.


  


  A dead cell phone was intriguing to Jeremy, but something else from afar had gained his attention. Miles ahead from where the woman ventured, Jeremy saw people walking down the two lane highway towards the store. He suspected that this was the only stop for miles, as he had done the same thing when his truck broke down. But maybe, just maybe, there was a small chance he could still get his truck started amidst all the confusion. Perhaps it was all just a series of coincidental circumstances, mixed with the “brownout” that Bill believed responsible for the lack of power. Jeremy's wasn't sure. Only time would tell.


  


  “What's the problem with your car?” Bill asked the woman.


  “I was just driving along, and next thing I knew I was on the side of the road and my car was dead,” she said. Bill shifted one foot across the ground kicking a pebble across the road, followed by a heap of tobacco spit from his mouth.


  “We can go inside and try the phones if you want. Powers been out, along with the phone lines for the past ten minutes or so,” Bill said.


  The woman expressed relief upon Bill's offer of assistance. She rubbed the sweat from her brow. “Oh thank you so much. I really need to get back on the road as soon as possible,” she said.


  Bill led the woman into the store. Rodney looked around for a moment, then walked towards the front entrance of the store. “I'm comin' in too. I need a soda or something,” he said.


  


  Once the shop entrance door closed, things got quiet. Jeremy stood next to Rodney's station wagon thinking. He needed a plan. A purpose. Someway to deal with what was going on. The silence helped him think. It helped him realized that through all of this, he was going to be alone. In close proximity, glistening in the sun, was Rodney's radiator hose. Its length was far more elaborate than Jeremy had estimated, but it still looked relatively simple to remove. He just needed a screwdriver to remove the clamps at both ends.


  


  There wasn’t toolbox nearby, so Jeremy had to improvise. He set his bag to the gravel, opened one of the front pockets, and retrieved a Leatherman Gerber multi-tool. He flipped through the components on the tool and soon found the right one that he needed, a flat-head screwdriver bit. Jeremy glanced ahead. The few approaching drivers, moving dots at the end of the road, were still at least a mile or two away. He looked to the store. The group was still inside, probably making small talk and cursing the fact that the phones were still out. Jeremy stood over the engine, and prepared his Gerber. He worked the first screw diligently; twisting and twisting until he could get it lose. The tool kept slipping from the screw, as Jeremy had to continually re-align it.


  


  He felt the process too long, and feared that he wasn't going to be able to disconnect the hose in time. The more thoughts of doubt that entered his mind, the sloppier his method became. Jeremy steadied his hand, concentrated and was able to get the second screw off with little resistance. He pocketed both screws and removed the clamp holding the hose on the radiator end. Then he worked the other side of the hose. This was a little more complicated, as Jeremy had to lean into the engine in order to detach the hose from the car's engine. He set the Gerber into the first screw and turned. His movements were awkward and it made him long for an actual screwdriver, but it was better than nothing.


  


  He heard the front door swing open, but remained focused. Next followed the pop and fizzing sound of a soda can opening. Jeremy suspected that the person exiting the store had to be Rodney, though his back was turned. Sweat streamed down from his forehead and into his eyes, as nervousness took over. He knew it was only a matter of time before Rodney—


  “Hey, what are you doing?” Rodney shouted.


  Jeremy twisted the last screw, but was unable to catch it in time. It rolled down into the engine and into oblivion. Jeremy clutched the hose—still warm—and twisted it back and forth, trying to pull it from the engine. Rodney dropped his soda as his pace quickened towards Jeremy. “I said what in the hell you think you're doing with my car?”


  


  Jeremy glanced back and saw Rodney only a few feet away. His face was flush with anger, and even for a large man, he moved fast with rage growing in his eyes. One final pull and Jeremy managed to yank the hose from the engine completely. The force caused him to stumble backwards, but not before he hit the rod that held the hood open from its seated position. The hood slammed shut. He held the hose up in one hand, and extended his other hand in a defensive gesture towards Rodney. “Look, I just need your radiator hose, okay? I don't want any trouble,” he said. Rodney continued lumbering towards him, fists raised. “Well, you got trouble,” he said.


  


  Rodney swung with intensity at Jeremy, knocking him to the ground with one quick punch to the face. Jeremy didn't even know what hit him. The radiator hose fell next to him on the dusty ground. Rodney stood over Jeremy with balled fist, ready to strike again. Jeremy held his right cheek with one hand, and attempted to push himself up with the other hand. Rodney noticed the radiator hose and looked at Jeremy utterly perplexed. “The hell you want with my radiator hose? Damn no-good thief. You drifters is all the same. Take what you can from hard workin' people like me,” he said bending down to retrieve his hose.


  


  With his face in striking distance, Jeremy raised his right leg and thrust his foot squarely in Rodney's sagging jowls. Rodney fell backwards and onto the ground...hard. His net hat flew into the air and landed beside Jeremy. Rodney squirmed around trying to get back on his feet. The kick to his face left him heavily dazed. He clutched his face, holding it, as if trying to protect himself from another blow. Jeremy rose to his feet. He bent down and picked up the radiator hose. He was fairly certain that things didn't need to be escalated any further. Rodney was subdued, Jeremy had the part he needed when—


  “You stop right there!” Bill shouted from outside the front door of his shop holding a .22 caliber rifle. He had it aimed squarely at Jeremy. “Don't think I won't shoot,” he shouted.


  


  Jeremy slowly raised his arms, still holding the hose in one hand. “Don't do anything stupid, Bill. Rodney and I just had a little misunderstanding that's all,” Jeremy said in his friendliest tone.


  “That's bullshit,” Rodney said as he rose from the ground, rubbing his cheek, “This little prick tried to steal my radiator hose then he kicked me right in the face.”


  “Yeah, after you tried to kill me,” Jeremy said back.


  With his rifle aimed, Bill shifted his focus back-and-forth between both Rodney and Jeremy.


  “Why would you take another man's radiator hose?” He asked Jeremy.


  “I needed it, that's why. I was going to pay him for it, but he just came at me. Blindsided me, like an animal,” Jeremy said.


  Rodney shook his head and walked over to Jeremy, staring straight into his eyes. “You're full of shit, boy,” he said.


  “Rodney, get away from him,” Bill pleaded.


  “You weren't gonna pay me shit, you little prick. What the hell am I supposed to do without a radiator hose? I'd be stranded,” Rodney continued.


  “No more stranded than you are now,” Jeremy said.


  


  Rodney swung at Jeremy again, clipping his jaw. Jeremy jumped backward as to avoid the full blow of the punch, giving his adversary a clear opportunity to pummel him. Instead, Jeremy quickly gained his footing and moved from Rodney's aim.


  “Both you stop it now!” Bill shouted.


  Rodney ignored Bill's plea and circled Jeremy with viscous intent. “My entire life, I've had to deal with thieves. No-good lyin' degenerate thieves. I ain't gonna put up with it anymore.”


  Rodney charged at Jeremy and tackled him. The men fell to the gravel below and rolled next to the tailgate of his station wagon. “Stop it!” Bill shouted. Rodney swung his arms rapidly trying to hit Jeremy anywhere he could. Most of his attempts, however, failed. Their grunting and heaving was a bizarre spectacle in itself. Bill lowered his rifle trying to figure out a way to end the fight. But he felt powerless to do anything. “I'll kill you!” Rodney shouted.


  


  He nearly got Jeremy into a headlock, but missed his chance as Jeremy dodged the grip of his arms, punched him in the gut, and sat upon his chest, pinning Rodney's arms to the ground with his legs. Rodney's flustered and panic-stricken face angered Jeremy even further. If life after today was going to be an act of true survival, then Jeremy was going to make a stand right there. He raised his fist, ready to make a bold and finalizing punch, destined—he was sure—to leave Rodney unconscious. Rodney looked at Jeremy in a quick flash of fear. However, his helplessness didn't deter Jeremy, he thought it pathetic.


  


  “That's quite enough right there, son!” Bill shouted running towards the men. “Take a shot at Rodney and I'll shoot. Just try me.”


  Jeremy lowered his fist in defeat. Rodney's messy, gray hair was in his face as he gasped for breath. “Now go ahead and get off him,” Bill commanded as he caressed the trigger of his rifle. Jeremy looked around to see Bill, only a few feet from, aiming with clear intent. Jeremy hung his head down and stood up, freeing Rodney. “That's good, now go 'head and move away from Rodney. Keep those hands in the air where I can see them,” Bill continued. Jeremy complied and moved to the front of the station wagon, holding his hands up. “Figures. The power goes out and the looting starts. Just like clockwork,” Bill said to himself.


  


  Rodney lied flat on his back for a moment, still catching his breath. “You okay?” Bill asked. “Yeah...yeah I'm fine,” Rodney answered. He sat up, glanced at Jeremy and rose up from the ground while patting the sand and dust from his jeans. “Better watch that one, he's a real sneaky son-of-a-bitch,” Rodney said to Bill. Bill didn't respond, but instead looked to Jeremy. “Okay, son. I got two options for you. Wait here until we call the police, or give Rodney back his radiator hose and be on your way.”


  


  Jeremy looked at the radiator hose clutched in his hand, then to Bill. “I'm sorry, but I need it. I'll pay him fifty dollars for it,” he said. Rodney laughed with a snort. “Okay, one hundred dollars,” Jeremy said, causing Bill to join Rodney in the laughter. “You must really, really want that radiator hose,” Bill said with a smirk. He then looked to Rodney. “What do ya' say Rodney? Fifty bucks seem reasonable enough?” he asked.


  Rodney continued to pat his overalls. “You see, Bill, the problem is...” Rodney said, pausing. He moved to face Jeremy, who still had his arms in the air. “The problem is that the only reason he wants to pay up is that he got caught. If I had been inside for another minute, this little punk would be gone, along with my radiator hose.”


  “It's one damn radiator hose. Just sell it to the boy,” Bill pleaded.


  Rodney stared into Jeremy's eyes with no intent of backing down. “It's the principle of the matter,” he said, eyes gleaming, “I don't care if offers me a million dollars, he ain't taking my hose.”


  “You lost your mind?” Bill laughed.


  Rodney placed his hand on the radiator hose and pulled it from Jeremy's grip. “I don't do business with scumbags. Keep your money,” he said.


  “I'm going to get that hose one way or the other,” Jeremy said.


  “Oh yeah?” Rodney asked.


  “Yeah,” Jeremy answered.


  The two men stared at each other and everything went quiet again.


  “Don't start this again,” Bill said.


  “You must think you're some pretty hot shit?” Rodney said, in a near whisper, to Jeremy.


  “No. But I'd be smart enough to know a deal when I see it. So why don't you quit being a backwoods dumbass and take the money,” Jeremy said.


  


  Rodney punched Jeremy in the gut. It was a swift and unexpected move that nearly sent Jeremy to his knees. “Rodney!” Bill yelled, “You keep that shit up and I'm going have to call the cops for real this time.”


  “No need, Bill. I'm gonna take care of this one myself!” Rodney shouted.


  Jeremy crouched and rested his hands on his knees, gasping for air. The hose fell to the ground, once again, and Rodney picked it up. “Pleasure doing business with you,” he said.


  Jeremy leapt and punched Rodney in the face, causing him to spin backwards. As the hose fell from his grip, Rodney responded to Jeremy with a punch in the face. Both men stumbled around, held their soar faces, and shook their hands rapidly in the air to ease the pain.


  


  Rodney lunged at Jeremy again, striking him in the face, now a second time. Then came another swing, but Jeremy dodged it. Rodney panted like a wild animal, ready to attack, but was considerably older and more physically out of shape than Jeremy. And to this, Jeremy was certain Rodney would tire easier. Rodney swung again, and missed. He had yet to exhaust himself. Rodney took a step back and charged at Jeremy like a bull, tackling him again. The two men fell against the hood of the station wagon, creating a loud thud.


  


  Jeremy felt himself pinned. Sharp pain entered his back, not only the force of their fall, but from the intense heat of the aluminum surface. Rodney put his hand around Jeremy's neck and squeezed. Jeremy gasped. His windpipe was sealed. Nothing was coming in or out. With every breath, he felt more constricted. Rodney had large, meaty hands, and there was no removing them. Jeremy's repeated punches to Rodney's sides did nothing to relinquish his grip. Rodney was nearly frothing at the mouth. Spittle dripped down onto Jeremy's face. Disgusted and without air, Jeremy moved his head from side to side, squinting, trying to get one last breath. He placed his arms around Rodney's wrists and attempted to remove his grip. No such luck.


  


  Bill rushed towards the men, rifle held high. “I warned you two. I warned ya!” Bill shouted.


  A loud blast filled the sky as Bill fired into the air. The abrupt sound startled both Rodney and Jeremy. The woman from the Jeep exited the store, trying to figure out what had happened. She saw Bill holding a rifle, and the two other men at each other’s throat. She gasped and backed herself up against the wall, as if trying to remain unseen.


  


  “Shoot him!” Rodney shouted.


  “You calm down, you big dumb animal,” Bill said.


  Rodney loosened his grip around Jeremy's neck, air finally entering his lungs. Jeremy heaved and coughed violently. Rodney's weight still held him against the car.


  Bill moved cautiously towards the men, aiming his pistol in their direction. “I can't believe you two idiots are willing to kill each other over a stupid radiator hose. I just don't understand it—“


  


  Just then, another blast sounded from the rifle. An accidental discharge. Rodney's head blew apart at the top. Fragments of skull and brain matter fell on top of Jeremy, much to his disbelief. The crushing dead weight of Rodney's body was felt instantly. Jeremy had no idea what had happened. All he knew to do was to push. He was covered in a wet, sticky flow that continued to run onto his chest from Rodney's large, open head wound. Jeremy heaved and pushed with all his might causing Rodney to roll off of him. His lifeless body slide down the car hood like a rag doll and onto a messy pile on the ground. Jeremy wiped his face, and examined his shaking hands. They were covered in a darkest red he had ever seen. The ringing continued in his ears from the gun blast. Nothing, so far was clear. He pushed himself from the hood, and noticed Bill standing there, rifle in hand, with a blank shocked look.


  


  “I didn't—” Bill mumbled, “I didn't mean to.” He looked at his rifle in disbelief, examining the barrel in wonder. “In all my life, I ain't had anything like that happen.”


  Bill seemed like he was talking to himself. His words were rambling, repetitious, and nonsensical. The woman screamed. She then covered her own mouth as to quiet herself. Neither Jeremy nor Bill cared or took notice to her presence. Jeremy looked at Bill then on the ground to Rodney. The hood was covered in blood. Rodney's face—or what was left of it—no longer held any emotional rage. He had been silenced, exterminated. Jeremy walked carefully towards Bill with his arms up. The rifle was no longer aimed in his direction, but Bill still clutched it, searching for answers on why it had discharged. “Stay calm, Bill. I'm not going to hurt you,” Jeremy said.


  “I don't get it,” Bill continued, “I don't understand how the rifle went off. He ain't dead is he? Please tell me he ain't dead.”


  “It was an accident. Everything is going to be okay,” Jeremy said, steadily approaching.


  Bill looked at the ground and mumbled. He was still in a state of shock. Jeremy found his opportunity and grabbed the rifle from his hands. Bill looked up, startled.


  “I'm just going to hold it for you,” Jeremy said.


  “Don't hurt me,” Bill said with a hint of desperation.


  “No one is going to hurt you. Do you have a faucet?” Jeremy asked.


  Bill didn't answer. He stared at the ground in a daze.


  “Bill!” Jeremy said.


  Bill's eyes looked up.


  “You have a faucet around here? A hose?”


  “Around back,” Bill answered.


  “Why don't you go inside, take that woman with you. At least until the authorities arrive.” Jeremy suggested.


  


  Bill's eyes darted everywhere. He half-nodded, nearly unresponsive. The look of dread was worn across his aged face. “Yeah,” he said. “Yeah I could do that.”


  Jeremy escorted him to the front of the store. The woman was frozen against the wall with tears welled up in her eyes. “Both of you wait in here,” Jeremy said.


  Jeremy pushed them along inside, like cattle. They didn't seem to be operating on anything other than indifferent obedience. Once they were inside, Jeremy shut the door and ran to Rodney's body. A quick glance down the road and Jeremy saw a few people within at least a mile of the store. Their curiosity seemed to peak, as their pace towards the store quickened. If they saw him holding a rifle, with a man on the ground missing half his head, it would no-doubt inspire more panic. Jeremy felt that, if approached, he would really have his hands full.


  


  Jeremy slung the rifle around his shoulder. He grabbed Rodney's legs and pulled as hard as he could. He dragged the man until they reached the side of the store. A clear path of smoothed sand and blood followed their movement. He wasn't leaving the most difficult crime scene to figure out, for any rookie detective, but it would have to do. He rolled Rodney's body from a hill on the side of the store, into the thick brush below. This would temporarily conceal things, enough for him to make an escape. It was a sad thing, this dead man. But Jeremy didn't have time to mourn the loss of any such person.


  


  He ran to the water faucet, just where Bill said it would be, and turned it on. Water sprayed in all directions from the spout. Jeremy splashed the water onto his face. He washed and washed, but felt that he could do little to completely remove the red colors from his skin and clothing. He walked to the station wagon and looked at himself in the reflection of the passenger window. A little better, but still alarming in his appearance. There was also the difficult decision of carrying the rifle—now a murder weapon—with him. Jeremy was conflicted, but wasn't going to leave the rifle anywhere near Bill. Perhaps it was best to get rid of it farther up the road. Jeremy grabbed the radiator hose from the thick puddle of blood near the front tire of the station wagon. He looked back up the road and identified a man, woman, and two other men, walking in a sort of wedge formation. They were close. Jeremy took off in the other direction, down the road from which he came, with hopes of repairing his truck. Hopes, he felt, that were hanging by a thread.


  


  An hour later, Jeremy was at his truck. It looked exactly the way he had left it. He hoped and prayed that his supplies were still hidden behind the trees, off the road, where he left them. The first thing he needed to do was to start the truck. Or see if it would start. First, he needed to get rid of the rifle slung around his shoulder. It was evidence of a crime, a murder. Jeremy couldn't believe what he was thinking. He unslung the .22 caliber rifle, ready to throw it in the woods, but hesitated. What was he afraid of? Would they ever really make the connection? Under normal circumstances, he wouldn't think twice about getting rid of the weapon. Hell, he wouldn't have bothered taking it in the first place. But his circumstances were anything but normal.


  


  Jeremy opened the front door to his truck and slid the rifle under the seat. He hopped up to driver's seat, placed the radiator hose in the seat near him, and searched his jacket for his keys. A slight panic struck, as he dug into each pocket. He felt his jean pockets and back pockets and came up empty handed. He felt the sting of foolish loss—in this case, the irresponsible loss of his car keys. His hands moved fervently through his jacket. Finally he felt something near the top pocket that caused a slight jingling sound. He dug into the pocket and out came the keys, connected to an old key chain that his father gave him. Jeremy sighed in relief. He aligned the car key with the switch and counted to three. A careful turn of the ignition switch, and nothing. Jeremy closed his eyes and counted again. He turned again on the count of three. Nothing happened. The car was completely dead. Not even the engine light came on.


  


  Jeremy leaned forward and rested his head on the steering wheel. He turned the ignition switch again, and again. He pulled the lower engine hood lever and unlocked the hood. Noticeably frustrated, Jeremy exited his truck, opened the hood and stared into the engine, in a similar fashion to Rodney, only an hour ago. In one hand he held the radiator hose. His other hand rested against the engine. Jeremy looked up to the sky. It was definitely later in the day, dusk was approaching. The engine itself provided no answers, beyond the obvious busted radiator hose. Jeremy was certain that a closer inspection of the truck's computer board would reveal fried circuits. “An EMP,” Jeremy said to himself. At least that's what he believed. However, the only thing certain at the moment was that Rodney's death had been for nothing.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 2: Alice & Brian: School's Out
  


  


  Alice gave in, against her better judgment. She knew Brian's school friend, Tobias, and as much as she preached about “family first,” nothing in her could look past abandoning a child in the woods. Brian wasn't speaking to her at the moment; after his pleads to retrieve Tobias had gone unanswered. His eyes lit up, however, when Alice passed the school and turned towards a path he was all too familiar with. It was the path Brian and Tobias originally took when they tried to flee the school and make it home safely. Now it was night time. Most of the crowd outside the school had cleared out. A once collective crowd of disorder lined up at the school gates had dispersed into groups of confused wanderers abandoning their cars and trying to get assistance. With the exception of a small police force, themselves unsure on how to maintain law and order, there was little in the way of answers or comfort.


  


  Alice was hesitant to drive past the wanderers, as they marveled at her newly discovered Plymouth Valiant drifting down the road. People shouted as she passed by, begging for a ride. Some even stepped in her way. It was only a matter before some kind of barricade was constructed to block her path, she believed. Alice veered left and right to avoid the cars and people along the road. There were so many people. Where were they coming from?


  


  “Mom?” Brian asked with a hint of worry.


  “I know, Brian,” Alice answered, not taking her eye off the road.


  She turned quickly into the woods, jolting Brian as he sat.


  “Where are we going?” Brian asked.


  “Just be quite for a moment,” Alice said.


  Brian went silent. Alice's eyes darted between the cluttered path in front of them and the rear-view mirror, where she noticed a group of people following them on foot. She gently accelerated the vehicle as fast as she could go, given their limited vision in the darkened woods. The blaring of the engine combined with the headlights meant that they could be seen and heard for miles. They were going to have to fight for this car if it came to it; a fight they would most likely lose.


  


  Alice had driven a good mile into the woods. She allowed the car to drift to a halt while shutting off the headlights. She put the car into park and grabbed the flashlight they took from the shop class garage.


  “Now listen to me,” she said to Brian, “We have less than ten minutes to find Tobias and get back to the car.” She paused. “Will you be able to take us right to him?”


  Brian thought for a minute, feeling the pressure. “It's so dark out now.”


  Alice held up the flashlight. “That's why we have this. But we have to be discreet. People are going to see us as soon as we turn this on.”


  “I put up a stick and tied a piece of my jacket to it. Sort of like a flag,” he said.


  “That's good. We're near the fence where we met earlier. I remember you came from that direction,” Alice said pointing. She placed a hand on Brian's shoulder. “Just stay calm and focused, and we can do this.”


  


  Brian smiled and nodded. Alice opened the driver's side door. “Let's go,” she said, taking one last glance in the rear view mirror that displayed only darkness. They exited the car and walked around to the front. “Which way?” she asked.


  Brian scanned the black forest ahead. It seemed hopeless. But if they could get find Tobias and get him to a hospital, everything would be okay. Everything would be normal again. Alice handed Brian the flashlight. “Can you see anything at all?” she asked. “Not really,” Brian answered.


  “Take a moment and let your eyes adjust to the darkness. I want you to use the flashlight only when you have to, “she said.


  “But I can't see anything without it,” Brian said.


  “Only use it when you have to,” Alice reiterated.


  Brian turned the flashlight on, and walked towards the most recognizable path. He led the way as his Alice followed. “Brian!” Alice said with a whisper. Brian turned his head to Alice, “I have to use it now,” he said. “I can’t see anything without it.”


  


  At his age he was always a bit of a smartass, but he was also leading the way, and Alice was going to have to put up with it. Tobias could effectively ruin Alice's entire plans of getting her family home and secure. But he was someone's son as well. Alice had met Mary, Tobias's mother, through a few school functions, and children’s birthday parties. She was friendly enough. Her husband, a lawyer, who also ran for a local congressional seat, was always out of town. Mary's ability to raise children in spite of her husband's absence was admirable. Alice could relate to it as well. Why hadn't they been better friends? Once again, Alice found herself pursuing someone else's child, as she had yet to be reunited with her own daughter.


  


  “This way,” Brian said.


  “How much farther?” Alice asked.


  “Not much,” Brian answered.


  “Keep your voice down,” Alice said.


  “Not much,” Brian whispered.


  “Are you sure you still need the flashlight on?”


  “Yes,” Brian said a bit too loud.


  “Brian!” Alice said beneath her breath.


  “Yes, yes, I know. Keep my voice down, thanks,” he responded.


  They walked at a quickened pace. To Brian, it felt like they were going in the right direction. If only he could call out to Tobias, they could probably find him much faster. Brian stopped.


  “Why are you stopping?” Alice asked.


  Brian turned around to face her. “We should call out to Tobias, just once. It's our best shot,” he said.


  “Brian, no. We can't.”


  “What are you afraid of?” Brian asked with an angered tone.


  “Everyone. And it's about time you were aware of the same thing. Those people will take our car, the first chance they get, leaving us stranded—”


  “Just like we took the car from Mr. Brampton?” Brian asked.


  Alice pulled Brian towards her, and bent down to his level. “Turn out your flashlight,” she demanded. Brian clicked it off. “You need to learn this now. We take what we need. It's ours. If we're going to survive, we have to hold on to everything we can get. Understand?”


  Brian stared at his mother blankly. Even in the darkness he could see the fire in her eyes.


  


  “Tell me that you understand, she said.


  “I understand...” Brian said carefully.


  She relinquished her grip on Brian. He turned, switched on the flashlight and proceeded to walk deeper into the woods. Alice followed.


  “Tobias!” Brian called.


  There was no answer. Brian called out again. Alice gripped his shoulder. “What did I tell you?” she asked. “It's the only way we'll find him,” Brian shouted out.


  Alice covered his mouth with her palm immediately. Once silenced, she could hear several footsteps in the distance. She grabbed the flashlight and switched it off. “Hey!” Brian said in a muffled tone, his mouth still covered. “They're moving in on us,” Alice hissed. “I knew this was a bad idea.”


  Brian pulled himself away from her, and ran. “I'll find him myself,” he said fleeing into the darkness. “Brian!” Alice called out. She trailed behind in a desperate attempt to keep up.


  


  Brian could see only a foot ahead of him, and even that was unclear. He held his arms out carefully feeling for trees and anything else obstructing his path. “Tobias!” he called again. He heard running from behind him. The flickering of Alice’s flashlight was getting closer as its beam bounced up and down. Alice caught up with Brian and scolded him further. “Don't you ever run away from me again,” she said between heavy breaths, “The only way we're going to find Tobias is if we work together.”


  “I know, mom. You're not telling me anything I don’t know already,” Brian said, stomping off.


  


  Alice followed, shinning the light ahead of her so that Brian could see. Approximately twenty yards ahead of them, Brian could see the stick in the ground with his jacket sleeve waving in the area. “Shine it over there!” he said, pointing. Alice pointed the light in the right direction. They saw the marker. Brian bolted towards the makeshift flag in elated excitement. “This way!” he shouted back. Alice followed, ducking vines, and branches in her way. They neared the location of where Tobias was earlier that day. Tobias was nowhere to be found. Brian called for him repeatedly, but there was no answer.


  


  “He's got to be around here somewhere,” he said to Alice.


  Alice surveyed the area with the flashlight. She noticed a rustled spot of leaves where Tobias had most likely been. Brain called out for Tobias again. Alice looked behind her. The movement of people through the woods was unmistakable. “We have to get back to the car,” she said.


  “But, Tobias!” Brian cried.


  “He's not here. He might have already left and found help,” Alice said.


  “He had a broken leg. There's no way,” Brian said.


  “I'm sure it wasn't that bad. Brian, look, we tried to get him, he's not here, and we have to get moving.”


  “We need to search the woods for him. Get the police. Somebody!” Brian said.


  Alice took his arm and pulled him with her back towards the car. “We're out of time, let's go,” she said.


  


  Alice didn't have to pull Brian far, before he gave-in and followed her willingly to the car. They heard the movement and the rustling of leaves in all directions. Alice couldn't distinguish between natural forest ambiance and the advancement of people around them. They made it back to the car and once behind the wheel, Alice assumed that her real challenge would begin. Brian felt worse than he had before they attempted to rescue Tobias. His stomach hurt. The longing pain and guilt of leaving his friend grew. Tobias’s disappearance left a few certain possibilities: either he was dead, or he was alive. Either he was safe, or he was in harm’s way. Not knowing was the worse. Alice placed her hands on the steering wheel. “I'm sorry we couldn’t Tobias, but I’m sure he’s okay,” she said.


  “How would you know?” Brian asked.


  “Because he's young and because he’s a survivor,” she answered.


  “What is that supposed to mean?”


  


  Alice didn’t answer, but continued, “We're going to have to get this car to your sister's school without being mobbed. I need you to be ready.” She turned the ignition key and the car started. Thus far, she had said a little prayer every time before starting the car. She hated having to turn the engine off. The path they had taken into the woods left little room for a three-point turn. Alice's only option was to drive all the way to the road in reverse. She gently pressed onto the gas pedal and the car moved backwards. If Alice thought it was a challenge navigating through the woods with headlights, then driving in reverse was a real treat. “Easy...easy,” she said to herself.


  


  Suddenly two men appeared directly in her path. “Stop the car!” they demanded.


  Alice panicked and slammed the brakes, as if by instinct. Just as the men approached the car from its side, she laid onto the gas pedal, jolting the car backwards. “Hey!” they shouted running after her from the front. Alice had her head turned to the rear of the vehicle along with her arm across Brian's seat. She did her best to stay on the path. Her hands carefully guided the steering wheel back-and-forth. In the distance, she saw the end of the path as it connected with the main road.


  


  “Hold on, Brian,” she said. As they came to the road she jerked the steering wheel to right. Several people standing in the road jumped out of the way and landed on the nearby gravel. “Close call,” Alice thought. She put the car in drive, and floored it. A slight lag in the transmission caused immediate concern. “Move!” she shouted. A bright beam from a flashlight blinded temporarily blinded her from the front. It was a police officer, standing directly in front of her. “You there, stop the car,” he ordered. She covered her eyes from his light and drove to the side of him, nearly clipping him in the process. Roads were no longer roads, but mere obstacle courses. Alice had to be ready for everything. “We're going to Kiya's school,” she said to Brian. And they were off.


  


  If Brian's high school proved chaotic, then Sun Crest Middle School—where Kiya was being held—was a different animal all together. Something was going on at Kiya's school similar, but more massive than what Alice had experienced earlier. There was a crowd formed around the school walls, but no one was getting in. They just seemed to languish together. There were just too many people for her to contend with. Even in the dark, Alice suspected that the crowd was large. Or at least enough to seize her means of transportation. And transportation was what people wanted. Nearly every person they had passed along the way had foolishly chased their car, begging for a ride. Alice had never seen anything like it. Brian had no clue what to make of it. “Why are all their cars broken down?” he asked Alice. “Something has messed with the computers cars rely on,” she responded.


  


  Alice wondered if she had made a mistake. But she couldn't think of any other way to get Kiya. She slammed the brakes and the car came to a quick halt. Brian flew forward, placing his hands on the dashboard for resistance. Alice switched off the head lights and rested her head against the steering wheel.


  “Why couldn't I have just told you two to stay home from school today?” she asked, “Of all the days. Couldn't you both have gotten sick?”


  “Why do you wish that we got sick?” Brian asked.


  “Nothing, son. It's okay. It's not your fault. We're going to get your sister and everything will be fine.”


  “Not without Tobias,” Brian replied.


  His comment went largely unnoticed, by Alice, whose mind was on other things. “We're going to have to hide the car again. People don't understand yet why their own vehicles are broken down, but once they realize that their cars aren't going to start, they'll stop at nothing to take ours.”


  “I get it, mom. Can we get Kiya already and go home?” Brian said.


  “Listen. We're going to get into the school, just like we did before. We have to be quick, and remain inconspicuous.”


  


  “Like ghosts?” Brian asked.


  “Sure, ghosts. Just like ghosts.”


  Alice parked the car among the others on the side of the road. No one within close distance had noticed them at this point. It was a risk, but a risk, she felt, worth taking. Brian took one look at the school. “There are huge walls covering the school, how the hell are we going to get in there?” he asked.


  “Brian! Don't talk like that. We have to believe in this. For your sister.”


  “How do you know that she's even here? Maybe she left already. Maybe she's home,” Brian said.


  “We're going to find out then, aren't we?” Alice said. She opened the door, clutched the flashlight, and exited the car. Brian got out and slammed his door. “Shhhh!” Alice said with her index finger raised to her lips. From outside the car they could hear the loud uproar from the crowd outside the school. The surrounding walls, pure concrete were impossible to scale. The metallic front gate was shut, offering little way of forced entry. Alice listened carefully to the commotion of the crowd as she tried to understand the situation. She approached a restless middle-aged woman waving her fist in the air.


  


  “What is going on here?” she asked the woman.


  “What's going on?” the woman asked back in disbelief. “What's going on is that the school has our kids in there and they won't release them. They sealed the school off and won't let anyone in. They got damn near about a riot about to go on here.”


  “How can they do this?” Alice asked. He voice was drowned out by the chants of the unruly crowd.


  “What?” the woman asked.


  “I asked how they can do this?” she repeated.


  “Beats me,” the woman shouted as the crowd grew louder. “But they sure are doing a good job so far.”


  


  “Look, he's almost over!” a man shouted from the middle of the crowd. Everyone looked up, including Alice and Brian. A burly man scaled the nearby wall of the school with a rope. A hush fell over the crowd as the man neared his destination. “He's going to do it!” a woman yelled. The man made it to the top of the wall lying flat on his stomach as if resting. The crowd cheered ecstatically.


  


  “I knew he could make it!” an excited voiced shouted. The man at the top of the wall stood up on the wall and waved to the crowd below. The cheering was deafening. Alice and Brian had little option but to watch the scene unfold. “Let's do this,” another voice called.


  Amidst the cheering and motivation, a distant pop was heard. The man at the top of the wall was struck by something, sending him spiraling to the ground at the crowd’s feet. A gasp came over the crowd following his fall. In a second he splattered to the pavement at their feet. Collective shrieks filled the air. “They shot him,” someone yelled. “They shot him!”


  


  Massive anger came over the crowd. A few people ran to the fallen man to examine him. “They killed him,” a voice said, “Murdered in cold blood!” The noise and calls for justice were overwhelming. Alice soon realized that she was in the thick of a very serious problem. The crowd was going to explode anytime soon, and given the circumstances of today, such behavior would only warrant more brutal force. She knelt down. “We have to find another way into the school, Brian, just like before.” Brian nodded. Alice looked around in fear then squarely into Brian's troubled eyes. “We can do this,” she said.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 3: Kiya’s Plan
  


  


  “I ordered them to take any measures necessary to ensure the safety of this school!” Mr. Wright yelled to the Vice Principal, Ms. Foley, as she stood jotting into her notebook.


  “They shot a parent scaling the walls. Now the man is dead, and if you thought that the parents were upset before, you've literally enraged them now,” Ms. Foley said.


  “No matter,” Mr. Wright declared, rising from his desk, “in another couple of days it won't be worth a hoot what they think.”


  “We're looking at the most massive lawsuit this school has ever faced. How could that possibly not matter?” she asked, genuinely perplexed.


  “We've been through this. I've let you in on all the details about what's going on beyond these walls. We're talking an all-out war. Dozens of terrorist attacks reported around the country. This is the moment where we take action and make a difference. You assured me that you would support all of my decisions from here on out.” Mr. Wright said pacing around his office. “And now here we are, and you're already wavering.”


  “I'm not wavering, sir, I just—”


  “Make sure to write this down,” Mr. Wright said with a quick turn in Ms. Foley's direction. “I want a kerosene lamp in each classroom. Three jugs of water in every lavatory. In one hour I want each grade escorted to different areas. The sixth grade can have the gym. Seventh grade in the auditorium, eighth grade in the cafeteria. We should keep them segregated for a little while at least.”


  Ms. Foley scribbled Mr. Wright's dictation, nodding her head.


  “Of course, we want to make sure that the sleeping cots are set up prior. It will have to be a joint effort between the faculty and the various student monitors we've assembled.”


  “About those, monitors,” Ms. Foley said. “What kind of authority have they been granted?”


  “They've been relegated to keep order among the students, under my explicit direction. We have to make sure that our students remain orderly and one way to achieve that is at the behest of their fellow peers.”


  


  “It's late and I'm sure the children are getting hungry,” Ms. Foley said.


  Mr. Wright looked around his office, the shadow from the kerosene lamp flickered across his face. His harsh blue eyes were enlarged by thick glasses. He removed his glasses and placed them in his front pocket. “Meals will be dispersed as soon as we get the students in their respective areas. Just make sure that everyone is on the same page,” he said.


  Ms. Foley closed her notebook and looked down at the ground, slightly troubled. “About that. I should inform you that some of the faculty is not taken to this plan at all,” she said.


  Mr. Wright's eyes flared in her direction. “What do you mean?” he asked.


  “I mean that several teachers have expressed concern about sealing off the school like this. Many of them want to leave, and feel that we have moved well beyond our authority to keep anyone here after school hours.”


  Mr. Wright slammed his fist on his desk. “Dammit Mary, this is your area! I told you to get them under control.”


  “We've done our best, but they have families of their own that they want to get home to.”


  Mr. Wright scratched his head in a frustrated manner. “Send them to me,” he said. “I want to speak to any faculty member showing signs of non-compliance.”


  Ms. Foley paused for a moment. “Get those stupid fuckers in here. Now!” He shouted, startling her. “Mr. Wright. That's no way to refer to the faculty. I would remind you that we're professionals here, and obscene outbursts are not going to influence anyone to your side,” she said.


  


  Mr. Wright's face grew flush. His brows furrowed, veins protruded from his forehead. Rage was building within the features of his contorted face. Then suddenly, he grew calm.


  “A point well made, Mary. I sincerely apologize if I offended you. I will...do my best to behave in only the most professional manner. I am, after all, the principal of this school. I should be setting an example.” Mr. Wright studied his reflection in a small 8x10 mirror hanging on the wall. He pulled at his tie, straightening it around his collar. “People have certain expectations of me and my abilities as a leader. Expectations that have to be met in order for us to maintain order and control.”


  


  “We have a lot of different factions to consider,” Ms. Foley added.


  “Factions?” Mr. Wright asked.


  “Students, faculty, guards, parents, and that's just within the school. Then you have the superintendents, the PTA, the school board, the mayor, and congress. We're going to have to answer to them all at some point.”


  “It's a considerable sacrifice consider, Ms. Foley. It's as simple as that. I'm not suggesting that there's not going to be any fall-out as a result of this, but our role as educators carries with it certain responsibilities. How far would you go to keep these kids safe?”


  “I'm willing to do anything within reason, Mr. Wright.”


  “Excellent, so go round up the defectors and bring them to my office.”


  “Excuse me?” Ms. Foley asked.


  Mr. Wright laughed and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I'm only kidding. Please tell the faculty members who have questions or concerns to come see me. Thank you.”


  His touch on her shoulder felt awkward, but oddly comforting at the same time. Ms. Foley nodded, and turned away. Mr. Wright's eyes followed her on her way out. His smile dropped as she shut the door.


  


  Kiya's sixth grade class was tired, upset, and nearing its breaking point. Mrs. Crabtree was at her desk, trying to read her magazine from the light provided by the kerosene lamp. Several students were sleeping with heads on desk. Others were quietly chatting. Kiya rested her forehead against her folded arms at her desk. She wanted to sleep, but felt too anxious. What she really wanted to do was to leave. Everyone wanted to leave. They had been told to “wait for further instruction” and although nothing was spelled out, it was assumed that something very serious had happened. This foreboding sense of the danger that lurked beyond the school seemed pretty clear, even to the children. “Terrorists?” voices whispered throughout the classroom. “An actual terrorist attack?” This frightened several of the students. Then, as the time passed, the theories grew wilder. “Aliens? So it was aliens who shut off the power?” “I heard they don't want us to leave the school because there's zombies out there.” And so the rumors went. Mrs. Crabtree didn't know enough of anything to put an end to the speculation. She had to no real answers to provide. Their guess was as good as hers.


  


  In class, there had been a few incidents later in the day of kids crying, being disobedient, or asking to use the bathroom and then not returning to class. But, for the most part, things had died down, once Thomas Cassie and his team of fellow students were put in charge of “keeping order” among students by Mr. Wright. Officially they were referred to as “student monitors,” but Thomas preferred the term “enforcers.” He was the biggest kid in the sixth grade, held back last summer to repeat the sixth grade. It was ironic that Mrs. Crabtree's class had become more orderly once the worst students in the class—namely Thomas and his associates—were made into glorified hall monitors.


  


  Other than Thomas, there was Gary, an angry kid with disheveled, unkempt hair. He was slightly out of shape for his age. Though he hadn't fully made it to “fat kid status” yet, he had gained a lot of weight over the summer (long hours of endless ling playing video games over the months had taken its toll). There was Anthony, one of the self-proclaimed, “fastest kids in school.” He was already something of a track star, and, like Kiya, was new to the school. Kiya sort of liked him, and he was nice enough by himself, but always a jerk when the other boys were present. Carlos rounded out the group, a kid with dark, serious eyes, a good dresser, but he always got in trouble for not paying attention in class. Mrs. Crabtree was less than enthusiastic about Mr. Wright's “student monitor.” Especially when he seemed to pick the most ill-behaved students in class for the task.


  


  “Everyone likes to look at these kids and call them bad, but they're not bad. I'm providing them an opportunity to see their potential as leaders. Think of what it will do for their self-esteem,” Mr. Wright explained to her out in the hall, only a few hours earlier. She had questioned the merit of students bossing the others around, especially in such a potentially volatile atmosphere. Maintaining discipline and order was not and should not be the responsibility of the students, she explained. Besides, she was the teacher, and she could not have her students thinking they were above her authority. “You needn't worry, Mrs. Crabtree. Your authority is beyond question. The students answer to you. And the student monitors answer to me.”


  


  “You see, that's precisely the problem. Your monitors won't listen to me,” she said.


  “Of course they will,” he answered with a quick pivot towards his office. As his footsteps clicked down the hall, Mrs. Crabtree heard a faint gunshot from outside that shook her to the core. Its origins sounded near the front gate. She quickly marched back to her classroom. “I heard a gunshot,” Shelly Ackerman said. “Is everyone okay?” Mrs. Crabtree asked.


  “I want to go home!” a boy said in an exhausted tone. “Me too!” Erika, the red-headed girl, said pounding on her desk. “Soon, children, soon,” Mrs. Crabtree said while taking a seat at her desk. She had nearly run out of words to comfort them or excuses of why they had to remain in the classroom. She felt that she was failing them. Something wasn't right about any of this. Suddenly, the classroom door swung open revealing Thomas and his monitor team.


  “Alright you pukes, Mr. Wright wants everyone to gather in the gym,” Thomas said.


  “Thomas, watch your language! You're not to refer to any of the students as—that word,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  “Sheesh, I was only kidding. But everyone has to move into the gym now, principal's orders,” Thomas continued.


  


  Kiya raised her head from the desk. It was pure night outside. It was dark in the room, even with two kerosene lamps placed in the front and back of the classroom. She felt relief that they were finally leaving the classroom. But the gym didn't sound like a fun place to be. She wondered how long it was going to be before all the students got sick of this. She needed to call her mom, but the phone lines weren't working. For all she knew her mom could be outside the school waiting for her. The instant the thought of her mother hit, she felt hopeful. She had a plan after all. She needed to escape.


  “Why are we moving into to the gym? What did Mr. Wright tell you?” Mrs. Crabtree asked Thomas.


  “Is the whole school going to be there?” Shelly Ackerman asked.


  “Even the eighth graders?” Erika, the red-headed girl added, feigning terror.


  “That's enough, Erika. Where is Mr. Wright, Thomas?” Mrs. Crabtree asked, standing up from her desk.


  “He's having a meeting or something. Each school grade is like, in a different part of the school. We have these cot things to sleep on, and there's going to be food—”


  “Cots!” Mrs. Crabtree said with slight outburst. “Is he suggesting that we sleep here tonight?”


  “I don't know, Mrs. Crabtree, we have our instructions,” Thomas said, rolling his eyes. Mrs. Crabtree grabbed Thomas by the arm and took him outside. The door slammed shut. “Ooooooo,” the class said in unison.


  


  Kiya looked around her classroom, plotting. She needed to escape, that much was clear. She had a gut feeling that she couldn't explain. Kiya didn't think that she could do it alone, but if she involved a large group they would bring unwanted attention. She scanned the classroom searching for an accomplice. In front of her, Mark Nelson, the kid she couldn't stand, would probably be of little help. Plus he annoyed her. Shelly Ackerman seemed nice enough. And smart. But she was kind of a “teacher's pet,” and Kiya didn't know if she could fully trust her. There was Erika, the red-headed girl. She always spoke her mind, which Kiya liked, but her absence might send a red flag to the teacher. There was also Bobby Ramer, Jeff Springer, Jill Williams, Matt Buller, Fred Vaquez, Amber Greene, Luke Ardorno, Rachel Moss, Jesse Steinbeck, and one kid hadn't said a word in class yet. His name was Oliver, but Kiya didn't know that. Despite his strangeness and silence, Kiya could somewhat relate to him. She had barely said a word in class herself. And it's not like she had made any friends yet. But he was “weird,” and she was normal. At least that's what she told herself.


  


  “Let me tell you something right now, Thomas Cassise. No one tells my class what to do except me, understand?” an enraged Mrs. Crabtree said.


  “Yes, I understand, but—”


  “There are no buts. Now I don't know what Mr. Wright has told you, but I want you and your group to take your seats in class while I go talk to the principal.”


  “We were only doing what he told us to. He said there would be food and beds and stuff. Everyone is tired and hungry. We can't just sit in that classroom all night.”


  “That's not for you to be concerned about. You, Anthony, Gary, and Carlos take your seats. You can watch the class for a moment while I'm gone,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  “Okay, but if we don't move to the gym soon, Mr. Wright isn't going to be happy,” Thomas said.


  “Well, we certainly don't want to upset him, do we?” Mrs. Crabtree said walking away. “I'll be back in ten minutes,” she continued.


  Thomas watched her walk down the hall towards Mr. Wright's office. She moved passed open classroom doors, where children were lining up to march to their respective areas. Thomas turned and went back to the classroom.


  


  “Shelly,” Kiya called out. From her desk, she could see only Shelly's back, and wasn't sure if she was sleeping or ignoring her. Kiya called out again, causing Shelly to turn around. “Hey, can I talk to you?” she asked. The door to the class opened. Thomas entered and approached his fellow “enforcers.” “Mrs. Crabtree went to talk to the principal. We're in charge while she's gone,” he said. The gang nodded and turned to the class, surveying them like secret service men. Kiya got up from her seat to talk to Shelly, causing instant notice from Thomas.


  “Hey, get back in your seat,” he said.


  


  Kiya froze and looked up. The whole class was watching her. “I have to use the bathroom,” she said. It was the first thing that came to her mind. She glared at Shelly like she was trying to send her a message. Kiya hoped that a glance and a head nod would be a clear signal.


  “No deal. No one leaves the classroom until Mrs. Crabtree returns,” Thomas continued. He approached Mrs. Crabtree's desk and sat at her seat.


  “Get bent, Tommy,” Shelly said as she stood. “If we have to use the bathroom, you can't stop us.”


  Thomas laughed. “Go ahead and try us,” he said.


  


  Shelly walked over to Kiya and took her by the arm. They both walked together towards the door. Thomas nodded at Anthony who then blocked the door. “Move,” Shelly said.


  Anthony crossed his arms, not responding. “Okay, you ask for it,” she added. In one quick flash, she sucker punched Anthony in the stomach. He grunted and moved out of the way. “You crazy bitch!” he said. The other boys, Carlos and Greg, moved to the door in Anthony's place. Shelly gave them a look that asked for more. She was ready to punch someone. Thomas held his hand in the air. “Wait,” he commanded. “Let them go, one at a time.” Kiya gave Shelly a concerned look of disapproval. Shelly turned to face Thomas.


  “We both have to go. It's...it's personal,” she said.


  “What do you mean personal?” Thomas asked.


  “I mean girl stuff. Like, girl issues,” she said.


  Thomas thought to himself for a moment. Shelly was sure that he wouldn’t know any better. “Oh gross,” Thomas said. “Let 'em go. But you have five minutes!”


  “Whatever,” Shelly said pushing the other boys out of the way.


  Suddenly Erika jumped up to join Shelly and Kiya. “I have to go too!”


  “Oh come on!” Thomas said.


  Erika ran to the other girls as they left the bathroom. Thomas stood up as the door shut. “That's it, no one else can leave until they get back!” he said to the class in his best authoritative tone.


  


  With Kiya leading, they ran down the hall to the girl's bathroom. They passed a long line of students from the three other sixth grade classes on their way to the gym. One teacher, Mrs. Dollard—a large woman with a squished face, and small eyes beneath her glasses—watched the girls suspiciously. The girls were relieved as they made it to the bathroom without a word from any of teachers. Kiya pushed the swinging door open as they scurried inside. It was nearly pitch black in the bathroom. A small window provided a little night time light from outside, but the girls had to feel around. Erika pulled a cigarette lighter from her pocket and lit it.


  


  “How'd you get that?” Shelly asked.


  “Stole it from my dad. Pretty cool huh,” Erika said.


  “Okay, what is it? And why are we running?” Shelly asked turning to Kiya immediately.


  “I think it's cool. We're like secret agents of the apocalypse,” Erika said.


  “Apocalypse?” Shelly asked.


  “I don't know, just a word I heard the other day,” Erika answered.


  “I asked you to come with me, Shelly, because I wanted to talk to you,” Kiya said. She suddenly stopped speaking and searched the stalls for the presence of any other kids. The coast was clear. Kiya continued, “I have a bad feeling about this. All of this.”


  “Yeah, it sucks. But they're going to have to let us go soon,” Shelly said.


  “It's not like they can just keep us here forever,” Erika added.


  “I don't know what's going on, but I say we escape,” Kiya said.


  The two girls looked at her, then to each other. “Um. How are you going to do that?” Shelly asked.


  “We find a way out,” Kiya said.


  “But they'll expel us if we get caught,” Shelly responded.


  “You really believe that?” Kiya asked.


  “Ow!” Erika shouted. She had held onto the lighter for too long, and the flame had burnt her thumb. The lighter went out, and with it, the bathroom went dark. The girls continued their conversation.


  “Of course I believe it. I've had straight-As the past three years, and I'm not going to risk it,” Shelly said with a hint of snobbery.


  “I'll help you, Kiya,” Erika said placing her hand on Kiya's shoulder.


  “You both are crazy,” Shelly said.


  “You're right,” Erika responded. “It's too bad we're going to have to kill you now because you heard of our secret plan.”


  Erika moved to Shelly with her hands out, as if going for her neck. “Stop it!” Shelly yelled. Erika put her hands down. “Okay, okay. Chill,” she said back.


  “We have to do something. Staying here is bad. Thomas and the others are bossing us around now because the principal said they could. I'm sick of this and I want to go home,” Kiya said.


  “Me too!” Erika said.


  Both girls looked to Shelly. “So, 'miss perfect,' are you in or are you out?” Erika asked.


  Shelly sighed. “I want to go home, but I don't want to get into trouble. My mom would kill me.”


  “Your mom is probably right outside of the school now waiting for you. Just like mine,” Kiya said.


  “Think about that, brainiac,” Erika said.


  “Shut up, Erika!” Shelly shouted.


  “Shhhh. Footsteps,” Kiya said. The girls went silent as the unmistakable sound of adult footsteps passed the bathroom. Once out of range, Kiya continued, “When they take us to the gym, as long as we stick together we can run off and barely be noticed. By the time anyone really notices we'll be gone.”


  “So why don't we just go now?” Shelly asked.


  “Because we need a boy to help us,” Kiya said.


  “A boy? Why?” Shelly asked.


  “We need someone to help us if we run into trouble. But most importantly, someone who will do what we say.”


  “Ooo! Pick Mark Nelson, he likes you,” Erika said.


  Kiya shuttered at the thought. “I don't know. What about that one kid who never speaks?”


  “His name is Oliver and he's a retard,” Erika said.


  Shelly gasped. “You shouldn't say that word.”


  “I don't mean that he's actually retarded. I just mean that he's strange.”


  “No stranger than you,” Shelly quipped.


  “Eat dirt, you skank.”


  “Okay, stop it. We'll ask both of them,” Kiya said.


  “That's too many people. You think Mrs. Crabtree isn't going to notice that like five of her students are missing?” Shelly asked.


  “By the time she does, we'll be gone,” Kiya said.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree pounded on Mr. Wright's office door with her fist. She waited, and for a moment it seemed like no one was there. The door handle slowly moved, and the door opened to a crack, revealing Mr. Wright's face. “Mrs. Crabtree,” he said. “How can I help you?”


  “We need to talk,” she answered.


  “I'm having a meeting right now, can this wait?” he asked.


  “No it can't, frankly. This needs to be addressed now,” she said, unwavering.


  Mr. Wright seemed oddly relieved. He opened the door fully and invited Mrs. Crabtree in. “Please come in, perhaps you can join our meeting then.”


  Mrs. Crabtree walked in to see a small group of other teachers sitting in a circle. It was her fellow colleagues, Mr. Barone, the music instructor, Ms. Whitten, one of the seventh grade teachers, and Mrs. Anderson, a young twenty-something teacher's assistant. Mr. Wright closed the door. His office was dark, but slightly illuminated by a small kerosene lamp in the corner of the room. “That's one thing I wanted to ask you about, where did we get all these kerosene lamps?” Mrs. Crabtree asked as she approached the center of the room. “We have emergency storage for such incidents,” he answered.


  “And what kind of incidents?” she asked.


  


  “That's exactly what we were discussing,” Mr. Barone said. “Please, have a seat.”


  Mr. Barone pointed to an empty swivel chair next to him. Mrs. Crabtree sat as everyone looked to Mr. Wright, who paced in circles with his arms folded behind his back. “I'm simply explaining to your colleagues the reasons why this school has gone into full lockdown status. I think we've made some real progress,” he said.


  Mr. Barone, clearly objecting, spoke immediately. “I want to be clear—and I think I speak for the other teachers here—when I say that the only progress we've made is the unanimous decision that we want to leave the school.”


  “Nonsense, absolute nonsense, Mr. Barone. The point of being on lockdown is that no one is to leave the school, for their own safety,” Mr. Wright said.


  Angered, Mr. Barone stood up. “What about the safety of my wife and children? I haven't spoken to them all day! We have no idea what's going on out there.”


  The other teachers, with the exception of Mrs. Crabtree, nodded in agreement. Mr. Wright looked to Mrs. Crabtree. “Mrs. Crabtree, would you please talk some sense into Mr. Barone. These hysterics are not necessary. If the students see us going at each other's throats, it's going to create a panic.”


  “Well, actually,” Mrs. Crabtree said clearing her throat, “I'm a little concerned about the level of authority that we're losing over our classrooms. I had a few students come into class and tell me that we were to move to the gymnasium, under your authority.”


  “That's ridiculous!” Mr. Barone added.


  


  Mr. Wright glared at Mrs. Crabtree, clearly disappointed. He stopped pacing and turned to address the teachers. “I understand that you have reservations about the course we're taking here. But as I've said repeatedly, my greatest concern is for the safety the students and you, my dedicated faculty.”


  “We want the same things, Mr. Wright, but we have families. The children have families. It doesn't make sense to keep us here like prisoners,” Mrs. Anderson said.


  Mr. Wright rubbed his forehead letting out a deep sigh. He turned from the teachers and faced the wall. The teachers gave each other a concerned look.


  “I appreciate your input, Mrs. Anderson. And all the comments from the group. I understand where each of you is coming from. If you want to leave the school, obviously I can't keep you here against your will. But understand that we cannot open those front gates until the terror alert has been downgraded.”


  Grumbling from the teachers ensued to which Mr. Wright continued, “There is another way out of the school that one of my student monitors can escort you to, that is, if you feel comfortable leaving your classrooms behind.”


  “Well, why does it have to be like that?” Mr. Barone asked. “This isn't about just us. We want to make sure the children get home too.”


  Mr. Wright ignored Mr. Barone and opened his office door. Standing outside was Charlie McFarland, an eight-grader, infamous in reputation as the school's worst problem child. His suspensions were a common occurrence. He had been held back twice. He had been transferred from class to class constantly for unruly behavior that included fights, vandalism, smoking, and cursing at the teachers. He had become a student no teacher wanted. It was a miracle that he hadn't been expelled. The teachers in the room recoiled at the sight of him. He stared into the room under the bangs of his jet black hair.


  


  “Everyone, I'm sure that you're familiar with Charles. He'll escort you to the back exit.”


  “What is the meaning of this? Seriously, sir,” Ms. Whitten said, speaking for the first time.


  “Yes, this isn't exactly what we wanted. I thought we were going to have a serious discussion about what is happening in this school,” Mr. Barone added.


  Mr. Wright walked over to his desk, opened the bottom drawer, and pulled out a kerosene lantern.


  “Come in, Charles,” he said, beckoning the student.


  Charlie walked in—black jacket, torn blue jeans and all—and took the lantern from Mr. Wright.


  “Please escort the teachers out of the school,” Mr. Wright.


  “We're not going anywhere,” Mr. Barone objected.


  “Oh, so now you want to stay? I really wish someone would make up their mind here,” Mr. Wright said with an eye roll.


  “This is insane,” Mr. Barone said. “And I would like to add that your behavior is extremely unprofessional. We haven't resolved a thing!”


  “Charles, remember what we discussed?” Mr. Wright said, leaning towards him. Charlie nodded as Mr. Wright turned to address the teachers. “Here's your options, go back to the classroom and file your students into their respective areas, or leave. Or if neither suit you, your other option is termination.”


  The teachers looked at each other in shock. “What?” Ms. Whitten asked in disbelief.


  “Are you threatening to fire us?” Mr. Barone shouted.


  “I'm not making any threats. But if you fail to comply with current school protocols, you may not only lose your jobs, but you may find yourself unable to find employment anywhere else, for the rest of your lives. Let's see the letters, Charles.”


  


  Charles pulled several letters from his jacket pocket. He opened one and proceeded to read it. “Mr. Barone made several inappropriate comments to me regarding his sex life. He asked me if I had a boyfriend and if we had 'done anything' yet. I caught him staring at me several times in class and in the gym locker room. Signed, Jessica Albright.”


  Mr. Barone's face contorted in confusion and anger. “Are you kidding me? Is this some kind of sick joke?”


  “Jessica Albright?” Mr. Wright asked sarcastically. “Why she's one of the top students in school. And here Charles has a signed confession in his hand of her alluding to inappropriate behavior on the part of our music director, Mr. Barone.”


  


  “And there's more where that came from,” Charlie said. He took another letter from his pocket and read it. “Mrs. Anderson touched me after class and told me that I was 'just the right age for sex.' We went in the janitor’s closet and did some 'naughty' stuff. Signed, Edward Smith.”


  “Oooo. He's another top student. No one would question his integrity,” Mr. Wright said.


  Mrs. Anderson's face went flush with embarrassment and sadness. “What is the meaning of this? I would never—”


  “According to these letters, you did,” Mr. Wright said. “Charles got confessions from students of every teacher in this room, with the exception of our unexpected guest, Mrs. Crabtree. Now whether she wants to have the same thing happen is entirely up to her.”


  “This is some kind of grotesque blackmail. Do you really think you'll get away with such viscous tactics?” Mr. Barone said.


  “Yes, I do. Now go with Charles or I'll have Deputy Willis apprehend each one of you for sexual assault.”


  “Mr. Wright!” Ms. Whitten shouted. “What has gotten into you?”


  “We're done here. There's nothing left to say,” Mr. Wright said turning his back to the students.


  “You're not going to get away with this,” Mr. Barone shouted.


  “Hm. Spoken like a true television detective. Give them a minute to think about their options,” Mr. Wright said with a pat on Charlie's shoulder.


  Mrs. Crabtree looked around the room, then to her fellow teachers. With worried looks on their faces, no one offered any alternative. The decision to return to her classroom was overpowering, as if some force was pushing her to the door. Mrs. Crabtree rose from her chair. “I think I need to go check on my students,” she said, and she walked out of the room. The desperate eyes of her peers followed her.


  “Times up,” Mr. Wright said to the remaining teachers. No one responded.


  “Go ahead and escort them out of the school,” Mr. Wright said to Charlie. He then looked to the teachers. “Please follow Charles,” he said.


  The teachers got up, looking weary in their defeat, and followed Charlie out the door. Mr. Wright stepped outside his office and watched them walk down the hall. “No hard feelings, I hope,” he said with a smile.


  


  “Where are you taking us?” Mr. Barone asked Charlie, as they walked in a single file line behind him.


  “To the back entrance of the school,” he answered. They passed through a door at the end of the hall that led to a flight of stairs. Charlie held up his lantern and pointed to the stairs. “That way,” he said.


  “Charlie, look, I know we have had our difficulties in the past, but you have to tell me what Mr. Wright is up to. What did he tell you?” Mr. Barone said with a hint of desperation.


  “Nothing. He just wants me to help keep order in the school,” Charlie answered.


  “You? Keep order?” Mr. Barone laughed. “Excuse me, but you're the last student I think that wants order around here.”


  “I don't have all night, Mr. Barone. You guys want to leave or what?” Charlie said with an exhausted sigh.


  “Yes, you're right. We do want to leave. And we're going to bring back the real police and put an end to this madness,” Mr. Barone said.


  “It's the only way, Charlie,” Ms. Whitten added.


  Charlie shrugged. “Do whatever you want.”


  “We want you to come with us. Tell the police everything Mr. Wright has had you do,” Mr. Barone said, placing a hand on Charlie's shoulder.


  “What?” Charlie laughed, “I'm not going out there.”


  “Why not?” Mr. Barone asked.


  


  Charlie ignored him and starting walking down the stairs. “Come on,” he said.


  The teachers reluctantly followed him. They came to another long hall at the bottom of the stairs. Charlie used a key, attached to ring, to unlock one exceptionally large and thick door. They entered yet another dark hall.


  “Where are we?” Mrs. Anderson asked. “What is this?”


  “The secret exit,” Charlie said walking with the lantern held up to light their path. He stopped at the door to a vault. From the circular key ring, he searched the key and found the one he needed. Charlie unlocked the door and began to push it open. “Little help,” he said grunting. The other teachers helped him push it opened. The door creaked as if the hinges hadn't been oiled in a decade.


  Once opened, Charlie held up his lantern and pointed in the room. “There's the exit,” he said.


  “Are you sure?” Mr. Barone asked. “Take a look yourself,” Charlie said walking into the room slightly. The other teachers followed and once they were in, Charlie jumped out of the room and pushed the vault door shut, with all his might.


  “What are you doing?” Mr. Barone shouted! Mrs. Anderson ran at the door, but it was too late. Charlie slammed it shut and everything went pitch black. Mrs. Anderson ran into the door and fell to the ground. “Charlie!” Mr. Barone called. “Let us out of here this instant!”


  Charlie picked up his lantern off the ground and turned from the door. Their screams were muffled and unintelligible from his side. From inside, the teachers felt around the walls of their darkened tomb, unable to find a way out. Panic and fear grew with the ensuing blackness. “Help us!” Ms. Whitten screamed. Charlie walked without a care to the end of the hall and made his way back up the stairs.


  


  “Class, we're going to move to the gymnasium. There will be food and rest waiting for you. So what I want is for everyone to form a single file line outside the classroom, and we'll walk to the gym together,” Mrs. Crabtree instructed from the front of the classroom. She felt ashamed leaving the other teachers, but she had to choose her students. There was just no winning against Mr. Wright as long as the school was on lockdown. She could protest, just as the others did, but didn't think that it would do any good. No, for her, the best option was to keep her students calm, the best she could. She wasn't going to leave them at the hands of people like Thomas Caissie, or worse, Charlie McFarland. If it was the gym they were to go to, then she would take them there. And then, hopefully this horrible day would be over. Tomorrow, for her, brought promise.


  


  Shelly Ackerman turned around from her seat and gave a head nod to Kiya. Kiya glanced to the side and saw Erika talking to Oscar, the quiet kid. She was talking a mile a minute as Oscar sat emotionless, staring at his desk. Shelly gave Kiya another nod, beckoning her to do something. Kiya was afraid she knew what it was. It was time to talk to Mark Nelson. Chunky, annoying, dumb Mark Nelson. Kiya looked back at Shelly. Shelly widened her eyes, as to say, do it!


  


  Kiya could see his back. He was sitting in front of her with his head resting on his arms. He was sleeping, given his rhythmic breathing and the steading rising and falling of his back. Kiya's hand hovered above his back. She tapped him. He shook a little but remained in apparent deep slumber. Kiya tapped harder and then hit him on the back with her palm. The force jolted him awake. “What? What?” he said as if only-half awake. “Mark,” Kiya whispered. “Wake up.” He slowly sat up and turned to her. A spittle of drool had formed around his mouth and chin. “Can we go home yet?” he asked.


  “Soon,” Kiya said. “We need to talk.”


  


  Mark wiped the drool from his mouth and rubbed his eyes. “About what?” he asked.


  “I want you all to gather your belongings and start to line up outside the door,” Mrs. Crabtree said from the front of the class.


  Kiya leaned closer to Mark—far closer than she ever had wanted to—and confided in him. “Listen, we need your help. Shelly, Erika, and me. When we line up, stick with us, okay?”


  Mark was baffled. “Uh. Okay? What do you want me to do?” he asked.


  The other students, some just waking up, started getting up from their seats and picking up their book bags from the floor.


  “Just stand next to us in line. We're going to make a run for it,”


  “A run for it? You mean like escape?” Mark said much too loudly.


  “Shhhh!” Kiya demanded. “Just keep your voice down and listen to me. We're going to escape and we need your help.”


  “You do?” Mark said.


  “Yes, we do,” Kiya answered.


  Her response put a smile on Mark's face. Kiya looked to Shelly and nodded. Shelly stood up, grabbed her stuff, and with a tilt of her neck, beckoned Kiya outside.


  “Thomas, I want you to take charge of the line,” Mrs. Crabtree said as she observed the children leaving the classroom. She figured that she could keep him at bay by giving him some responsibility. But she wasn't going to allow him to become an extension of Mr. Wright's authority. Mrs. Crabtree felt in her heart that their principal was crazy. Or that he had lost his mind. Always a reclusive, odd principal, now she understood why.


  


  “Let's go,” Kiya said to Mark. She stood up and swung her small pink backpack over her shoulder.


  “Where are we going?” Mark asked, still rubbing his eyes.


  “The class is going to the gym. But like I said, just follow our lead.”


  Kiya looked over to Erika who conversing with Oliver. She grabbed him by the arm and pulled him out of the classroom. Shelly met them at the doorway.


  “Follow me,” Kiya said to Mark as she walked to the classroom exit. Mark grabbed his worn and torn backpack and followed closely behind. “Hurry up, you two,” Ms. Crabtree said. They were the last students to leave the room.


  


  The students lined up against the hall of lockers as they were told. Kiya ran to the end of the line with Mark tagging along behind her. Shelly, Erika, and Oliver stood there waiting. “Any day, Kiya,” Shelly said. “I had to explain things to Mark,” Kiya said defensively.


  “What did you tell him?” Shelly asked.


  “Not much, really. Just to watch for my signal.”


  “How are we going to do this?” Shelly asked. Thomas has his stupid friends watching the line.”


  Kiya looked around and, sure enough, Anthony and Greg stood opposite the line watching the students.


  Erika turned around to face the girls. “Okay, Oliver is on board. He's not so retarded after all.”


  “Erika!” Shelly said.


  “Alright, let's move out,” Thomas commanded from the front of the line. Mrs. Crabtree exited the school room and closed the door. She scanned the empty hallway that was quiet aside from the footsteps of her class marching down the hall.


  


  “We need a distraction,” Shelly whispered to Kiya.


  “Like what?” Kiya asked.


  “I don’t know,” Shelly said. Anthony and Greg, walking next to the line, looked over in her direction. Mrs. Crabtree was a few feet behind the group of escapees. Once the two boys looked away, Shelly continued, “We need something. We’re surrounded. There’s no way to sneak out of this line.”


  Kiya looked around nervously then whispered back to Shelly. “We can run into the bathroom, like we did last time.”


  “With two boys with us?” Shelly snapped back.


  “No talking in line,” Greg commanded.


  “Greg!” Mrs. Crabtree said. “You’re not to boss the students around.”


  “But they’re talking in line,” Greg said.


  “Then you need to tell me and I’ll take care of it,” Mrs. Crabtree responded.


  Greg grumbled and looked at the ground.


  “Kiya and Shelly, no talking in line,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  Shelly turned her neck slightly and whispered as softly as we can could. “Tell Mark to do something. He’s going to have distract them.”


  “I can’t, I told him our plan. He thinks he’s going with us,” Kiya said.


  The gymnasium doors were near. The collective chatter of the other students inside could be heard beyond the doors. The bathrooms were closer, and they were about to pass them.


  “Do it!” Shelly said.


  Kiya turned to Mark. “We need you to distract the teacher and the other boys.”


  “Huh?” Mark said loudly.


  “Mark, what did I say? No talking in line,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  “I wasn’t talking,” Mark said.


  “Don’t argue,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  “I’m not arguing. And why can’t we talk in line anyway?”


  Greg walked over to approach Mark. “You heard the teacher, shut your mouth,” he said.


  Mark, growing more frustrated, looked back at Mrs. Crabtree then to Greg.


  “You shut up,” he said. “You think you’re so big, kissing up to the teacher and the principal.”


  Without hesitation, Greg pushed Mark against the lockers, causing everyone to stop marching. Kiya and Shelly were knocked aside in the ensuing scuffle.


  


  “Both of you stop that!” Mrs. Crabtree yelled as she ran to them. Mark pushed Greg back. They were locked on each other, holding one another by the shoulder and pushing with all their might.


  Another slam and Greg was against the lockers. The boys were grunting and heaving. It seemed that a real fight was about to begin. Thomas, surprised by the scene, watched the boys with a look of confusion and uncertainty. The children had dispersed into a circle surrounding Mark and Greg. Mrs. Crabtree pushed her way through and grabbed Greg by the collar. “I said stop it!” she said. “Mark, let him go.”


  


  Shelly and Kiya stood outside the circle and looked at each other, then to Erika. “Now’s our chance,” Kiya said. The two other girls nodded. Oliver stood near not saying a word. The bathrooms were only a few feet ahead down the hall. All attention was on the two scuffling students. Kiya took lead and walked with quickened pace to the bathroom. Thomas had entered the circle to hold Greg back. Mrs. Crabtree held Mark by his arms. “Let me go!” he shouted. Greg tried to pull himself from Thomas’s grip. “I’m gonna pound this fatty into the ground,” he said. “You’re fat too!” Mark shouted. The boys attempted to lunge at each other, swinging in the air, but unable to break from the restraint of both Mrs. Crabtree and Thomas. Other students in line started cheering. Up ahead, in the distance, Kiya, Shelly, Erika, and Oliver moved swiftly into the girl’s bathroom.


  


  The door swung open and the children entered. It had grown darker than before, near pitch black. “Okay, now what?” Erika asked.


  “We’re going to have to wait,” Shelly said. “Hopefully they won’t notice we’re gone.”


  “What if they do?” Erika continued.


  “We’ll hide. No one can see us in here,” Shelly said.


  “But they have lanterns. Real lanterns, like, I didn’t even know people still used those things,” Erika said.


  “We have to get Mark,” Kiya said.


  “Forget Mark. It worked out perfectly. He created the diversion we needed, and that’s that,” Shelly said.


  “But we can’t just leave him,” Kiya said back.


  “He’ll be fine. Well probably not. He’s in trouble now. It’s too risky,” Shelly said.


  “I agree, Mark’s out. And I don’t want to hang out in the girl’s bathroom all night, so let’s think of something,” Erika said. “Oliver,” she called out. “What do you think?”


  “Nothing,” his voice said from the darkness.


  “Come on. Don’t clam up on us now, we need your help,” Erika said.


  “I just want to go home. Like you guys,” he said.


  “Okay, so we give it a minute and then go back out in the hall. But we can’t get caught. Please try not to get caught,” Shelly said.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree held Mark back the best she could. His arms were becoming slippery on account of the sweat, but he began to tire as did Greg. “I want everyone back in line,” Mrs. Crabtree said to the class. “Get back in line and proceed to the gym.” The students groaned in disappointment, and slowly formed a line. Thomas had Greg’s arms locked behind his back. “Knock it off, you big dummy,” he said. Greg was panting and sweating as well. His hair was tussled and the collar around his shirt had been stretched. Mrs. Crabtree pulled Mark by one arm towards the gym. “Mark Nelson, what am I going to do with you? I would send you to the principal’s office if I could, but we have to get to the gym.”


  


  “Let me go!” Greg shouted to Thomas. Thomas loosened his grip and pushed Greg in front of him. “Just keep moving,” he commanded. “This is such bullshit,” Greg said back.


  The students resumed their march to the gym with Mrs. Crabtree, Mark, Thomas, and Greg in the back of the line. It was not immediately apparent to anyone that there were students missing. They made their way into the gym and were met with the sight of thirty other students sitting on cots in the darkness of the large gymnasium. Food was being served by the bleachers, leftovers of pizza and chicken nuggets, from lunch. Several lanterns strategically placed in the corners of the gym lit up the room enough to see, but it was still incredibly dark. Mrs. Crabtree moved to the front of the line, pulling Mark with her, and stopped the class. There was an area in the corner with several empty cots to which she pointed. “Class, I want you all to find a cot and remain there until I talk to the other teachers.” Once we get a headcount of everyone, then we’ll line up for food.” The exhausted children moved as directed towards the cots. Mrs. Crabtree pulled Mark to her, looking him right in the eyes. “Can I trust you to be good?” she asked. Mark shook his head yes and she let him go.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree looked to the area where the lunch personnel—several women in their forties—were serving food from large mermite containers. She noticed a few other teachers from the sixth grade class, Mr. Brown and Mrs. Roney for instance, but was shaken to see other teachers missing. She wondered if her colleagues in Mr. Wright’s office had actually left the school, and if so, what was waiting for them outside the walls. “This will all be over soon enough,” she told herself, and walked over to converse with the remaining teachers. The class didn’t take long to select their cots. Mark found one in the corner and sat. He looked up to see Greg and Thomas staring at him from a few cots down. Clearly things weren’t going to blow over that easily. He looked away and tried to find Kiya somewhere in the group. She was nowhere to be found. He looked around for Shelly and couldn’t locate her either. He stood up to examine each cot more carefully. No indication of either girl in sight. “So it’s true,” Mark thought. “They escaped. And they left me.”


  


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 4: Kiya and the Great Escape
  


  


  “Is the coast clear yet?” Shelly asked.


  “I’m not sure. It’s so dark out there. But I don’t hear anyone,” Erika whispered while peering outside the bathroom door. Shelly looked to Kiya, even though they could barely see one another. “Okay, so we should probably move soon,” she said.


  “Wait,” Kiya said.


  “What do you mean, wait? They’re going to find out any minute now,” Shelly snapped back.


  “We need a plan,” Kiya responded.


  “I thought you had a plan,” Shelly said.


  “The coast it clear,” Erika said.


  “I do. But—we have to have a story. Some reason we’re not with the class. I’ve been thinking. You know how Thomas and the others were made school monitors? That’s what our story is. We’re school monitors,” Kiya said.


  “Three girls? No one is going to believe that they made us school monitors” Shelly said.


  “Well, we have Oliver,” Kiya said.


  “Guys! Hurry,” Erika called out.


  “So Oliver, you’re the leader if anyone asks,” Shelly said.


  “Okay,” Oliver responded.


  “So we make it to the front gate and then what?” Shelly asked Kiya.


  “Our parents will be waiting for us. All we have to do is get the gates opened,” Kiya said.


  “Easier said than done,” Shelly said with a laugh. “There’s like, guards. Didn’t you hear Mr. Wright? We’re on lockdown.”


  “There’s a button in tower three that unlocks the front gates,” Oliver said.


  Surprised, both girls looked to Oliver. “How do you know that?” Shelly asked.


  “Because Deputy Willis took me there when I tried to skip school on the first day. I saw him press it.”


  “You tried to skip school on the first day?” Shelly asked in disbelief.


  “Yeah,” Oliver said.


  “Why?” Kiya asked.


  “Because I don’t like school,” Oliver said.


  Shelly turned and walked to the bathroom door. “Oliver, you’re weird, but I hope you’re right,” she said.


  


  Kiya and Oliver followed and, the group stopped at the bathroom door, ready to make their exit. Erika opened the door enough for her to squeeze through. Shelly held the door behind her. Erika rounded the corner of the entrance to the bathroom and looked down the hall. No one was there. The silence was eerie, aside from the chatter coming from the gymnasium on the other side of the hall. “We’re good,” Erika said. The other children slipped past the bathroom door and into the hall.


  “Oliver, you lead the way because you’re the leader, if anyone asks,” Shelly whispered.


  “This is stupid. Why can’t I be the leader?” Erika asked.


  “Just let Oliver do it,” Shelly said.


  Oliver walked to the front of the girls and led them down the hall. “Boys and girls aren’t supposed to be different anymore,” Erika argued. “You’re, like, stereotyping.”


  “Just trust me on this,” Shelly said.


  


  They walked carefully down the hall, alongside the lockers, nearing a corner that would bring them towards the entrance of the school. Suddenly, Charlie McFarland—Mr. Wright’s prime enforcer—walked down the hall opposite the group. He stopped immediately, turned to them—rather surprised—and in no time marched towards them.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Everyone is supposed to be in their areas.”


  A sliver of panic hit Kiya. They hadn’t even made it down the hall and were already busted. The group was silent. Shelly pushed Oliver for a reaction, but he didn’t say anything. Kiya decided that she was going to have to take the reins. “We’re just rounding up what’s left of the sixth graders so we can take them to the gymnasium. Mr. Wright’s orders,” she said.


  Charlie stopped and examined them carefully. “Mr. Wright put you dorks in charge of the sixth graders?” he said. Shelly patted Oliver on the shoulder and nodded her head. “Well Oliver here is in charge, actually. He’s a real tough kid. But then again we’re all pretty bad.”


  “Yeah, I was suspended on the first day for beating up two girls,” Erika added.


  Shelly nudged Erika with her shoulder. “Well,” Erika said, “it wasn’t much of a fight. I just pulled their hair.”


  Charlie’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Kiya. “So what’s your story?” he asked.


  “I—uh,” Kiya started.


  “She got caught smoking in the bathroom,” Shelly interrupted.


  Charlie smiled. “Really?” he said. “What about you?” he asked Shelly.


  “Me? I pulled the fire alarm last week,” Shelly said, remembering the false drill they had when an unidentified student pulled the alarm.


  “That was you?” Charlie asked with widening eyes.


  “Yeah and I’d do it again,” she added.


  


  Charlie circled the kids, as if trying to decide to himself what to do with them. He stopped next to Oliver and slapped him on the back, causing him to flinch. “You’re a bunch of little bad asses aren’t you?” Charlie said laughing. “I wouldn’t tell it by looking at you though. Get the rest of those stupid sixth graders and head back to the gymnasium.”


  


  They nodded their heads in agreement until Charlie walked past them towards the gym. Kiya breathed in relief. “That was too close,” Shelly whispered. “Yeah, now we really have to move,” Erika said. Oliver led the way as they continued down the hall back towards their classroom. Once they rounded the corner they could see the entrance doors outside the school at the end of the adjacent hall. Things were really quiet now, but Kiya suspected that any moment they would run into someone else and be sent back to the gymnasium. “We’re almost there,” Oliver said. “I know, just keep moving,” Shelly said with her pace quickening. They had moved from a line formation into a wedge. Each of them greatly anticipated the night time air. “Screw it, let’s run,” Erika said. “No!” Shelly said. “We don’t want to bring attention to ourselves.” But it was too late; Erika started running towards the doors only twenty feet away. “Erika!” Shelly said in her best hushed voice. Erika didn’t stop running. Shelly joined her, then Oliver, then Kiya. Kiya envisioned the layout of the front of the school in her head. Outside there was as courtyard. Ahead of that there was the parent pick-up and drop-off circle and the bus loop. But there were also guard towers, three of them, she remembered. They would have to find tower three immediately. That is, if Oliver was right. But then what?


  


  Erika pushed the double doors open in a fury. Shelly ran after her. Oliver and Kiya followed. “Erika, stop!” Shelly called. Erika stopped dead in her tracks as the others caught up. They could see the silhouettes of the towers ahead of them and the large walls blocking out the outside room. There were guards with flashlights panning the perimeter. Kiya grew elated when she heard the sounds of people outside the walls. “Hear them?” she asked. “That’s our parents. I told you they were here.”


  “Yeah, why wouldn’t they be?” Shelly asked.


  “This school is going to be in a lot of trouble,” Erika said.


  “Which one is tower three?” Kiya asked Oliver.


  “Look out,” Erika said, jumping behind a large stone barrier. One of the guards from the nearest tower moved the beam from his flashlight towards their areas. The other children followed and ran behind the barrier, just missing exposure. “They get flashlights while we get lanterns?” Erika asked. They each took a moment to catch their breath. The next course of action was unclear. “There’s too many of them,” Shelly said. “We’ll never get to the tower in time.” Her comments drew silence from the group.


  


  “We’ve come this far,” Erika said. “We have to go for it.”


  “So we split up. If everyone but Oliver runs away from tower three, we’ll distract them,” Kiya said.


  “It worked with Mark Nelson,” Erika added.


  Kiya’s face soured to the remark. The guilt was still there.


  “You understand?” Shelly asked Oliver. “You run to the tower and open the front gate. We’ll distract them. But don’t mess it up.”


  Oliver nodded. “We can do this,” Erika said.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree had finished discussing matters with Mr. Brown, who himself had a conversation with Mr. Wright about the problems with keeping the children in the school overnight. “He’s lost his mind,” Mr. Brown said bluntly. “Then again, I always thought he was a bit strange.”


  “Tomorrow morning this will all be over,” Mrs. Crabtree said. Mr. Brown nodded and went back to his cot with the rest of the children. Her class had been served dinner for the night, and she hoped that they would just fall asleep so that tomorrow they could put the day’s unpleasantness behind them. She felt certain that Mr. Wright was going to lose his job for this. Whatever this was. As she made her way to the class, Thomas approached her.


  “We’re missing some students,” he said.


  “Who?” she asked.


  “Shelly, Erika, Kiya, and Oliver. They’re nowhere to be found. I saw Mark talking with them earlier, so we asked him what he knew.”


  “What did he say?” Mrs. Crabtree asked.


  “He told me that they were planning to escape. They musta’ run off when him and Greg got into a fight.”


  “Oh no,” Mrs. Crabtree said placing her head in her hands. “This is bad.”


  “Yeah, I know it’s bad. Mr. Wright said they had armed guards outside the school.”


  Mrs. Crabtree clutched onto Thomas’s shoulder. “We have to find them,” she said. “Take Anthony and Carlos—not Greg—and go find them,” she said. Thomas nodded. “I’ll be right here, don’t take too long,” she added. Thomas walked away and signaled to Anthony and Carlos to follow him. Mrs. Crabtree scanned the gymnasium desperately, looking for any sign of the students. She watched as Ms. Foley, the vice principal entered the gym, looking worn and tired. Ms. Foley noticed her first and walked over to converse.


  


  “How's everything going?” she asked Mrs. Crabtree.


  “We’re doing our best given the circumstances,” Mrs. Crabtree answered.


  “I know how you feel. I’ve just came back from the cafeteria and the auditorium. Everyone is so exhausted. It’s been a hell of a day.”


  “You know Mr. Wright isn’t going to get away with this,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  Ms. Foley looked to her with surprise. “He’s only following official school protocol in the event of an emergency. Granted, this is a very hard pill to swallow, but several terrorist attacks have been verified around the country.”


  “This still isn’t right. Even you can realize that, right Mary?” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  Ms. Foley studied Mrs. Crabtree carefully then responded. “Sometimes the hardest decisions to make don’t appear to be right at first,” she said.


  “If you’ll excuse me, I'm going to check on my class now,” Mrs. Crabtree responded, walking away.


  


  The children stood with their backs to the barrier, ready to make their move. Nothing was clear, certainly not the darkness that awaited them outside the school. Shelly was still trying to convince them of the legitimacy of her plan. “All I’m saying is that we pull a diversion, just like before,” she said. “When Oliver opens the gate we run for it.”


  “I never took you for a daredevil before, Shelly,” Erika said.


  “It’s the only way. Am I right, Kiya?”


  “Let’s do it,” Kiya said with a head nod.


  “Wait,” Oliver said, holding his arm out.


  “What is it?” Erika asked.


  “I’m trying to remember which one is tower three,” he said.


  Erika slapped her hand against her forehead. “Oh great,” she said.


  “Oliver, you have to be sure of this,” Shelly said.


  Oliver peeked around the barrier, looking at each tower. To the left, he was certain, was tower one. It had a railing around the top, like the others, where a guard was pacing.


  “It looks like they have real guns,” he said. “I can see them.”


  “What are they going to do, shoot us?” Erika said laughing.


  


  In the center, nearest to the front gate was tower two. It was fitted with a guard as well. And to the farthest right was tower three. That was the tower Oliver remembered, to the best of his memory, being taken to. He sat there for an hour as Deputy Willis called his parents. He observed a security master board that controlled the front gates. There were also security monitors that observed the footage of the various security cameras placed throughout the school. Only this time things were different. There was no power to operate anything. In such an event the front gates were to be locked manually. So in this case, they would most likely have to be unlocked manually. But how? Oliver did his best estimation. There appeared to be one guard per tower. And in each tower the guard was placed atop the outside railing. With any luck, the lower floor of the tower was unmanned. Having gotten his thoughts together, Oliver looked to the group. “I’m pretty sure that tower three is over there,” he pointed. “Are you guys ready?” The children nodded and prepared to make their diversionary tactic a reality.


  


  “Erika, you go left,” Shelly said. “Kiya, you go towards the center.”


  “What about you?” Erika asked.


  “I’m going to make a diversion from here,” she said.


  “Oh give me a break,” Erika said.


  “Hey. I told you I can’t get caught. This is as far as I go.”


  “That’s bullshit,” Erika said kicking the dirt.


  “Okay, enough!” Kiya said.


  “On the count of three,” Oliver said.


  


  Mr. Wright sat at his desk jotting some notes into his journal under the flickering light of his nearby lantern. He felt strangely in control of the day’s bizarre event. The thought of a dead parent was weighed increasingly upon him, plus the fate of the teachers locked in the vault. But, he felt, no one could understand. No one, he felt, would understand the sacrifice necessary to protect the children from the outside world. His journal for the day made repeated references to the divine fate that had brought him to this point. It was something, he believed, that he had been preparing for his entire career. In each instance of every school shooting there had been mistakes made by the faculty to underestimate the horrors of the outside world, until they were right at the doorstep of the school. No, there would be no dead children at his school. He was going to preserve their livelihood and their futures, thus preserving the future of society in the process. But now it was about time to make his rounds throughout the school and make sure everything was going as planned. As he closed his journal, a banging on his office door caused him to jump.


  


  “Who is it?” he shouted.


  “It’s Thomas. I need to talk to you.” Mr. Wright opened his desk drawer, threw the journal inside, closed the drawer, and stood up. He groaned as he made his way to the door. Once opened, Thomas got right to the point. “We’re missing a couple of sixth graders,” he said.


  “What the hell are you talking about?” Mr. Wright asked, annoyed.


  “Four sixth graders from Mrs. Crabtree’s class. We looked everywhere.”


  “Did you check outside?” Mr. Wright asked.


  Before Thomas could answer the muffled sound of a gunshot sounded. Mr. Wright’s eyes widened. “God no. I told you to keep watch and you couldn’t even follow those simple instructions!” he shouted.


  “I tried! I don’t know how they got away,” Thomas said.


  Mr. Wright grabbed Thomas by the arm. “Enough,” he said, “to the courtyard. Let’s go.” Mr. Wright ran out of his office towards the front of the school with Thomas running behind him.


  


  “They’re shooting at us!” Erika shouted as she sprinted to towards the gate. The sound of the gun shot drew gasps and ensuing outrage from the crowd outside the school. Kiya ran the opposite direction right into the light of one of the guards. She was temporarily blinded, but made her way to tower and out of the range of the flashlight. She peeked around the tower and noticed that the gun shot had come from the guard in tower three. It was Deputy Willis. But his weapon wasn't pointed at them. He had only shot into the air as a warning shot. They hadn’t made it far, before they were noticed. “Halt!” Deputy Willis shouted. He moved his flashlight around frantically trying to spot them. The other two guards were following Erika with their lights. “Stop right there!” they shouted. She ran fast as her legs could take her towards the front gate.


  


  Oliver made it to the tower door. It was opened so he ran right in. Utter darkness met him inside, with the increasing footsteps of Deputy Willis coming down the stairs to the bottom. Oliver looked to the switch board where—of course—there was no power. He scanned the board quickly, searching for the button that would unlock the gates. A failsafe switch that could operate without electricity. His eyes darted across the board. There were so many buttons and switches. It looked like the soundboard in a recording studio. Pressed for time, Oliver switched every switch and pressed every button that was before him. Deputy Willis was near. His footsteps grew louder with each hurried step.


  


  Mr. Wright and Thomas burst through the school doors and into the courtyard. “Where are they?” Mr. Wright yelled to the guards. The guard in tower one moved his flashlight in Mr. Wright’s direction. “They’re running around out here, sir,” the guard replied. “Well get off your damn tower and get them. And no firing of your weapons!” he said. The guards reluctantly nodded and moved to the stairs of each tower. Kiya froze against the wall of tower one. She could see Thomas and Mr. Wright from twenty feet away. Erika stood with her back against the fifty-foot tall steel entrance door. To each side were circular steering wheels. They were designed so that a person, on both sides, could turn the wheel to open the doors. Erika assumed as much by examining them. “Kiya!” she said as loud as she could without being spotted. “Come here, quick.”


  


  Kiya was hesitant, but once Mr. Wright and Thomas looked away she ran to Erika. Deputy Willis made it to the bottom of the tower. He found Oliver standing at the controls and grabbed him. “Just what in the heck do you think you’re doing?” he asked, jerking Oliver by one arm. Suddenly the loud creaking of the front gate could be heard. Deputy Willis looked up in disbelief, and then pulled Oliver outside with him. Shelly ducked behind the barrier, just out of view of Thomas and Mr. Wright. She could see the front gate opening, with Kiya and Erika on both sides, cranking the wheels around with all of their might. The two other guards reached the bottom of each tower and ran towards Erika and Kiya, attempting to stop them. But it was too late. The doors had been opened just enough for the crowd outside to breach through. The roars from outside the gate sounded almost joyful, like they were a crowd at a football game. But the looks on the parent’s faces were anything but cheerful.


  


  As they pushed their way in, Kiya and Erika ran to the left, towards tower one, away from both guards—who were both trampled by the crowd. Mr. Wright stared ahead at the encroaching crowd and gripped Thomas on his shoulder. “Run,” he said. Thomas looked at Mr. Wright, confused. “Why would I run? I didn’t do anything,” Thomas said. Mr. Wright looked to Thomas, looking for solace that wasn't there. Thomas moved away as the angry crowd surrounded Mr. Wright. The vitriolic faces of over a hundred parents were upon him; each face, indistinguishable from the other. “You,” a man said pointing. “What have you done with our children?”


  


  Shelly crept from the barrier and called out to Kiya and the rest of the group. Deputy Willis appeared, grabbed her by the neck and jerked her aside. He clutched Oliver in his other arm. Both Shelly and Oliver squirmed as they called for help. Their calls drew the attention of middle-aged stocky man in his forties. He left the crowd and ran over to confront Deputy Willis. “What do you think you’re doing with those kids?” the man said. “Sir, this is none of your concern,” Deputy Willis said. The man took a step back and punched Deputy Willis squarely in the face, causing him to collapse on the ground. Oliver and Shelly looked down at their unconscious captor in shock. “Go find your parents,” the man said. As the two nodded and walked away, the man called to them. They turned around. “You both need to know that it’s not right to punch people, okay?” the man said.


  “Okay,” Shelly said back nervously.


  The man then made his way back into the crowd. Many of the parents had pushed passed Mr. Wright and went into the school. At least twenty other adults surrounded him, badgering him for answers. A scuffle ensued and Mr. Wright started swinging. Several parents jumped in, and then scene became chaotic. Oliver and Shelly witnessed a large group of people ascending on Mr. Wright. A few screams and then he was drowned out by the cheering of the crowd.


  


  Oliver looked to tower one where Kiya and Erika were hiding. “Over there!” he pointed. They ran to each other and hugged. It was unexpected embrace—and no one could really figure out why they did it—but it just felt natural. “How did you guys know how to open the gates?” Oliver asked.


  “I’m not stupid,” Erika replied. “It's pretty obvious.”


  “I didn’t even think that the gates would unlock. There was no power,” Oliver said.


  “They probably don’t use power,” Kiya said.


  They pulled away from each other and started to look around. More and more adults were filing through the gate.


  “We did it,” Shelly said proudly. “We liberated the school.”


  “We should probably find our parents now,” Kiya said.


  “Yeah,” Shelly answered, “we should.”


  


  Everyone looked at the ground and then to each other. “See you in school tomorrow?” Erika asked. They laughed and looked around, searching for any recognizable faces. “Stay safe guys,” Shelly said running off. Kiya, Erika, and Oliver looked at each other and smiled. “I should really find my mom,” Kiya said walking away from the group. “How do you know she’s here?” Erika asked. “I just know,” Kiya answered. Kiya moved throughout the crowd looking for anyone that resembled her mother. Unfortunately, they resembled moms of all kinds. Women with the same height, hair, and complexion. Plus it was very dark. She glanced back over to the spot she was standing at only a moment ago and caught a quick glance of Erika and Oliver talking. It was the last time she would see any of them again.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 5: Alice, Brian, and Kiya: No Home for Us Here
  


  


  Moments before the doors were opened; there was talk outside of overtaking the school by any means necessary. Several parents were searching in vain for the police or some authority figure who would take charge of the situation. The man who climbed the wall, only to be shot, was forty-four year old Bill Hackney, single father of two children attending Sun Crest Middle School. He had been shot in the chest; a wound that he may have been able to survive if not for the brutal fall from atop the school wall which broke his neck. “Can we get an ambulance here? A paramedic? Something?” another man yelled kneeling from the crowd as held Bill's corpse in his arm. One of the parents happened to be an off-duty paramedic. She ran over to assist Bill, but determined there was little that could be done because he was already dead. Alice watched the scene in disbelief, holding on the Brian's shoulders. There was a stunned shock among the crowd once they realized there was no help or assistance on the way. “This is going to get real ugly, real fast,” Alice said to Brian. The parents formed at the gates and tried to push and pry their way through to no avail. “Murderers!” a woman yelled. Others joined in the chorus as well. “Mom, is that man dead?” Brian asked. “Yes, Brian. It was an accident, a terrible accident,” Alice said. She looked to the top of the wall and scanned along the perimeter. She thought it possible that there weren't enough guards at the school to cover every area.


  


  Alice turned Brian around to face her. “It's not safe here for you. I want you to wait in the car,” she said. “But you said that we can never split up,” Brian replied.


  “I know that I said that, and it's true,” Alice said. “But if we get inside the school, I can't risk anything happening to you.” Brian was done arguing with his mother for the day, though he had plenty of objections to waiting in the car. But he wanted to find Kiya just as badly.


  


  “Listen to me,” she said. “Don't leave the car, for any reason. No one knows that it works so no one should bother you. Just lie low and wait for me. I promise that I'll be back with Kiya.”


  Brian shook his head. “Now go,” Alice said. She hugged him tightly. Too tightly, he felt. He placed his arms around her and tried to squeeze back. Brian turned away and made his way back to the car. Alice watched until he disappeared into the darkness alongside an endless line of cars. Now it was time to get into the school. She looked around the crowd to find a parent that could perhaps assist her. An accomplice. Someone as determined as her to get into the school. Alice was realizing that standing outside the front gate was getting them nowhere. It was at this moment that another gunshot ran through the air. The crowd jump to the ground gasping in terror. “Get down!” A man yelled within the crowd. Alice leapt onto the ground, landing on her chest. The impact caused a sudden jolt that knocked the wind out of her. Alice lifted her head up. Several people remained on the ground, lying still with their arms over their head. “This is ridiculous,” Alice said to herself. “It is,” a man lying on the ground answered. There was shouting from the other side of the wall. The people on the ground slowly lifted their heads up to listen. Then followed the sound of the front gate slowly moving open. A large squeaking metallic sound, as if the door was being unevenly pulled open like a curtain.


  


  “It's opening,” the man next to Alice said. “The gate is opening.” Alice looked to the gates. The man was right. They opened slightly a crack then stopped. Then opened some more. Alice jumped to her feet. More people followed. “They're letting us in the school!” the man shouted. This drew the attention of nearly everyone who within an earshot. Most of them had been gathered outside the school for over six hours now. They hadn't even taken into account what was happening in the world, why the power went out, or why their cars weren't working. They just wanted their children back. As they pushed through the opening between the two squeaking, metallic doors, Mr. Wright had underestimated their resolve. Alice ran towards the door, joining the other parents, but found herself being pushed to the side. The crowd turned unruly within moments, as several parents pushed their way into the school.


  


  Alice finally made it through the doors and joined the other parents as they walked up the entrance lane into the school, past the three guard towers, and into the courtyard. There she witnessed a group surrounding Mr. Wright, pushing and shoving him. Out of nowhere, it seemed, a punch was thrown, knocking Mr. Wright onto the ground. Alice ran towards them. Other parents journeyed right into the school, through the courtyard and into the various classrooms buildings. “Stop hitting him!” Alice shouted as she stepped into the middle of the crowd. “He knows where our children are.” A bald, overweight man was holding Mr. Wright ready to take another swing. Mr. Wright's head hung low. His face was bruised and bloodied. “He's going to pay for this,” the bald man said. “We need him,” Alice said. She walked right up to Mr. Wright and grabbed his collar. “Where is everyone?” she asked. “Gym...auditorium...cafeteria,” he mumbled back. Alice remembered Kiya's classroom after visiting it during open house weeks prior. The only thing she wasn't sure of was its exact location within the school. Time was a precious commodity; especially with parents storming the halls looking for the same thing she was.


  


  Mrs. Crabtree perked up from her cot as she heard the sound of multiple footsteps moving down the hall towards the gym. It was an alarming sound, like that of a stampede. “It can't be children,” she thought to herself. Several students sat up, disturbed by the noise. The sound grew closer, and with it, came a swarm of adults entering the gym. All the children had awakened. The teachers, including Mrs. Crabtree, got up from their cots, trying to understand who the people were and what they were doing in the gym. One parent caught Mrs. Crabtree eyes. “Where's my son?” he demanded. Mrs. Crabtree turned to her class. “Everyone just remain in your cots,” she commanded with her arms outstretched.


  “Amber!” one of the women shouted. Mrs. Crabtree looked behind her to see Amber standing near her cot. “Mom!” Amber said. She ran to her mother, pushing Mrs. Crabtree out of the way. They embraced as the other parents confronted Mrs. Crabtree. “Where are our children? What have you done with them?” several of the parents demanded.


  


  “If everyone could just stay calm, we can locate the students. What we can't have our people running around starting a panic,” Mrs. Crabtree said.


  “A panic?” one man shouted. “This school is responsible for a man’s death. You're all going to burn for this.”


  The rest of the crowd joined in agreement. They were pushing themselves uncomfortably close to Mrs. Crabtree, encircling her.


  “I don't know anything about that. If you would just listen to me for one minute—”


  “We're done talking,” an angry woman declared.


  Suddenly, several students—girls and boys—from Mrs. Crabtree's class ran over to her, pushed their way through the adults, and encircled her. “Leave Mrs. Crabtree alone. She didn't do anything,” Bobby Ramer said. Mark Nelson noticed the commotion and walked over to aid Mrs. Crabtree as well. “Yeah, she's just been looking out for us. She could have escaped the school at any time, like some of the students did.”


  “And she stayed with us,” Rachel Moss said.


  “So don't mess with her,” Luke Ardono added.


  The kids all clamored in agreement, causing the parents to back off. One man with great concern in his eyes approached Mrs. Crabtree to speak. “Just please, help us find our children so we can go home.” “It's not going to be easy,” Mrs. Crabtree said. “But I'll do my best to help each one of you find your children.” The parents nodded in support, and certain calmness came over the formally tense scene. Mrs. Crabtree rubbed her head in exhaustion. “How did you get into the school?” she asked. “The gates opened, and we came in,” the man answered.


  “Who opened the gates?” she asked.


  “We don't know,” the man said shrugging.


  


  Mark looked up to Mrs. Crabtree. “I bet it was Kiya and them. I knew they were going to escape.”


  Mrs. Crabtree struggled to get her thoughts together. The repeated pain in her head felt like a migraine. “The best thing for us to do would be to conduct an orderly search through each area,” she said in an exhausted tone. “Each grade is in a designated area. This is the sixth grade. The seventh grade is in the auditorium and the eighth grade is in the cafeteria.”


  “Show us,” a woman demanded.


  “I have to stay with my class. I can't go anywhere.”


  “I'll show them,” Mark Nelson said walking away, “Follow me.”


  “Mark, no. You need to stay here and wait for your parents,” Mrs. Crabtree.


  “Trust me, they're not going to be here,” Mark answered.


  Mark exited the gym, as a large group of parents followed. One of Mrs. Crabtree's students, Jill, pulled on her dress while rubbing her eyes. “What is going on?” she asked.


  “We're going to go home soon,” Mrs. Crabtree answered.


  


  Before entering the school and undertaking a long search and potentially unsuccessful search for Kiya, Alice walked around the courtyard looking for any child that resembled her. She called out several times for Kiya and caught the attention of Shelly who was wandering around courtyard trying to find her parents. “Did you say Kiya?” Shelly asked. Alice immediately looked down and saw Shelly standing before her. “Yes. I'm calling for my daughter, Kiya,” Alice said.


  “I know a Kiya, she's in my class. She was standing right over there,” Shelly said pointing the front gate. “She helped open the gate.”


  


  Alice looked over to the gate, only to see more adults shuffling through the opening and into the school. It was hard to see. She looked back down to Shelly. “Thank you. Thank you so much. If you do see Kiya, tell her that her mother, Alice, is here looking for her,” Alice said. She touched Shelly's shoulder in gratitude then ran towards the front of the school where she prayed that Kiya would be waiting. There was a young girl ahead. She seemed to appear out of nowhere. Alice slowed, nearly colliding into the girl. The girl looked up in a panic. Alice halted.


  “Kiya, is that you?” she asked.


  “Mom?” Kiya asked back.


  


  Alice knelt down and grabbed on to Kiya's arms, then yanked her towards her in a loving embrace. “I can't believe this, both of my children. We're blessed. We're so blessed.” Tears streamed down Alice's cheeks, Kiya squeezed her back. “I knew you would come,” she said. Alice lifted her head up and wiped her eyes. It was time to fight through the crowd and get back to the car.


  “We have to get out of the school and walk to the car. It's close, don't worry. Brian is waiting for us.”


  “Brian's here too?” Kiya asked with a smile.


  “Yes, we're going home.”


  “You wouldn't believe what happened. They rounded us up and they tried to make us go to the gym, but me and some other kids escaped, and then they shot at us, and then we opened the door, and we ran and hid, and this Oliver kid ran into the tower, and then the other kids got into a fight—”


  “You can tell me everything later, just stay at my side until we get out of here.”


  “Okay,” Kiya said. Daughter in hand, Alice walked back out the gate of the school making it one step closer to her plan of survival.


  


  When they got to the car, Alice spotted Brian sitting in the back seat, much to her relief. She looked around and didn't see too many people around. Once the other parents had their children, they would be relieved and joyous. But the next thing they would face would be immobility. Or at a realization that they were stuck, aside from walking. If one parent got word that Alice had an operational car, which actually started, she had no doubt that they would instantly take it from her. “That's not our car,” Kiya said as they grew closer to it.


  “It is now,” Alice said.


  “Where did you get it?” Kiya asked.


  “Kiya, not now. Just get in the front,” Alice said opening the passenger side door. Kiya got in and Alice shut the door. “Wow, she actually found you,” Brian said.


  “Nice to see you too,” Kiya said.


  “What the hell were you doing in there?” Brian asked.


  “They closed the school and wouldn't let us leave,” Kiya said.


  “The power went out at my school,” Brian said.


  “Mine too!” Kiya said.


  


  “Children, quiet for a moment, please,” Alice said with her fingers wrapped around the steering wheel. Both kids did as they were told. Alice carefully placed the key in the ignition, said a quick prayer and turned. The car rattled to life in no time. She placed her forehead against the steering wheel, not in frustration, but in relief. “We're going home kids,” she said. She drove the car further, without the headlights on, trying not to draw attention to them. She had to drive past the school in order to find a clear path. The opposite direction was completely blocked by a graveyard of cars in the road. People filtered back outside the school, taking immediate notice of their moving car. A family only a few yards behind them, pushed their station wagon down the road, trying to start it with the gears in neutral. She wasn't the only car moving, but she was the only car that appeared to have a working engine. Most people took little notice of her as Alice cruised by—at a steady ten miles per hour—but those who did looked at her with awe and suspicion.


  


  “Why is everyone looking at us, mom?” Kiya asked.


  “Because their cars don't work,” Brian said. “And they're gonna want our car.”


  “Why don't their cars work,” Kiya asked.


  “Who knows? Why doesn't anything work now?” Brian asked.


  “Well this car works,” Kiya said.

  “Yeah, because it's like a hundred years old,” Brian said.


  “So.”


  “Old stuff works. New stuff doesn't.”


  “How do you know?” Kiya said.


  “I just know,” Brian said.


  


  Once the groups of people thinned out Alice looked for a clear path in the road and gently accelerated the Valiant. It chugged its way to thirty miles per hour. Alice turned on the headlights. The odometer flickered back-and-forth. Alice glanced at the fuel gauge. Though it still displayed half a tank, Alice didn't know if it was even reading right. She would have to trust it. A million thoughts raced through her mind: fuel, food, clothes, shelter, power, terrorists, money, people, danger, weather, safety. It was overwhelming for her to consider. They were nearing their suburban neighborhood and a familiar area where she felt safer. They passed car after car on the side of the road. She swerved around many that were directly in the middle of the road. Brian and Kiya stared out the window and watched as several people ran out of the darkness and followed after the car. Alice grew more nervous. All these people working together could easily construct a road barrier meant to block their path. Alice tried to rid her mind of thoughts of her and her children being ripped from the car and thrown into the street. “Just get us home. It's all I asked,” Alice whispered with her eyes close.


  


  “Who are you talking to?” Kiya asked to no response. Alice was too focused on the road. In the distance a large fire illuminated the sky. “Not another fire,” Alice thought. This time it was a house fire in their neighborhood. A house on the corner was ablaze as a small crowd stood outside watching it. The people standing outside paid no attention to Alice’s car. She glanced at them and could see tears pouring from the eyes of one of the women.


  “Whoa,” Brian said leaning against his window watching the fire. The house fire was now behind in the distance, a stark vision in Alice's rear view mirror. “We're almost home,” Alice said. It would be only a few minutes to safety, so she thought.


  


  She turned down a residential street, miles closer to their home. Everything was dark, except for their headlights, and another small blaze ahead. “Another fire,” Brian said, climbing into the front seat.


  “Brian, stay in your seat,” Alice said. About a mile ahead another house was on fire. The odds of two fires in a single residential area were very unusual. In the shadows of the fire she could see a large group of people walking down the roads towards their direction. The closer they got, the more Alice could make them out. They were young. All young-adult to late-teen and grouped together like a menacing herd. Alice noticed something unusual. They were carrying weapons of some sort. Bats, pipes, bars—they were armed to the teeth. Like an oncoming wave, they flowed directly into Alice's path, blocking the road, just as she feared. She had moved directly into the path of a flash mob; looters and vandals that join together at a moment's notice to wreak havoc following any disaster or emergency. In normal times, flash mobs are dangerous, and known to attack tourists or locals with the element of surprise and violence. Now, without anyone to stop them, or any infrastructure to minimize their influence, they were a true force to be reckoned with. They formed a human barricade a half mile directly in front of the approaching Valiant.


  


  “Shit!” Alice said.


  “What's going on?” Brian said from the backseat.


  “Nothing. Both of you strap yourselves in.”


  After a moment of searching, Brian spoke, “There's no seatbelts back here.”


  “Just hold on to something,” Alice said.


  “Mom!” Kiya said. “Watch out for those people.”


  “Close your eyes, Kiya,” Alice said with her hands tightly gripped around the steering wheel. The car moved closer and closer towards the inflamed house. They moved closer to the group that blocked their path. The fire cast a glared onto the determined faces of the group. They wanted the car, and nothing was going to stop them. Alice looked for alternatives. They had the entire road blocked off through a human chain. She had to think fast. “Mom, what are you doing?” Kiya asked.


  


  “I told you to close your eyes, now do it!” Alice demanded. Kiya went quiet, but didn't close her eyes. Alice had to maintain her resolve and stay focused, she believed, if she was going to do what was necessary to get home. The natural inclination to slam on her brakes to avoid hitting several people came to her, but she fought it. Instead she maintained her speed and prayed that the kids would move out of the way. Brian looked up from his seat; he could see the line of people in the beam of the headlights. “Mom, look out!” he called. Kiya screamed and shut her eyes. The car plowed through the line like a pile of leaves. Several rattling thumbs vibrated throughout the car. Alice kept pushing on. The boys directly in front of the car attempted to jump out of its way, but they had waited too long. One of the boys flew into the windshield, rolled onto the roof of the car, off the back and onto the road. A large crack appeared after his boy smacked against it. The others flew off into different directions. Taking a bit of her own advice, Alice closed her eyes to block out the carnage. Within seconds she was through the ranks and the coast was clear. A few thumps were heard underneath the car as well. She looked into her rear view mirror. The standing members of the group ran after her car, screaming and waving their weapons in the air. She could see several young boys on the ground crawling around. No one, it appeared, seemed to be seriously injured. Though she could have just as easily killed one of them and not have ever known.


  


  Clearly shaken up, Kiya started crying. Brian, in his own manner of shock, was dead silent. “Everything is okay,” Alice said, placing a hand on Kiya's knee. “We're going to be fine.”


  Kiya's crying increased. “Why did you do that?” she asked. “We have to help them!”


  “No, Kiya. They were going to hurt us.”


  “You don't know that,” Kiya cried.


  “I'm sorry,” Alice said. “Just please calm down. We'll be home soon.”


  Kiya's loud crying soon turned to sobs. Brian turned around to look out the back of the car. He could see the silhouettes of people still in hot pursuit of them on foot. “They're chasing us now,” he said to Alice. Alice glanced in her rearview mirror and then back to the road. “I know, but they're not going to catch us,” she said. They turned a few blocks and neared Worthington Drive, their street. Just seeing the old familiar stop sign at the end of the road brought a rush of relief to Alice. At last, they were almost home.


  


  Alice slowed the car as they neared their home. Randall's Jeep Cherokee was still parked in the driveway. She pulled into the driveway, parked, and shut the headlights off. “What if they track us here?” Brian asked.


  “Brian, don't say things like that, you'll scare your sister,” Alice said.


  Kiya was still visibly shaken and unresponsive. “I think we all just need to get some rest,” Alice said. “Sound good everybody?” She received no response and then thought it odd that Randall hadn't come out of the house to greet them yet. The lights were out, obviously, the garage door was shut, and the house looked as if no one was home. But there was no mistaking their arrival.


  “Mom, what's going on?” Brian asked, in his most serious tone yet.


  Alice thought to herself for a moment. “There's a lot going on. But nothing that we can't handle. Like I told you kids, everything is going to be okay.”


  


  Alice opened the driver's side door and exited the car. “Come on guys, let's go.” Between her constant yawning, Kiya fiddled with the passenger’s side door and pushed it open. Brian got of the car, took one look at the house, and stopped. “What happened here?” he asked.


  Alice paused mid-stride and looked at the house. On closer inspection she noticed that the door was busted open and the front windows were smashed in. She grabbed Brian and pulled him to the side.


  “You and your sister wait here,” she said. Alice leaned into the car near the driver’s side and grabbed the old flashlight that they took from the school. Brian and Kiya stood at the front of the car with noticeable worry across their faces. “Just wait here. I’m going to do a quick check of the house.”


  “Where’s Randy?” Kiya asked.


  


  Alice looked towards the house. “He should be somewhere inside,” she said. With a few steps she approached the house carefully. She turned the flashlight on. The power had drained considerably and only a dim light that projected. Alice shook it a few times to keep it from flickering out. She crept up to the front porch and shined the light against the door. Large footprints were imprinted on the front. She moved the flashlight over to the windows. There were three large panels to the right of the door still intact. The three to the left were smashed in, only their frames remaining. Broken shards of glass covered the area. Alice moved the light to the inside foyer. No one was there. Her heart was pounding and she attempted to control her rapid breathing the best she could. What waited inside could have been simple vandalism or it could have been so much more. She resisted calling out Randall’s name as to not expose herself, as if the flashlight wasn’t doing a good enough job already.


  


  She walked slowly into the house, ready to jump at the slightest movement. And where was Randall? “Stay strong, Alice,” she whispered under her breath. She scanned the living room and the kitchen, anticipating some horror ready to jump out at her any second. But all she could see was the complete destruction of their possessions in each room. Tables and chairs were knocked over. The television was smashed. Night stands were flipped over, and glass was everywhere. There were holes in the wall and clothes everywhere. Alice became bold with every step and proceeded to investigate the scene further. She moved the flashlight to the kitchen towards the right of the living room and noticed two legs—wearing jeans and tennis shoes—sticking out. They were unmistakably Randall’s legs.


  


  Alice gasped and ran over to the kitchen. She moved the flashlight further up his body and saw that he was lying on his back, unresponsive. His face was beaten and bloodied. She scanned the kitchen tile next to his body. There was blood everywhere. “Randall!” she shouted, throwing herself down next to him. She shined the light directly in his face. His eyes were open in a dead stare. Alice shook him violently for a response. Tears formed from her eyes and started to run down her cheeks. “Randall! Randall!” she kept saying. He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t even breathing. Alice dropped the flashlight and lifted him into her arms, cradling him. She held her mouth with one free hand, and let out a muffled scream, followed by intense sobbing. She couldn’t risk the children hearing her, or coming into the house and finding their stepfather dead. “No…no…no,” she repeated while rocking Randall back and forth.


  


  There had been an obvious home invasion, which she felt was linked the flash mob she had encountered only moments before. The house had been compromised. They were no longer safe. But what of their supplies? All the food and survival gear? They also had weapons: a 5.56mm rifle and a .45 caliber handgun. How could Randall not have fought them off? This question was answered once she noticed small .45 shells lying across the tile. Randall did try to fight back, but they overpowered him. The handgun was nowhere to be found. “Think, Alice, think,” she said to herself. Shock pushed her to find resolve. The death of second husband hadn’t even fully sunk in yet.


  


  She rested Randall back onto the tile, whipped her face of tears and stood up. She searched the kitchen and saw that the cupboards had been opened and emptied. She ran to her bedroom and searched for anything of value. Everything had been rummaged and ransacked. She searched the closet and found several empty bags that could be used to tote clothes and supplies. Most damning of all, however, was that the rifle was gone. The case sat empty in the closet. She marched through her bedroom like a zombie and tossed whatever clothes she could find into the bags. She went to both children’s rooms—ransacked as well—and threw clothes into the bags for both Brian and Kiya. She searched through the bathroom, the basement, the kitchen, and the living room with whatever she could take with her. The food that she had stored in the basement was gone. Several smashed canning jars remained. She dashed back up-stairs and through the kitchen, and stumbled over another body. It was that of a young man, shot multiple times. He was wearing grungy clothes and he had long hair, but his eyes were closed and he looked peaceful. Randall had taken one of them out after all. She held the flashlight between her neck and chest and carried the bags with her free hands. The increasing shock was so great that the only functioning thought in her head—that which moved her—was too flee the scene as fast as she could with her children. She struggled outside the house swinging the heavy nylon bags side to side. To her children, she looked like Frankenstein’s monster stomping throughout the night. Brian and Kiya perked up once they saw her. “Thank you for waiting here like I asked,” she said between heavy breathes.


  


  “What happened?” Brian asked. “Where are you going?”


  Alice pulled the trunk opened and threw the bags inside, followed by a quick slam of the truck. She removed the flashlight from under her chin and shut it off. “It’s not safe here. We had a break-in. We’re going to have to go somewhere else until things are safe.”


  Kiya was shaken and nearly crying. “Someone broke into our house? Why?” she asked.


  “Just please, get in the car,” Alice said.


  “But I don’t want to leave,” Brian said. “I want to stay here. This is our home.”


  “I know that Brian, but we have to go. Just listen to me.”


  “Where’s Randall?” Kiya asked.


  Alice could hold back her emotions no longer and burst into a fit of crying. Both Brian and Kiya were taken aback. Alice waved her arms in the air and tried to talk over her uncontrollable heaving. “Just…get into…the car. Now!” she cried.


  


  Brian and Kiya said no more as they both reluctantly climbed into the back seat. Alice slammed the car door and leaned against it trying to control her crying. She then had a brief moment of clarity. Maybe fleeing into the unknown wasn’t the answer. She looked around to her neighbors houses. No one was outside and the homes were dark, but perhaps she could stay with them. “But for how long?” she asked herself. “How long before the same thing happens to them?”


  


  Alice made up her mind. They would take the car as far away from Pittsburgh as they could get. There had to be somewhere safe they could go, but she believed they weren’t close to anywhere safe. “Fuel, what about fuel?” she said. Like a jackpot slot at a casino, the image hit her. She had four five gallon unleaded fuel cans in the garage. She wondered if they had been stolen as well. Alice leaned into the car to speak with her children. “I’ll be right back,” she said. Before they could respond she walked back towards the house waving her flashlight. Once inside, she did her best to turn from the carnage in the kitchen and made her way to the garage. There, sitting among boxes, tools, and clutter were the fuel cans.


  


  “What is she doing?” Kiya asked Brian.


  Brian examined the house from the backseat of the Valiant then looked to Kiya. “I don’t know. There’s something wrong with her. I think she’s lost it.”


  “Lost it? What do you mean?” Kiya asked.


  “I mean she’s nuts. Come on, Kiya, she’s been losing it for a while.”


  “That’s not true,” Kiya said.


  “Think whatever you want. Our mom is a lunatic,” Brian said.


  “How can you say that?”


  “Because it’s true.”


  


  Alice stormed out of the house carrying the four heavy fuel cans. The flashlight was sticking out of her jean pockets. “See what I mean?” Brian said. “Look at her.”


  Kiya couldn’t help but see what Brian was talking about. Their mother’s actions made little sense to them. She was hurried, erratic, and emotional. Plus her mind was going a million miles a minute.


  “She reminds me of a hummingbird,” Brian said. His comment caused slight laughter in Kiya.


  Alice opened the trunk and placed the fuel cans inside. She took one from the trunk, slammed the trunk shut, and positioned herself next to the fuel tank. She poured its contents into the fuel tank through the fuel spout in the can. She felt the jerky movement of the fuel pumping into the tank and stood there until it emptied. With that, she felt they were ready. She looked back to the house and thought of Randall. The thought of leaving him the house sickened her. In her anticipation and shock she lost sight of the fact that her husband’s body was lying in the house. “I’m going to have to take him with us,” she said to herself.


  


  Down the street and around the corner a large group moved. Alice immediately took notice. She was certain it was the flash mob making another run through the neighborhood. They held glow sticks and lighters that illuminated their movement. “No…” Alice said. She fumbled into her pockets for the car keys, but they fell onto the ground. She bent down to retrieve them. Panic and anxiety were taking over again. The mob was nearing, leaving Alice with no choice but to leave the house. She jumped into the driver’s seat and started the car. The mob picked up steam upon the roar of the engine. Alice could see them getting closer. It was a pack of twenty or so juveniles roaming the streets.


  Alice turned back to address Brian and Kiya. “Hold on, and get down,” she said.


  Brian looked out the window and saw the group approaching, but fifty feet away. A few of them started to run. “What do they want?” he asked.


  


  Alice jerked the car into reverse and sped backwards. Once out into the road she put the car into drive and roared down the street, the opposite way of the flash mob. Kiya gripped onto Brian’s arm. A gunshot fired into the air, shattering the back window. Kiya screamed. “I said stay down!” Alice shouted. She slammed the gas pedal down onto the floor and the mob was soon out of vision. Brian looked down to his waist; broken bits of glass were everywhere. Kiya held Brian tightly, crying. He looked to Alice. “Where are we going?” he asked.


  “Some place safe,” Alice said with her eyes plastered to the road.


  “Where’s that?” Brian asked.


  “I don’t know, Brian, I just don’t know.”


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 6: Jeremy’s Odyssey
  


  


  Jeremy was left with one option: walking. It seemed to be the thing everyone was doing nowadays. At least once cars mysteriously stopped working. Most cars, anyway. He woke up Thursday morning—the day after the massive power outage—having pitched his tent in the unfamiliar woods surrounding Charleston, West Virginia. He was conflicted about leaving his truck on the side of the road, but there was simply no other choice. There came a time to accept things for what they were. And accepting that there was no possible way his truck was going anywhere was the first of these things. He was faced with taking what he could carry and proceed with his travels on foot. This meant, obviously, leaving behind the fuel cans, for starters. He couldn’t very well carry the water jugs with him and his various tool boxes. No, the essentials for Jeremy consisted of his Bug-out bag, assault pack, and his weapons. He had a 9mm pistol, an M4 Carbine rifle, and now Bill’s .22 caliber rifle.


  


  His assault pack was heavy with all the ammunition stored inside. His pistol was holstered to the side. The challenge for Jeremy, however, was the concealment of both rifles. This was concerning for two reasons. First, walking with two rifle brought attention from the authorities (wherever they were in this town). Secondly, if he were to cross paths with a group that outnumbered him, they would most likely take the rifles from him. For Jeremy, survival was about staying low-key.


  


  Jeremy had his theories of what was going on, or what had happened, but he wanted verification. It would be nice to turn on the television and watch the news. Or go on the internet and see what everyone was saying. Hell, it would be nice to pick up a newspaper and read about it. Bill’s shop only had yesterday’s paper, which reported business as usual: struggling economy, higher unemployment rate, politicians citing improvements that were nonexistent, etc. Anyone could pick up the paper from any day and determine it was the news of a nation deep in denial. The writings had been on the wall for some time now.


  


  Despite his convictions, loneliness was not far from Jeremy’s emotional state. A creeping sense of isolation was surrounding him. With this, he felt a true need to find out what was going on. The fate of his parents crossed his mind many times. He thought of these things and so many others as he made his way back across the open road that Thursday. His plan had originally been to go to Tennessee, into the mountains, and to his friend’s cabin in the mountains. It was still the plan he wanted to pursue. If not for any other real reason other than to stubbornly stick to a plan. This wasn’t to suggest that if a better plan came along Jeremy wouldn’t take it.


  


  The trip was only supposed to take a matter of days, but on foot, he realized, it was going to take considerably longer. Plus he was now exposed and vulnerable. He had a map and a compass, and lucky for him, he knew how to navigate. His friend, Joey, an avid hunter, had purchased a small cabin in the mountains a few years ago. They would meet up, drink, hunt, and visit the town of Gatlinburg, just below the mountains. The visits had become less frequent over the years, as Joey married his long-time girlfriend, Rebecca. Jeremy lost contact with them as he did many of his friends over the years. Part of it was shame. Shame that he hadn’t pursued his ambitions, seeing the high hopes his friends and family had of him diminished once he settled into his job as a member of the school custodial staff.


  


  Despite their waning distance, Jeremy reached out to Joey one last time, asking him about the cabin.


  “Of course, Jeremy. Like I said, you can visit that cabin anytime you want. Just give Rebecca and me a heads-up, in case we’re up there.” By that, Jeremy felt the implication meant that he was welcomed at the cabin as long as they weren’t there. He sensed that Rebecca didn’t care for him too much. She was very protective of Joey and her disingenuous smile and feigned interest in Jeremy sent mixed signals. Joey always had reasons why he could never hang out, but most of the time it just felt like cover for Rebecca. After Joey declined an invitation to go to a Steeler’s game, Jeremy flat-out asked him if Rebecca was involved in the decision. “Is it Rebecca?” he asked. “Yeah, she’s kind of hard to reason with sometimes,” Joey said, scratching his head on the other end of the line. So Jeremy stopped asking.


  


  Not having a cell phone also played a big part in losing contact with people. As he walked down the road, searching for a town where he might be able to set-up camp for the night, and talk with people, questions entered his mind: Why did he feel the need to survive this? Was his life even worth living? He quickly told himself, “Yes, it was.” He was going to prove to himself that he could survive, that he did have a life worth living. And no one was going to get in the way, whatsoever.


  


  That Thursday, it grew incredibly hot. The lack of humidity helped, but the sun was merciless. Fortunately, Jeremy donned a boonie hat which provided some much needed shade. His sunglasses helped too. He had also applied a fair amount of sunblock earlier in the morning. His mother would have been proud. With his best hiking boots on, he walked down the deserted two-lane road leading out of Charleston. He washed his clothes from the previous day in a nearby creek. Rodney’s blood had caked onto the fabric pretty well, but Jeremy did the best he could. He now wore shorts and a clean T-shirt. Overall, he had the appearance of a hiker. He walked down the road with his Bug-out bag over his shoulder, resting on his back. The two rifles were concealed in a zip-bag carrying tote, that he had slung over his neck and dangling in front of his chest. It wasn’t difficult to determine what he had in the carrying tote, as the shape of the bag itself looked like a weapon case. But it was better than carrying them out in the open. Between all of his equipment, one of the most important items to him included his pace counting beads. Every so often he would move a bead down the small nylon string that hung on his Bug-out bag. This indicated a mile. There were ten beads total, so by the time they were all resting at the bottom of the string, he could estimate that he had traveled ten miles.


  


  “When was the last time I even walked a mile?” Jeremy asked himself once the reality of the distance sunk in. It was true. He was already getting tired. His canteen was nearly empty, and though he had packed two more, he doubted that he would make it much further without more rest. Part of the problem was that he traveled through the woods to avoid Bill’s convenience store. The route around the store, according to the map, was minimal, but Jeremy had found himself in the woods for hours. It was at that point that he set pitched a tent and called it a night. Now he was back on the road. How great it would be to talk to someone. To find out exactly what was going on. Or to find a town that had power, and working cars, and television and news. His desire to embrace all those things taken for granted by civilized people grew stronger with each bead moved to the end of the string. Jeremy shifted to the side of the road and sat in the shade, using his Bug-out bag as a back rest. He pulled out his map to mark his location and estimate the remaining distance. Suddenly, like a mirage at the top of the road, alongside the forest, he saw several large vehicles in motion.


  


  The engine roar of the vehicles was unmistakable. They were indeed not figments of Jeremy’s imagination. He slowly rose from his comfortable spot on the side of the road to get a better look at the approaching spectacle. They were moving fast, but still remained at a great distance. Jeremy searched through his bag and found a pair of small binoculars. His heart was raced with anticipation. These were the first mobile vehicles he had seen in nearly a day. Perhaps there was hope after all. Jeremy removed his sunglasses and held the binoculars to his eyes. He saw three large military trucks in a single line, moving down the street. They were armored 5-ton 6x6 trucks—dark, olive green colored—with a tarp-covered rear. There was no telling of how many people, or soldiers, were located in each truck. Feeling a tad hopeless in his own quest, Jeremy jumped at the chance to receive assistance. He knew these trucks. They were some of the same trucks he worked on as a military mechanic. As a knowledgeable veteran, he could assist them with repairs if they took him with them. It was the military code of honor; once a soldier, always a soldier. Jeremy stood on the right side of the road and waited for the trucks come. He would flag them down and find out what was going on.


  


  As they neared Jeremy set his rifle tote next to his Bug-out bag and stood in the right lane of the road. The trucks were only a half-mile away. Jeremy waved his arms in the air, flagging them down. He could see inside the first truck. There were three uniformed Army soldiers sitting inside. Jeremy waved some more. “Hey!” he said, with a large smile across his face. He felt as though they were coming to rescue him. Maybe this was the plan all along. “Hey!” he called out again. The first truck showed no signs of slowing down. Instead, it was quite the opposite. Jeremy’s smile dropped, as the truck came at him with no concern of his presence. A deafening horn blasted from the lead truck. Its sound shook Jeremy to the core. He covered his ears, but remained standing blankly in the road. “They’re not stopping,” he said. Jeremy waved his arms again. The truck continued its speed as the horn sounded again. “Stop!” Jeremy shouted. “I need help!” Purely by survivalist instinct, Jeremy jumped to the side of the road to avoid the oncoming truck. He rolled onto the dirt as all three trucks blared past. Jeremy struggled to his feet and watched as the trucks continued down the road past him. He was visibly shaken and a little scuffed up from the fall. But what he felt most was confusion. “Why didn’t they stop?” he thought. “I’m a veteran, dammit,” Jeremy said. “I’m a veteran!” he shouted to the trucks long gone.


  


  Seeing the trucks meant that there were indeed vehicles that were still operational. It also meant that the military was getting involved with what was going on. Jeremy leaned against his Bug-out bag and examined the map carefully. He had hundreds of miles to go. He estimated it as four hundred miles. “Four hundred miles on foot is impossible,” Jeremy said looking up from his map. He placed his sunglasses over his eyes, folded his map, and rose from his feet, with his bag over his shoulders. He picked up his rifle tote—possibly the most important commodity he had—and marched on. Now, he believed, the military was another thing in a long line of things that had turned their back on him. He had truly been left to fend for himself at this point. What he needed now, was a vehicle, any vehicle. That was his next conquest. That and whatever else he could get his hands on.


  


  After a short rest, after five miles of walking, Jeremy resumed his trip. Several houses were in the distance. He was nearing a town, which for the most part meant that he had no idea what to expect. He came across a few vehicles before reaching the town, but they were deserted and inoperable. Jeremy tried each one of them. Even without keys he tried to hotwire them, but failed to ignite any spark that would start the vehicle. Now he was close to a town. He hadn’t seen a single moving vehicle since the Army trucks that had nearly ran him over. A small cottage-type house was on his left. An old man, clean shaven, with slick, white hair, sat on his porch, rocking back-and-forth.


  “Hi there,” Jeremy said with a wave.


  “Hi,” the old man said.


  “You got power?” Jeremy asked.


  “We ain’t got nothing. Phones don’t even work,” the man replied.


  “How about your car?”


  “That was the first thing I tried. The old Dodge is deader than a doornail,” he said.


  The Dodge station wagon the man spoke of was parked in the yard, with the hood opened.


  “You talk to anyone else?”


  “Yeah, everyone has the same problem. No power. No nothing,” he said.


  “Any police? Any military?”


  “I seen a few. A couple trucks here and there. No one else though.”


  “So they had working trucks?”


  “Yep,” the man said with his steady rocking.


  


  And so the conversations went with each townsperson. Jeremy was able to get some food and water replenished, but no real answers to anything. The attitude of most of the townspeople was to wait it out. Some of elderly among them didn’t have television or computers to begin with, so the loss of those items wasn’t that great in the first place. Jeremy went through the town and ended up back on the open road. It winded in some areas and in others went straight as far as the eye could see. Jeremy needed a vehicle, that was all there was too it. He wasn’t going to end his journey in some town in West Virginia among the elderly. His place was in Tennessee. He made a decision, brought on mainly be his exhaustion, that he was going to stop the next truck that came passed him, military or not. Though he was armed, he was pretty sure taking a truck of soldiers was a risky endeavor, so he put the thought out of his mind. “I’m taking a vehicle from someone though,” he said.


  


  According to his map and his pace count, he was almost out of West Virginia. He came across a few county stores along the way, but they were closed. The lonely eeriness of the trip started to get to him. Abandoned cars were frequent, and now abandoned stores. It was like the world took the day off. Jeremy was growing delirious. He grew wary of the constant chirping of the birds above. The silence of and calmness of the road was irritating in itself. The endless clamoring of crickets was enough to drive one mad. Jeremy squinted to see two blurry figures about a half mile ahead of him. His paced quickened when he saw that it was people—two people—walking alongside each other with backpacks over their shoulders. Jeremy couldn’t quite reach them and they remained ahead of him at least by a half mile. He started to jog. The bag dug into his back, rubbing against bruises already formed. He took a large swig of his canteen and kept moving. He was almost on them.


  


  As Jeremy approached, a young man and woman turned around slightly concerned. They looked like college kids, early twenties. They both were dressed for the heat: shorts, T-shirt, sunglasses, and hat. They looked as if they were going on a hike.


  “Hey,” Jeremy called out between heavy breathing.


  The couple slowed and came to a stop.


  “Hey,” the man said.


  “I’m Jeremy,” Jeremy said, extending his arm. The man shook it.


  “Hi, I’m Seth,” the man said.


  The woman nodded her head, and avoided direct eye contact with Jeremy.


  Jeremy pulled at the straps of his Bug-out bag with his thumbs and rocked back-and-forth on his heels.


  “So, I take it you guys are on foot too?” he asked.


  “Yeah, funny enough, we actually had planned on going hiking today, but our car broke down yesterday. We’ve been trying to get back to our lodge for the past day.”


  “Holy shit,” Jeremy said. “Did you get any rest?”


  “Yeah. A nice couple let us stay in their house for the night. I can’t believe how nice everyone is around here.”


  “It’s really something, isn’t it?” Jeremy said.


  “So where are you headed?” Seth asked.


  “Like you guys, I’m just trying to get home. My truck broke down yesterday also. It’s like some kind of bomb took out the power grid. But you know what’s strange? Three military trucks passed me a few hours ago. Now why do they have working trucks? What’s really going on?”


  Jeremy ended his rant once he noticed that the couple was simply nodding along, with little interest in what he was saying. They were trying to conceal their worry with half-hearted smiles. “Am I really that scary?” Jeremy thought. He rubbed his face and felt the stubble of a growing beard. Plus he had several bumps that had formed as a result of his fight with Rodney. Did he still have blood on him? Was that what they were looking at?


  


  Jeremy made a decision then and there. He unzipped his tote bag and pulled his lightweight 5.56mm rifle from its pouch. “Put your hands in the air,” he demanded. The woman screamed. “Shut your mouth, or I’ll pull the trigger,” Jeremy said. The couple looked each other in mutual fear and confusion. They raised their arms in the air. “Okay,” Jeremy continued. “This is what I want. Take you packs off and dump them on the ground. Everything.” He pointed his rifle in their direction, wavering between Seth and the woman.


  


  “Please. Just don’t hurt us,” Seth said.


  “Do what I say and I won’t,” Jeremy said.


  The girl was shaking. Both of them slowly lifted their back packs from their shoulder and placed them on the ground. “Dump them out, like I said,” Jeremy ordered.


  The girl was sniffling. Seth looked like he was on autopilot. They unzipped their bags and dumped them onto the pavement. “Now empty your pockets into the same pile,” Jeremy said.


  “Listen, we can talk this out?” Seth said.


  Jeremy pointed the rifle in his face. “Shut up and empty your pockets. Okay, asshole?”


  Seth backed away slightly and flinched. He looked his companion and nodded. They both took their wallet, keys, and cell phone from their pocket.


  “Hey, do those cell phones work?” Jeremy asked in an excited tone.


  “No,” Seth said. “They’re completely dead.”


  Jeremy thought to himself for a moment and observed the nervous couple in front of him.


  “This is what you’re going to do if you don’t want to get shot. Go into the woods over there and stand against the tree. I don’t want to see anything but your backs. You stay there for ten minutes. Not a second sooner. Then after those ten minutes you can ramble on.”


  


  The couple remained silent, all but the sniffling of the woman. “But—” the man began.


  “Just start moving. I don’t want to hear a single fucking word. Remember, ten minutes. Don’t try me.” Seth held the woman by the arm. They walked together into the woods to the nearest tree and stood there. “Further!” Jeremy shouted.


  They moved from the tree and went further into the woods as instructed. Once they were out of range and facing a tree, Jeremy leaned down to search through their belongings. He grabbed their cell phones, cash, power bars, canteens, trail mix, and whatever else he could stuff into his bag. After stocking up Jeremy proceeded down the road, with one last look at the frightened couple. They were still facing the tree. “Ten minutes starts now!” he shouted and then he was off.


  “This was how it’s going to be,” Jeremy told as he jogged down the road. It’s me against them. Soon enough, he believed that he would find a car that worked. Then he’d be that much closer to Tennessee.


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 7: Tobias Makes New Friends
  


  


  Tobias felt doomed after being left in the woods. It was getting dark too damn fast, and the woods were no place for an injured and helpless boy to be. After about twenty minutes of feeling sorry for himself, Tobias attempted to stand on his own and walk. Although he thought he broke his leg, it was more or less severely twisted. He had pulled some muscles without a doubt, but it wasn’t enough to completely cripple him. He pushed himself up with his arms and rose from the ground. His bad leg was awkwardly tied to Brian’s makeshift splint. It stuck straight out and as he stood up on one leg. He wondered how he was going to get his bad leg up. Every movement he made brought pain, and it intensified the more he stood up from the ground. He feared even putting the slightest amount of pressure on his leg. He feared that it would snap in half. He was weak, wary, sick, and fragile. But aside from all this, he grew determined to get out of the darkening woods with or without Brian.


  


  He grabbed a large stick for balance and proceeded to fully stand. Immense pressure and pain rushed throughout his injured leg. He had never felt anything like it. He hopped forward, one hand on the stick, one hand in the air, and his bad leg dangling. One single step forward was exhausting. He breathed rapidly, preparing for his next step. He hopped once again. A pain stung deep within his leg, further exhausting him. Tobias looked ahead. He had to choose between hoping back the way they came—or hoping in the direction he thought led home. Both ways seemed doomed.


  


  “Help!” Tobias called out. At this point he didn’t care whose attention he attracted. He just wanted to know that he wasn’t on his own. Another hop forward and he tumbled over and fell onto the ground. The pain of hitting the ground started right at his bad leg and traveled throughout his body. Tobias screamed in agony and then started to cry. It was hopeless. He would never get far on his own. “Brian, I hate you!” he said between clenched teeth. He sobbed endlessly for over five minutes, digging his fingers into the mulch and dirt below. Then someone approached him. “What are you doing out here, son?” a man’s voice said.


  


  Tobias looked up from the ground beyond the bangs covering his face and could see the figure of a very tall man standing before him. He tried to control his crying and appear as if he was just hanging out on the ground. It was slightly embarrassing for Tobias to be caught helpless and crying out in the middle of the woods by a stranger. “My leg,” Tobias said. “It hurts really bad.”


  The man had on blue jeans, a flannel jacket, and a camouflaged hat. He had a thin beard, to match his thin face and high cheek bones. He studied Tobias with his deep, gray eyes.


  “You out here all by yourself?” he asked.


  Tobias struggled to get up. “No. My friend went to go get help. He’ll be back soon,” he said.


  “How long have you been lying here?”


  “Not long,” Tobias said, trying to sound confident.


  “Why don’t you let me help you? We can take a look at that leg of yours and see what the problem is.”


  Tobias was afraid. He didn’t know what the man wanted or why he was bothering him. His last run-in with a stranger hadn’t gone so well. “That’s okay,” Tobias said nervously. “My friend will be back any minute.”


  


  “I could hear you bawling a mile away. You certainly didn’t sound like you were okay,” the man said.


  “I’m fine. Really,” Tobias stressed.


  The man removed his hat and scratched his head. “Oh, I get it,” he continued. “You don’t trust me. I get it. It’s all that never talk to strangers stuff. Well, son, all I want to do is help. I’ve got kids of my own, you know. Much older than you. Here, let me help you up.”


  The man stuck his hand out for Tobias to grab. Tobias weighed his options. It was nearly sundown. Brian might never return. Tobias reluctantly held out his arm. The man grabbed it and hoisted Tobias up with both arms. Tobias stood on one leg as the man placed one of his arms around him, holding him up. “There we go,” the man said. “We can get you back to our place no problem. We’re not that far away.”


  


  “Who are you?” Tobias asked.


  The man laughed. “Damn, where’s my manners? I’m sorry, my name is Paul. Paul Rogers.”


  “I’m Tobias,”


  “Nice to meet you Tobias.”


  “Can you just help me get home?” Tobias asked.


  “Soon enough. We need to look at that leg first,” he answered.


  Tobias stood awkwardly as the man held him to prevent another fall. The urge to run was growing in Tobias’s mind, but there wasn’t any physical possibility of that happening. In his mind, however, he had run halfway across the woods by now. Away from the man, and back at home safely.


  “Okay, we’re going to have to work together on this,” the man said. “When I move, you hop, and I’ll help keep your balance.”


  Tobias nodded.


  “So here we go,” Paul said bracing himself.


  He took a step and Tobias followed in suit. But their movements were difficult and awkward. Paul stopped and held Tobias. He looked ahead. “We have distance to cover, so why don’t I just try to carry you?” Paul asked. “You mind?”


  “Um. I should be fine. My leg feels better already,” Tobias said.


  Paul disregarded Tobias’s tepidness and lifted him over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.


  “Hey!” Tobias cried out.


  “It’s the only way,” Paul said. Tobias hung over Paul, and bounced up and down uncomfortably as Paul quickly trekked through the woods to an unknown destination. What Tobias didn’t know was that Paul and his group had set up camp out in the woods. But this was no typical campsite. It was something much more serious.


  


  They traveled through the woods for ten minutes before Paul finally stopped. He had tired as Tobias’s weight had worn on his back. “We’re…almost there,” Paul said, out of breath. “Okay,” Tobias said. He tried to resist the urge to cry due to the pain in his leg and sides.


  “See that,” Paul said pointing. “That’s our new home. We’re staying in an underground bunker.”


  Tobias looked, but only saw more trees and wilderness. “I don’t see anything,” he said.


  Paul laughed. “Exactly,” he said. He walked over to a clearing in the woods and gently placed Tobias on the ground nearby. “Just lie here a moment, while I open the door,” Paul said. He pulled up on a camouflaged tarp covering the ground and folded it over, exposing a large set of thick, wooden double doors, like the exit of a basement or wine cellar. “This is the entrance to our bunker. Bet you didn’t even notice it. That’s because we’re hiding,” Paul said with a grin.


  


  “Hiding?” Tobias asked. “Why?”


  “I’ll explain everything once we get inside. You can meet the rest of our group,” Paul said. He rattled on the doors. “Open up, it’s Paul,” he said. They waited. Tobias looked around the forest, no one else was around. He had no clue where they were or how he was going to get out of there. For the moment, he was forced to trust Paul’s intentions; though the idea of going underground with a complete stranger was getting pretty scary for him. He hoped that he would run into a familiar face. Maybe someone from school was down there. A student. Maybe a teacher. Maybe his mom was down there. “I’m really starting to lose it,” Tobias said to himself.


  


  They heard the turning of a locking mechanism below the doors. Paul leaned down and pulled each door open. A woman came up from the opening. “You came back just in time, it’s getting dark out,” she said. She looked to be around Paul’s age. She had short, shoulder length hair that was frizzy. Her eyes were kind and her complexion fair. To Tobias, she looked like a “mom,” or at least someone trust worthy. She could just as easily been a neighbor or one of his friend’s moms. “We got company,” Paul said to her. He titled his head to the side, signaling her. She looked over and saw Tobias sitting up on the ground next to them.


  “What happened to him? Is he alright?” she asked with real concern in her eyes.


  “He’s fine. Leg is a little busted. Tobias, this is my wife, Evelyn. Evelyn, this is Tobias,” Paul said.


  “Hello, Tobias, nice to meet you,” she said with a head nod.


  “Hi,” Tobias said holding one hand in the air.


  


  “Okay, let’s get you inside,” Paul said. He walked to Tobias, picked him up, and moved downstairs into the bunker. As soon as they descended the stairs, the air felt different. It was dimly lit inside, but Tobias saw concrete walls, with lanterns affixed alongside them. “Close the door, would you hon?” Paul asked Evelyn. She smiled and walked back up the stairs, pulling the doors shut. She turned a mechanical lock that bolted them shut. She pulled a long cord hanging from the ceiling intended to pull tarp back over the doors. Paul walked down the hall, with Jeremy on his back. They entered a large room with a low ceiling. Inside the room were twin beds, tables, and shelf upon shelf of canned goods, hygienic products, bottled water, games, and other supplies. It was a lot for Tobias to take in. There were other people in the room, but Tobias couldn’t make them out clearly. Paul took Tobias to the nearest bed and laid him down carefully. “There we go,” Paul said. Evelyn followed, not far behind, and entered the room. Paul walked over to her. “We need to look at his leg and see what happened,” he said. “Okay,” she answered.


  


  Tobias tried to adjust his vision to see in the room. There was a lamp or two providing light, but it still wasn’t clear just how many people surrounded him. Evelyn approached his bed and sat near his leg on the mattress. She examined his makeshift splint with curiosity. “Did you make that?” she asked. “No, my friend Brian did,” Tobias answered. “Where is he?” she asked. “He went to go get help,” Tobias said. “He’ll probably be back any moment now.” Evelyn touched his leg carefully. “Well, it’s better to be safe than to be sorry. I think it was pure luck that my husband found you,” she said. Tobias shrugged. “I just want to go home,” he said. “We all do,” Evelyn responded. “In time, we may get that wish.”


  


  Tobias didn’t know what to say back. After a brief and awkward silence, Paul interjected. “Tobias, I want to introduce you to our friends.” Several people gathered around Paul and looked at Tobias. There were three grown men, all donning beards, jackets, and pants, and two other women, bundled in blankets. “This is Jared, Steven, Ralph, three good friends of mine. And this is Amanda and Leslie, our other good friends.” Each person nodded and raised a friendly hand in Tobias’s direction. “Nice to meet you,” Tobias said. Paul brought a chair to Tobias’s bed and sat. The other adults in the bunker stood by in anticipation, as if Paul was about to tell a bedtime story. Evelyn removed the makeshift splint around Tobias’s leg. The pain of even the slightest movement caused Tobias to flinch and grit his teeth. She grabbed a pair of scissors from a pouch near the bed and cut the jeans of his injured leg straight down the middle. “Now Evelyn is going to take care of you real good, so don’t worry. How’d you injure your leg in the first place?” Paul asked. Tobias’s leg was exposed and with it a certain discoloration. There were bruises and red marks. It looked as if there had been some internal hemorrhaging.


  


  “I fell,” Tobias said.


  “How did you fall?” Paul asked.


  Tobias crossed his arms with a sour look on his face. “Because I’m stupid, okay?”


  “You’re not stupid, Tobias. I was just wondering what happened,” Paul said.


  “Yeah, we all make mistakes,” Evelyn added. She turned to Paul. “I’m going to need to get an ice pack from the cooler,” she said. Paul gave her a slight nod as she left the bed.


  “It shouldn’t have happened though,” Tobias said. “It’s all my fault.”


  Paul leaned closer to Tobias and continued. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, kiddo. You don’t know how lucky you are that I found you.”


  “I know, and I said thank you, didn’t I?” Tobias said. Although it just hit him that he may not have thanked Paul yet.


  “It’s not the leg, Tobias, it’s so much more. Finding you in the middle of the woods was true destiny. Have you asked yourself yet why we’re down here?”


  “No,” Tobias answered.


  “While Evelyn fixes you up I want to take a moment and explain it to you. Someone at your age is going to be face with some very important decisions after today. And we can help you.”


  


  Evelyn walked back to the bed and sat. “That cooler is running out of ice, we’re going to have to make a run sometime,” she said. She placed the ice pack on Tobias’s leg.


  “Damn that’s cold!” Tobias said, squirming.


  “I know. Just hold still a moment. It looks like you just twisted your knee here. Possibly your ankle too. The fluid in your kneecap has drained out some, and that’s where a lot of the pain is coming from. You must have had a pretty bad fall.”


  “You know, Evelyn’s a nurse. We’re extremely lucky to have her,” Paul said.


  “What were you doing out in the woods?” Tobias asked.


  Paul laughed; a low, calm laugh. “We like to do what I call reconnaissance around here.”


  “What’s that?” Tobias asked.


  Paul thought for a moment. “It’s like, when you’re on the lookout for something. You go to an area and plan. Before everyone else arrives.”


  “Oh. Okay,” Tobias said. Evelyn continued to hold the ice pack on Tobias’s legs. She untied his laces and took his shoes off. Tobias had to admit, he was feeling pretty comfortable. He felt no reason to protest the removal of his shoes.


  


  “Have you noticed anything strange about today?” Paul asked him.


  “Um. Yeah, like a lot of things,” Tobias said.


  “Like what?” Paul asked.


  “Like my friend go into a fight. There were a ton of people outside the school. We saw a fire. We heard some explosions. And some guy tried to attack us in the woods.”


  Paul’s eyes widened at Tobias’s mention of being attacked. “Some guy? What did he look like?” Paul asked. Both he and his wife exchanged concerned glances. Tobias thought for a minute.


  “He…he had a gray beard and his hair was gray and messy. His clothes were dirty, and he had a gun. He wanted us to shoot him,” Tobias said in a mater-of-fact tone.


  Paul rested his face in his hands. “Oh no, so it is true.”


  Evelyn looked at Paul with her own expression of sadness.


  “What’s true?” Tobias asked.


  Paul removed his face from his hands and looked to Tobias. “Do you know what happened to this man? Where he went? What he did? What he said?”


  “We ran away from him. He wanted to hurt us. He said that he killed his wife and that he wanted us to kill him. We barely got away.”


  Evelyn covered her mouth from sobbing. The other people hung their heads in sadness.


  “What?” Tobias asked, annoyed.


  “I was looking for that man when I found you,” Paul said. “He’s part of our group. He was one of us.”


  “Yeah, was one of us,” Jared said from the back.


  Tobias was frightened. Perhaps they were all crazy just like that man. He sat up and slowly moved his leg away from Evelyn. Paul took notice.


  “It’s okay, we’re not that man. His name was Eliot. He was normal once. We all agreed to stay in the bunker, and then earlier yesterday, he disappeared. He and his wife, Cheryl, both left and they haven’t returned since.”


  “Oh my God, Cheryl. I can’t believe it,” Evelyn said, holding back her tears.


  “Tobias, you need to know the truth. Eliot and his wife were like us, but a few days ago they started to change. Everyone is changing. The world is changing. You see, this is all prophesized.”


  Tobias didn’t know what to think. He felt confused and distrustful of his new hosts. What did they want with him, and why were they telling him this?


  


  Paul continued, “Normally, in the event of major disasters or attacks, people naturally come together, more often than not. But after today, that will end. The world as we know it has reached a boiling point, and we’ll soon wipe each other out, until nothing is left.”


  “Does that mean you guys are going to change?” Tobias asked with fear in his eyes.


  “Not everyone will. The prophecy of the Future Keepers—a group we are a part of—states that a small minority of self-aware and prepared individuals will survive. But our time has not come yet, which is why we remain underground.”


  “But my family. What about my family? What about my friends?” Tobias asked.


  “Some will remain, some won’t. We can get you home to your family, but I can’t tell you what to expect. It’s time to tell you the facts, Tobias. Several electronic magnetic pulse bombs have been deployed throughout the nation. We suspect throughout the world. Adversary nations are launching them at us and we’re launching them at our adversaries. Though they aren’t capable of dismantling the entire world’s power grid, it will be enough to start the first step in the collapse. That is when people turn against people. It was meant to be, and if you were to walk out there now, even with a working leg, you would see looting, vandalism, desperation, and violence on a scale like nothing before.”


  


  Tobias was speechless. Evelyn placed a hand on his shoulder. “But you’re safe down here with us.” The rest of the group clamored in agreement. Tobias had tears streaming in his worried eyes. “How do I know what you’re saying is true? How do I know any of this is real?” he shouted.


  “That man you met earlier today, Eliot. He and his wife were perfectly normal just last week. Yesterday he left the bunker and never came back. You told me he tried to attack you, that he killed his wife. Eliot loved children and his wife. The Eliot we know would never do such a thing.”


  “Doesn’t mean anything,” Tobias said.


  “It means everything,” Paul said.


  “Please, Tobias, listen to us. There is hope out there, we promise,” Evelyn added.


  “We’re not saying this to upset you, Tobias. We want you to be informed. The power outage was just the beginning. The other terrorist attacks are but a small part as well.”


  “Terrorist attacks?” Tobias asked.


  “Yes, but not by any Middle Eastern terrorist cell, these attacks are coming straight from American citizens. They’re turning against their country because the time for renewal is here. We’ve reached the end of the line. It’s happened in every country around the world. At first we’ll attack them, but soon we’ll start attacking each other.”


  “So then there should be like a nuclear bomb or something. We’ll all be dead then,” Tobias said.


  “True, a nuclear bomb would be devastating. But it all depends on whether our leaders chose to focus on external or internal threats. Soon the matters of other countries won’t be a concern. Soon it will be American against American, then government against citizen, then militia against government, and then back to the beginning of the cycle. The world you knew yesterday will soon be no more.”


  “Paul, that’s enough,” Evelyn said. “Let him rest.”


  “I want to go home and see my family. That’s all I want. I don’t care what else is happening,” Tobias said.


  


  Paul scratched his head in a frustrated manner. “Listen to me, Tobias, we need you. There can’t be a future without children. And you’re that future. We have to prepare you for what’s to come.”


  “Take me home, now!” Tobias shouted.


  A silence came over the group. Evelyn looked to Tobias with sympathetic eyes. “Just stay with us tonight and we’ll talk about it tomorrow,” she said rubbing Tobias’s leg.


  “Yes, the woods are no place to be right now, trust me,” Paul said.


  


  Tobias looked around the room the face of each person. They were looking at him with such hope and concern in their tired eyes. Tobias wondered if there was any truth to what Paul had said. It sounded like the lunatic ravings of something he would have heard from Brian’s mom. But what if he was special? What if he was unique? “Okay,” Tobias said, “I’ll stay here for the night.” The group smiled, and Evelyn tucked him in. They brought food and water to his bed, and Evelyn even patted his head after saying goodnight. Tobias lied in bed staring at the low concrete ceiling. In the center of the room the adults had gathered at a small table with a lantern in the middle. They were talking softly, drawing plans, and playing cards. Tobias’s eyes grew heavy and soon closed. That night he dreamed he was back home in his mother’s arms. She gave him a bowl of ice cream after they hugged. It was his favorite, Rocky Road.


  


  


  


  


  
    Chapter 8: The End of the Road
  


  


  Alice drove all night while Brian and Kiya slept in the backseat. Once she knew they were in deep slumber, she sobbed quietly thinking of Randall. She made a couple of stops along road to refuel. The back window was shattered, and the wind from the night air made the car uncomfortably cold. She covered Brian and Kiya in thick sweaters, plus a blanket she had stored with the rest of the clothes. She hadn’t gotten any sleep for about a day. Her mind was set on getting out of Pennsylvania, to venture somewhere safe. The day’s events played over and over again in her head:


  Her bike ride through town to Brian’s school.


  Climbing the fence with Brian.


  Finding the Plymouth Valiant.


  The parent being shot outside Kiya’s school.

  Driving her car through the flash mob.


  Their house, broken in and ransacked.


  And finally, Randall’s lifeless body on the kitchen floor.


  


  These thoughts repeated themselves endlessly. It was all she could think about. She could make little room to think of anything else. Her instincts told her that they needed to find a rural community, somewhere with a small population. She was unarmed and vulnerable. That much was clear. But as she made her way past the state line of West Virginia, she saw no sign of anything different. Abandoned cars were everywhere. The problem wasn’t just in Pittsburgh. She had to keep her eyes open and alert to stranded people who would often jump out in front of her path. This was a reoccurring incident, of which she soon tired from. At least the children were sleeping, so they wouldn’t question why she wasn’t helping anyone.


  


  When Brian woke, it was daylight. His eyes squinted open. He felt a distinct pain in his head. It could have been a simple headache due to exhaustion and dehydration, or some reminisce of the fight he had the other day. He pushed the thick blanket off him and looked up to see his mother driving at the wheel guiding their car down the long two-lane state road. A cool breeze filled the car from the shattered window in the back. Brian’s throat and mouth was dry.


  “Mom, I’m thirsty,” he said.


  “Well, good morning,” she responded, looking at in the rear view mirror.


  “How do you feel?” she asked.


  “Thirsty, like I said.”


  “We’ll stop somewhere soon. How’s Kiya?”


  Brian looked to his side. Kiya rested against the window still sleeping under layers of clothes.


  “She’s still sleeping,” he answered.


  “Just let her rest then,” Alice said.


  Brian rubbed his eyes and looked around. There were no other cars on the road, and all he could see was forest and trees. “Where are we?” he asked.


  “We’re in West Virginia,” Alice said.


  “So did you figure out where we’re going yet?” Brian asked.


  “Yes, I did as a matter of fact. We’re going to your grandparent’s house in Tennessee.”


  “Grandma and Grandpa? I haven’t seen them in years.”


  “Since you were four,” Alice said.


  “Why are we going there?” Brian asked.


  “Because we’ll be safe there.”


  “Are you sure about that?”


  “I’m sure as I’ll ever be.”

  


  Brian always asked a lot of questions. But the last thing she wanted her children to lose was hope. Even though Alice assumed the worst, she didn’t want them to do the same. There could still be a future for them. “We can beat this,” she told herself. Brian shifted around in his seat some, bored by the monotonous scenery. He looked at his mother’s face in the rear view mirror. She looked worn and beaten down. Her eyes had heavy bags under them and her face was puffy as if she’d been crying all night. “Mom, what happened to Randy?” Brian asked.


  Alice seized up. She hadn’t prepared for the question. She still hadn’t figured out what to tell them yet. “Why wasn’t he at the house?” Brian continued. Alice looked at him again through the rear view mirror. He was staring at her in the mirror, waiting.


  “Randall…he left,” she said.


  “He left?” Brian asked. “What do you mean, he left?”


  She wasn’t ready to tell them. She didn’t think that she’d ever be ready to tell them.


  “I mean that he disappeared. Our house was broken into and he was nowhere to be found.”


  Brian thought to himself for a moment. “So, is he dead?” he asked.


  Alice’s eyes filled with tears that she tried to fight. They began to stream down our cheeks.


  “Yes, Brian, he’s gone,” she said.


  “How do you know?” he asked.


  “Because I know,” she said.


  


  After that, Brian didn’t ask any more questions. He looked back out the window and just stared, a quiet contemplative stare. “Don’t say anything to your sister yet, understand?” Alice said.


  Brian didn’t answer, but Alice took it as a “yes.”


  


  Alice noticed a sign up ahead that said: “Gas and Lodging Two Miles.” This would have to be their stop. But wasn’t like she could just pull into the place, grab some Coke, fill up her tank and leave. Things were different now. She would no doubt have to hide the car and walk to the store, while not attracting too much attention. “Brian, I’m going to stop at this store coming up. But I’m going to have to park away from it and check it out. I want you to stay in the car with Kiya,” she said.


  


  “I’m sick of being in this car,” Brian said.


  “Just please do what I say,” she continued.


  “I’m sick of you bossing me around. Do this, Brian. Listen to me, Brian. Shut up, Brian. Enough is enough!” Brian said with his voice raised.


  Kiya’s eyes flickered open to the commotion. Alice found a spot on the side of the road and pulled over. She put the car in park and shut off the engine. “Where are we?” Kiya asked while yawning.


  Alice rested her arm on the front seat and turned around. “Hello, sleepy-head,” she said. “I’m going to go to the store and get us some food and drinks. I want you to stay here with Brian and wait until I come back.”


  “We’re in West Virginia,” Brian said, answering her question.


  “Where are we going?” Kiya asked.


  “We’re going to grandma and grandpa’s house. I don’t think you’ve even met them,” Brian said.


  Alice opened the car door. “You two behave, I’ll be back shortly,” she said as she exited the car.


  “Wait!” Kiya said. Alice leaned back into the car.


  “What is it?” she asked.


  “Can you get me an apple juice?” Kiya asked.


  “I’ll certainly try,” Alice said. She closed the door and was off.


  “Only babies drink apple juice,” Brian said.


  “Shut up, Brian,” Kiya said back.


  


  Alice walked carefully up the road towards the store. She didn’t see any cars or people around. Such a sight brought instant relief. Things were quiet, and Alice’s instincts told her that she was walking into a possible ambush. But was such thing possible out here in the middle of nowhere? At this point, she wouldn’t put anything past it, but she marched on, determined to get some food and drinks for the remainder of their trip. She had plenty of cash in her pocket. She always carried cash. And she would try to barter whatever she could get. As she neared the store, she was surprised to find that it looked closed. None of this was apparent though. There was no sign on the door, but there also wasn’t a single person around. Not a car and certainly not a store clerk. The building was a single unit, with a dilapidated tin roof. There were two gas pumps seated within the parking lot. Two windows outside the store had bars on them, along with the glass door. Once she got closer, a sickness came over her similar to when she approached her own house the night before. The store had been broken into. Shards of glass rested on the ground by the door. And she noticed it was slightly opened. “I should have grabbed a knife from the house, a bat, anything,” she thought.


  


  She peered inside the store. There were no sounds or movement from anyone inside. She slowly pushed the door opened. The inside lights had been shut off, or there was no power to operate them. She slipped inside and examined her surroundings. To her side was the check-out counter. Across from her were several small aisles that looked disorganized and barren. She looked again at check-out counter. The cash register had been overturned. Another glance towards the aisle showed that they had been ransacked and emptied. People had already gone through the store and taken most of everything that was in it. She made her way across broken glass and smashed trinkets to the drink area in the back. They were nearly empty, except for a few drinks, most likely forgotten by the looters. With no electricity, the drinks obviously weren’t being kept cool, but Alice could easily look past the inconvenience. There was one bottle of grape juice, one bottle of orange soda, and two bottles of water. It seemed this was the best offer she was going to get. She grabbed the drinks and searched the aisles for food. Some cans of sardines and bag of pretzels were all she could find. “Oh boy, they’re really going to love this,” she said to herself.


  


  A noise outside startled her. It could have been anything, but it was enough to remind her that she needed to get back to the car. She cradled the goods from the store and slipped back outside the door. No one was out there waiting for her, like she had feared. She continued her stroll back to the car, hoping that Brian and Kiya were safe. She truly hated leaving them, but found it necessary in circumstances like this. She looked down both sides of the road, and didn’t see anyone. It was strange, but oddly comforting at the same time. Back at the car, Brian was standing outside, leaning against the hood. “Brian, what are you doing?” she asked, clutching the food and drinks in her arms. Brian looked at her with truly perplexed. “You didn’t really expect me to sit in that hot car the whole time did you?” he asked.


  


  “Where’s your sister?” Alice asked.


  “She’s in the woods,” he said.


  “What?” Alice gasped.


  Suddenly, Kiya emerged from the tree line and walked towards the car. “Sheesh, mom. I had to pee, do you really have to make it public?” she asked.


  “Just get in the car, both of you now, please,” Alice said.


  Everyone got back in the car; Alice said her usual prayer and started the ignition. This time Brian got in the front seat. There was a slight argument between him and Kiya, but Alice put it to an end. They were soon on the road again. Alice felt better having an actual destination to go to. However, truth be told, she didn’t know how her parents would react to her arrival, or if they would even be at the house. The thought of walking into their farm house, finding it destroyed and them dead on the ground was a terrifying thought. But it crossed her mind, nonetheless. It was a possibility, but she had to remain hopeful; if not for herself, her children.


  


  “What did you get us?” Brian asked.


  “Okay, who wants the grape juice?” Alice asked, holding it up.


  “I do!” Kiya called out.


  “Ewww, gross,” Brian said. “What else did you get?”


  “Well you can have the orange drink or you can have water,” Alice replied.


  Brian scoffed. “They didn’t have any apple juice?” Kiya asked.


  “Nope. That’s all they had,” Alice said.


  “Fine, I’ll take the water,” Brian said.


  Alice handed him the water, and Brian gulped it down. Kiya sucked down the grape drink as well. Alice handed Brian the pretzels.


  “Here share these with Kiya,” she said.


  Brian took the pretzels, opened them and feasted.


  “Hey, she said to share them!” Kiya shouted.


  


  Alice squinted. Miles ahead there was a large object blocking the road. It was troubling, to say the least. As Brian and Kiya argued over the pretzels, all Alice could think about was the object ahead of them.


  “Brian,” she said, pulling on his sleeve, “do you see that? What is it?”


  Brian leaned forward and looked. “Um, it looks like a log or something,” he said.


  “Is it a tree?” Alice asked. She couldn’t tell for sure.


  “I don’t know, it sort of looks like a tree,” Brian said.


  It was a large, dead tree that had fallen into their path. It completely blocked the road as it covered both lanes, stretching into the woods on the other side from which it fell. Alice slowed the car as they got closer.


  “Looks like it feel over,” Brian said.


  “I don’t like this,” Alice said.


  “Well, you’re going to have to stop, mom. We can’t drive through it,” Brian said.


  Alice stopped the car five feet from the tree. As the car idled, she looked to both sides to try to figure out a way around the road obstruction. The top of the tree looked rotted enough to push out of the way. The top had slightly broken off, and it was skinny and hollow. But she didn’t want to risk damaging the car or its tires by driving over the branch. She figured they could push the rotted part of the tree out of their way drive around it. She put the car in park and left it running.


  “This is what we’re going to do,” she said turning to Brian. “You and I are going to push that top part of the tree out of the way. That will clear a path for us to drive through.”


  “Okay,” Brian said, without any objection.


  “Kiya, you just wait here,” Alice said.


  “Got it,” Kiya said.


  


  Alice and Brian exited the car and walked over end of the tree. It stuck out and rested about three feet off the ground. Alice could see cracks all over the tree that indicated wood rot. Whatever they had to do, she felt, they had to do it fast. “Let’s give this a shot,” she said to Brian.


  


  “Hold it right there,” a voice shouted from the woods.


  Alice and Brian both froze in their tracks. They couldn’t fully tell where the voice had come from. But whoever it was, they were carefully concealed. “Put your hands in the air,” the voice commanded.


  “Mom?” Brian said.


  “Just do what he says,” Alice said, raising her arms in the air. Brian soon followed.


  “Good. Now don’t move,” the voice said. They heard rustling from the nearby woods and out came a man holding a rifle, aiming it at them. It was Jeremy Rafelson. He had been waiting all day for a car to come through and was relieved to see that his plan had finally worked. Having walked endlessly along the state-road, Jeremy decided on the spot once he noticed the dead tree tilted over. With a few heavy pushes, he was able to tip it completely over and into the street. It was set-up, and what Alice feared most in her travels—an ambush.


  


  “Listen to the man and everything will be okay, son,” Alice said.


  “What do you want?” Brian asked. His brazenness outraged Jeremy.


  “I want you to shut the hell up, for starters,” Jeremy said running towards them with his rifle aimed squarely at their faces.


  “Please don’t hurt him, he’s only a child,” Alice cried.


  Jeremy stopped and backed off, but for a moment. He laughed to himself and walked in a circle around them. “That’s like the third time I’ve heard that today. Well, not the son part, but the please don’t hurt him. Or please don’t hurt me. Everyone is so polite nowadays. You wouldn’t even think that society was going to hell in a handbasket.”


  “Just take what you want and leave us alone,” Alice said.


  Jeremy held up his rifle and scratched his chin. “Yeah, I think I’ll do that. I’ll start by taking that nice automobile you have running there, and I’ll take whatever supplies you have as well.”


  Alice didn’t know how to respond. Naturally when someone points a rifle at you, you’re inclined to give them whatever they want as to keep yourself alive. But, to her, leaving them stranded on a deserted road without any supplies was as good as death.


  “Please, we need that car. I beg you—”


  “Save it, lady. It’s every man for himself out there. Or, woman, I’m sorry. The point being that I don’t give a shit what you need. I just know what I need and I need that car.”


  “I have two children. Don’t leave us out here like this,” Alice said, growing hysterical.


  Jeremy circled them again. Their arms were still in the air. Brian’s arms were growing tired, and they started to drop. “This is what I’m going to do. I’m going to walk over to that car, and drive off. If you make one move, I’ll shoot you. Is that clear enough?” he asked.


  “My daughter is in the car. At least let me get her before you leave,” Alice pleaded.


  They heard the sound of a car door shut. It was Kiya. She walked towards them with a curious look on her face. Alice held her arms out as to command Kiya to stay back.


  


  “Don’t come any closer, Kiya, we’re fine over here!” she shouted.


  “What are you guys doing?” Kiya asked.


  “Just stay there. We’re okay,” Alice said as her voice cracked in panic.


  “Well, looks like we solved that problem,” Jeremy said. He looked to Kiya and Brian and did a quick bow. “Pleasure doing business with you,” he said. He then walked away, keeping his rifle aimed in their direction.


  


  “Mom,” Brian said. Alice didn’t respond.


  “Mom, we’re as good as dead without that car,” he continued.


  “I know, Brian!” she said, visibly upset.


  “What are we going to do?” he asked.


  “I’m thinking,” Alice said.


  Jeremy walked to the car satisfied. He walked by Kiya along the way.


  She looked up and spoke. “Who are you?” she asked.


  “Nobody, kid. Go to your mom,” Jeremy said walking past her. She didn’t take her eyes off him, as if trying to recognize him. “Hey, I know you,” she said.


  Jeremy stopped turned around. “What did you say?” he asked.


  “You work at my school. You’re the janitor,” she said excited.


  Jeremy stumbled and stuttered. He didn’t want anything to do with the conversation.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.


  “Yeah, it’s you. I remember you. How can you not remember me? I said hello to you on the first day of school,” she said.


  Jeremy went silent. Before him stood a smiling girl—all but eleven or twelve years old—who actually recognized him.


  “You’re right,” he said. “I am a janitor. But those days are long gone. I wish you and your family the best.”


  


  “Where are you going? You could ride with us!” Kiya said, as her excitement grew.


  “I really—I really don’t think that would work,” he said looking at the ground.


  Kiya ran to him and grabbed his arm. “Of course it would work,” she said. Jeremy lowered his rifle and found himself being pulled back towards Alice and Brian by Kiya. He felt helpless to do anything.


  “Mom, this is a janitor from our school,” Kiya said.


  Jeremy was waiting for her to introduce him as GI Joke, the name he was known by at the school.


  “His name is Jeremy the Janitor,” she said.


  Alice nodded along carefully. “That’s great, Kiya, why don’t you come over here, okay honey?”


  Brian took a closer look at Jeremy. “Yeah, I remember you,” he said. “You were the janitor at my middle school.”


  Jeremy attempted to conceal his face with his boonie hat. He resolve was wavering and he didn’t understand it.


  “Where are we headed anyway?” Kiya asked Alice.


  “Tennessee,” Alice said with a hesitant tone.


  Kiya turned to Jeremy. “And where are you headed?” she asked.


  “Uh, Tennessee,” he replied.


  Kiya jumped up in excitement. “So why don’t you just come with us?” she asked.


  “Kiya,” Alice said.


  “No mom, for real. He should ride with us,” Kiya said.


  “Yeah, I don’t know about that,” Brian interjected.


  “Oh come on. Let’s help him,” Kiya said.


  


  Jeremy surveyed the area, looking back at the car. He rubbed his forehead, face, chest, and everything he could think for no other reason but to stall things. Kiya’s smile was infectious. Jeremy was capable of a lot of things, it seemed, but leaving Alice and her children stranded had nothing to do with survival. It would be cruel. And there was enough cruelty in the world for years to come. Jeremy came to a decision.


  


  “Why don’t your mom and I talk for a moment?” Jeremy said to Kiya.


  “Okay, whatever,” Kiya said. “Let’s get back on the road though. I can’t wait to go to Tennessee.”


  Jeremy placed his hands on Alice’s shoulders and led her towards the woods.


  “I’m going to only say this once,” he said, turning her around, “you drive where you gotta go, I’ll sit in the back. Once you get there, I’m going to take the car, and that will be that.”


  Alice nodded.


  “You understand?” he said.


  “Yes, yes I understand. Thank you,” Alice said.


  “Now you and your son had the right idea. We can push part of this tree out of the way here.”


  


  Jeremy led Alice to the tree and they pushed the rotted section off the tree and rolled it into the woods. They all filed in the car—family and captor—and shut the doors. Jeremy sat in the back with Kiya as she told and re-told the story of her daring escape from school. He didn’t know what parts to believe, but it was interesting enough. Alice, as promised, drove them through West Virginia and through Tennessee. Brian didn’t say much throughout the trip, as he didn’t feel quite right about Jeremy’s presence, but he wasn’t going to complain. Jeremy was surprised to find that after he accidentally nodded off, they never tried to abandon him. It was a long ride to Tennessee, a journey that resulted in several other store stops and gas runs. Jeremy helped them learn how to siphon gas from other vehicles along the road. No matter where they passed through, the situation seemed to be the same; abandoned vehicles, angry mobs, looted stores, fires, and all around chaos. Alice spoke to Jeremy only once during their trip, late at night while the kids were sleeping.


  


  “Have you seen any other vehicles on the road?” she asked.


  “Yeah, I’ve seen quite a few military vehicles,” he answered.


  “You have any family?” she asked.


  “I did at one time. Not anymore,” he said.


  “I know what you mean,” she said.


  


  At one point Jeremy offered to drive so Alice could get some sleep. She reluctantly accepted, but felt her road exhaustion was putting her children at risk. She wrote the directions down for Jeremy and rested in the backseat with Kiya. She was out in no time. She slept for hours. In her dreams Randall was lying next to her. They were back at the house and nothing had happened. The dreams would always go bad though, as maniacs broke into her house, over and over again, jolting Alice awake. As she awoke for the twentieth time, she looked around the car. Jeremy was at the wheel; Brian was asleep in the front seat, and Kiya sleeping next to her. Alice looked out the window and was ecstatic to recognize the town they were in. It was her parent’s town.


  


  “We’re here already?” she asked Jeremy.


  “Yep, looks like it,” he said.


  “Jeremy,” she said.


  “Yeah,” he mumbled.


  “Thanks for not leaving us,” she said.


  Jeremy didn’t say anything, but the thank you felt reciprocated nonetheless.


  “I think it’s this turn up here,” she pointed out.


  


  They turned up a steep hill ahead into a rural wonderland. After a few back roads, alongside acres of land, they were at her parent’s house. It was more or less a farm, but, Alice never thought of it that way. She never wanted to tell anyone that she was raised on a farm. “This is where I should have gone all along,” Alice thought. For her, it was perfect. But what could she expect beyond the front door? More misery and suffering? She had no way to find out until they arrived. It was late Friday night when they pulled into the front of her parent’s house. The lights were off, and it didn’t seem as if anyone was home.


  


  “Just park here,” she told Jeremy.


  Jeremy parked the car and turned to face her. “Like I said, this is where we split up. I took you where you needed to go. Now I’m going to take this car with me.”


  “Fair enough,” Alice said. She wasn’t going with him. There was nothing to argue about. “Just let me see if anyone is here first, then I’ll get my kids,” she added.


  Alice walked up the cobblestone walkway to the front door and knocked on the door, loudly.


  At first there was no answer. She knocked again. Suddenly, a light came on.


  “Who is it?” an old woman’s voice said from the door.


  Alice’s heart raced with excitement. They had power and they were home. She couldn’t ask for anything more. “It’s your daughter!” she shouted.


  Her mother opened the door in disbelief. She was wearing a bathrobe, and her silver hair was tied up in a bun. “Alice? Is that really you?” she asked.


  Alice grabbed and hugged her mother like she never had before in her life.


  “My!” her mother said. “What’s got into you?”


  “Nothing,” Alice said squeezing her. “I’m just glad to see you. Do you guys have power?”


  “No, but we’re running off the generator. The power’s been out for days. So what are you doing here?”


  “I need to stay with you guys. Well, we need to stay with you guys for a while. Me, Kiya, and Brian.”


  Her mother was stunned and unsure what to say. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”


  


  “I’ll be right back,” Alice said. She ran back to the car and banged on the hood.


  “Brian, Kiya, wake up,” she said. They rose from their slumber disoriented and unsure of their surroundings.


  “Where are we?” Brian asked.


  “We’re at your grandparent’s house, let’s go,” she said.


  Kiya was less responsive as Alice pulled her from the car. Brian followed them to the house.


  “Oh, well look at this,” her mother said with wide eyes. “I haven’t seen you children in years!”


  Both Brian and Kiya were too tired to respond or care at the time. Alice pushed them in the house.


  “Just sit somewhere while I get your stuff,” she said.


  “Is Jeremy going to stay with us?” Kiya asked.


  “No Kiya, he’s got somewhere else to go,” Alice said. She looked at her mother.


  “Put them on the couch or something. I have to grab their stuff.” And then she was off.


  


  Alice took their belongings from the car. She thanked Jeremy again, as he waited patiently for her to get everything. It was weird for her to thank a man who had previously held them at gunpoint. But she grew to understand and relate to his desperation. She wanted to believe there was still a healthy dose of humanity left in him. A humanity made apparent when he and Kiya had their conversations. Something Kiya saw in him that Alice couldn’t. Jeremy was uncomfortable with accepting any gratitude. He knew all too well that he was prepared to leave Alice and her family out there to die. She closed the doors and Jeremy drove away, hoping that he could find his way to Gatlinburg without issue.


  


  Alice walked up to her old house; the house she had been raised in and fled from so many years ago. She felt a sense of awakening, but also deep sadness. She didn’t know what the future held for her or her children. So far, she had kept them safe, as she promised herself she would do. As long as she was around, she would continue to do so.


  


  Jeremy drove that night for hours. The cabin wasn’t much further. With any luck, he would find his safe place too.
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