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Аннотация
How much could you take?
Society continues to unravel. Supplies are low, and the survivors are more desperate than ever.
Max is on his own, without food or water. A day�s journey has turned into four days and four nights. If he can�t find the gas they desperately need, what will happen to his friends back at camp?
Georgia and Mandy wait for Max to return. Without food, they struggle daily. At any moment, the enemy could appear. Weakened by her injury, will Georgia be able to lead the defense of the camp? Will the others have enough strength to follow?
John and Cynthia are trying to track down Max. With Dale�s help, they�ve made it to the compound. But when they mention Max�s name, tensions quickly rise. Will they be able to get out of what they�ve gotten themselves into?
Surviving Chaos is book 4 of The EMP, a post-apocalyptic survival thriller series. It deals with real people fighting for their survival every inch of the way.


Ryan Westfield
SURVIVING CHAOS
A POST-APOCALYPTIC EMP SURVIVAL THRILLER
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MAX
Max was tired, hungry, and weak. His leg was killing him. At least his face didn�t hurt as much as it had. He�d walked for three days straight, sleeping in the trees along the side of the road by night. It would have been better to walk by night, but he�d left his flashlight with Mandy. The batteries wouldn�t last much longer anyway.
Max had finished the meager amount of food he�d brought with him yesterday. And it hadn�t been much to begin with.
Max had woken early, before the sunrise, unable to get back to sleep from the hunger and the cold ground. So he�d waited until there was enough light to walk by, and then he�d started.
Would he ever find a town? They were really out there, away from everything. If he�d been unlucky and headed in the wrong direction, he could walk for weeks before he found anything. And at that point, it�d be likely that he�d first run into a car driving by. And who knew who�d be in the car and whether they�d be friendly or dangerous.
Max hadn�t seen a single car since leaving the Bronco. Nothing at all in the air but a chill and the sounds of small animals in the woods. Nevertheless, Max kept feeling for his Glock, making sure it was there. It was a reassuring presence at his side. But hopefully he wouldn�t have to use it. There�d been enough violence and death already. Not that�d he hesitate to use it if he had to.
His mind turned to Chad�s death. Chad had somehow gotten addicted to his pills again. He just couldn�t keep away. Who knew if it was something biological, some tweak in his brain chemistry, that made him more susceptible to chemical addiction than most. Or if it was simply the fact that Chad couldn�t handle life as it came. Max was inclined to go with the second option.
Up ahead, there was a sign, announcing arrival to a town named Antrim, Pennsylvania, population 804.
Max almost couldn�t believe it. It�d been three days since he�d seen anything man-made except for the road and the things he�d brought with him.
So they were still in Pennsylvania, not West Virginia as they�d suspected.
With the town name, they�d be able to figure out where they were once Max got back to Mandy and the others.
If he made it back.
The sign meant that gas was close. Unless it was like Albion and completely deserted, with no cars left.
Max was close to his goal.
He wasn�t going to make any mistakes this time. He�d made too many mistakes before, and allowed others to make them as well.
He needed to get a tighter handle on everything. He needed to operate with caution.
The problem they�d run into in the past was that there wasn�t always enough time to make the best decision. And they hadn�t been in the best state of mind, either. For instance, Max should have trusted his gut and never gone to the compound with Kara. But they�d been hungry and miserable and desperate. It�d simply been too tempting.
Max continued down the road, hoping to find another way to enter the town. Coming down the main drag probably wasn�t the best option if he didn�t want to get discovered.
But there weren�t any side streets to take.
The first building came into view about two hundred feet down the road.
Off to the right, there was an ancient cemetery. Max looked at the old broken headstones as he walked past. The engraved names sounded old, and the dates went back two hundred years.
A cemetery was a luxury for a civilized world. There wouldn�t be any cemeteries now. Not for a long while, until people got organized again. If that ever happened, that is. Now, the dead would be mostly left where they lay. Or buried in shallow graves, if the earth wasn�t too cold. Max thought of Chad and wondered what had happened to him. The people at the compound would have had to dispose of his body somehow. Maybe they�d burned it, or simply left it outside for whatever wild animals or stray dogs there were.
Max wondered briefly what would happen to his own body. Given the circumstances, it wasn�t too unlikely that at some point he�d be shot and killed. Or stabbed and killed. Who knew. Maybe his body would just lay there.
Max shook the thoughts out of his head. It wasn�t any good thinking about things like that. It didn�t help him. And he couldn�t really give a damn about what happened to his dead body. The thing now was to focus on living. On surviving.
There wasn�t anyone on the main street of the town. Max approached the first building cautiously, hugging the shoulder of the road as he limped along, figuring it would make him a little less visible than walking down the dead center of the road.
He came to the first building, which was white, with fading paint. One story. Some kind of general store. Max flattened himself against the outer wall, staying still. He listened, trying to figure out if there was anyone around.
So far, he heard nothing.
There probably wasn�t much point in going into the store to look for supplies. For one thing, what he really needed was gas. And the store was probably already looted.
But Max�s stomach was still sending out shooting pains of hunger. He felt weak. If he had some food in his stomach, he�d be better at doing whatever it was he�d need to do to get the gas.
There also might be gas in the store. Unlikely, but Max had to check.
Around the back of the store, Max found an alley with a dumpster full of broken down cardboard boxes. It�d never been taken away, and now it never would. That cardboard would sit there until it decomposed on its own.
The backdoor was locked. But it wasn�t a thick steel door. It was wood, with a lock that didn�t appear too solid.
Max waited for a moment, making sure there were still no sounds. If he kicked the door, and someone was around, they�d undoubtedly hear him.
It was a risk.
Max didn�t think about it too much.
He lifted his good leg and kicked the door, aiming at a spot near the handle.
Three more kicks, and something in the lock disengaged, breaking.
The door opened easily, and Max moved into the dark passageway that led to the store.
He had his gun out, and he moved cautiously. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.
Max was mostly past the point of fear. But if there was something he feared, it was the sound of a gun cocking in the darkness. Or a voice telling him to lay down his own gun.
Of course, those were almost benign options compared to simply being shot. There very well could be someone in there with Max. And he�d never know it until it was too late.
Max�s heart rate was elevated, but not much. His body had been running on adrenaline for so long now that it didn�t have much more to give.
Max passed the cash register, which was wide open, no cash left in the drawer. Max shook his head in disbelief. Cash wasn�t going to do anyone any good.
The main room of the store was a complete disaster. It looked like a mob had entered and taken everything, overturning all the shelves in the process.
There was almost nothing left, but Max looked anyway. He felt like an animal, scavenging for scraps of food. But that was reality. That was what he had to do.
In a corner, underneath a piece of an overturned metal shelf, Max found a jumbo packet of Mounds bars. He got them out, opened them up. They were completely smushed, but he couldn�t have cared less. He knew he couldn�t eat them all at once. His body wouldn�t be able to assimilate such a great influx of sugar.
He got the first one in his mouth, and the taste was so intense, having not had sugar in so long, that it was a real struggle not to eat the rest of them right then and there.
It wasn�t like a Mounds bar would provide him with the nutrition he needed. The sugar would give him a short burst of energy. He felt it coming on now, strength returning to his body. The trick would be to pace himself, eating them whenever he felt his energy starting to flag again.
There wasn�t any gas in the store. So Max moved out, heading into the center of the town. He stayed off the main street, walking in the alleys behind the few stores that existed. When the alley didn�t connect from one store to the other, Max had to climb over chain-link fencing.
Max found himself behind a small post office that sat on the main intersection of the town. There wasn�t a soul in sight.
There weren�t any cars either.
There was a faint sound coming from down the cross street, though. Max couldn�t tell what it was, but if he had to guess, it sounded like the dull roar of a crowd of people. That would be strange, given that the town seemed abandoned.
There wasn�t a gas station in sight. But Max wasn�t going to give up. There�d be side streets that had normal homes on them. There was bound to be a car somewhere.
Of course, he�d have to look through the sheds for a container. All he had with him was the hose. The containers they�d had had been shot through with bullets, and Max hadn�t been able to patch them up with the materials they�d had available.
Max turned down the cross street. The street sign bore the name �Duncan Boulevard,� but it wasn�t like any boulevard he�d seen. It was just a little meandering street, with small houses lining it.
As Max walked, the sound got louder and louder.
It became apparent soon enough that there was a crowd of people. Somewhere close.
Crowds of people meant bad news. They meant danger, chaos, and the potential for violence.
But if Max didn�t continue towards the source of the noise, he�d be giving up. In the other direction, there weren�t houses lining the road. That meant no chance to find any gas.
If there was a crowd up there, it likely meant that the occupants of the houses weren�t inside. Meaning Max had an opportunity to go snooping for gas in their sheds.
It was risky. But it was the best option.
Max moved through the backyards. The first house had no car in the driveway and no shed.
Max hated doing this. He hated being a thief, sneaking around. But he thought of Georgia, Mandy, and the kids. He was doing it for them. And himself.
If he could find a working car, maybe it�d be better to just steal it and drive it back. It meant getting back to his friends faster, and moving them to a safer location. It also meant more gas, because if Max only brought a couple gallons back to the campsite, they wouldn�t be able to get very far in the Bronco.
The third house had a shed, but there was nothing inside but old rusty rakes and shovels. Max moved from house to house as quickly as he could, checking each shed and driveway. He had his Glock out the entire time.
By the time Max had checked about ten houses, he was still empty handed. But now he could hear the full roar of the crowd up ahead.
He needed to see what was going on. He moved to the front yard of one of the houses, staying out of sight as best he could.
Down the road a little ways, a crowd of a few hundred people had gathered. Some were shouting, and many stood watching silently.
There was a clearing off to the side of the road, where the central portion of the crowd was, but there were so many people that they�d spilled into the road.
In the center of the clearing there was a rudimentary wooden gallows. A crude structure of wood, elevated so that Max could easily see it despite how dense the crowd was.
Four men, unshaven, stood on an elevated wooden platform.
The fifth, a man with a long beard, had the noose around his neck. His feet were still on the wooden crate that supported them.
The crowd was cheering, jeering, and booing. The message was clear. They wanted the man hanged as soon as possible.
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MANDY
Mandy shivered in the cold early morning air. The sun had risen, and the fire from the night before was nothing but smoldering ashes. They�d split the night into two shifts, and Mandy had taken the last one. But she�d barely slept when it was her turn to sleep, and her body felt heavy and weak with fatigue.
They weren�t getting enough food. Most of what they did have was going to Georgia so she could recover. The lack of food wasn�t helping Mandy�s fatigue, or the headache she was developing.
It had been three days since Max had left. Mandy had watched him as he walked away, his limp diminished but still obvious. That image was burned into Mandy�s memory, and she wondered if she�d ever see him again.
What would they do without Max? Would they be able to survive?
They�d have to just keep going. That�d always been Max�s advice anyway, to keep pushing on, no matter how bad things seemed.
The Ford Bronco sat there, sunlight glinting off its dented chrome pieces and its mirrors. Mandy had grown to hate the sight of it. Aside from providing what was certainly uncomfortable shelter for Georgia, it was mostly useless. Until they got some gas, that was.
Since Max had left, only a single car had driven down the road. The road was out of sight, and they�d only heard it, speeding along, the engine roaring. They�d all waited, holding their breath, clutching the guns that had ammo. But nothing had happened. The car just kept driving.
They hadn�t seen anyone else. Wherever they were, they were out of the way. Significantly out of the way.
That was a good thing. The bad thing was they didn�t have any idea where they were.
Mandy had been poring over the maps ever since they�d gotten there. She was pretty good with maps, but there wasn�t much to go on in terms of their surroundings. There weren�t any markers on the nearby road. And they�d all been in such a panic fleeing the compound that they hadn�t paid any attention to where they were going. Mandy had been driving in a panic, Max had been removing the bullet from Georgia�s back, and Georgia herself was certainly in no condition to pay attention to road signs.
But even though she had a good reason to not know where she was, Mandy still cursed herself for her own short-sightedness. If only she could remember some landmark or road sign, she might have been able to find their position on the map. But no matter how many times she tried to replay the memories in her head, nothing came to her.
When Max got back, he�d be able to tell them where they were. Hopefully. That was if he got back, though.
Mandy sighed.
James and Sadie were asleep near what had become the campfire �pit.� They were unmoving forms, covered by all the clothing and fabric they had available.
One of them stirred, and a head popped up from underneath an old sweatshirt that was used as a blanket.
It was James, with his hair all wild. It�d grown longer since the EMP. It wasn�t like they�d had time for haircuts.
Or shaving. James was still a teenager, and he couldn�t really grow a full beard. But he had plenty of growth on his face, making him look older than when Mandy had first met him.
�Everything OK?� muttered James, sleepily, as he walked over to where Mandy stood at the edge of the camp area.
�Yeah, still no sign of anyone.� It was understood that this meant that Max hadn�t returned as well. �Your mom�s doing fine. I checked on her half an hour ago. She was asleep.�
�I don�t think she�s been sleeping that well, so that�s good.�
�Yeah, she was up a few times in the night. The cold�s hard on her.�
�At least she�s in the Bronco, I guess.�
�Doesn�t do that much, though.�
James nodded. �So what�s the plan for today?�
�We�re low on water. I was going to go get some, and check on the traps.�
�You look tired. Why don�t I go?�
Mandy shook her head. �You stay here and keep an eye on your sister and mom.�
�You sure?�
Mandy nodded. �I need to walk a little. Clear my head, and all that.�
James didn�t say anything for a moment. This was the way conversations had been going�slowly. The four of them really hadn�t talked much in the last few days. Short and brief conversations were the norm. They were too exhausted and hungry to chat. And they were worried about what would come next.
Mandy hadn�t eaten much, but she tried to ignore the pains in her stomach.
�You going to get the water first?�
�I�ll check the traps first, then come back for the water.�
They still had water in their water bottles. What they needed was food.
�You have the gun?�
James nodded.
They had two handguns with ammo. Max had taken his Glock with him, and the ammo had been stolen from all of Georgia�s hunting rifles. There wasn�t much ammo left, but so far they hadn�t had to fire a single shot.
Hopefully it stayed that way.
Mandy gave James a nod as she set off into the woods. She didn�t have much with her. Just her clothes, her gun, and her knife.
It�d be better, of course, to have more with her. A fire starter, a compass. Definitely a water bottle.
But the reality of the situation was that if something happened to Mandy while she was gone, then James, Sadie, and Georgia would be out of luck. They didn�t have duplicates of their essential gear, so if the one fire starter they had was lost, that was it for the rest of them.
Mandy walked in the opposite direction from the road, heading deeper into the woods.
Many of the leaves had started changing. Some of the trees were already bare. It was always a quick process, the changing. Mandy remembered that before the EMP, she�d gone through many autumns without even noticing the change.
But now, she was more connected to nature than she�d ever been. Mandy still didn�t feel at home in the woods. She felt out of her element, but she also felt safer here, with no one around, than she would have anywhere else.
Mandy�s thoughts turned to Max as she walked. What would he be eating? Would he even make it there with the injuries to his leg?
Up ahead, Mandy recognized a mark that Max had cut into the bark of one of the trees, indicating that a trap was nearby. Max had set them up. They�d caught nothing since he�d left.
But today was Mandy�s lucky day. Up ahead, she saw that the stone that�d been propped up had fallen. Of course, it was possible there was nothing inside, and that it had fallen by accident.
Mandy put her ear to the stone, and heard the unmistakable sounds of a small animal in the pit. It could probably smell her, and certainly hear her, and it sounded as if the animal was thrashing around, while squealing. Probably a squirrel.
As far as Mandy was concerned, it wasn�t a great trap. Sure, it had worked, and she�d take what she could get as far as good went. But Mandy�s problem was that the trap hadn�t actually killed the animal. She�d have to do that herself.
Mandy looked around and selected a fist-sized stone that had some weight to it. She tossed it in her hand, getting used to the weight.
She crouched down, holding the stone up in the air, ready to strike the squirrel as soon as she lifted the stone that had trapped it in the pit.
Mandy�s face was grim and serious before she suddenly broke into laughter. She hadn�t laughed in a long time, and it felt strange.
Before the EMP, she never would have believed that one day she�d be in the forest, so hungry that she was ready to bash a squirrel with a rock.
Mandy used to be the type of person who practically had a panic attack if she thought she�d run over an animal. She�d look sadly at dead animals on the road. She�d never had a dog or a cat of her own, but she�d wanted one.
And now she was about to smash an animal with a rock.
The laugher faded, and the grim determination returned to her face.
Mandy lifted the rock as quickly as she could.
Sure enough, it was a squirrel.
Maybe Mandy imagined it, but she thought she saw terror in the squirrel. It froze.
Mandy struck, her arm moving down as fast as she possibly could.
She hit the squirrel in the head, crushing its small skull.
Mandy had been lucky. She could have easily missed it.
But now she�d done it, and now she had to deal with the aftermath.
Her aim had been good. She hadn�t mashed much of the body. To her own surprise, Mandy didn�t feel squeamish about the squirrel brains, which were completely visible now. She was too hungry to be squeamish.
Mandy scooped up the squirrel, making sure not to let any of the skull�s innards spill out. They were edible, after all.
Mandy put the squirrel in the pocket of the oversized button down shirt she wore. It�d been one of Georgia�s, since Mandy hadn�t actually owned much practical clothing before the EMP, and she certainly hadn�t thought to take warmer clothes with her when Max had burst into her apartment and saved her life.
Mandy checked the other traps before heading back to camp, but there was nothing.
�Any luck?� said James, coming up to her as she approached camp.
Mandy pulled the squirrel out of her pocket to show him. His face lit up. �Looks like we�re eating good today.�
�Don�t get too excited. There isn�t that much meat, and your mom�s going to get most of it.�
�I know, trust me.�
�How�s she doing?�
�About the same. She woke up, but she�s asleep again.�
�That�s good. She�s got to rest.�
�She�s sleeping a lot, though.�
�You worried?�
�Of course I�m worried.�
�She�ll pull through. She�s a strong woman. As tough as they come.�
James nodded. �Trust me, I know. But our situation isn�t getting any better. I thought Max would have been back by now.�
�Me too,� was all Mandy said. �Come on, you can help me with this squirrel. Maybe we can make a soup out of it.�
�Why a soup?�
�Half the protein in an animal is in the form of collagen. All those ligaments and things will turn into gelatin if we boil them in water, but they�d be hard to eat on their own. And there are minerals in the bones that will leach into the soup.�
James nodded.
�The only problem is I don�t have any idea what I�m doing. I�ve never skinned a squirrel before.�
�Here, give it to me. Couldn�t be much different from a deer, right?�
It turned out that skinning a squirrel was quite a bit different from a deer. For one thing, it was much smaller, and the knife work had to be more delicate and careful.
Mandy watched as James used her Mora knife to do the best he could.
Sadie came over, looking worn out and sleepy. Her hair was a mess. She�d given up trying to keep it tidy and combed. She nodded at them.
Mandy half expected Sadie to say the squirrel with the mashed skull was gross, but instead she said nothing at all.
�How�s your mom doing?�
Except for sleeping, Sadie had barely left Georgia�s side. She was the one who was always there for her, and Mandy had had to tell her that she couldn�t sleep in the Bronco with her mom because there wasn�t enough room for Georgia to stretch out properly.
Sadie shrugged. �She�s asleep again.�
�I�m going to go see how she�s doing. Maybe she�s awake and needs something,� said Mandy.
James was concentrating hard on the squirrel, and Sadie was too sullen to respond.
As Mandy peered into the Bronco, it was clear that Georgia wasn�t asleep. Mandy opened the door.
�How you feeling?�
�Like shit,� muttered Georgia. �But I�m still alive.�
�Your kids think you�re asleep.�
�I just can�t stand them worrying about me so much. It�s easier to pretend I�m sleeping.�
�That doesn�t sound like you. You always confront everything head on.�
�I know,� muttered Georgia. Mandy could hear the intense pain her voice, in every syllable. �But the truth is it�s not that, really� I�m worried what�ll happen to them if I die.�
�You�re not going to die, Georgia.�
�Let�s be realistic. There�s a chance I might. No offense to Max, but he�s not a trained surgeon.�
Mandy nodded.
�I know he did the best he could, and I wouldn�t be alive if it weren�t for him. But if we�re being realistic, there could be a piece of the bullet still inside me. Or who knows, something might have been damaged inside me and we won�t know until it�s too late. Most likely, I�ll just die from an infection.�
�You�re on antibiotics. We�re not going to let you die.�
�I�m not trying to be morbid,� said Georgia, keeping her voice low so that her kids wouldn�t hear her. �But let�s just admit that it�s a real possibility. I�m no doctor, but I figure my body needs food along with antibiotics in order to fight off an infection.�
Mandy told Georgia about the squirrel.
�That�s good,� said Georgia. �But it�s just one squirrel. The fact is we don�t have enough food. And what are we going to do if Max doesn�t come back? Even if we don�t get discovered here, we�re not going to be able to make it.�
�We�ll figure something out,� said Mandy, but she wasn�t so sure.
�Just promise me you�ll take care of James and Sadie if something happens to me.�
�Of course. I�d treat them like my own. But you�re going to pull through, Georgia.�
But Mandy gazed down at Georgia, who lay on her stomach with clothing piled on top of her. She still wasn�t wearing a shirt, since they needed access to her wound to clean it and check it. She�d lost a lot of weight, as they all had. And over the last three days, she seemed to have grown much more gaunt.
Georgia was right. If Max didn�t come back, they were going to have a hell of a time surviving. It was time that they came up with a contingency plan in case something had happened to him.
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JOHN
�Do you see that?�
�Sure as hell I do,� said Dale.
�What?� said Cynthia.
The three of them were lying on their stomachs in the dead leaves of autumn. Kiki lay obediently near them, not making a sound.
John passed his pair of binoculars to Cynthia, removing the cord from around his neck.
�He�s armed,� said Cynthia, after a moment of holding the binoculars to her face.
�What do we do?� said John, looking to Dale.
Dale put his own binoculars down, folded them, and stuffed them into his front shirt pocket. They were a very small pair, and very high-quality.
�Probably send up two of us to go talk to him, and keep someone back here with the rifle trained on him.�
�Good plan. You�re the one with the rifle. Sounds like you should stay.�
�You�re the best shot. You should stay back.�
�If you leave me behind, I�ll probably accidentally shoot one of you,� muttered Cynthia.
She was pretty good with a handgun now, but she and John both knew they had work to do when it came to their marksmanship.
�I�ll stay then,� said Dale. �Be careful. You�re staying with me, Kiki.�
John nodded as he got up. He gave Cynthia a hand. She brushed some of the leaves and dirt off her clothes, but John didn�t bother. He�d joked before that some of the differences between men and women hadn�t changed even after the EMP. But of course the reality of it was that everyone had had to forgo the niceties that an intact civilization had provided, like clean clothes and showers.
Despite her efforts, Cynthia�s clothes, like his own, were filthy. But at least they were mostly intact, torn only partially around the ankles, where they�d caught on some thorns.
�Come on,� said John, gesturing with his chin towards the man.
They moved slowly, John going first. He kept his gun in its holster, but carried his rifle in both hands. They had about ten feet to go before they�d be visible to the guy.
John could hear Cynthia breathing heavily behind him. His own heart was already racing. He knew the feeling well. Every new encounter with a person had the potential to bring a whole host of problems and unforeseen possibilities.
The best thing to do, probably, was to appear like they weren�t a threat. But that would only work if the man they were approaching was an honest guy only looking to defend himself.
They�d have to rely on Dale to back them up.
Fortunately, Dale was just the sort of guy you wanted to have backing you up.
They were within sight now. John waved his arms, and called out.
�Howdy!�
The guy saw them. Froze. Hand didn�t go to his gun. That was a good sign.
John and Cynthia kept walking forward. She was walking abreast of him now.
�No sudden movements,� whispered John.
�You don�t need to tell me that. I don�t want to end this day with a bullet inside me.�
�We�ll see what we can do.�
�Hey there,� called out John, as they got closer.
The guy still wasn�t reaching for his gun. But he didn�t speak either. He just glared at them.
Finally, when they were about ten paces away from him, he spoke. �What can I do for you?�
It wasn�t much of a greeting. More practical than friendly. Which was fine. They weren�t going to judge the guy on how polite he might have been considered in a pre-EMP world.
�We�re looking for a compound,� said John. �A self-sufficient community. Not sure if it has a name or not. But we�ve been told it�s around here.�
The man was silent for a while. John took the time to study his face. He had an honest look about him. He wore unpretentious, but practical clothing. His clothes were well-worn, but they weren�t dirty. They stood in stark contrast to John and Cynthia�s own dirt-stained pants and shirts. He had a beard, but it was neatly trimmed. His hair, too, wasn�t overgrown, the way his own was.
�Why are you looking for it?�
That was good. It was something more than �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�I�m looking for my brother. I heard on� a radio� that he was staying at this community.� John didn�t want to get into the details of the radio, and certainly didn�t want to mention that Dale had brought it along. It was one of his most valuable possessions in the post-EMP world, and he�d said there was no way he was leaving it behind.
�Your brother, eh?�
�Yup. My brother Max.�
�Max?�
John nodded.
A dark cloud appeared over the man�s face, and he made no effort to hide his emotions.
�I don�t know any Max.�
But that didn�t seem like the truth. There was something in the way he said it that made John think otherwise. And he wasn�t going to let it go. It was his brother, after all.
�Come on, just help me out here.�
�John, he says he doesn�t know anything,� said Cynthia.
�But I know he does. I can see it in his face.�
�OK,� said the guy. �I know who you�re talking about, but he�s not here anymore.�
�What do you mean? Where�d he go?�
The man shrugged. �Hard to say.�
�How long was he here?�
�I think you�d better be heading on your way.�
�Come on. You seem like an honest guy. I�m looking for my brother here. This isn�t some conspiracy or anything. He�s my family, and I�ve got to find him.�
John had a good read on the guy, and he knew the guy was struggling�some internal conflict. It seemed like the guy wanted to help John, but felt like he had some other obligation he needed to uphold.
�It�d really help me out if I could find any information about where he was headed. If you don�t know, maybe we could visit your community and ask around?�
The man shook his head. �That�s not a good idea. Trust me on this one.�
Something had happened. Something wasn�t right.
�Well, what can you tell me then?�
�OK,� said the guy, stepping closer to John and Cynthia. His hand didn�t move towards his holster. �Trust me when I say you don�t want to visit the compound. Things are different now than they were before. We were supposed to be a democracy. Now we�re under martial law. It�s not a fun place.�
�Why don�t you leave then?� said Cynthia.
It was a good question. Now that he�d stepped closer, John could see the obvious pain on the man�s face. Not physical pain. Something else. Something stronger.
�I can�t. I don�t have anywhere else to go.�
John nodded. �What can you tell me about Max? What happened? Did he have something to do with this� new situation?�
�I shouldn�t tell you much, but yeah. One of our leaders�I won�t say her name�convinced everyone that we needed more women in the group. You know, to procreate. I was one of the few who voted against detaining them all. It was just me and a couple others. Everyone else was duped.�
�Detaining?� said Cynthia. �What do you mean?�
�You mean like keeping them prisoners?�
�Exactly. Prisoners for life. Not a good situation.�
�That�s disgusting,� said Cynthia.
The man nodded. �I�m with you. And Max was too. The short version of the story is that he and the others escaped. They lost one of their own, and we lost six men. The compound hasn�t been the same since. And since I voted against the movement, I�ve been punished with the worst duties anyone could think of.�
This was a lot to take in for John.
�Who were the others Max was with?�
The guy shrugged. �No idea. Three women. One of them was just a teenager, though.�
�Who died?�
�Big fellow. Really overweight. Always seemed out of it. Don�t know his name. I didn�t speak to any of them personally.�
�Chad,� muttered John. It must have been Chad.
�And where were they headed? Before they escaped, I mean.�
�I sat near them in the mess hall, and some of them were talking about Kentucky. Some land out there or something. They were talking like they didn�t want anyone to hear.�
The puzzle was just getting stranger. Kentucky? What did Max want to go to Kentucky for? John knew they didn�t have any familial connection to Kentucky, and he didn�t think Max had ever been there before. Maybe someone in his group had family out there.
�Listen,� said the guy, glancing over his shoulder. �If I were you two, I�d get the hell out of here. They�re still looking for women.� He glanced meaningfully at Cynthia.
�Got it,� said John, turning around. �Thanks, by the way.�
The guy nodded, turned, and started walking in the opposite direction.
John and Cynthia walked quickly back towards Dale and Kiki.
�You don�t think he�ll tell anyone we�re here, do you?� whispered Cynthia.
�Let�s hope not. They sound like a dangerous bunch.�
�What�s the word?� said Dale.
They told him the story.
�Kentucky, eh?�
�That�s what he said.�
�What do we do now?� said Cynthia.
�I don�t know,� said John. �Kentucky�s a way�s away.�
�That�s for damn sure,� said Dale. �And who knows what lies in between here and there.�
�Well,� said John, glancing at Cynthia. �I think the thing to do is to head out there. There�s a chance it�d be better. What do you say, Cynthia?�
Cynthia shrugged. �I say we go for it. If we don�t make it, at least we�ll get a nice walk in.�
Dale laughed, but John remained serious, his lips tightened in a grim expression.
�What are you going to do, Dale, if we continue west?�
Dale shrugged. �Head back, I guess. I don�t see myself heading all the way out to Kentucky, even if you two are good company.�
Cynthia chuckled.
�You�ve come far enough already with us,� said John. �And I appreciate it.�
�Me too,� said Cynthia.
�It was nothing,� said Dale, flashing a smile. �Gave Kiki some exercise. She was putting on a little extra weight, so she needed it.�
�You�ve done so much for us. You introduced us to your friend. Without him, we wouldn�t have been able to find this community.�
�Didn�t do you much good, though, unfortunately.�
�Well, at least we know where Max is headed.�
�Hopefully,� said Cynthia.
�What do you mean?�
�We don�t know if he�s telling the truth.�
�He seemed like an honest guy.�
�You can never know. Remember Drew?�
�Yeah, but I had a bad feeling about him.�
Cynthia shrugged.
�So how can we repay you, Dale?�
Dale laughed. �Keep your hats on.� John didn�t know that expression, but he got the gist. �No need to thank me. You know me better than that. Like I said, it gave me a chance to get out a little. Gave Kiki some exercise.�
That was an understatement if John had ever heard one. They�d been walking for a solid week, camping during the night in the cold darkness. But Dale was a strange guy. Good and honest. But strange.
�I�ll camp with you tonight,� said Dale. �Then I�ll head back my way. I doubt you want to get moving yet. It�ll be dark in a few hours.�
�Sounds good, but let�s get away from this area. If we saw one guy, we might see more.�
The three of them hiked through the trail-less woods for twenty minutes before they found an area that they thought would be suitable for camping.
�You think we can risk a fire?�
Dale laughed. �Not a normal fire. But I�ve got a couple tricks up my sleeve that I still haven�t shown you. Give me a hand and we�ll get a little pit dug right about here. No one will be able to see the flames.�
John and Cynthia were both exhausted from the days of walking, but they got to work with Dale, digging a pit for the fire. They used a small collapsible shovel that Dale had carried with him in his pack, as well as rocks and sticks taken from the surrounding area.
�So the idea is to keep the flames below ground?� said Cynthia.
Dale nodded.
�Won�t people still be able to see the smoke?� said John.
Dale chuckled. �That�s where the real trick comes in.� Dale explained how they were going to build a small tunnel that led into the pit. The tunnel provided additional air flow for the fire. �And this extra airflow makes the fire burn so hot that there�s hardly any smoke.�
�I wish we�d known about that,� said Cynthia.
Dale really knew what he was doing, and less than twenty minutes later, the fire was roaring in the little pit. Sure enough, there wasn�t much smoke, and the flames weren�t visible to anyone who wasn�t right next to it.
They ate a meal of dried meat and dried fruit that Dale had brought from his food stores.
Soon, the light was beginning to fade. Dale started telling some stories from his trucker days, and Cynthia laughed along with him.
John, on the other hand, became lost in his own thoughts, about where they were and what they�d have to do next. They currently were in the middle of Ryerson Station State Park, in southwestern Pennsylvania. They were a long way from the farmhouse, but an even farther distance from Kentucky.
Should they really continue to Kentucky? After all, it was a big state. Without phones, there wasn�t much chance of contacting Max. It wasn�t like they could send him a telegram. Their only hope was the radio, but as far as John knew, Max didn�t have a radio of his own. And even if he found one somewhere along the way, the chances of connecting with him were slim to none. Unless there were other communication networks of radio operators springing up across the country, John didn�t see how it could possibly work out. To make it all worse, Max had no idea John was looking for him.
But where else could they go? The cities were certainly in ruins. Maybe there was a town somewhere that hadn�t fallen to chaos, but would they be interested in accepting newcomers? Probably not. New people meant new problems.
Dale had told them more than once that they should build a little shack near his cabin. But John and Cynthia weren�t having any of that. They knew that it was too close to the area the militia was spreading to. And too close to the cities. Dale�d told them not to worry, but they knew better. Dale was his own man, though, and he could do what he thought best. That was the way John saw it, at least.
�You doing OK, John?� said Cynthia.
�Huh? Yeah, I�m fine,� said John, waking up out of his reverie.
It was dark now, and it was almost time to hit the sleeping bags. They got them out of their packs, as they�d done so many times before. The bags were covered in dried mud with a healthy coating of good old dirt. John�s had been torn when it�d snagged on a branch, and Cynthia�s had become threadbare in portions after many nights of not realizing she�d chosen to sleep on small rocks.
�Who�s going to keep first watch?� said John. He said it out of habit, forgetting the pattern they�d established the last week with Dale.
�Come on, John,� said Dale, laughing. �Kiki will keep better watch than any of us. I�ve got her trained.�
�I hope so,� said John, glancing over at Kiki, who turned an eye towards him. She was a good dog, but he wasn�t crazy about putting his life in the hands of a dog. But each night that they�d had this discussion, John had been too tired to protest. It was easier to give in, not to mention get a full night�s sleep.
The pit fire gave off very little light, but with his darkness-adjusted eyes, John was able to see Kiki curling up next to Dale in his sleeping bag.
Cynthia, in her own bag, squirmed over until she lay next to John. �It�s cold,� she said sleepily.
And it was cold. John tightened the drawstrings of his own bag. His body was exhausted, and he knew he�d be asleep in less than a minute. Sleeping on the cold ground instead of a bed no longer meant anything to him. He couldn�t even remember what a bed felt like.
His thoughts turned to the man they�d met earlier that day, and the compound. He�d seemed like an honest man�
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KARA
After the disaster of the escaping visitors, Kara had taken extraordinary measures to eradicate any traces of democracy from the compound. She now ruled with an iron fist, and she wasn�t going to let that change.
She enjoyed the way the others cowered when they saw her, the way they averted her eyes.
Max had killed Jeff. He�d been too useful to Kara, and it�d been hard to find a replacement. Right now, she was relying heavily on a tall muscular man who went by the name of Smitty. He was power hungry, just like Kara. He wasn�t as subtle or intelligent as Jeff, but he was willing to do almost anything to advance his position in the compound. That was just how some people were.
Kara�s trick was to use Smitty to her own advantage while not letting him get too far ahead. She knew that his loyalty would only go so far. The minute he smelled an opportunity to undermine her, he�d take it and try to seize total control for himself. Her plan was to use Smitty until he was just at the brink of being out of her control. Then she�d make him destroy himself with his own momentum.
�Anything to report?� said Kara in a low voice.
She was sitting on her bunk bed in the building that was her own. She was still the only woman in the community.
Smitty sat on an empty bucket opposite her. �Everything�s going well,� he said. �Everyone�s fallen in line well. Not many murmurs of dissent.�
�We can�t afford any. When you say �not many� what do you mean?�
�I�ve heard a few grumbles. Some are resentful of your takeover.�
��A few� is far too many,� said Kara. �They need to be too scared to even grumble. Give me names.�
�Well, there�s Mark Koppel. I heard him whispering something to one of his friends, something about democracy.�
�He�s a trouble maker,� said Kara. �Bring him in.�
�What? Now?�
�Right now,� said Kara.
�He was on shit duty. I�ll go see if he�s back yet.�
�Fast,� said Kara.
She sat there as Smitty left, tapping her foot impatiently. She had dreams of power, dreams of growing the compound to something that everyone would know, something that would continue past her own lifespan. She�d go down in history as one of the new founders of law and order. Sure, there�d be some skeletons in her closet. People would have to die, but that was the way things worked. Only the truly powerful understood the costs in human lives required to establish true order.
People like Koppel should have been on their hands and knees thanking Kara that they had a place to live, that they were safe from the chaos of the cities and surrounding areas. But instead they were grumbling, complaining, and trying to undermine her new rule.
Smitty came back a couple minutes later, dragging Koppel by the collar. Smitty was much bigger and stronger than Koppel, and he threw him roughly to the concrete.
Koppel hit the floor hard, and looked up at Kara with a pleading look. �I didn�t do anything,� he said. His voice reeked of weakness. Kara couldn�t stand him. Maybe it was time to eliminate him. But he might know something. If there was a plot underfoot, Kara needed to know about it.
�I�ve heard,� said Kara, �that you aren�t happy with the changes here.�
�I didn�t say anything,� said Koppel. He stayed on the floor. He knew better than to get up.
Kara gave a nod to Smitty, who took his .357 Magnum out and pointed it at Koppel�s head. Koppel stared at the gun, terrified. His whole body started to shake.
�Now you know how things go around here,� said Kara in a sickly sweet voice. �You know that it�s better to just tell the truth. It�s better not to keep things inside. It can be damaging psychologically. We�re a group, and we all have to look out for one another.�
�I don�t know anything,� said Koppel. �I was just saying that I was still hungry. That was it. I swear.�
Smitty moved rapidly. He gave a hard kick to Koppel�s torso. Koppel cried out.
�Enough of the bullshit,� shouted Smitty. �I heard you. I know what you said.�
�There�s only one way out of this that I can see,� said Kara. �You�ve already outlived your usefulness and now you�ve become a real threat to our community. We can�t have rebel elements like you. We have to put out the sparks before they start a big blaze. The only way we�ll let you live is if you give some real information.�
�I don�t know anything. Really.�
�It�s easy. Name names. Give me what I want. Tell me who�s plotting against me.�
�No one,� said Koppel, his voice shaky and weak. �No one�s plotting.�
Smitty shoved his Magnum against Koppel�s skull, cocking it. He had a touch for the dramatic at times. �Try again,� he whispered.
�There�s no one. Really. But I have something better. There�s a woman in the area.�
Kara was stunned into silence. There hadn�t been any newcomers since Max and his friends.
Kara needed more women there. She craved to have more women there.
�Where are they? Who are they?�
�There�s just one woman,� said Koppel, his voice straining. �She�s with Max�s brother. They came looking for the compound. They�re looking for Max.�
�And you turned them away?�
Koppel was too terrified to speak. He just nodded. Tears were streaming down his face. He knew that he was going to die, despite giving her what she wanted.
�And where are they?�
�I don�t know. But they couldn�t be far.�
�We can make this easy for you or hard for you. You�re going to die either way. Might as well be as painless as it can be, right?�
�I don�t know. Honestly. I saw them towards the north. They must have been coming south.�
�Did they have a vehicle?�
�I don�t think so. They looked dirty, like they�d been hiking for a long time. There were just the two of them.�
�Smitty,� said Kara. �It�s time to show Koppel that we mean business.�
Smith flashed her a grin. He�d do anything for her, so long he thought it benefited him. �With pleasure,� he said.
Smitty drew his fixed blade hunting knife from the sheath on his belt. In a flash, he grabbed Koppel�s ear, pulled hard, and sliced it off with his knife.
Koppel�s scream echoed around the four concrete walls. Blood spurted from where his ear had been.
�It can get a lot worse,� said Kara, her voice still sweet. �Now tell us what you know.�
�I swear. That�s it! I swear!�
Smitty looked at her. �I�ll cut the other one off. Or maybe an eyeball?�
Kara shook her head. �He�s telling the truth. Let�s not waste our time with him any more. Finish him.�
Smitty gave her the nod. He thrust one arm around Koppel�s neck, jerking it back. His other hand ran his knife across his throat. Koppel managed to scream for a split second. Smitty let Koppel�s body drop with a hard thud on the concrete.
�Get someone to clean that up,� muttered Kara. �I don�t want to see a speck of blood in here when I get back. Now come on, we�re going hunting.�
�Hunting?�
�For that woman, idiot.�
�You�re going to go yourself? Don�t you think you should stay here? You�re too valuable.�
�I�m going,� said Kara. �I�m not trusting such a delicate operation to an idiot like you. We�re not going to have any more screw ups here. Get two good men. Maybe Johnson and McCarty. We�re going light and tight.�
�When?�
�Right now, you moron. We�re not letting them escape.�
Smitty practically ran out the door. He was eager not to displease her.
Kara stood up, checked her handgun, and gave Koppel�s body a kick with her boot. She gazed down at his expressionless face and his open eyes. She felt no horror or sadness. She felt no sorrow from the killing.
Fifteen minutes later, the group was assembled. Kara stood in front of them and stared them down, saying nothing for a long time. Smitty, Johnson, and McCarty were all tall, strong men. They had endurance. They could outrun most others. Johnson and McCarty had both worked in private security before the EMP. They were tough as nails, and willing to do whatever she said.
The men all had handguns and rifles. Kara wanted to go light, so she didn�t carry a rifle. Each of them had a flashlight. The community had been able to recharge the batteries with their homemade electrical generator.
�You all know the mission,� said Kara, finally speaking. �There�s a guy and a girl. Kill the guy like a dog. He�s of no use to us. But the woman is not to be hurt. We need her in good health. Now, they hiked in. If they were smart, they�ll have hiked all night. But we�ll still get them. If they were stupid, they�ll have stayed nearby, camping for the night. We�ve got the advantage. We�re well rested, and we�ve got flashlights. We�ll split into two groups and track them down. Everyone clear?�
The three of them nodded.
The four of them moved out into the darkness. Their boots tread heavily on the ground. The night was cold.
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MAX
There wasn�t anything Max could do. He didn�t know why the men were being hanged, whether they were innocent or guilty.
Max left the front yard. The noise of the crowds followed him. He heard them cheer when the stool was kicked out from under the first man.
None of the man�s noises reached Max, but he could imagine the man�s face contorted terribly as he struggled to breathe with the rope pulling tight against his neck. The man hadn�t been high enough to break his neck. Those makeshift gallows hadn�t been designed for killing swiftly and painlessly. They�d been designed to torture, to provide public spectacle.
Max kept moving from house to house. He moved quickly and quietly. He was aware that the crowd might disperse at any moment, that hundreds of people might be coming back to their houses. And he knew that they were all riled up, that they had become a mob, capable of doing anything. If he wasn�t careful, he might wind up hanged himself.
The next house Max found had a car in the driveway. It was an old Japanese import, compact and economical.
Max paused near the car. If he started it, the noise would surely attract the nearby crowd. But it was a risk he�d have to take.
It took Max about ten tries to break the passenger-side window with the butt of his pocketknife. He chose the passenger side, so that if the car worked, he wouldn�t be sitting on broken glass in the driver�s seat.
He reached in and hit the unlock button, but nothing happened. That was weird. Maybe the battery was dead. Max got the door open with the manual switch, and climbed over to the driver�s seat.
Running his hand underneath the front seat, he found the car keys by sheer luck. But when he went to crank the engine, nothing happened. The engine didn�t turn over. The battery wasn�t working.
It could very well just have been a regular dead battery. But Max�s mind went to another possibility. What if the EMP had affected different areas differently? They still didn�t know the source of the EMP. But whether it was natural or artificial, it was possible that its intensity was higher over some areas. Most of the cars Max had run into so far hadn�t been affected for some reason. Maybe farther west, the cars had all been shut off.
Max didn�t know, and he didn�t have time to speculate. The noise from the crowd was different, and closer. It sounded like they were disappearing. Maybe the last man had been hanged, and people were drifting purposefully back to their homes.
The gas gauge wasn�t registering, but it was possible there was gas still in the car.
Max wouldn�t be able to tell whether there was gas unless he tried to siphon it. He hit the button to pop the door to the gas tank.
In a neighbor�s shed, Max found what he was looking for. A big two gallon plastic container of pesticide. He unscrewed the cap, and found that it was half full. He poured it out into some bushes, and hurried back to the compact car.
Some of the pesticide would remain as residue in the bottle, but it probably wouldn�t affect an engine. Even if it did, the longevity of the Bronco�s engine wasn�t exactly on Max�s mind.
Max jammed the hose he�d carried with him down into the tank. He got his mouth onto the dirty hose and started sucking. Thankfully, the awful taste of gas didn�t hit his mouth.
Max had the pesticide container at his feet, and got the hose into it.
The sound of the crowd was closer now than it had been.
Max almost didn�t dare look up.
When he did, he saw them. A man and a woman. Late fifties. The woman wore a bathrobe and the man wore a jean jacket and faded corduroy pants.
�What the hell are you doing to my car?�
Max didn�t answer. He reached for his Glock. But he wasn�t going to shoot them. The situation was desperate, but he couldn�t justify it to himself. After all, in this situation, he was the thief. He was in the wrong, even if he was trying to do the right thing.
The pesticide container was almost full.
�Who the hell do you think you are?� The man�s voice was full of anger. �Hey, Tom, Bobby! Someone�s stealing my gas!�
More footsteps. More people were coming. If his luck was bad, soon the whole crowd would be after him.
The container was full. Max had the cap on and he was off in a flash. He was running away from the man and woman, away from the crowd, towards the house that sat behind this one.
He wasn�t as fast as he�d been before he�d been shot in the leg. And carrying the gas slowed him down.
A chain link fence separated the two yards. Max heard the footsteps behind him.
�Get him!� someone yelled.
�Get the gun from the house!�
�Another thief! We�ll hang him.�
Someone cheered.
Max didn�t look behind him. He dropped the pesticide container over the fence, and then threw himself over. He picked it up and ran as hard and as fast as he could.
�He�s gone through the backyard!�
Max barely had time to think. He knew that getting away wasn�t going to be easy. He�d have to think of something. Some trick. Or surprise.
If only that car had started. Max would have been out of town by now.
Instead of running through the driveway, Max cut over to the next yard.
He didn�t let himself panic. He didn�t let himself get lost. He kept his head as clear as he could, and didn�t let himself lose his orientation. He needed to get back to the main road, the way he�d come in, or he could easily wind up trapped in a corner somewhere, with no way out.
Max moved swiftly backwards, throwing himself over fences, ducking down low to keep himself less visible.
The shouts followed him, and the roar of the crowd increased.
If he wasn�t careful, he�d end up on the gallows he�d seen earlier. There was no telling what a mob was capable of.
And the thing was that he was guilty. He�d stolen gas.
But there was no time for regret.
He had to keep moving.
�Freeze right there.�
The words came from a cold, deep voice. Male and older, grizzled. Max couldn�t see the man, but he could smell his breath, rancid and disgusting and intense.
�I don�t want any trouble,� said Max.
�Put the gun down.�
�Do you have one?� said Max.
�What? I�ve got to show it to you?�
�If you want me to take you seriously.�
Max heard a revolver cocking. Metal on metal. An unmistakable sound.
�OK,� said Max, speaking quietly and slowly. �Let�s not get too excited here.� Max made no move to drop his gun. Instead, he turned his head slightly, trying to catch a glimpse of the guy, who stood somewhere beyond his peripheral vision.
�Don�t push me,� said the man. His voice cracked and groaned. He sounded like a life-long smoker.
The noise of the crowd was getting louder. They were shouting. They were calling for blood.
Max had to act. It was either make a move now, risking getting shot. Or not make a move and certainly die.
But there was no chance of shooting the guy. Max would have to use another tactic. He couldn�t rely on his Glock.
�OK,� said Max. �I�m putting the gun down.�
He did as he�d said, leaning down and setting the Glock down on the ground.
�Now can you get that gun out of my face?�
�No chance.�
�What do you want from me?�
�That�s not the question you should be asking.�
�The crowds are coming,� said Max. �And something tells me you�re not a part of them.�
�They�re savages,� said the man, spitting his words out with disgust. �They�re hanging everyone they can get their hands on. You don�t want to know what they do with the bodies afterwards.�
�What?�
�Think about it. There�s no food. No food except other humans. But you can�t eat live people. They�ve got to be good and dead. So they hang anyone they can. Pretty soon there won�t be anyone left at all.�
�Where do you fit into this?�
�Me? I�m just a concerned citizen like anyone else.�
�What�s your problem with me? If you don�t like the mob and what they do, then let me go.�
�The thing is� if I deliver you to them alive and well, that�s one less person they�ve got to hang. That�s one more body they�ve got before they come for me and my family.�
Max planted his left foot firmly into the ground. His hand gripped the pesticide container tightly. He moved fast, swinging the container around in a big arc.
The guy didn�t get off a shot. It was too much of a surprise for him.
The heavy plastic container collided with the man�s pistol, knocking it out of his hand, before it smashed into his head, coming at him in an arc that aimed upwards.
The man yelled, then fell.
The crowd was close.
Max grabbed his Glock from the ground, holstering it. He grabbed the man�s revolver. Max didn�t recognize the brand, but he checked it and it was loaded.
He didn�t have much time. He had to either find a place to hide or a way to get out. The last option was to make a stand and take out as many of them as he could before they got to him. He wouldn�t go out without a fight. But if he had to make a stand, he wouldn�t get the gas back to the Bronco, no matter how well he fought.
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JOHN
John woke up disoriented. It was pitch black in the woods. He couldn�t see his hand in front of him. His heart was already pounding. Something wasn�t right.
Deep growling was coming from an animal nearby. It took him a few moments to realize it was Kiki.
�Kiki,� whispered John.
She just kept growling, the tone getting deeper and deeper. John didn�t know where she was, but she sounded nearby.
Cynthia�s body was pressed up against him, and from her breathing she was sound asleep.
Dale was still snoring heavily.
�Dale,� hissed John. �Dale, wake up.�
Dale kept snoring. So much for his idea of a guard dog instead of having someone on watch.
There was no point in asking Kiki if anyone was there, but John did anyway, whispering his question across the darkness to a dog who couldn�t respond. Kiki just kept growling.
A beam of light cut across the dark woods, illuminating every branch and leaf and rock in a chilling white glow. It was about 100 feet away.
John froze. There was someone there all right. And they were close.
John glanced at the fire, which thankfully had been put completely out by dumping dirt on it. Not that it was that visible anyway.
Fishing for his handgun, John wormed his way out of his sleeping bag as best he could.
Dale was a few paces away, so he set about waking Cynthia up first. John felt for her mouth in the darkness, pressing his hand against it so she wouldn�t make any noise when he shook her awake. But his hand alone was enough to wake her up.
She pulled his hand away.
�Don�t make any noise,� whispered John, as quietly as he possibly could. �Someone�s here. Get your gun.�
He heard Cynthia fumbling for her gun.
�Got it,� she whispered.
They had no flashlights. No way to see through the darkness for whoever it was.
The only thing they could do was watch for where the flashlight went. It would give whoever it was away.
So long as they kept using the flashlight.
All it took was turning off the flashlight, and they�d be just as invisible as John and Cynthia in the darkness.
Kiki was growling louder.
�Kiki, quiet. Keep quiet, Kiki.�
John was worried her growl would be perfectly audible in the deadly silent woods.
There were heavy footsteps on the ground. Close by. The flashlight beam was getting closer. About fifty feet away. Just one flashlight. But it sounded like there were two men.
But she just growled louder.
Dale woke suddenly with a start.
�What the hell�s going on?� said Dale�s rough just-woken-up voice. He made a hell of a racket as he tried to stand up, tripping over his sleeping bag, from the sound of it.
�Get flat on the ground,� hissed John. �There are people here.�
John was on his stomach, pressing himself into the dirt.
�You hear me, Dale? Someone�s here.�
�I heard you, and I�m already on the ground.� Dale spoke loudly, in full volume.
Whoever was out there, they knew now precisely where Dale, John, and Cynthia were.
John looked for the flashlight beam, but it had shut off. Either that was a good sign or a really bad one. John was gong to go with it being really bad.
Kiki growled and John heard her rushing off somewhere.
�Get �em, Kiki,� shouted Dale, laughing deeply.
�Take this seriously, Dale,� hissed John.
�Kiki will take care of us.�
Kiki had her sense of smell, not to mention better night vision. But she didn�t have a gun. She was just a dog.
A gun went off nearby. Someone shouted. Kiki growled furiously. It sounded like she�d attacked someone.
The flashlight beam appeared again. It was close by. Maybe twenty feet. The beam illuminated a tall, muscular man. Kiki had seized his upper thigh with her teeth. And she wasn�t letting go. Pain contorted the man�s face. He was trying to push Kiki off without any luck.
The flashlight�s white light made the scene look impossibly eerie, like something from a horror movie. Not that anyone was watching horror movies anymore.
John took aim. But not at the man that Kiki had seized. Instead, he aimed his gun at what seemed to be the source of the flashlight�s beam.
But he didn�t shoot yet. He didn�t want to risk killing someone innocent. They hadn�t actually been attacked yet.
A gunshot rang out. Someone had fired at them. John actually felt the dirt spraying up at him from where the bullet had struck the ground.
Another shot rang out.
A bullet struck the man Kiki had seized. Right in the skull. Blood, illuminated by the pale white light, rushed out. He fell to the ground.
John squeezed his trigger, trying to hit whoever had the flashlight, whoever had fired at them. He felt the recoil, and looked on expectantly. But nothing happened. The flashlight didn�t fall. He�d missed.
The flashlight switched off. But it�d been a conscious decision. Whoever was out there was still alive.
�What do we do?� whispered Cynthia. There was fear in her voice.
�Keep quiet,� whispered John. �They can�t shoot us if they don�t know where we are.�
It was a tough game to play. Neither party could see the other. Unless the flashlight was switched on. They couldn�t just fire wildly into the darkness, not unless they wanted to waste all their precious ammo.
Surely, their attacker would switch the flashlight on to try to find them and shoot them. But once they did, they became a target themselves.
John kept his eyes scanning the darkness, ready for the moment the flashlight switched back on.
There were no footsteps. There was no noise. Just his own heavy breathing.
Kiki wasn�t making any noise.
Where had Kiki gone?
If only they�d had a flashlight. Their own had died a few days earlier.
The way things were now, they were completely stuck, unable to make the moves that could save their lives. They couldn�t flee into the darkness, not without getting their stuff.
�Enough waiting,� muttered Dale. �I�m going in.�
�Dale, you�re crazy, stay where you are,� hissed John.
�Dale!� hissed Cynthia. �Don�t do something stupid.�
�They�ll be sorry they messed with The Bastard!� said Dale, his voice full volume. He laughed as he spoke, his classic deep chuckle rumbling around and through each syllable.
Dale rose up, making a hell of a racket. John heard him rushing forward, his boots heavy on the ground.
�What the hell are you doing?�
Dale didn�t answer. Apparently he was determined to simply rush into the darkness and charge their attacker.
John and Cynthia had been impressed with Dale�s know-how since they�d met him. But they�d also noticed a certain streak in him, a strain of intense compulsiveness. He laughed at everything and seemed to fear nothing, thinking he was almost invincible.
The flashlight beam reappeared. The beam was short. Dale was close to the source.
It shone directly on Dale. He was running full tilt towards the source of the flashlight. His arms were swinging fast at his sides. His face was bent down. His legs were pumping. His thick, heavy body was moving fast.
There wasn�t enough time for anyone to do anything. Dale ran straight into the flashlight holder. With a tremendous thud, the two of them collided with the ground.
The flashlight had fallen to the ground. �Stay there,� said John to Cynthia, running towards the flashlight.
John tripped on a root as he ran. He fell forward, hitting the ground hard.
But the flashlight was right there, within arm�s reach. He grabbed it and shone it right on Dale, who was wrestling with a big, muscular man.
John aimed his gun, but it was impossible to get a clean shot. The two of them were rolling around on the ground, struggling for control of a single handgun that they both held onto.
�Shoot him!� cried out Cynthia.
But he couldn�t. For a second, John thought he had a clean shot. The next, Dale and the man had moved again. The gun was on the side away from John. He couldn�t see who had the upper hand.
The gun they were struggling for suddenly went off. The gunshot had been loud. John�s ears rang.
The struggle had ended. But both bodies were still. Who�d been shot? Both of them?
�Dale?�
Suddenly, the two of them moved. Dale�s face rolled into view. A hole had been blasted into his forehead, a horrifying bloody cavity illuminated in the cold artificial light of the flashlight�s beam.
Dale�s killer moved quickly, aiming the gun right at John.
John was too fast for him. He squeezed the trigger of his own gun, pumping two rounds into the guy, who fell still.
There was no point in checking Dale�s pulse. He was gone.
Cynthia was suddenly at John�s side, holding him tight, pressing her body into his. She was sobbing.
A sound of something rushing towards them� different from heavy boots.
John spun around and threw light on it. It was Kiki, running right towards Dale. She got down near Dale, bending her front legs to do so, whining and licking Dale�s face.
Off in the distance, two flashlight beams poked at the trees.
�Come on,� said Dale. �We�ve got to get out of here.�
�I can�t believe he�s dead.� Cynthia was still sobbing. Dale�s death seemed to have hit her hard. Maybe it was just too many deaths. Too many lost friends.
�Get it together, come on. Get your stuff. Get your sleeping bag in your bag. Go!�
John took Cynthia�s hand and practically dragged her to her sleeping bag. He kept the flashlight on, but kept his hand over the glass, keeping the light very low, just enough to see what they were doing. Even so, it wouldn�t be enough. Soon enough, the others would come for them. What they wanted, John didn�t know. But he figured it had something to do with the nearby compound.
�Get your stuff!� hissed John.
But Cynthia just stood there like a statue, sobbing and unmoving. Had she completely lost it? He wouldn�t be able to carry her out of there. She�d have to get it together. And they couldn�t afford to leave her gear behind. Not even a sleeping bag. Without it, they might die of exposure when the weather got colder.
There was valuable stuff in Dale�s pack. But there wasn�t enough time to sort through it and take what was really good. So John would carry both packs. He worked furiously and as silently as he could, stuffing his sleeping bag back into his pack. He grabbed a couple things from around the fire, and jammed those in too. Fortunately, there wasn�t much left lying around the campsite. He kept the flashlight off, doing it mostly by feel.
John turned to see the two flashlight beams dancing along the ground and trees. They were closer now. They didn�t have much time left.
John took a risk by shining his flashlight onto Cynthia and her pack. He kept his hand mostly over the light. It might have been dumb, and he knew it was a risk, but he also needed to know whether Cynthia was going to be able to function. To his surprise, Kiki was there, licking Cynthia�s hand. That seemed to spark Cynthia back to life, and she started rushing to pack up her sleeping bag.
�You still with me?� whispered John.
�I am now,� whispered Cynthia.
John shouldered his own pack, tightening all the straps as quickly as possible. Next, he grabbed Dale�s bag and got it against his stomach and chest, working the straps over his arms. Dale�d been a big guy, and his pack was heavy. But it was worth taking. It contained food and ammo, not to mention the shortwave radio that was buried somewhere safely at the bottom.
It�d be slow going, weighed down by both packs. But it�d be worth it if they got out of there alive.
There wasn�t a doubt in John�s mind that those flashlights out there belonged to people who were intent on doing them harm. John and Cynthia were being hunted like wild animals. To what purpose, though, he didn�t know.
�Ready?� whispered John. The flashlight was off. They�d have to do it in the dark if they wanted to keep their position secret.
�Yeah. Come on, Kiki.�
�She�ll follow us. Don�t worry.�
John turned to see the flashlights getting closer. He took Cynthia�s hand in his own and started off, heading the way they�d come.
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KARA
�They�re both dead,� said Smitty, moving McCarty�s corpse with the toe of his boot.
Kara stood at the abandoned campsite, examining it with her flashlight. If only they�d had more power available to them than their simplistic kinetic generator, she would have been able to use the high-powered beam setting, allowing her to find the two who�d escaped.
She didn�t keep her flashlight on for long. The longer she kept it on, the greater the chance was that she�d be shot. Max�s brother could very well still be close by, with a rifle trained on the campsite.
�Looks like they should have fought better,� said Smitty, giving a cold laugh that seemed to echo through the darkness.
"Stop gloating,� said Kara, her voice unemotional. �If we�re not careful we�ll end up like them.�
�They�re gone,� said Smitty. �There�s no way we�re going to find them. They�ve got their flashlight off.�
�You�re an idiot. We�ll find them. We need that woman. Come on, you go first.�
Kara shone her flashlight directly onto Smitty�s face. She had ordered him not to do the same to her. Being completely lit up made for a perfect target in the pitch black night. Shining the light on him wasn�t just a threat, it was a real danger.
A look of terror briefly crossed Smitty�s face before he got it together and nodded. �OK,� he said. �We�re moving out. We�ll find them, Kara.�
Kara said nothing. But she moved the flashlight away from Smitty. He breathed a sigh of relief.
The advantage Kara and Smitty had was that they didn�t have much with them. They could move quickly and lightly. The people they were pursuing were likely weighed down with huge packs.
�You first,� said Kara.
They moved through the darkness. There wasn�t any sound except for their footsteps.
As they walked, an idea occurred to Kara. �Smitty,� she said. �Turn your light on. And scan the forest as we walk.�
�They�ll see me,� said Smitty.
�Maybe,� said Kara. �But that�s a risk I�m willing to take. There�s no way we�re going to find them unless you put that light on.�
Smitty understood very well what she was asking him to do. There was a good chance he�d get shot.
It was a risk for Kara too. She didn�t want to lose Smitty if she didn�t have to. After all, he was useful for her.
And what was more, it�d be hard to take on two of them herself if she lost Smitty. But if he didn�t turn that light on, it seemed like they�d never find them.
�Do it,� said Kara.
Smitty obeyed.
Kara followed the light. The ambient light from the beam made it easier for her to walk.
�Look,� said Smitty, bending down and directing the beam onto the earth. �Tracks.�
�Good work.�
�Heavy treads,� said Smitty. �They�re carrying a lot. Or one of them is, at least.�
They picked up their pace, to the point that they were practically running.
There was no way Max�s brother and the woman would escape them. They couldn�t move fast enough with those packs. And they couldn�t move fast in the pitch-black night.
Up ahead, there was a noise. It sounded like a body had fallen down. Maybe someone had tripped.
Smitty had turned the light to the spot where the noise came from in an instant. Kara looked, expecting to see someone.
But it was nothing but a big dead log, still rolling slightly.
�Is that their idea of a trap or something?� said Smitty, letting out a laugh.
A shot rang out, sending Kara�s ears ringing.
She looked to Smitty, expecting him to have received a bullet. But they�d missed.
�Almost got me,� said Smitty, switching off the light.
�Turn that back on,� said Kara. �We�ll never find them without it.�
�They�re hiding somewhere, behind some trees. Didn�t you see? I wasn�t able to find them with the light. But we�ve got them now. They�re close enough to shoot us, so we�re close enough to get them.�
�Turn it back on.�
�I�m a dead man if I do.�
He had a point, but Kara didn�t care. She was too filled with anticipation of reaching her goal, of finding another woman to bring back to the compound. Her breathing had gone ragged and intense, and she could feel the desire pulsing through her, the desire to not just keep her power, but to make it live past herself. She needed a legacy in this world, and this was her way to do it.
Before Kara had a chance to speak, she heard something rushing towards them. Some kind of animal, snarling and growling deeply.
Smitty screamed.
�It�s got me!�
He swung around in the darkness, trying to get the animal off him. He couldn�t use his gun in the dark, apparently. He switched on his flashlight.
It was a dog. A huge German Shepherd that had sunk its teeth into Smitty�s thigh. The dog was viciously pulling its head back and forth, tearing open the wound.
�Shoot it,� cried Smitty, struggling to get his own gun into position. �Shoot it, Kara!�
But Kara knew she needed to save herself. Now that the light was on, Smitty only had moments to live. He�d been right about not turning the light on, and she recognized that now.
She dashed away from Smitty, finding shelter behind a large tree trunk. She pressed her back into the roughly textured bark and turned her head to Smitty.
Another shot rang out.
Smitty fell down. The flashlight rolled away from him.
Kara had her handgun out and ready. She knew the dog would be coming for her.
She waited, staring into the darkness, listening for the dog.
But it didn�t come. Someone called out a nonsensical name. �Kiki,� or something like that. It was a female voice. She heard the dog running off somewhere.
Kara had heard the woman�s voice. The woman was close. And Kara needed her.
She wasn�t going to give up. Not when the woman was so close. This was her chance, even if it was crazy, even if it was too big of a risk.
�Kara!� cried Smitty. His voice was full of agony.
Shit, he wasn�t dead. It hadn�t been a clean shot.
�Kara! Help me.�
Kara said nothing. If she moved towards him to help him, she might get shot herself. And even if she could avoid that, there wasn�t any point in trying to save Smitty when the woman was there, ready to be taken.
Kara could take care of the woman. All she needed to do was neutralize Max�s brother.
Thinking of Max, Kara shuddered suddenly with anger. That whole family was� there was something wrong with them. Something too intense about them. They�d ruined everything.
But not this time.
�Kara!�
Kara got up and started walking silently away from Smitty, to where she imagined the dog had run off to. She had to walk bent over, with her hands touching the ground and the trees when she came to them.
She wouldn�t let the darkness stop her.
�At least shoot me, Kara, if you�re going to leave me!� Smitty�s voice was as full of pain as any voice she�d ever heard.
If she shot him, she�d lose a bullet. And she�d risk giving away her position.
Kara didn�t respond. She was determined. She�d get that woman, if it was the last thing she did. She knew she might not have been thinking or acting rationally. She was putting herself in too much danger. Another woman might come along sometime later. But the anger and desire distracted her every move. She let herself be swept along by the coursing anger.
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JAMES
�James,� said Sadie.
�What is it, Sadie?�
He could hear the worry in her voice, the sorrow, and the depression that had been creeping over her like some slow-growing but intense fungus.
�Never mind, I don�t know.�
James glanced up from the squirrel. Sadie was lying flat on her back on the ground. Normally she was concerned about getting herself overly dirty. Especially her hair. But that had all gone completely out the window. There were leaves stuck in her hair and on her pants.
�Come on, Sadie, get up and help me with this.�
�I don�t now how to do anything. I�m no help. I�m useless.�
�That�s not going to get us anywhere. There�s no point in feeling sorry for ourselves.�
�I�m not feeling sorry for myself. I�m telling the truth.�
�Listen,� said James. �You�ve got to cut this out, seriously. We�re both worried about Mom. But words aren�t going to help her.�
�And what is?�
�This soup.�
�It�s not a soup. It�s a dead squirrel in some water.�
James sighed. �Why don�t you do something useful and get me that book on edible plants. The one Max was reading.�
�There�s nothing to eat around here.�
�Get it.�
Sadie sighed and got up as slowly as possible. James could hear her rummaging around in the packs until she found the book.
She came back and tossed it into the dirt at James�s feet.
�There you go,� she said. There was anger in her voice.
�You know what Max says, Sadie, that we�ve got to keep going. We�ve got to keep pushing on.�
�Max says, Max says,� mocked Sadie. �And where�s Max now? Probably dead.�
�Don�t say that.�
�Why not? It�s the truth. We�re all just sitting around here like Max is going to come back and save us. But do you really think that?�
�I think he�s going to come back.�
�And what if he doesn�t?�
James was silent for a moment. The reality was that he didn�t want to consider that option. But what would Max have said? �If he doesn�t, we�ll find a way.�
�A way to what? What are we going to do? We�re going to have to leave here. We can�t survive here. No matter how many squirrels we kill or how many berries we find, it�s not going to be enough.�
�So we�ll find somewhere else.�
�How? It�s not like Mom can move. And we can�t push her in that hunk of metal, that stupid Bronco that doesn�t have any gas.�
�Just shut up, Sadie. Seriously, just shut up. You�re not helping.�
Sadie fell silent. She lay back down on the ground, closing her eyes.
The whole thing was starting to sound just like the arguments they�d had before the EMP. They�d gone a while being very civil to each other. Sadie had been trying to do her part, helping, learning how to fire a gun, doing the chores that she�d needed to do.
But that was when things seemed to have been going their way. That was when Chad had been alive, when they�d been at the farmhouse.
Things only seemed to be getting worse. Nothing good had happened to them since they�d left the farmhouse.
James still remembered Chad rushing that man back in the compound. He remembered Chad�s dead, lifeless face. He remembered the way Chad had glanced back at James. There�d been a pleading look in his eyes, a look that James would never be able to forget. Chad had screwed up big time, and he�d known it. But his last act had been to help save James�s life. His last act had been something good.
James would never forget that.
The water was boiling. The squirrel sat there in the thin metal pot, looking unappetizing even with his rumbling stomach.
Mandy appeared at his side. �Good work, James.�
�How�s my mom doing?�
�She�s good,� said Mandy. But there was a note to her voice that made James think she wasn�t telling the whole truth.
�She�s worried about us, isn�t she?�
Mandy nodded. �I think so.�
James didn�t know what to say. The situation was just so intense. He�d never dealt with anything like this before. And he�d never thought he�d have to.
His life before the EMP hadn�t exactly been easy. Compared to the other kids in his class, that was. His mom, unlike the other parents he knew, didn�t have the money to buy fancy things for him and Sadie. It wasn�t like they�d been broke or anything. But money just didn�t flow freely like it did for his friends. They�d had a discussion about James buckling down and studying hard, for instance, rather than taking the SAT prep course that was strongly recommended by the school and all the guidance counselors.
There�d been moments where James had gotten in trouble. A couple fights here and there, sprinkled throughout his years at school. Once a kid had insulted him, saying that he didn�t even have a dad.
That was true. And that was why it�d gotten to James so much. He�d given the kid a good beating, and gotten in a hell of a lot of trouble for it. Georgia, though, when she�d picked him up for his out of school suspension, had told him he�d done the right thing. She was old school like that.
But that life he�d had� those �hardships� seemed like nothing now.
Now he was worrying that his mom might die from a gunshot wound to the back. He was worried that he and his sister might starve to death. Or suffer some worse fate should someone come across them in the woods.
�You still with us, James?�
�Huh? Yeah, just thinking.�
�Don�t do too much of that. There�s no point in worrying. Here, I�ll watch this little soup of ours, and you and Sadie can go look for some berries. I see you got the book out.�
�I think Sadie�s right, there aren�t any berries.�
�Maybe not. But it doesn�t hurt to look.�
�We�re just going to use up all our energy looking for those stupid berries,� said Sadie, her voice high and whiny. I�ve already read that stupid book. Do you know how many calories are in a berry? Not enough to go looking for them, that�s how many.�
Mandy kept her voice calm and level. �There are other things to eat besides berries. Why don�t you have another look at the book, James?�
�I�ve got to finish this soup.�
�I�ll take over,� said Mandy. �Why don�t you take a look at the mushroom section?�
James took the book, and Mandy took his spot by the fire.
�Sadie, you get up and help me with this. I think it needs a little more water.�
�It�s practically all water already.�
�Just do it, or else you�re not helping anyone lying there.�
Sadie, to James�s surprise, obeyed. She got up and sullenly went over to help Mandy, peering into the soup to see if it really needed more water.
Sadie looked up to Mandy, and maybe Mandy was the only one who could pull her out of this emotional pit she�d sunk into.
�I�ll go look for some mushrooms, then,� said James, as Sadie went to get some more water.
Mandy nodded at him. �I don�t need to tell you to take your gun.�
�No,� said James. �No, you don�t.�
The guns, though, were a problem. It�d been easier when they�d had all the rifles they could need, and all the ammo to go along with them.
But the ammo had all been stolen. They were down to two handguns, and not much ammo. The rule was that one gun had to be at camp at all times, and if someone was out on their own, they needed the other gun.
James walked off, leaving Mandy and Sadie behind. He got to a place where he couldn�t hear their voices. He sat down, his back against a tree, and breathed a sigh of relief. The stress was getting to him. Part of that stress was just being at the camp. Sadie wasn�t helping, but it would be stressful even if she�d been more cooperative.
James opened the small book on edible plants. He found the mushroom section, and started reading, making sure to move his eyes around his surroundings once in a while. It wouldn�t be good to get lost in a book, not when at any moment the unexpected could happen.
According to the book, there might be some edible mushrooms around, given the time of year and location. But the only problem was that they looked very similar to the infamous death cap mushroom, a pale white mushroom that almost always caused death, unless the proper antidote was given.
They had no antidotes with them.
Would it be worth it, as an amateur mushroom hunter, to try to add a few more calories to their diet, at the risk of death?
James didn�t know. But his stomach was telling him that it was certainly worth it.
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MAX
They were hunting Max like an animal.
The pain in his leg was intense. He wanted to scream. But he made no sound.
He�d sprinted away from the man he�d knocked down. The revolver was in his hand.
The crowd was somewhere close. They cried out for his blood, his flesh.
Max didn�t think about what would happen if they caught him.
The noise from the crowd seemed to be on all sides. There wasn�t an easy way out.
Max made it into another backyard, and crouched underneath a large dead rose bush. He was breathing heavily with exertion.
He needed time to figure out his next move. But there was no time.
The only thing he had going for him was that he knew with certainty that violent force was appropriate. He�d have no qualms about shooting those who wanted to hang him just so they could consume his flesh.
How many yards were there to go before he was back by the road he�d come in on? He�d been trying to keep track, but somewhere in the chaos he�d lost it. Five? Six? Hopefully not as many as ten.
Max felt his blood sugar crashing. The adrenaline was coursing through him, drawing out the last of his glycogen reserves. It wasn�t the time to stop for a snack, but in this moment it was necessary. He seized one of the Mounds bars, tore off the wrapper, and shoved it into his mouth, chewing as quickly as possible.
Moments later, he felt his blood sugar stabilizing, his energy returning slightly.
Max got up. The leg roared with pain.
There wasn�t a fence between these two yards. Max kept low, crouching down. This put more pressure on his bad leg.
There was a car in the driveway. But there hadn�t been one before. Had Max gone the wrong way, down some different street? He�d thought there weren�t many streets here. But it was possible he�d gotten turned around.
Should he go to the car? Try to get it to start?
No. It was too risky. The noise of the crowd was too close. There wouldn�t be enough time to break into the car. And if it didn�t start, then that would be it for Max.
Up ahead, there was no end in sight to the rows of houses. In the farthest yard he could see, figures appeared. Ten of them. Maybe a dozen. They were headed in Max�s direction.
Shit.
There was no way out.
The only thing to do was hide. It gave him a chance. Not a good one. But it was something.
Max�s eyes scanned the area rapidly.
There was a shed, but it�d be useless to hide in. It�d be the first place to look.
Could he hide in the car? Or the house?
Max had to think fast.
He ran across the yard, towards the house. Not too far to go.
But they saw him. He heard them yelling. �There he is!� They cheered with frenzied anticipation, their cheer becoming a loud dull roar. Left unrestrained, this was what humanity had come to.
If he went into the house, there�d be no way out. He�d be a dead man.
Max ran to the house�s backdoor. He didn�t stop running. He threw himself against it, letting his shoulder hit the wood. Hard. The door cracked. Max drew himself back, and gave it another blow.
It wasn�t yet open. Max gave the door a tremendous kick, making contact with the sole of his boot.
The door was open. Max left it like that.
He wanted the mob to think he was in the house.
A mob was so dangerous in part because it worked almost as a single organism. The thoughts of the individuals were almost gone. But Max could use that to his advantage. An individual might think that there was the possibility that Max hadn�t entered the house. But a mob wouldn�t.
At least that was what Max hoped.
There was no way to know for sure.
Max rushed back to the car, and got himself underneath it just as he heard the mob arriving.
�He�s in the house!� someone shouted.
Max was breathing heavily. He tried to slow his breathing, to make no noise. Likely no one could hear him anyway. The mob was noisy, their boots practically slamming into the ground.
Max had lost weight, but it was still incredibly snug underneath the car. The exhaust manifold was pressed into his shoulder.
Max waited. It sounded like everyone was in the house.
He had his head turned to the side, but he couldn�t see much at all.
If he waited too long, to make sure the coast was clear, he risked having the mob catch him as they left the house.
He�d try to make a break for it.
The pesticide container was lying on its side next to Max. He wouldn�t leave without it, even if it slowed him down. He gripped it tightly.
Max slid himself out from underneath the car. The pavement tore at his jacket. It was hard with his injured leg to move himself sideways.
But he was out.
The noise from the house was deafening.
�He�s not here!� someone shouted from inside.
Max only had moments.
He spun his head, looking around.
No one.
Max dashed off, heading straight down the middle of the road. He�d be in plain sight if anyone was there.
And there certainly would be someone. There were too many people to avoid all of them.
But all he had to do was avoid the majority of them.
He�d fight. He�d have to.
He hoped he was going in the right direction.
Max only heard his breathing, ragged and intense, and his boots against the pavement. His vision had become a tunnel.
His gait was lopsided from his limp and the gas container in his left hand.
His right hand clutched the pistol.
His body was exhausted. He was almost totally spent. He pushed himself, harder than he�d ever thought possible. Every muscle ached. Every injury roared with pain.
Max didn�t turn his head to look to see if they were following him. It didn�t matter. He was running as hard as he could. Nothing could make him run faster. He�d already reached his physical limits.
He barely knew where he was. The stress, the extreme exertion� it was all so much. The body and mind only had so much energy.
In front of him, there was a big white house, with busted shutters and ivy growing all over it.
Max was rapidly approaching the house.
Nothing made sense� His mind was having trouble putting the pieces together.
Then he realized it. He�d reached a dead end. A cul-de-sac street.
He�d definitely gone the right way.
There was only one way to go. Max�s boots hit the yard and he kept running, right around the side of the house, not knowing where it might lead to.
The backyard was large, stretching far on all sides.
�He�s in the backyard!� A young, loud voice came dancing down from where Max had just come.
Max stopped, completely physically spent, in the middle of the huge, empty back yard. He turned to see three young men walking towards him.
A fence ran around the entire periphery of the yard, tall and smooth. Max took one look at it and realized he couldn�t climb it. It was smooth metal, painted black. Many heads higher than Max was. Even if he used the pesticide container as a foot stool, there was no chance he could get over it.
Max ran his eyes across the men.
One had a baseball bat that he swung casually at his side. Another had a kitchen knife. The third was unarmed.
None of them had guns.
Max stood there, drenched in sweat, completely filthy, his clothes torn in places.
His entire body ached, but he stood straight and tall.
Max raised the pistol, pointing it at them.
�Don�t take another step.�
�What? You�re going to shoot us?�
�That�s right.�
�You can�t shoot us all.�
They kept walking towards Max.
Max didn�t want to kill them. They were young men. Before the EMP, they�d have had futures ahead of them, possibilities of forging their own families, of traveling the world, of the thousand possibilities that life used to offer.
But they�d changed along with everyone else. There was hunger and deadness in their eyes. They�d succumbed to the mob mentality. They�d lost everything and they were angry, an anger that boiled deep in their muscles and bones.
They wanted to strike out. They wanted to hurt someone. They wanted to cause pain. Society had let them down, deceived them. They needed a target.
Max was that target.
�You really want to sacrifice yourselves, so that one of you might kill me?� said Max.
They didn�t respond.
There wasn�t much time. They were blocking Max�s only exit. The other side of the house was blocked by the fence.
If he waited any longer, others would come.
Max might be able to take out the three of them. But if more arrived, that�d be it for him.
Max regretted it even before he did it. But he did what he had to do.
He took good aim, right in the stomach of the one with the knife, and squeezed the trigger.
The gun kicked.
A scream.
The man fell.
The two others broke into a sprint, rushing Max.
Max got off one more shot. The second one fell, screaming. Max�s shot hadn�t been perfect. It hadn�t been a killing shot, but he didn�t know where he�d gotten him.
There wasn�t time for a third.
This was the unarmed young man. He�d lost weight since the EMP, but he had an athletic frame. Strong and powerful, and fresher than Max was. He hadn�t been hunted like a dog through streets and backyards.
He collided with Max, tackling him to the ground.
The back of Max�s head hit the earth hard. His vision swam.
The guy was on top of Max, his weight pressing down onto him. He raised his arm, his hand in a tight fist. It came down hard, hitting Max on the side of his head.
The pistol was no longer in Max�s hand. Maybe it had fallen when he�d knocked his head.
Max tried reaching for his Glock in its holster, but the guy suddenly pinned Max�s arm in place, thrusting his whole weight onto both of his arms, his hands wrapped tightly around Max�s wrist. His face was a snarl as he stared down at Max.
Max�s left hand was free. He shoved it into his pocket, where his knife was clipped. His fingers closed around the knife.
The guy pulled up his right hand, ready to swing again.
Max struggled with his right, to distract the guy, but the guy�s weight was too much.
Max�s thumb found the hole in the blade, and he flicked the knife open. This wouldn�t be the first time his knife had saved him.
Max jammed the knife hard into the guy�s side, just as the second punch hit him in the face.
The guy screamed. Max pulled out the knife and jammed it in again, stabbing hard and without mercy.
Max�s vision was blurred, and he hurt. But he thrust again with the knife, driving it deep into the man�s flesh.
Max shoved the body off him. He needed a moment to recover, but he didn�t have a moment. For all he knew, more people were coming. There�d been screams, loud enough to attract plenty of attention.
Max stood up, his hand going for his Glock. It felt good to have it back in his hand. He picked up the pistol, too, flipped the safety, and stuck it into his waistband.
The pesticide container with the gas was lying nearby. It�d been knocked over. Max picked it up, his vision going strange as he bent down.
Max�s head hurt like hell.
He pushed the toe of his boot against the body he�d pushed off himself. The guy was dead all right.
But one of three wasn�t yet dead. He�d been the victim of Max�s second shot, the one Max barely had time to get off. He lay there, bleeding from the side of his chest. His breathing was ragged and heavy. When he opened his mouth to moan in pain, there was blood around his teeth.
Max walked over to him, pointing the Glock at his head.
The only humane thing to do was to put him out of his misery. He wouldn�t recover from the wound he had. He�d only suffer.
Max�s face was grim when he squeezed the trigger.
There wasn�t any time to waste. Max headed back out the way he�d come. He was in more pain than when he�d come in. Three lives had been lost. And all for what? To get out of a backyard? It was crazy.
But Max didn�t think about that. He had a long way to go, and more battles to fight. He looked down the street, his vision fuzzy.
It looked clear. But Max knew better than to make assumptions. Things weren�t always the way they seemed. They hadn�t been in a long time.
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JOHN
The night was only getting colder.
Cynthia was close by, maybe a foot away. John could hear her breathing.
The forest was completely silent, except for the moans of pain of the man that John had shot.
It hadn�t been a good shot. He�d only had the flashlight to go by.
John and Cynthia knew there were more people out there. But they didn�t know how many. They didn�t dare turn on their own flashlights. It would give away their position immediately.
They didn�t even speak now, unless they had to.
Kiki seemed to understand, in some instinctual way, the gravity of the situation. She was nearby, probably up against Cynthia, keeping very quiet.
John�s pulse was racing. He felt an intense fear running through him, and it didn�t leave him. He�d felt fear plenty of times since leaving his apartment in Center City Philadelphia, and there was always that subtle fear in the background of all his thoughts.
But this was different. Maybe it was the intensity of the darkness, of the night that seemed to close in on them. Maybe it was the thought of being hunted. Maybe it was the uncertainty, not knowing how many people were out there, after them. Maybe it was the knowledge that the compound, somehow, must be involved in this.
This was true fear. John knew that for certain.
Had that man they�d met, who�d told him about Max, betrayed them? Had anything he�d told them been true? Maybe he�d told John what he�d wanted to hear, and then promptly alerted his friends back at the compound.
Maybe some of it had been true. Who knew what to think.
John wanted to say something reassuring to Cynthia. He knew she must have been terrified, practically petrified. But there was nothing to say. Nothing that could make it all better. Anything he said would have been a lie.
It was so dark that sound was all they had. And John didn�t know whether they�d be able to hear someone approaching or not.
His mind raced through a series of horrible possibilities. What if those pursuing them had night vision goggles? Would those have survived the EMP? What if they had something else, something John couldn�t even think of?
Then again, if that was the case, they�d already be dead.
Suddenly, a voice called out in the silent darkness.
A woman�s voice.
�I don�t want to hurt you,� came the voice.
Cynthia�s hand clutched John. Neither she nor John spoke.
There was silence again.
Finally, John spoke.
�What do you want?�
�I know you have a woman in your party.�
John didn�t dare speak again. There was the danger of giving away their position.
The woman�s voice sounded fairly far away. But it was hard to tell. She was yelling, and her voice seemed to ricochet around the unseen trees.
�We want the woman, and nothing else. Hand her over, and we�ll let the rest of you go.�
There was a lot of information in that sentence. The woman was claiming she was a member of a larger party, but John had his doubts. If she really had others with her, aside from the ones who�d already been killed, then she probably would have wanted to downplay their numbers for purely strategic reasons. But if she was by herself, then it might be to her advantage to exaggerate the numbers.
The unseen voice also seemed to think that there were more people than just John and Cynthia.
�What do we do?� came Cynthia�s voice, as she dared to whisper.
�We fight.�
They waited in the silence for what felt like an hour. In reality, probably only minutes had passed.
Kiki growled, a deep and intense sound that rumbled out of her.
A flurry of sound, movement in the darkness. Kiki dashed forward, growling.
A scream. A woman�s scream, high-pitched and terrified.
John dashed forward to where the sound came from.
He ran, unable to see where he was headed, not knowing what he was about to face. But he knew he had to do it. This was the chance. Kiki had made the first move. The woman was close. Too close.
John tripped, falling forward.
He still couldn�t see. He fell against a body.
A flashlight switched on, nearly blinding his darkness-adjusted eyes.
He looked away.
Something smashed into his torso. A rock, or something hard. Or the butt of a handgun.
John hit back, punching in front of him, unable to see. The flashlight fell, the cylinder of light rolling across the forest floor.
John grabbed the flashlight, scrambling off of the body and rushing towards it. He took it, groping in the darkness, and when he finally had it in his hand, he shone it towards his attacker.
Kiki was still growling. The flashlight illuminated her head first. She had her jaws sunk into a human leg.
John turned the flashlight more, illuminating a woman lying there.
She was attractive, and her long hair had come undone and hung around her face.
But she had the most intense look on her face, both of pain and pure fury.
The wound on her leg looked terrible. Kiki was tearing away, doing everything she could to stop the woman.
She had a gun in her hand. She pointed it at John, but she was squinting intensely. She was blinded by the flashlight that John now held.
It was all happening so fast. There were just seconds to act.
John had his own gun trained on her. He squeezed the trigger just as her gun went off.
She missed, the bullet lodging itself into the trunk of a tree. The splinters of wood exploded outward, hitting John in the back of the head.
John�s round hit her in the shoulder.
Cynthia appeared in the light. She came suddenly, out of the darkness. Her hands went right for the gun.
�Drop the gun,� snarled Cynthia, as she pressed her own handgun into the woman�s head. The woman�s long hair fell around the gun�s metal.
She dropped the gun. Cynthia took it.
�Kiki,� said John. �Enough.�
Kiki looked up at him, but didn�t release her grip.
�Kiki!�
Kiki released her grip.
The woman didn�t speak. She glared up at John, probably unable to see him because of the brightness of the flashlight.
�There might be more,� said Cynthia.
�Kiki will let us know. She�ll smell them.�
�They�ll have rifles,� said Cynthia.
John switched off his flashlight. He felt like an idiot, realizing his own error. It had all happened too fast. There hadn�t been time to think of the consequences of holding the flashlight. He�d been fighting for his life, in the immediate sense.
�Let me go,� said the woman. Her words came out harsh and vicious. �Or my men will kill you.�
�You know,� said John, �I don�t think there are any others. I think we killed the ones who came with you already. Otherwise, I�d already be dead from holding that flashlight, as my friend here pointed out.�
�That�s what you�d like to think.�
�I think you�re right,� said Cynthia. �I just thought we should be extra cautious.�
�Definitely right,� said John.
John was breathing hard. His heart was pounding. He sat down on the ground, keeping his handgun out.
�What should we do with her?� said Cynthia.
�What do you think?�
�You can kill me,� said the woman. �But it�s not going to make any difference.�
�What do you mean by that?�
�I�m part of something larger. It�ll live on without me.�
�You�re part of the compound?�
The woman didn�t answer.
�We can make this hard on you,� said John.
�I�m not just part of it. I�m the brains and the soul. I call the shots.�
�Well it�s not doing you much good now. Why were you hunting us?�
�I�m not doing this for personal gain. I want what we establish to live beyond us.�
�You were after Cynthia, weren�t you? We spoke to your friend, and he came back and told you there was a woman in the area, right?�
�Mark? He wouldn�t tell me anything unless it was for his own gain. He never understood the process. I had to torture it out of him.�
�So my brother, Max, really was at the compound then?�
�Max? Unfortunately. I wish I�d never laid my eyes on him.�
�You�re after me?� said Cynthia. �That�s completely sick.�
�It�s the world we�re living in,� said the woman. Her voice never lost the vicious, cold tone. �That�s the breaks, honey. Expect a lot more of it.�
�I might expect that from a man,� said Cynthia. �But you�re a woman.�
�How astute,� said the woman sarcastically. �You would have been perfect, since you don�t sound too bright.�
Cynthia was getting angry. �You�re disgusting.� The anger came out of her voice with force.
�We�re done with her,� said John. �Go ahead.�
�Wait,� said the woman frantically. �I can give you anything you need. Don�t kill me.�
�I thought you didn�t care if you died?� sneered Cynthia.
�She�s only human,� said John. �At the end of the day, she�ll do anything to try to save her own skin.�
�Anything you want,� said the woman. �You wouldn�t believe what we have available to us at the compound. We have more flashlights. Guns, more guns that you could ever dream of. Anything you want and I�ll give it to you if you just spare me my life.�
�I have a feeling that as soon as we step foot in your compound, that�ll be the end of us,� said John.
�The end of you,� said Cynthia. �Sounds like she wants to keep me as a prisoner there forever until I can reproduce enough times.�
�You don�t have to come in,� said the woman. �I�ll send the things out to you.�
�There�s no reason we should trust you. Absolutely no reason.�
�I�ll give you whatever you want, trust me. You can always trust a desperate person.�
�You�re a real snake. You can never trust a desperate person. They�ll promise whatever is necessary.�
�Come on,� said John. �Finish her, Cynthia. There might be others out there. We need to get out of here.�
�They�ll come looking for me,� said the woman. �You�ll never get out of the area alive.�
�Neither will you,� said Cynthia, as she pulled the trigger. Her gun went off, the shot ringing through the woods.
John turned on the flashlight.
The woman lay there, lifeless, her head blown in, blood flowing freely.
Kiki whimpered.
�Come on,� said John. �We�ve got to go.�
�You think they�ll really come for us?�
�Probably. If there�s anyone nearby, they�ll have heard the gunshots. We�ve got to move fast. We�ve wasted too much time already.�
�What�s the plan?�
�Same as before. Stay alive. Maybe find Max.�
�You think we�ll be able to find him?�
�I doubt it.�
�But he�s got to be close by. He couldn�t have gone that far.�
�If he has a car, he could. And there�s no way to reach him.�
�What about Dale�s radio?�
�What about it?�
�We could use it to find Max.�
�How? He doesn�t have a radio of his own.�
�Maybe he�ll come across one.�
�Who knows. I�m not holding out much hope.�
John�s spirits were completely sunk. The death of Dale was finally setting in. Now that the chaos had calmed down for a moment, Dale�s death stuck out as a senseless and cruel event. But that was the way things were now. That was the way the world worked. There wasn�t any justice, unless you created it yourself.
They found their packs, shouldered them, and set off. There were still hours before the sunrise, and they used the flashlights to find their way, to avoid tripping over the roots.
Kiki walked in front of them, glancing back towards them periodically. She would be useful. She�d be able to hear attackers before they would. But they couldn�t rely on her completely. She was just a dog, after all.
They were still within the compound�s territory. They were still in danger.
But they were used to that. As used to it as they could be.
John�s mind wasn�t at ease. It was likely there�d be more people after them. If the woman they�d killed really was the leader of the compound, wouldn�t the others come looking for her?
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JAMES
James was about to do something really stupid. Or really smart.
Either way, it was risky.
He�d walked for two hours, going farther than he knew he should have. The woods never ended. He never came to another road. He just walked straight, heading away from the road.
He was far from the campsite. As far as any of them had gone. He was way past the squirrel traps they�d set up.
James had marked the trunks of trees with his knife as he�d passed, leaving himself a trail so that he could find his way back. He had a compass with him, and he made sure that he was always heading due south.
To get back, all he�d have to do was head due north.
In theory, at least.
James was well aware that the woods could be deceptive. He�d learned it from his mother, who�d told him stories of her early hunting days, getting lost deep in the woods when she thought she knew exactly where she was.
At least James was aware of the possibility of getting lost. At least he was well aware of the risks. He was taking every precaution he possibly could.
Except for what he was about to do.
He was sitting cross-legged on the forest floor. Dead leaves were under him and all around him.
In front of him, there was a huge patch of wild mushrooms. They were growing out of an old log that had fallen years ago and partially rotted away.
They were good-sized mushrooms, a couple inches across at the cap. The caps were a light brown color.
But that was where James�s identification process began to break down. The field guide he had in front of him talked about cap size and color, but also about things like spore prints, and a dozen other characteristics that James couldn�t even pronounce.
From what James could make out, the mushrooms in front of him were either common honey mushrooms, or deadly Galerina mushrooms.
Both were common in Pennsylvania. Both looked superficially similar. Both were often mistaken for one another.
The only thing was that the honey mushrooms were edible. And the deadly Galerina mushrooms were extremely toxic, capable of killing four adult men with a small portion of flesh.
James was over his head. And he knew that. He�d racked his brains for anything he knew or had heard about mushrooms. But there was nothing there. They�d never been mentioned in biology class in school, except that he�d had to memorize the fact that fungi actually outnumbered all other forms of life by some huge margin. It had been on the test, and he�d passed, but it certainly didn�t help him now.
James had never learned anything about mushroom identification. Apparently, from what the field guide was saying, it took many years of study to be able to accurately distinguish look-alike mushrooms from one another.
He�d never been more frustrated. He had the guide, but it wasn�t much good to him.
The only way to know for sure was to test the mushrooms.
He�d take a bite and he�d either drop dead or have something edible in his stomach.
If the mushrooms were the poisonous ones, he�d suffer liver failure very quickly. He�d likely never make it back to camp, dying alone in the woods. Maybe his mom, sister, and Mandy would never find his body. They�d never know what had happened to him.
But James had already made up his mind. He was going to do it. He had to do it.
He was doing it for his mom and his sister. And for Mandy. They needed food. The occasional squirrel simply wasn�t going to be enough. If they were going to be at the campsite for a long time, they weren�t going to survive without more sustenance.
Mushrooms weren�t especially calorically dense, but there were enough here that they could provide at least a day�s food for everyone. The field guide said that mushrooms actually contained protein. Not a huge amount of protein, percentage wise, but the guide claimed that the protein was easily assimilated, and very high quality. They also contained high concentrations of vitamins and minerals, which James imagined would be good for his mother�s recovery.
If these mushrooms proved to be edible, it was likely that James could find another patch of them. Maybe mushroom hunting could save them all from starvation.
His mom needed the food most of all, if she was going to recover and grow strong again.
If James gathered up the mushrooms and took them back to camp, he knew that Mandy would never in a thousand years let him try them. She�d tell him that it was simply too dangerous and that they�d have to go hungry rather than eat the mushrooms.
Neither James, his mother, Mandy, or even Max was a mycologist. None of them, as far as James knew, knew anything more than he did about identifying wild mushrooms.
James reached out and picked the mushroom closest to him. He held it to his nose and smelled it. It had a strange smell, sort of like an old shoe.
It was time to do it.
James took a small bite, chewing it thoroughly. It didn�t taste particularly good, but it didn�t taste bitter or particularly odd either.
James swallowed the piece and waited.
He didn�t start hiking back. If he was going to die from the mushroom, he wanted it to be out here, away from his family. He didn�t want them to have to see him suffering through liver failure, if that was what was going to happen. He�d die alone in the woods like a man. He was taking the risk for a good reason and he was prepared to deal with the consequences.
James waited and waited.
He felt a slight discomfort in his stomach. He tried not to let his imagination run wild with this.
He knew that it was better to cook mushrooms, even the edible ones. Raw edible mushrooms could provide mild stomach discomfort. That was what was happening now.
James waited for about an hour.
He was still alive. Nothing had happened to him.
James didn�t waste any time. He didn�t celebrate. He knew it�d been a serious risk that could have easily gone the other way.
He set about gathering as many mushrooms as he possibly could, stuffing them into his pockets and his nearly-empty pack. Within an hour, he�d gathered every single mushroom that he could see.
Now all James had to do was find his way back.
He�d been away from camp for a large part of the day. The sun was getting lower in the sky. He needed to get a move on it, or he�d be stuck out there in the dark.
At first, it wasn�t too hard to find his way. He held his compass in front of him as he walked, making sure that he was heading south.
But as he walked, he began to second guess himself.
Hadn�t he been this way before? He could swear that that moss-covered boulder looked too familiar. Hadn�t he passed it already? Hadn�t he seen that tree with the strange branch just a few minutes before?
Was he walking in circles?
It didn�t make sense. The compass was pointing the right way, and James could see the marks in the trees that he�d left with his knife.
He sat down, setting his pack to the side, and closed his eyes. He concentrated on his breathing, trying to calm himself.
As part of his school�s initiative for newfangled physical education, the gym teachers had introduced a meditation course.
James and his buddies had laughed and scoffed. Hardly any of the students had taken it seriously.
James had used the meditation time to crack jokes and generally just annoy the teacher.
He�d thought it was a waste of time then, and maybe it still was. But it was the only thing he could think of.
His mind kept wandering, and he kept pulling it back to his breathing, which he was noticing was ragged and intense with the anxiety of getting lost in the forest.
James opened his eyes after ten minutes, feeling calmer.
The sun was noticeably lower now than when he�d left the mushroom patch.
He re-approached the situation mentally, this time from a new angle.
Sure, it seemed like he was wandering in a circle. But that was probably just because James knew that everything rode on his ability to get back to his family. If James got lost, his mother and sister wouldn�t have any food, not to mention what else would happen.
Walking in circles was very common in the woods. So common, in fact, that James had convinced himself that that was what was happening to himself. Even though he knew it wasn�t.
He was heading south. There was no way he could get lost. He was following the marks he�d put in the trees.
James shouldered his pack and set off again, this time with a renewed confidence in his abilities.
Maybe the meditating from gym class was hippy nonsense, but it had worked.
It was more likely, though, that James had simply taken some time to think things through. It hadn�t really been the �meditation.�
James tucked that knowledge away for the future. Next time he was doubting himself, he promised himself to stop and think about it.
The problem was that since the EMP, there usually wasn�t enough time to think things through.
Of all of them, Max was the best at making decisions on the fly. But he wasn�t there.
James tried to push Max out of his mind. It was possible that he�d never see Max again. And James felt that he would have to step up and fill his place.
James hiked through the woods for another hour or so before arriving back at camp. Darkness was just setting in, and Mandy had gotten the fire roaring. There was plenty of wood to burn, and since there seemed to be no one around for miles and miles, they didn�t have to worry much about someone spotting them. Of course, the possibility, though, was always on their minds.
�James!� called out Mandy, looking up to see James as he trudged into camp. He was tired from the journey, and his stomach had never felt emptier.
Before the EMP, he wouldn�t have thought twice about a walk of that length through the woods. He certainly wouldn�t have been sore. But his body was running on pure adrenaline, rather than calories. His muscles already ached and he knew it would be worse tomorrow when he woke up.
�Hey,� said James, tossing the bag down into the dirt around the fire, and flopping down on the ground himself.
�We were getting worried about you.�
James didn�t say it, but he thought, �and there was good reason to be worried.�
�How�s Mom doing?�
Sadie grunted something unintelligible.
�She�s doing about the same. I think she�s going to recover completely, but it�s going to take a little while.�
James didn�t say anything. His thoughts had been turning to his mother all day. He was worried about her, and it was frustrating that there was little he could do. It wasn�t like he could take her to a hospital.
�Did you find anything?� said Sadie.
James took one look at her, turning his head. She seemed to have calmed down a bit compared to when he�d left camp. But she was still upset. James knew she was relieved to see him, but her bad mood stopped her from expressing her feelings.
�I got something that�s going to put you in a better mood,� said James.
�Yeah? I don�t believe you. What�d you find? Another measly squirrel?�
�Something better.�
�What?�
�Check the bag yourself.�
Sadie couldn�t help herself. She got up quickly and opened the pack.
�Mushrooms?� she said, pulling out a thick handful. �What good are these?�
�I know you hate mushrooms,� said James. �But they�re food. I thought you�d be happy about getting something to eat.�
�Did you identify them, James?�
James nodded.
�Let me see them.�
James reached into his pocket and pulled out one for Mandy, who took it from him.
�I found them in the guidebook and everything.�
He looked up at Mandy to see a worried expression on her face.
�You don�t believe me?�
�It�s not that. It�s just that mushrooms are really tricky. I don�t know anything about them, except that you can easily confuse dangerous mushrooms with edible ones.�
�It�s fine,� said James, exhausted, lying flat on his back. �I tried them already.�
�You ate one?�
�Yeah,� said James. �I found the picture in the guidebook. It was either an edible one or a poisonous one. I tried it to make sure.�
He hadn�t wanted to tell them this. He just didn�t want to get into it all. But there was no way around it now.
�You thought you might be eating a poisonous mushroom?� said Sadie, her voice rising, her disdain and disbelief apparent.
�That was really dangerous, James,� said Mandy.
�Well, it�s over now. We can eat them. I�m alive, and we�ll have something to eat. The guidebook said they�re nutritious.�
Mandy looked like she was trying hard not to scold James, trying hard not to act like his mother.
Not another word was said about it, but the atmosphere had changed, growing even more despondent and depressing.
James rested while Mandy and Sadie started boiling the mushrooms. If there was one thing they had, it was plenty of water.
James lay there, wondering if he should go check on his mom. The truth was, he didn�t want to. He didn�t want to see her injured, and he had to admit to himself that he had been avoiding visiting her. She�d always been such a strong woman, self-assured, and above all else healthy and vital. To see her confined to the Ford Bronco, unable to move and take care of herself, well, that was quite a downturn.
The night was dark now, and it was getting colder. James moved himself closer to the fire to stay warm, letting the warmth soothe his aching muscles.
After the mushrooms finished boiling, Mandy wordlessly served them.
The truth was that, even after all that physical effort, the mushrooms didn�t look appetizing at all.
James stared down into the little aluminum camping bowl at the murky brown liquid in which the mushrooms floated. No matter how he tried to convince himself otherwise, he just didn�t want to eat them.
Sadie, on the other hand, had somehow already finished hers, and she was slurping down the liquid broth. �Wow,� she said. �That�s delicious.�
�Plenty more where that came from.�
�Actually we should ration them,� said Mandy. �And your mother needs some. I�ll go take them to her.�
�I can find more,� said James, even though he wasn�t sure. �I�m sure there are plenty out there in the woods. It�s just a matter of finding them. Have all you want, Sadie.�
He�d noticed that Sadie had already perked up quite a bit. The food was making her feel better.
�You eat, Mandy,� said James, standing up. �I�ll take these to my mom and then get another bowl for myself.�
�Thanks.�
James nodded at her, but she probably couldn�t even see the gesture in the darkness.
James started off towards the Bronco, which was a little ways a way, carrying the bowl of the soup that he didn�t want to eat. He turned his head back to look at his sister and Mandy sitting around the fire. It almost looked like a normal campsite, from before the EMP. But things had changed. James had changed. He�d never be the same again.
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MAX
Max didn�t know exactly how he�d done it, but he�d found his way back to the road he�d come in on.
He�d gone through more backyards, winding his way through the town�s lesser-traveled areas. He�d passed some kind of old barn, and what had looked like an ancient and now-defunct granary. He�d found himself on the other side of the graveyard he�d seen when he�d come in.
The road was right on the other side of the graveyard, but Max knew he�d have to stay deeper in the woods alongside the road. He needed to reduce his chances of getting discovered. He didn�t know if they were still after him. But it was likely. After all, he�d killed those three young men. The mob would want blood and revenge.
Max walked through the graveyard, heading towards the woods. The ground was bumpy and uneven. He had to weave his way through the headstones, since they weren�t exactly in orderly rows.
Max tried to turn his attention away from the young men he�d killed. But his mind kept going back there. They�d been how old? Twenty-one, maybe older? It was hard to say.
There wasn�t anything else he could have done.
But that didn�t mean it should have happened.
And what was it all for? For a few gallons of gasoline. Nothing more. Nothing less.
Max knew he�d do it again, if he needed to. If he could have done it over, he would have done the same exact thing.
And he wasn�t doing it for himself. He was doing it for the others. For Mandy, Georgia, James, and Sadie.
They�d started out as complete strangers. Except for Chad.
But they�d become like a family. Maybe even closer. Before the EMP, Max had noticed that families had been becoming more fragmented. There were a thousand reasons for why it happened, and Max hadn�t spent much time speculating on them. He just knew what he�d seen.
Max hadn�t had a family of his own. But his new friends had become his family. He�d do anything for them. And he knew the feeling was mutual.
Max was feeling weak again by the time he got to the edge of the cemetery. He didn�t dare sit down to rest, knowing that people could appear at any moment. It seemed as if the cars from the area, the ones left, at least, were not working. But that was just a guess. It wasn�t enough to go on. A car might drive down the road at any moment, the driver spotting Max just heading into the woods.
He had to keep moving. He unwrapped his third Mounds bar and took a small bite. He tried to make it last, but it wasn�t any use. In a couple seconds, he�d devoured the whole thing.
Soon, he was feeling a little better.
But he knew that it wouldn�t last for long.
And he had a long way to go. A long way to go without any food.
But he could make it. Max knew that the human body was capable of extraordinary feats. As long as the person kept the right mental state. The mental aspect of things was, in Max�s opinion, what got to most people.
Before the EMP, Max had read plenty of stories of survivors, people who had survived when others hadn�t. Obviously having the right gear and being prepared was the number one thing that had helped people. But an often overlooked aspect of survival was the mental game. Sometimes those who had the same physical supplies as others ended up surviving, provided they could keep their head straight.
Max knew he could keep his head straight. He had a clear goal in mind, something to make him push himself, something to keep him going. He needed to get back to his friends with the gas. They needed him.
But what good would such a small amount of gas do? They could go what, twenty to forty miles on it? Max wasn�t sure how much gas it really was. He also wasn�t sure what kind of gas mileage the Bronco would get. But he knew it wouldn�t be good. It was an old vehicle, long past the point when it was getting the gas mileage stated by the manufacturer. And Max was sure it had never been good in the first place. It was a heavy vehicle, built more like a truck than a car, unlike some of those newer SUVs.
Max kept his eyes peeled for signs of anyone. More importantly, he listened for sounds. But there was nothing.
It seemed like no one was coming for him.
�Seemed� was the important part. It didn�t really mean anything.
Max knew that even when he felt perfectly safe, when everything seemed to be going just right, a threat could be lurking around the next corner. Or even closer.
Before the EMP, Max had often heard his colleagues say things like, �but I feel perfectly safe in my neighborhood.� Max had normally bit his tongue, but he knew well enough that that feeling didn�t mean anything at all. He�d read the crime reports, and he knew that perception was often completely different from reality.
Max let his mind wander as he walked. That didn�t mean that he let his attention drift from being vigilant. Instead, it was a strategy. A survival strategy. He kept his thoughts from turning to dark places, to the tragedy at hand. Instead, he focused on planning and plotting the next moves, of devising new types of animal traps, of trying to figure out ways to get more ammunition.
The stolen ammunition was a real blow to not only their security but their hunting ability as well. Without ammunition, the rifles were almost useless, and while it wasn�t completely impossible, hunting with handguns would be extremely difficult. And they couldn�t afford to waste the ammunition they had on shots they were likely to miss.
Max had gotten a few miles away by the time it was too dark to keep walking. He retreated farther back into the woods, away from the road, before looking for a spot where he�d spend the night.
He couldn�t walk at night in the woods. He had his flashlight, but the battery had long since died.
Even if he�d had a flashlight, it would have made him visible, a walking target in the woods.
And it was too dark to walk without a light. It was the dark of the moon, or near that point, and the sky was cloudy anyway.
With the last light that remained, Max found a rock and began digging a shallow hole in the ground. He didn�t dig deep, just a few inches. His thought process was that it would give him some protection against the cold.
He�d have dug deeper, but he knew he needed to conserve his energy. It was a game of energy against time at this point. A game of entropy. Every passing minute that Max went without food, he�d lose energy. Every step he took from here on out, he�d lose energy.
But he could do it.
Max chose his sleeping spot by guessing which way the wind was coming, by holding up a dead leaf and observing it carefully in the dying light.
The wind had seemed to be coming from the east, so Max had made sure to dig his shallow hold on the western side of a large tree. It would give him some shelter from the wind.
Once the sun had set completely, there wasn�t much to do. Max already knew he was going to save his remaining candy bars for the days to come. There was nothing to eat, and he drank only a little water.
He lay there, in the hole, knowing that the cold would keep him awake most of the night. He was already used to sleeping on the ground, that in itself wasn�t a problem. But there was no way around the cold. As the night continued, the cold seemed to dig into his bones, and when he finally had drifted off to sleep, he�d only find himself awake again ten minutes later.
Morning came, and Max slowly got up. His whole body was stiff. He unwrapped a candy bar, ate it, and washed it down with a few swigs of water.
Another long day was ahead. Hopefully the fatigue and hunger were the only problems he�d have to deal with.
Max didn�t think it was likely he�d run into anyone. But if he did, he�d face them just as he�d faced the others before them.
The day dragged on and on. Each step had become a challenge. His body simply needed more sustenance. There wasn�t a trace of protein in those candy bars, and Max knew that his body at this point was in a catabolic state, breaking down its own muscle tissues to provide him with the glucose and protein he needed.
Max hiked for three more days, through the cold air of the woods. He came across no one, but he didn�t let his guard down. He kept his mind active with planning, as well as memory games.
Before the EMP, Max had read an interesting book written by a man who�d been a prisoner of war in World War II. Max had found the book in the break room at work, and while at first he�d just idly flipped through the pages, as the days had gone on, he�d found himself reading more and more.
To torture the man, his captors had buried him up to his neck. They�d left him like that for days and then weeks, feeding him water and bread.
Physically, it was torture. But the mental aspect of it was far worse.
As a survival technique, the POW had began trying to replay movies in his head. At first, he couldn�t remember more than a single scene. But the more he thought about it, and the more he�d wracked his brains, the more he remembered. Within days, he could remember the entire movie.
The movie trick had kept him distracted, and kept him alive. It had kept him from completely losing his sanity.
Max did something of the sort now, trying to remember old books and movies.
Max walked for four days. The last two, he had nothing to eat. The candy was long gone. He had trouble keeping track of how many days he�d been walking, and for some time, he believed he�d somehow missed the camp and gone right past it.
But then, on the fourth day, around mid-afternoon, Max suddenly saw the marker he�d left for himself on his return.
He breathed a sigh of relief, found the path where they�d pushed the Bronco, and walked, exhausted, towards the camp.
About thirty feet away from camp, Max knew something was wrong.
The Bronco was still there, sitting just as it had been when Max had left.
There was a fire burning in the fire pit. It looked like more wood had been added recently. It was burning steadily and brightly.
Everything looked normal. Just as it should.
Except for the fact that no one was there.
But there were no signs of a fight.
Max�s hand went to his Glock. He pulled it out and held it in front of him. His hands were shaking with fatigue and hunger as he tried to steady the gun.
Max�s thoughts went to Georgia. She must be in the Bronco. From where he stood, he couldn�t see whether she was in there or not. If she was lying down, as she probably was, she wasn�t visible through the windows.
Max paused, listening. But there was no sound.
He didn�t want to call out to see if Georgia was there. If something had happened, if someone had attacked them, alerting the attacker to his presence was the last thing Max wanted to do.
Max knew he was in no state for another fight. But that didn�t mean he wouldn�t go down trying. It was what he had to do.
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JOHN
�We�re walking in circles,� said Cynthia.
�How can you tell?�
�We�ve been by this tree three times.�
�What tree?�
�The one right in front of your face. Look at it.�
Cynthia smacked the huge tree with her fist, to prove her point. Cynthia could be very sarcastic during the best times, and when things were stressful, she could be even more acerbic.
�I see it,� said John. �But I don�t think we�ve been past it before.�
�What? Are you blind or something?�
�Obviously I�m not blind.�
�Then why can�t you see it? You really didn�t see it before?�
John sighed and sat down on the ground, still wearing both packs. He�d been walking with Dale�s pack on his front, and his own on his back.
Kiki, who�d been walking ahead of them, came back to see what was going on. She came up to John and started licking his hands.
�I think Kiki likes me more than you do,� said John.
�She doesn�t like you. She�s just trying to get the salt from your sweat.�
John knew it wasn�t true. Ever since Dale had died, Kiki had been much more affectionate with the two of them.
�All right,� said John. �Maybe you�re right about the tree. The last thing we want to do is argue.�
�Who�s arguing?�
�Let�s just take a break,� said John. �Do you want another energy bar?�
�I don�t think I can eat another one. They really taste like sawdust to me now.�
John dug out two of the energy bars from his back, and handed one to Cynthia. Despite what she�d said, she was soon biting into it savagely, tearing off huge pieces and chewing rapidly.
As John had predicted to himself, Cynthia�s mood started to get better almost immediately. He�d noticed the same thing in himself. When his blood sugar was low, everything seemed worse, more hopeless.
After a few minutes, he was feeling a little better himself.
He took out the maps they had and laid them out on the ground.
�So we�re still in Ryerson Station State Park,� said John. �At least as far as I can figure out.�
Cynthia nodded. �Quite astute,� she said sarcastically. But her tone was more playful, and her eyes, when they looked up at him, had more warmth than malice in them.
�We would have come across a road,� said John. �According to these maps at least. The thing we don�t know is��
�Whether we�re being hunted?� interrupted Cynthia.
John nodded. �But also where we are.�
Cynthia sighed loudly. �What I wouldn�t give for a GPS, or a smartphone right now.�
John nodded, but in his opinion there wasn�t much point in entertaining ideas like that. Things were the way they were, and they weren�t going to change because of wishful thinking.
�I guess we have to figure out how we can walk in a straight line,� said John. �It sounds obvious. But as long as we keep going the same direction, we�ll get out eventually.�
�And then what? We don�t even know where we�re headed.�
�Yeah, that�s true.�
The two were silent for a long while.
�Why don�t you try the radio?� said Cynthia.
�The radio? What do you mean?�
�Just give it a try. Maybe we can hear one of those broadcasts.�
�And what good would that do us?�
�Well, it would give us information. Who knows. There�s no harm in trying, right?�
�We�ve got to get out of here as quickly as possible. If they�re hunting us down, that is.�
�I�m pretty sure if they were we�d already be dead.� Cynthia said it in a matter of fact way, as if the possibility of being killed didn�t bother her much.
John understood where she was coming from. Death had become completely normalized for them. They hadn�t even spoken much of Dale�s death. For them, it was simply something that had happened. Dale had been with them, and now he wasn�t. There wasn�t anything they could do about it.
�Fine,� said John. �I�ll try the radio. But I don�t know how to work it.�
�I do.�
�You do?�
�Yeah. Why wouldn�t I be able to?�
�I don�t know. It�s not something everyone knows how to do. It�s not a normal radio.�
�My brother used to be obsessed with these things. Here, give it to me.�
John fished around in the pack until he found the radio. It was still in its bizarre and make-shift Faraday cage, which had gotten a little bashed up and dented in places, from sitting in the pack as it had been. Hopefully it was still effective.
John handed the radio to Cynthia, who started unwrapping the chicken wire from around it.
�Do we really need to keep it in this wire?�
John shrugged. �I don�t know. Dale thought it was a good idea, obviously. Remember? He refused to leave the wire behind.�
Cynthia didn�t answer. She was already busy fiddling with the controls.
They didn�t know if there�d be another EMP. There�d really be no way to know, as far as John could tell. If it had been something natural, like a coronal event, then another EMP actually might be likely.
If, on the other hand, it had been some kind of attack, or technological accident, another EMP wasn�t likely. What would be the point of setting off another one, after everything had already been disabled?
The accidental EMP was something John had been thinking a lot about recently. What if someone had been testing some new kind of weapon, and there�d been an accident? An accidental detonation of a device? It was plausible, since John knew that those sorts of things did happen occasionally.
But there was really no way to know. It was all just idle speculation on his part, and didn�t affect his life much at all. The radio was the only electronic thing they had, apart from the flashlights.
�You get it to work yet?�
�Yeah.�
Cynthia showed John the dials she had turned, and how to switch it on. He was so tired it mostly went over his head.
�I�m not finding anything,� said Cynthia. �Just static.�
�Nothing?�
�Nothing, yeah, that�s what I said.�
�Just checking.�
�Well,� said Cynthia. �Maybe we�ll find something tomorrow. Who knows.�
�We should get a move on it.�
�Sounds good, but what�s the plan?�
�The plan? Are you losing your memory or something?�
�No, just tired.�
�You said you had a brilliant plan for walking in a straight line.�
�Oh, yeah. Well, I haven�t thought of anything yet. Have you?�
Cynthia paused for a moment. �We�ve been using the compass. But maybe we�ve been using it wrong.�
�Wrong? How can we use it wrong?�
�Give it to me. And show me how you use it.�
John handed over the compass, explaining what he�d been doing with it.
Cynthia started laughing as soon as she saw it.
�What direction have we been headed in?�
�Northeast.�
�Yeah? You sure?�
�Pretty sure.�
�You know how to use a compass, right?�
�Of course I know how to use a compass. You think I�m an idiot or something?�
�Maybe. Look, you�ve been getting us off track. You have to pay attention to the degrees. These little lines here.�
�I know what degrees are.�
�Apparently not. You�ve been pushing us a few degrees forward each time, making us go around in a wide circle.�
�Are you sure?�
�No, but it�s likely.�
John shrugged. �Sorry, I guess,� he said. �I�m exhausted.�
�I think I should have the compass from now on.�
John shrugged, and nodded. He felt embarrassed. How could he have been so stupid? The line had been pointing one way� He was getting confused just thinking about it. Figuring out where you were with a compass was a lot harder than it had seemed.
What could John expect? He�d spent his whole adult life in the city, where the streets were laid out in a grid. Walnut Street ran west, and Chestnut ran east. The numbers of the cross streets got higher as you went west, and lower as you went east, towards the river. It was something everyone learned when they first moved to Philadelphia, and it always worked.
Out in the woods, it was different.
�OK,� said Cynthia. �I�m in charge this time. Let�s go.�
John shouldered his packs again, and groaned as he got them on.
�I don�t know how much longer I�m going to be able to carry two packs.�
�I thought you were supposed to be tough. The big strong man. But look at you, you can�t even figure out a compass. You�ve been leading us in circles for days.�
John paused. He didn�t know how to react. He saw her face. There was real anger there, in her eyes and in the way she held her mouth.
�What�s gotten into you?� said John, speaking slowly. �I thought the energy bar had helped. You seemed like your mood was better.�
�I��
�What is it?�
Cynthia�s expression changed. Her lip was quivering, and there were tears welling up in her eyes.
�I don�t know,� she said.
�What�s going on?�
�I don�t know.�
She sat back down, with her pack on, and put her face in her hands. She was crying.
John didn�t know what to make of it.
They�d been getting along well before Dale�s death. They�d been close, and while Cynthia�s sarcasm occasionally had gotten old, he knew there�d been no malice behind it. Normally. Only affection. Maybe something more.
He squatted down, which was difficult with the pack, and put his arm around her.
Kiki came over and started sniffing around curiously, nuzzling her head against Cynthia.
�What�s going on?�
�It�s just� everything.�
John knew what she meant. They�d been through too much.
They spent above five minutes there, in that position, until John had to move. He told her everything was going to be OK, which they both knew was, if not a lie, at least only a half truth. There was no way to know if they�d make it. And, realistically, chances were that they wouldn�t, that they�d instead meet some horrible fate. Or simply die somewhere from starvation. As if that wasn�t bad enough.
Cynthia seemed like she was doing better. She was drying her eyes.
�I�m sorry,� said Cynthia, looking up at him. �I know I was being rough on you.�
�It�s fine. I can take it.�
Cynthia gave a little chuckle. �I know.�
�Come on,� said John. �Let�s get moving.�
�All I did was waste time,� said Cynthia. �If people are after us, I only made it easier.�
�True, but come on. We�ll make up for it.�
They set off at a brisk pace, Cynthia leading the way. Kiki, again, walked in front of them, periodically checking to see which way they were headed.
Up ahead, John spotted a small structure. Some type of odd little building. It was painted forest green and made of wood. It would have blended in with the trees, had the leaves not already changed color, many of them fallen off.
Cynthia saw it too. She stopped. �What�s that?�
�Maybe some kind of park building? It is a state park after all.�
Kiki wasn�t far away. Suddenly, she barked, opening her mouth wide.
�Kiki,� hissed Cynthia. �Quiet.�
Kiki barked again, and again.
Maybe she was trying to warn them? John turned his head to look around them. But it was already too late.
John heard it before he saw it.
The unmistakable sound of a shotgun being racked.
A man stood there, tall and very thin.
He wore a brown park ranger�s uniform, but it was tattered to the point of almost looking like rags.
John didn�t dare reach for his gun. He hoped Cynthia wouldn�t either.
�Hands above your heads,� said the man. His voice cracked as he spoke, as if he hadn�t used it in a long time.
John glanced at Cynthia. She was already raising her hands. There was despair in her eyes. John knew the look well.
They�d gotten through so much, only to come up yet again against another obstacle, another danger. Who knew if this was their last.
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MANDY
Mandy had been returning from getting water when she�d come across the woman. She�d thought first of the woman back at the farmhouse that she�d killed with her knife. They looked, at least to Mandy, remarkably similar. Not in their overall appearance, but more in the way they carried themselves. They�d both had that look of desperation about them.
Mandy had seen the woman before she�d been seen herself. She�d drawn her gun and pointed it at the woman, telling her to freeze. The woman had just kept moving, glancing furtively back at Mandy, walking away from her.
So Mandy had fired her gun in the air. Maybe it hadn�t been the best move. It had been the loss of a bullet, for one thing.
And it also meant possibly attracting unwanted attention from anyone else who might be in the area.
But Mandy had done it, acting partly on instinct.
She couldn�t let the woman just walk away.
Mandy needed to know who she was, where she�d come from. And any other information she had. More importantly, Mandy needed to know if she�d be a threat.
But the woman had seemed to be in a daze, unable or unwilling to respond to Mandy�s threat of violence.
Maybe Mandy should have just shot her.
But she hadn�t. Instead, she�d shot the warning shot.
It had worked.
The woman had spun around, a look of intense fear on her face. The sound of the gun had startled her out of whatever kind of daze she�d been in.
�Who are you?� said Mandy.
The woman hadn�t answered at first. Instead, she�d put her arms in the air, even though Mandy hadn�t asked her to do so.
Mandy took a good look at the woman. She was wearing a winter jacket, even though it wasn�t yet quite cold enough for a jacket like that. She had a small backpack with her, the kind that kids took to school before the EMP. It looked only about half full.
The woman had nothing else with her. No weapon that Mandy could see, although of course that didn�t mean anything. She could easily have had a gun or a knife with her, concealed under the jacket. Or a thousand other different things that could be used as a weapon, whether that was their intention or not.
�Mandy! Are you OK?�
It was James. Mandy turned to look. Sadie was right behind him. They were running through the woods, nearly tripping on fallen branches and roots.
James had his gun out.
�What happened?�
�I found someone,� said Mandy. �I�m not hurt.�
�We were worried. We heard a shot.�
Mandy explained why she�d discharged her gun. James nodded, but Sadie protested, saying that she should have just killed her.
�Just killed her? I�m surprised to hear that coming from you, Sadie.�
Mandy knew Sadie had been having a rough time, but that didn�t mean it shocked her any less. Of all of them, maybe Sadie had been the one least likely to use or suggest violence, even when it was obviously necessary.
Mandy kept her gun trained on the stranger, who didn�t move. But her eyes went to James and Sadie, and widened in surprise.
�You left your mother alone at the camp?� said Mandy.
�Shit,� muttered James. �I�ll head back, unless you need help. What are you going to do with her?�
�We�ll all go back together,� said Mandy. �We�ll take her with us.�
�But then she�ll know where our camp is.�
�She already knows there are four of us. And it wouldn�t be hard to find our campsite, if we let her go. Not that I�m planning on letting her go.�
As Mandy said the words, she suddenly realized that she had a big problem on her hands. Deciding whether or not the woman was a threat, and what to do with her, was going to be difficult. Especially if she wasn�t going to talk.
�You two lead the way,� said Mandy. �I�ll follow with her.�
Mandy gestured to the woman. �Do you understand me?�
The woman nodded.
�Come on. Follow them. And remember, I�ll have this gun on you the whole time. You can probably tell I didn�t want to shoot you, but, believe me, I won�t hesitate to kill you if you make one false move. Keep your hands above your head at all times, or you get shot.�
Mandy figured she�d wait until they got back to camp to check the woman for weapons. Maybe part of her was hoping the woman would do something stupid and reach for a weapon. It would give Mandy a clear indication of what she was supposed to do. She felt horrible for thinking that thought. But that was the way things had become.
When they were in sight of the camp, James and Sadie stopped.
�What�s wrong?�
�There�s someone there.�
�Where?�
�Past the Bronco. Someone�s lying on the ground there.�
�A body?�
�I�ll go check,� said James.
�Be careful. It could be a trick.�
Two people showing up on the same day, at the same time? That couldn�t be a coincidence, could it?
�Do you know anything about this?� said Mandy, to the woman.
The woman shook her head.
But there was no way to know if she was telling the truth.
Sadie, Mandy, and the stranger stayed at the edge of camp, while James moved cautiously ahead to investigate.
Mandy watched James, and at a certain point, he broke into a run, heading straight towards the body on the ground.
What was going on? What had made him run?
�It�s Max!� he called out.
Max? It couldn�t be.
Mandy�s heart started racing.
She couldn�t believe he was back. That was a shock enough itself.
But was he hurt?
Was he dead?
What had happened?
Did the stranger do something to him? Just when he�d gotten back?
Mandy couldn�t leave the stranger with Sadie. Or at least she didn�t think it was wise to do so.
So the only option was to move slowly forward, towards Max and James, with the stranger leading the way.
�Is he hurt?� called out Mandy.
�I don�t think so. He�s waking up.�
James was crouched down over Max, making it hard to see him.
Finally, after what seemed like forever, they�d crossed the relatively short distance to where Max was.
�Mandy? Is everything OK?� called out Georgia, from where she lay inside the Bronco.
�I don�t know yet. Are you OK, Georgia?�
�Yeah.�
�Did you hear anything?�
�No,� said Georgia, sounding frustrated at the situation. As Mandy had thought a thousand times, it must have been torturous for an active woman like Georgia to be stuck in the Bronco, recuperating. Georgia had been trying to convince Mandy for days now that she was well enough to move, but Mandy had been stern with her.
In truth, though, Mandy simply didn�t know whether it was OK for Georgia to move. Georgia was getting a lot stronger. That was obvious. Maybe strong enough to walk. But Mandy had vague ideas about something going horribly wrong if Georgia moved. She knew it wasn�t a spinal injury, and maybe her fears didn�t make sense. But she�d stuck to them, perhaps in some kind of selfish fear that Georgia wouldn�t be able to move as she once had.
�Max,� James was saying. �What happened? Are you OK?�
James moved aside to give Max some breathing room.
Mandy finally saw Max.
He looked pale and weak, and much thinner than when he�d left.
But he was alive. He was breathing. He looked up at her and a wry smile appeared on his lips.
�I heard a gunshot,� he said. �What happened?�
�That�s Max. Always right to business,� said Mandy. �We�re fine. What about you? Are you hurt?�
Max shook his head, slowly rising to the sitting position.
�That�s it,� said Georgia. �Damnit, I�m coming out to see what the hell�s going on.�
�Mom!� said Sadie, rushing over to the Bronco. �You can�t!�
�I�ve been lying down for days,� said Georgia. �I deserve a little fresh air.�
Mandy, meanwhile, didn�t take her eyes off the stranger. But she knew that she might soon become distracted, with so much going on. It was the most activity they�d seen at the camp in days. They�d spent most of their time simply sitting, trying not to burn up too many calories, fetching water, and hunting for more edible mushrooms, which had become their main food source.
�Sadie,� said Mandy. �Help your mom. I know she�s determined to walk, and she�s not going to take no for an answer. We might as well help her. Max, are you definitely OK?�
�Yeah,� said Max. �I must have passed out from hunger. I�ve barely eaten anything since I left.�
Mandy nodded at him. �James, you�re going to keep your gun on this stranger here while I pat her down. OK?�
�Got it,� said James, glancing over nervously at his mom, who Sadie was helping out of the Bronco.
�Keep your eyes on her,� said Mandy. �Your mom�s going to be fine. Right, Georgia?�
�I don�t need any help,� said Georgia gruffly. She was understandably more than a little grumpy from having spent so much time immobilized, frustrated, unable to help.
�Sorry we couldn�t give you a more exciting welcome back,� said Mandy to Max.
�Frankly, it�s embarrassing,� said Max. �The way I passed out like that.�
�Could have happened to anyone. You�re not a superhero, you know.� Mandy turned to address the woman. �Now nod if you understand. I�m going to frisk you. Check you for weapons. Obviously one false move and my friend here is going to shoot you. Don�t be fooled by his youth. He�ll do what he needs to do. Right, James?�
�Right,� said James, his eyes fixed steadily on the woman.
Mandy had her doubts that James would be able to shoot only the stranger, should something happen. It was hard to shoot just one person when two people were rolling on the ground, fighting, for instance. But the main point was to scare the stranger.
Mandy started with her backpack. She took it off her, and tossed it to the side.
The main thing that Mandy noticed was that the woman stunk horribly. None of them smelled that great themselves. But they�d had the advantage of the shower back at the compound. And they�d been rinsing their clothes in the stream occasionally, since there hadn�t been much else useful to do.
Mandy would go through the backpack later. Next, she pulled the woman�s filthy coat off, and started going through the pockets.
�Nothing,� she muttered, moving on to the woman�s jean pockets. There was nothing there either.
�Shit,� said Mandy, turning to Max. �I don�t know what the hell to do with her. I�m stumped. She won�t talk. She�s shell shocked or something.�
Mandy noticed that now that Max was back, she was automatically deferring to his opinion.
Max was slowly rising to his feet, unsteadily. �You know,� he said, �I�m not sure right now. What I do know is that I really need something to eat. I hope you haven�t run out of food here, too.�
�James, why don�t you get him some mushrooms?�
�Mushrooms?� said Max, his voice weak.
�We didn�t find any deer. And it�s been hard to catch the squirrels. They don�t provide much meat anyway.�
Max nodded.
�You,� said Mandy, to the stranger. �Sit over there. I�m going to find something to tie you up with until we can figure out if you�re a threat or not. If you could speak, I suggest you do it, since otherwise it�s hard to figure out what your intentions are.�
Mandy was being a little rough with the woman, but it was a frustrating situation. And, anyway, tying the woman up was a hell of a lot better than just shooting her. She probably wouldn�t have gotten such good treatment if she�d run across another group. If she�d run into people from Kara�s compound, she would have been imprisoned there forever, like they�d wanted to do to Mandy and the others.
Max fished into his bag and got some rope, handing it to Mandy.
�I�ll keep my gun on her,� said Max. �You just tie her up.�
�Can you manage that?�
Max laughed. �I passed out. I�ve been through worse. Let me do something useful.�
Mandy nodded. She set about tying the woman up. The whole time, the woman didn�t speak. Mandy got her tied securely around a tree.
If she really tried, the stranger could probably figure a way out of the rope. Given enough time, anything was possible. So they�d have to figure out something to do with her before they went to sleep. Even with someone watching, it was too much of a risk.
James was over by the fire, and he called out to Max, telling him that the soup was ready.
�Can�t wait,� said Max. �I�ve never been a big fan of mushrooms, but I swear I could eat anything now. Oh, by the way, I got the gas. Not much. But it�ll get us somewhere.�
Mandy nodded.
She didn�t know what to say. So she said nothing. Saying thank you simply wasn�t enough. Max had done so much for her, for all of them, that there was no way to repay him, to properly thank him. If it wasn�t for Max, Mandy would either be dead or living out the rest of her life locked away in that compound, existing in a purely nightmarish fate.
�How you feeling, Georgia?� said Mandy.
Georgia was leaning heavily on Sadie, and still leaning against the side of the Bronco. Pure determination was on her face, but there was also intense pain.
�Perfectly fine,� said Georgia, through gritted teeth.
�Your back hurt?�
�Just a little.�
�It�s like she can�t put weight on her legs,� said Sadie. �I don�t understand what that has to do with her back.�
�Well, it�s like people who�ve thrown out their back,� said Mandy. �They can�t stand up.�
In reality, Mandy didn�t know what she was talking about. She wasn�t a nurse. But it had sounded good, and she thought it might have the effect of putting Sadie slightly at ease about her mother.
�Her body�s also weakened,� added Mandy. �But you�ll pull through, won�t you Georgia?�
�I�m doing fine,� said Georgia, speaking the words with great effort.
�Why don�t we get you something to eat, and you can try again after that?�
Georgia nodded. Mandy could tell she didn�t want to admit defeat, but that she knew she wasn�t capable of walking just yet. Her body was weak.
Mandy went over to sit down next to Max by the fire. He had already just about finished his first bowl of mushroom soup. She and James had become quite good at hunting for the mushrooms. Now, they knew where the mushrooms tended to grow, and they�d found plenty.
�Sorry we don�t have anything more filling,� said Mandy, eyeing Max�s bowl.
Max shook his head, apparently indicating that it was enough. He didn�t stop chewing even for a moment.
�I can�t believe you made it back. I was really worried about you. Did anything happen?�
Max just shrugged.
�So you got the gas?�
Max nodded.
�And did you figure out where we are?
Max nodded.
�OK,� said Mandy. �After you eat, and you�re feeling a little stronger, we�ll talk about where the hell we are. I�m assuming you figured something out that can help us locate our position on the maps?�
Max nodded, finished chewing, and finally spoke. �I know where we are all right. Could you get me another serving, though?�
Mandy glanced over at the tied-up stranger as she got up.
�We�re going to have to figure out what to do with her,� Mandy said.
Soon it would be night. If the woman had been traveling with others, they might come looking for her. If she�d been through something horrible, it might mean that there were others in the area, others who could do harm to Mandy and the others.
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JOHN
�What do you want?�
�I want my old life back, but that�s not going to happen.�
�Let me rephrase that,� said John. �Why are you pointing a shotgun at us?�
�I�ve got to be careful.�
�I can understand that.�
John was starting to get a read on the guy. He must have been a park ranger of some sort, judging by his uniform. And he didn�t seem like the kind of guy who would kill them out of malice.
But out of necessity?
Maybe.
Given the right circumstances, everyone was capable of things they�d never even considered. John remembered what he�d seen back in the city, right after the EMP. Those images would never leave his mind, nor would the images of Lawrence and the others being murdered in front of him.
�We�ll give you whatever you want,� said Cynthia. �You want food? Ammo? You can have it.�
�No we won�t,� said John.
Cynthia glanced over at John. �I don�t know if you noticed, but he�s got a gun pointed at us.�
�Yeah,� said John, speaking slowly. �But if we give away our gear, we�re as good as dead. It�d be better if he just shot us here. It�d be better dying a slow death from hunger.�
To John�s surprise, the man slowly lowered his shotgun.
John and Cynthia glanced at each other.
John did what he had to do. He reached for his handgun, drew it from its holster, and pointed it at the guy.
�I don�t know why you lowered your gun, but that might have been a bad move on your part.�
The guy looked shocked. �I thought you weren�t the sort of people who would hurt me. That�s why I lowered my shotgun. I thought you were good people.�
�Because we were talking about you shooting us? Because we were talking about dying from starvation? What made you think we were good people?�
�Because of the way you were talking to each other. Like you�re friends.�
�Maybe we are good people,� said Cynthia. �Or at least decent people, trying to survive like everyone else. That doesn�t mean we�re going to risk getting shot. If you give us the opportunity, we�re going to defend ourselves as best we can.�
She had her gun trained on the park ranger as well.
The park ranger looked like he couldn�t believe what had happened.
�Maybe it was dumb to lower your gun,� said John. �But now I want you to do something smart. Put the gun on the ground. Slowly. Then step away from it.�
The park ranger did as he was told.
�Never lower your gun,� said John. �Unless you�re sure of what you�re doing.�
�Don�t kill me,� said the man. �Please, don�t kill me.�
�Why shouldn�t we?�
John had the feeling he was a good guy. A decent guy. Obviously, he hadn�t wanted to hurt John and Cynthia, since he�d lowered his gun far earlier than he should have.
That didn�t mean he wouldn�t take precautions.
�What�s your name?� said John.
�Tom.�
�Tom what?�
�Tom McGlover.�
�You have a family?�
Tom shook his head.
�What are you doing here?�
�I�m a park ranger.�
Tom was practically shaking in fear.
�Please don�t kill me.�
�Just answer the questions. Tell us your story?�
�I was at work when it happened.�
�The EMP?�
Tom nodded.
�Then what?�
�I couldn�t go anywhere.�
�Why not?�
�My truck didn�t work.�
�It didn�t work?�
�Yeah, how would you expect it to work after an EMP?�
John shrugged. �The cars I�ve seen worked.�
Tom gave him a suspicious look. �Are you sure?�
�Yeah.�
Tom shrugged. �Well, all I know is mine didn�t work.�
Cynthia glanced at John, but he didn�t know what she was thinking.
�You look like you haven�t eaten anything,� said John.
�I�m hungry all right.�
�Hungry enough to kill us for our food?�
Tom shook his head, looking horrified. �Of course not. I�ve been getting by. I know how to get food.�
�It doesn�t look like it,� said Cynthia, glancing meaningfully at his thin frame.
�I was skinny before.�
�You think he�s a problem?� said Cynthia.
John shook his head. �Nope. I don�t.�
�Can we trust him?�
�I don�t know. I guess we have to.�
�We don�t have to do anything.�
But John already knew which way his decision was heading. He already trusted Tom, whether or not he should have.
The safest thing to do would have just been to kill him. Safest in the sense that he wouldn�t pose a threat.
Of course, in those terms, Tom, alive, could also potentially help them. He could give them information. Tips and tricks. Ideas on edible plants. Ideas on which way to head.
If he was a different sort of person, John could have just demanded all the information, and then killed him.
John wasn�t like that.
Maybe it was weakness. He didn�t know.
�OK,� said John, moving over to pick up the shotgun that Tom had set down. �Any false moves, and you�re dead, got it?�
Tom nodded.
�Thank you,� he said.
�It�s not over yet,� said John, moving over and starting to frisk Tom while Cynthia kept her gun trained on him.
�He�s clean,� said John.
�I won�t try to hurt either of you,� said Tom, his voice raspy and weak. �Really, I won�t.�
�Where have you been staying? In that building over there?�
Tom shook his head. �No,� he said. �I mean, I was, before the trouble started.�
�What trouble? The EMP?�
�No, I mean the group that lives at that community, that compound.�
John and Cynthia looked at each other.
�So what happened?�
�They started out fine. Just a group of people who�d gotten things prepared before the EMP. I asked to join them, when they came by, but they said I wasn�t a good fit. Not sure what they meant by that.�
�I have an idea,� said John.
�What do you mean?�
�Turns out they�re looking for a specific kind of person.�
�What kind?�
�Female.�
�Oh,� said Tom, still looking confused.
John and Cynthia told Tom a brief version of what had happened to them. They left out some key details, like what had happened with Max. John didn�t want to give too much away, but he wasn�t quite sure why.
Slowly, throughout the conversation, John and Cynthia lowered their guns. Tom had started to relax, and he seemed more and more like a good guy by the minute. He wasn�t overly boastful, in the way that Drew had been. He didn�t seem like a scammer, trying to sell them something, trying to trick them. He really just seemed like an honest guy.
Tom told them a little bit about what it had been like to work as a park ranger here. For him, it had been the ideal job.
But it turned out that Tom was far from a wilderness or outdoor expert. In fact, he�d spent most of his life working in a soap factory, before finally finishing the night school classes required and lucking out by getting the park ranger job just a few months ago.
�So you�re pretty new at all this?�
�Yeah,� said Tom.
It was disappointing, but John was sure that Tom could help them in some way. He just wasn�t sure how yet.
�So tell me more about the people who�d come by from the compound.�
�Well, they were nice enough at first. Offered to trade things with me. But as the weeks went on, they got meaner. More demanding. More intense. I don�t know how to explain it. I�d gotten kind of friendly with one of them, knew him on a first name basis and everything, and I asked him what was happening. When the others weren�t around, he whispered to me that something was going on at the compound. He told me they were under orders to take what they needed and make no more trades. He didn�t seem happy about it.�
�Let me guess,� said Cynthia. �Was the leader�s name Kara?�
�That�s what he said,� said Tom.
�And so you refused to give them something, and they gave you trouble?�
�Something like that,� said Tom. �At first they just wanted some small things. You know, the batteries I had. Don�t know why they wanted them, since they didn�t work anyway. But I gave them to them. But then they�d be coming by more and more frequently, and pretty soon they�d cleaned me out of all the food. There was quite a bit of stuff stashed away in that little ranger station. The guy who worked before me, I think his name was Jerry, he�d stashed all sorts of snacks. Mostly unhealthy ones, but they were food. He died of a heart attack, actually, which is how I got the job.�
�Got it,� said John, trying to keep Tom from going off track too much. �He had an eating problem. What did they do to you then?�
�They got rough with me. Beat me up a little bit. I had to flee into the woods. I have a little camp out there, by a tree. I�m scared to go back to the ranger station. This way, I�ll know if they�re coming. They don�t know where I stay, so they can�t sneak up on me again.�
�Why didn�t you move farther away?� said Cynthia. �Why didn�t you just leave the area, if you�re worried they�re coming back for you?�
�Well,� said Tom. �Truth is I don�t really know my way around.�
Cynthia laughed. �A park ranger who doesn�t know his way around the park. That�s rich.�
�Hey,� said Tom. �I�m new here. I didn�t have a chance to learn it all. It�s a hell of a lot to learn.�
�No need to get defensive,� said John. �So you didn�t go far. I got that. Have they come back yet?�
Tom shook his head. �Nope. Not yet. But I�m waiting for them. That�s why I pointed the shotgun at you two. When they come back, I�ll be getting my revenge.�
John nodded. �Understandable, I guess. Sounds like they�ve been tormenting you.�
�For too long. A man can only put up with so much.�
Suddenly, Kiki started barking.
�Does she hear something?�
�I think so. Kiki, what is it?�
�You think she can answer you or something?� said Cynthia.
�This isn�t exactly the best time for your sarcasm.�
John�s gun was back in his hand, raised. His eyes darted around the woods, but he saw nothing except the trees, and the brown leaves on the ground.
�You�d better take this back,� said John, taking Tom�s shotgun and handing it back to him. �Now why don�t you show us a place to hide around here?�
Tom nodded. �They�re coming,� he said. �It must be them.�
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MAX
�So you said the name was Antrim, right?�
Max nodded. �That�s the name of the town.�
Max felt foolish for passing out. If something had really happened, if his friends had really been in danger, he wouldn�t have been able to help. He would have been more a liability than anything else.
He didn�t blame himself for passing out. It wasn�t a sign of weakness. It was just the way the human body, any human body, responded after what he�d put it through.
What he was embarrassed about was not recognizing the signs in himself, thinking that he was completely invincible, that he could push himself on and on without fuel, without resting.
Max, though, resolved to get a better handle on what he was capable of.
Pushing yourself too far was sometimes even more dangerous than any other option. It could have disastrous consequences.
Of course, sometimes there wasn�t any other option.
It wasn�t like he�d had food he could have eaten. It wasn�t like he could have sat down and taken a break.
�OK,� said Mandy, sitting down next to Max near the fire. �So I�ve pinpointed our location. We�re right here.�
Max took a look at the map and nodded. �So the compound is in Ryerson Station State Park, then?�
�That�s what it looks like. So the big question is, where do we head next?�
�Well,� said Max. �We don�t have much fuel. But that doesn�t mean we can�t get more.�
�You�re still thinking we should keep heading west?�
Max shook his head. �I don�t think so. Georgia�s getting better, but she�s not strong yet. She needs rest. And we�ve seen how dangerous traveling can be. I think the thing to do is get somewhere and hunker down, somewhere where we can survive the winter.�
�Why not right here? There�s hardly anyone out here. Our prisoner over there is the first person we�ve seen.�
�There�s not enough food,� said Max. �I don�t know why, but there aren�t any deer here.�
�We�ve got the mushrooms.�
�I don�t know much about mycology,� said Max. �None of us do. We don�t know if they�ll be available in the winter. For all I know, they�re probably seasonal. Plus, it�s a bad idea to base our entire existence on one single wild food source. Plus, I don�t know if we can actually live solely on mushrooms. I doubt it.�
�I don�t know,� said Mandy. �That field guide says they�re very nutritious. They have some protein.�
�Probably not enough,� said Max. �As far as I know, the only plant a human can subsist entirely on is the potato, and there certainly aren�t any potatoes around here.�
�You can really live on just potatoes?�
�You were just telling me you thought we could live just on mushrooms.�
�Yeah, but��
�You just wanted to be optimistic?� said Max.
�I guess so,� said Mandy.
�That�s not going to get us anywhere.�
�I know, I know. We have to be realistic. Trust me, you�ve told me that enough times already.�
Max shrugged.
�Are you OK, Max?� said Mandy. �What happened to you when you were gone? You�re still looking totally spent.�
�Long trip,� said Max. �Had to walk the whole way.�
�Was it dangerous?�
�About the usual.�
Mandy sighed. �I knew you wouldn�t tell me anything.�
�Let�s just say that we don�t want to end up in Antrim.�
�OK, then where do we go?�
�Did you ask Georgia about the deer here?�
�Yeah, she said something about it not being the right habitat for them. The plants or something. I don�t know, she was pretty tired.�
Mad nodded. �Well, here�s the radius that we might be able to travel in, in the Bronco with the amount of gas we have.� Max used his fingers as a make-shift bow compass that described a circle around their present location.
�We can�t go that way,� said Mandy. �That takes us close to Pittsburgh.�
�What about this? State Game Lands 179,� said Max.
�Well, it sure sounds like there�d be deer. Or something to hunt, at least. It�s going to be all woods. I think we have a better chance of surviving out in the woods than in the suburbs, and certainly the cities.�
�Suburbs, towns, and cities are out,� said Max. �At least until things calm down.�
�You mean until they all kill each other off.�
�Yeah. That�s the reality of the situation. The only thing about the State Game Lands is that it�ll be our only shot.�
�What do you mean?�
�If we head there, it�s unlikely we�ll be able to get gas anywhere along the way. If it doesn�t work out there then we�re��
�Screwed?�
�Basically. I doubt Georgia could make a long journey on foot.�
�Well, I don�t think we have any better options.�
�Nope,� said Max. �Doesn�t look that way.�
�You think we can make it there on the amount of gas that we have?�
�No,� said Max. �I doubt it. But we can make it most of the way there.�
�Then what do we do?�
�Walk, and hope that Georgia can make it.�
�What about if we coast a lot of the way, you know, try to conserve gas as much as possible?�
�I was already figuring that in.�
Mandy nodded.
Max looked at her. The afternoon sun was glinting off her hair. Her face was getting more gaunt, as was his own, but in her eyes there was a spark of something. A spark of hope, of determination. She wasn�t going to give up, and neither was Max.
�So when do we leave?� said Mandy.
�Now,� said Max, standing up. �The longer we stay, the hungrier we�re going to get. I don�t know about you, but I didn�t really get full on those mushrooms. Although it was a lot better than nothing.�
�I haven�t been full in days,� said Mandy. �But shouldn�t we wait until tomorrow? We�ll end up traveling at night.�
�We�ll have the headlights,� said Max. �It�ll be better to go in the dark. Less of a chance of being seen.�
�Not if we use the headlights.�
�I mean if we have to walk.�
�Oh. But now? Are you sure? Georgia�s not exactly doing great. She�s still really weak.�
�We�ve got to keep going,� said Max. �We�ll rest when we get there. If it doesn�t work, we�ll need to find another place before winter really sets in. We�ve got limited time.�
�I hate this,� said Mandy. �It always feels like we�re rushing against the clock.�
�That�s because we are.�
�OK, I�ll tell everyone.�
�Got it. Let�s try to move out in an hour.�
Max watched as Mandy walked off. Her hair hadn�t been washed, her clothes were ripped and torn and dirty. But as far as he was concerned, she�d never looked better. She�d changed, in the way they all had, becoming more independent, more resourceful. The challenges they�d faced had only strengthened their will to live, their will to push on and on, no matter what.
Mandy hadn�t been like that from the beginning. Maybe the desire had been there, the seed of that type of personality. But it had taken the events to bring it all out of her and really let it flourish. Not to mention Max and Georgia�s influence on her.
Georgia had been more like Max, before the EMP. In some ways, even more so. Max recognized that he himself had changed quite a bit since the EMP.
It was as if, before the EMP, society had kept everyone hemmed in, performing their little functions. There were very obvious benefits to the society they had lived in, the one that had fallen. But there�d also been something wrong with it, a strain of sickness that ran through it. In Max�s opinion, a big part of that had been the way he and others had been hemmed in. They�d been told what to think, what to eat, and what to wear. None of it related to their real position in the world, their relation with nature and the elements.
Real survival hadn�t been a concern.
Max wasn�t blaming anyone. He didn�t know whose fault it was, if anyone�s at all. It was just what had happened.
People had become more and more removed from the real world, to the point where simple tasks common a hundred years ago were so out of the reach of the average citizen that it was almost laughable.
Many of those people would have a terrible time surviving. They not only didn�t have the gear and the food, but they didn�t have the skills either. Or the common sense. Or the drive.
A lot of those people were dead already, reasoned Max.
And none of this was accounting for the ugly side of human nature, the wicked and animalistic side that now reared its head, unhampered by rules or laws or common good.
So there were two sides to it. Max saw that. He�d resented some of the restrictions placed on him in society, but at the same time, those same restrictions had had a purpose. To what end exactly, Max didn�t know.
He was already tired, and he�d let his mind wander enough. He knew there wasn�t much point now philosophizing about this or that. The thing to do was to get ready.
There was a long journey ahead of them.
Georgia rested in the Bronco, shouting out things to her children, while Sadie, Mandy, and James got the campsite packed up as quickly as they could.
Max set about pouring the gasoline from the pesticide container into the Ford Bronco.
Somehow, the gas seemed to be much less than what he�d thought he�d had. But there really wasn�t any way to measure it other than by eyeballing it.
�You think we have enough gas, Max?� said Georgia, from the inside of the Bronco, as Max held the plastic tube and poured.
�I hope so.�
�What am I going to do if we have to walk?�
�You�ll be fine. I�ll make you some crutches.�
�I don�t know if I�ll be able to make it on crutches.�
Georgia spoke quietly now so that the others, probably particularly her children, couldn�t hear her. Max knew that she didn�t like to admit weakness. It was hard for her to do so, as it was for many.
�If you can�t, we�ll make you a stretcher out of wood. Don�t worry, you�re coming with us no matter what.�
�Thanks, Max,� said Georgia, in a quiet voice.
�No need to thank me. You�d do the same for me.�
�What are we going to do with the stranger?�
�Take her with us. It�ll mean a little more weight in the car, but she�s pretty skinny.�
�You think we can trust her?�
�I don�t know.�
�Maybe we should leave her here.�
�Maybe,� said Max. �But I get the sense that for whatever reason leaving her here would be the same as killing her.�
�We can�t risk our own lives helping a stranger,� said Georgia.
�Maybe you�re right,� said Max, pulling the plastic tubing out from the Bronco, and screwing the gas cap back on. �The real problem is that we don�t choose the situations we�re in.�
The others came over, carrying various things. They started loading them into the Bronco.
Max went over to see the stranger, who was still tied up.
�You ready to talk?� said Max.
She didn�t speak.
�We�re taking a real risk bringing you along,� said Max. �That�s the plan, at least. Should we leave you here? We don�t want to take you against your will.�
She didn�t open her mouth and she didn�t move.
�This would be a good time to talk, if you�re going to,� said Max. �Frankly, I don�t get this whole not talking thing. You weren�t born like this, were you?�
The woman shook her head no.
�OK, so shake your head to indicate yes if you want to stay here.�
The woman didn�t move.
�So you want us to take you along?�
The woman shook her head yes.
�All right,� sighed Max. �Sooner or later, you�re going to have to talk to us, no matter what you�ve been through.�
He undid the woman from the tree, but kept her hands tied. He helped her to the Bronco, which was just about loaded up.
�We all set?� said Max.
Everyone murmured yes.
The mood of the group was grim and subdued. They�d left so many temporary homes at this point that it wasn�t a cause for excitement. Everyone knew very well that danger always seemed to lay in store for them when they hit the road.
�I�ll drive,� said Max, getting into the driver�s seat.
He cranked the engine and it turned over a few times before the engine roared to life.
�Doesn�t sound good,� said Max, listening to the rumbling sounds of the rough engine. �But it�ll get us somewhere.�
Max was able to drive right out of the woods through the path they�d cleared. They hit the road, and Max took the opposite direction from the one he�d headed down when he�d left about a week ago.
They�d be heading south, hopefully reaching the game lands before tomorrow.
Max drove at about 55, since he remembered that the best gas mileage could be attained at that speed. He accelerated excruciatingly slowly, and tried to avoid hitting the brakes at all costs.
They couldn�t waste a single ounce of gas.
Since there weren�t any other cars, there wasn�t much need for the brakes anyway. There were hardly any stop signs out in this rural area, but the ones that were there Max simply blew through.
Max put the Bronco in neutral at every chance he could, letting it coast along.
On down hills, Max turned off the engine, to further save gas. When it came to the turns, the power steering was off. But it wasn�t that hard to steer when they were going fast enough, the momentum making turning the wheel manually easier.
Everyone was quiet for the most part during the drive. Georgia had drifted off to sleep from exhaustion.
James and Sadie seemed nervous, and while they were awake, they kept their thoughts to themselves.
The stranger sat there, completely mute, never uttering so much as a sound. Which was about what they had come to expect from her. Her presence made Max nervous. They�d have to figure out what to do with her as soon as possible. Her appearance, out of nowhere, couldn�t have come at a worse time.
Mandy and Max were the only ones who spoke. She consulted the map constantly as the darkness fell around them, trying to commit the entire thing to memory for when she could no longer read it.
They drove all night. Max kept the headlights off when he could, but when he really couldn�t see, he had to turn them on.
He flicked them on to head around a turn, leaning in with the wheel, and then flicked them off again.
�Why don�t you just leave them on?� said Mandy.
�I don�t want to announce our presence any more than I have to,� said Max.
The engine was off, and they were coasting down a hill. Max liked having the engine off and the lights off. They could move without causing any noise, going completely undetected to their new home.
Max just hoped there�d be food for them to hunt when they got there.
They�d hit the bottom of the long hill. Max let the Bronco coast a little bit longer on the flats way before turning the key again to start the engine.
The engine turned over, but nothing happened.
�It�s not starting,� said Mandy.
Max didn�t respond. He knew it wasn�t starting. He tried again, holding it for just a little less than the ten seconds he knew it took for the starter to overheat.
Nothing.
Max gave it a rest for a moment, then tried again, this time jamming the accelerator down to the floor.
Still nothing.
�Shit,� muttered Mandy. �Now what are we going to do? Are we out of fuel?�
�I think so,� muttered Max. �We ran out a lot sooner than I thought we would. Do you know where we are on the map?�
�It�s a little hard to judge, but based on the odometer, I think we�ve got� let me see� About five more hours to walk until we get there.�
�Five hours? Are you sure?�
�Yeah, and that�s going at a pretty steady pace.�
Mandy glanced back at Georgia, who was still asleep, and then at Max.
Max knew what she was thinking. Was Georgia going to be able to make it?
Max let the Bronco coast as long as it could, then he steered it over to the side of the road.
�Damnit,� said Mandy. �I can�t believe this happened.�
�Come on,� said Max. �Let�s get moving, everyone. There�s no time to waste. No time to dwell on what happened.�
Max got out into the cool, dark night. There was a sliver of moon appearing in the sky, making it a little easer to see than when he�d been hiking on his own through the woods.
Max didn�t bother thinking about whether they�d had bad luck or not. As far as Max was concerned, there wasn�t any such thing as good or bad luck. There was just reality. Cold hard facts.
They were out of gas. They had to walk.
It was as simple as that.
Everyone was piling out of the car, grabbing the gear.
Sadie and Mandy were helping a very sleepy Georgia stand up.
�Let her rest in the car,� said Max. �I�ll make a crutch quickly. We�ll see if that does it for you, Georgia. If not, we�ll make a stretcher for you.�
�I don�t need a stretcher,� said Georgia. �There�s no way I�m going to have you carry me for hours.�
�We�ll do what we have to do,� said Max.
Max walked off the road, and a little ways into the woods.
He shivered slightly in the cold air. He looked up at the moon for a quick moment before looking around for a sapling that they could cut down to use as a crutch for Georgia.
There wasn�t one in the immediate area, so Max walked a little farther into the woods.
He had moved far enough now that the voices of his friends were gone. There was nothing but silence around him.
Silence.
Then a voice, soft and raspy. Delicate and quiet. But firm and frightening.
�Hands in the air,� said the voice.
Max didn�t raise his hands. He turned and looked.
It was the stranger. The woman who, just minutes ago, had been seated in the Bronco. She should have been tied up.
But she�d gotten out.
And somehow she�d gotten one of the guns.
�What do you want?�
�Hands in the air. Or I shoot.�
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JOHN
�Kiki, come on,� said John, slapping his thigh.
Kiki sprang forward, running after them.
They were all running through the woods. Tom was leading the way, holding his shotgun in front of him.
�You think we can trust him?� said Cynthia, panting.
�I hope so.�
John was pretty sure. Not 100%.
But you couldn�t get 100%. Not now. Not since the EMP.
John couldn�t keep up with them. He could barely run with the two packs. By the time he got to where they were heading, Tom and Cynthia and Kiki were already there.
�This is your hideout?� said John, completely out of breath, panting heavily. He was already covered in sweat, which didn�t feel good in the cool air. It also meant he�d be soon dehydrated. He hadn�t been drinking much water. Neither he nor Cynthia had been.
Tom nodded. He gestured to a little lean-to he�d apparently built. It hadn�t been built well, which made sense, considering Tom�s inexperience.
�Look,� said Tom, pointing through the trees. �We can see the park ranger building from here.�
�How do you know they�ll go there, though?�
�That�s where they think I am. That�s where they go every time.�
�Stay there, Kiki,� said Cynthia. �I hope she doesn�t wander off. Or run at them.�
�She�s well trained,� said John. �Dale knew what he was doing, apparently.�
The three of them got into the lean-to, flat on their stomachs. They pushed their packs into the corners.
�We�ll be hidden in here,� said Tom.
John had his doubts. It wasn�t like the lean-to was camouflaged. Then again, he hadn�t been able to see it until he got up close to it. And anyway, it wasn�t like they had any better options.
�You see anyone yet?�
�No, but I know they�re coming. Quiet. I can hear them.�
They all fell quiet, and waited. John felt his heart racing in his chest.
He had his rifle in front of him, his cheek pressed against it.
Four figures emerged from the trees. They all carried weapons. A shotgun, a rifle, two with handguns. They wore civilian clothes, and each had a small backpack.
�You think they�re from the compound?� whispered Cynthia.
�Definitely.�
John glanced over at Tom. His face had gone red. He was breathing hard, obviously full of rage and anger.
The men were cautiously approaching the building, walking slowly in a single file line.
�I�m going to get them,� muttered Tom, his voice intense. He was barely comprehensible. �I�m going to get them all.�
Tom moved to get up.
But John grabbed him and pulled him back down to the ground roughly.
�What the hell are you doing?�
�I told you,� snapped Tom. �I�m going to kill them all.�
�Look,� said John, still holding onto Tom. �I barely know you, but I don�t want to see you shot to bits. You charge them, you�re going to die. You think you can take on all four of them?�
�I�ve got the shotgun.�
�Yeah? So? They�ve got guns too.�
�This shoots more,� grunted Tom.
�What are you talking about?�
John was still holding Tom down, but Tom wasn�t moving to get back up.
�Multiple shots,� muttered Tom. His eyes had a crazed look to them. �I�ll shoot them all at once. They won�t have a chance.�
�Have you ever even fired that thing before?� said Cynthia.
�No, but I know all about it.�
�Have you ever even shot a gun before?� said John.
Tom shook his head.
Cynthia let out a little laugh of disbelief. �Stay here with us. Trust me, the shotgun doesn�t work how you think it does.�
�What are they doing now?�
�They�re going inside,� whispered John.
�Now�s my chance,� said Tom, trying to stand up again.
John pulled harder, and Cynthia grabbed him too, throwing him back down to the ground.
�Look,� said John. �Frankly it�d be in our best interest to let you rush them. We could get away. They�re after us, too, you know.�
�But we�re not those kind of people,� said Cynthia. �At least, I think we�re not. Right, John?�
�We�re not letting him do it,� said John. �Come on, Tom. You�re talking suicide here. And over what? They harassed you a little? Trust me, far worse has been done to many. Cynthia�s the one in real danger here. They�re after women. You�d get off with just dying. What awaits her is far worse.�
�Maybe we can attack them together then,� said Tom.
�Keep your voice lower,� said John. �Come on. We don�t have much time. It doesn�t take that long to figure out you�re not inside the building.�
�Maybe they�re waiting for me.�
�Maybe. But who knows what�s going to happen.�
Suddenly, Tom shot up. He did it forcefully, breaking free from their grasp.
�Tom!� hissed John.
But Tom was already out of the little shelter, moving like a wild animal.
Cynthia and John looked at each other. They had the same thought, apparent in both their glances. Did they risk their own lives to rush out and stop Tom from doing something incredibly stupid, even to the point of tackling him if necessary?
Cynthia looked away. She started to get up, moving quickly.
�We�ve got to get him,� she said.
John grabbed her, and pulled her back down.
�No!� hissed John. �We�re not doing that, Cynthia.�
John held her body against his as the two of them watched Tom approaching the building. He�d been rushing forward like an animal at first. Now, he walked slowly and quietly, like he was stalking his prey. But that didn�t mean he stood a chance against four heavily armed men. Men who knew how to shoot, when Tom didn�t even have a clue.
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MANDY
�Where�s Max?�
�He went to find wood for a crutch,� said Mandy.
�He�s been gone a long time.�
Something wasn�t right. But Mandy couldn�t place it. She didn�t know exactly what it was. It was just a feeling of uneasiness, of something being amiss, out of balance.
Mandy looked around, starting to count heads.
Was someone missing?
�Where�d that woman go?� said Sadie.
�Who?�
�The prisoner.�
It hit Mandy like a ton of bricks.
The silent woman Mandy had found in the woods was missing. Completely gone.
And so was Max.
There was only one explanation.
She began making rapid mental calculations. Georgia couldn�t move quickly. She could barely walk. She�d have to stay at the Bronco for now.
But it�d be better if Mandy didn�t go alone, looking for Max. It�d be better to have a second gun, a backup.
Who could come? James was the only one really qualified. Sadie wasn�t yet someone to count on in difficult life-or-death situations. Not yet.
There was only one other gun with ammo anyway. Mandy couldn�t leave Georgia and Sadie there, unarmed and undefended.
�OK,� said Mandy. �I�m going alone. No, James, you�re staying here.�
James opened his mouth, and shot her a look. He was growing into the type of man who didn�t leave others to do the dangerous work. He wanted to be there when there was trouble. He wanted to help.
�You�re staying here with your mom and sister, James,� said Mandy. �They need you.�
�I�ll be fine on my own, Mandy,� said Georgia.
But her voice was straining with pain as she struggled to just stand there next to the Bronco.
�You�re not in any shape to fight, let alone defend your family,� said Mandy. �What I said is final.�
Without another word, Mandy was off, into the woods, leaving her friends behind.
James was getting good with a handgun. He�d be able to defend them, if it came to that. Hopefully there was no one else around. Hopefully Max was the only one in danger.
Hopefully Max was still alive. It was entirely possible, Mandy realized, that Max was already dead. The silent woman was a complete unknown. Who knew what she was capable of, or what she�d already done. She could have silently slit Max�s throat when he wasn�t expecting it, and right this moment she could be circling back around to the Bronco to dispatch the rest of them.
Although to what end, Mandy couldn�t imagine. It wasn�t like the Bronco was any use to anyone. Not without gasoline. And their own supplies were so pitifully low that� well, it wasn�t like it wasn�t worth stealing anything. They may not have had food or ammunition, but they did have the ammo-less rifles, the camping supplies, the water filters.
If the woman had just spoken, Mandy and the others would have been perfectly willing to help her. Maybe even to adopt her as one of their own. They weren�t cruel people. They were practical, sure, and hard decisions had been made, and would be made in the future. But that didn�t mean that this woman, if she�d been the sort to want to help out, to do what had to be done, couldn�t find a place in their little tribe.
Mandy knew she should be trying to move silently. But the dead leaves on the ground crackled with what seemed like every footstep. She tried to move slowly and carefully, but her heart was beating fast as she thought about what had happened to Max. She ended up moving fast, making more noise than she should have.
It didn�t seem like they were anywhere to be found.
Maybe Max was already lying on the ground, his throat cut, his blood pooling up around him.
Maybe he lay there, his skull punctured by a bullet. It wasn�t much comfort to Mandy to remember that she would have probably heard the shot.
Just when it seemed like she�d never find them, Mandy saw them.
Two figures up ahead. Mandy was coming up from the side.
The woman had a gun pointed at Max�s head. Max had his arms in the air.
Did the woman have Max�s Glock? The guns in the Bronco were all accounted for. Right?
Mandy reacted immediately. She threw herself to the ground, getting mostly behind a dead log that lay in the dead leaves.
The ground was cold, and Mandy pressed her body into it. She had her gun pointed towards the woman, her arms stretched out. She used the log to steady her aim.
Should she fire right away?
She should. Mandy knew it was the right thing to do.
The woman hadn�t seen her. Max hadn�t seen her. Or if he had, he hadn�t given any indication. He hadn�t given her presence away.
Mandy�s heart was pounding. She felt breathless.
Max could be dead any second. Who knew what the woman might do. The stranger was capable of anything. That was the only safe thing to assume.
Mandy�s finger was on the trigger. She needed to squeeze it. She needed to fire. She needed to shoot this woman dead.
There was every reason to act.
Every reason in the world.
This wasn�t the time for morals. And if it was, Mandy was morally in the right. How could she not be? Her friend had a gun pointed at his head. He could be dead in moments.
Mere moments.
This wasn�t the time for Mandy to get stuck. To freeze up.
But she wasn�t the one making the decision. Her brain was. Her body was.
Memories came flooding back, memories of the woman at the farmhouse that she�d murdered. Killed with a knife, in the most hands-on manner possible.
Mandy could see the woman�s lifeless face as clear as day in her memory, a memory that seemed to overwhelm the present, confusing and confounding her.
�What do you want?� said Max.
They were the first words that Mandy had heard from either Max or the stranger. They brought Mandy back to the real world, away from the painful memories.
�What do you think?� said the stranger.
There was something strange about her voice. As if she hadn�t used it in a long, long time.
Mandy held her breath. Her finger started to move.
But she didn�t to want to take a life. Not another. It was too much.
Mandy knew that she wasn�t strong like Max. Max would have pulled the trigger the first chance he had. Had Mandy been in danger, had a gun been pointed at her head, Max wouldn�t have hesitated.
Mandy was racked with guilt. She owed Max everything. She owed him her life and even more than that. They were all in debt to Max. And now she wasn�t taking the action that would surely save his life?
�We can give you whatever you want,� said Max.
Mandy was impressed with how calm his voice was. He didn�t sound like he feared for his life. Although surely he did.
Then again, Max probably knew that Mandy or James would come looking for him. Surely he expected it. He was counting on it.
What he didn�t expect was that Mandy would have trouble killing again. That she couldn�t bring herself to pull the trigger to save his life.
Such a simple action. A single movement of the finger. And it was all over. Mandy was confident about her aim. She�d grown into a better shot than she could have ever imagined before the EMP. But of course, that wasn�t what she was worried about. It was something bigger, something looming and huge.
Maybe her body wasn�t working the way it should be. It wasn�t just mental stress. It was physical too. Her stomach hadn�t been properly full since the compound. She�d pushed herself farther than she would have ever thought possible.
Physical stresses compounded mental stress. And mental stress made physical stress worse. Stress worked in both directions, compounding perpetually, rolling into a huge snowball that seemed immovable.
�If I can be frank,� said Max, his voice still calm. �It seems to me like you don�t have a plan at all. You don�t know what you�re going to do. You don�t know what you need from us. The SUV is out of gas. And you know that.�
�Shut up,� said the stranger.
�You�re acting out of desperation,� said Max. �And I�m not saying you�re going to regret killing me, but at least think about what you�re going to gain from an action like that.�
Mandy couldn�t believe how calm and sure of himself Max sounded.
Was he just buying time?
Beads of sweat had formed on Mandy�s brow. They felt ice cold. Her breathing had grown ragged. She couldn�t keep it quiet.
Was there a way to neutralize the threat without killing?
Mandy already knew the answer.
No.
A huge no.
If Mandy snuck up on her, she�d be heard. Mandy wasn�t some kind of tactical ninja. She didn�t have any special skills. She was a regular person in the real world. Her footsteps, when she got close enough, would be clearly heard. The stranger would shoot Max in panic, spin around, and possibly shoot Mandy too. Depending on how good a shot she was, Mandy and Max both stood a good chance of dying.
Mandy couldn�t wait any longer.
She gritted her teeth and pulled the trigger.
The recoil felt harsher than it had. The noise felt louder than it had before.
The stranger fell to the ground.
Mandy didn�t move. She was frozen, somehow overwhelmed with what she�d done.
She�d done the right thing. But that didn�t make it any easier for her.
Max moved swiftly, grabbing his Glock and throwing himself to the ground. He always seemed to act in a rational way. There was no way for him to know who had shot, whether they were friend or foe.
Mandy needed to tell him. She needed to announce her presence.
But her mouth didn�t seem to work.
It didn�t make sense. Mandy had been able to fight effectively since the farmhouse. She�d gotten better. She�d thought she was over it completely.
But apparently it had been living inside her like some dark demon, hiding away in the recesses of her soul and memory, ready to strike at the worst moments, casting doubt and uncertainty on a whim.
�Who�s out there?� called out Max finally.
Mandy got her mouth open, but nothing came out.
Minutes seemed to pass. Her heart was still rushing like a racehorse.
Finally, she was able to speak.
�It�s me!� she called out. Her voice was horse, cracking awkwardly as it filled the cold space between them.
�Mandy?�
Max was up, moving towards Mandy. But not before checking the pulse of the dead stranger, and collecting the extra firearm.
The body of the woman lay behind him, her opened eyes seeming to point directly at Mandy, because of the way she�d fallen.
Mandy felt Max�s arms around her.
�What happened? Are you OK?�
Mandy managed to nod.
�You�re shaking,� said Max.
�Is she dead?�
�Yeah. She�s dead. It was a good shot.�
�I couldn�t� I didn�t��
Max looked at her, holding her head in his hands and tilting her face to his, even though she was trying to look away.
�I almost couldn�t do it,� said Mandy. �I kept thinking about the woman back at the farmhouse.�
Tears were streaming down Mandy�s face. And she�d never been more embarrassed about an emotional reaction. She knew this wasn�t the way to behave. She knew it could endanger the survival of them all. But she couldn�t help it.
�It�s OK,� said Max. �You did it. That�s what�s important.�
�What did she even want?�
�I don�t think she knew. She was acting out of fear. Panic. Instinct. Nothing more.�
�I screwed up,� said Mandy. �I could have let you get shot. I waited so long to pull the trigger.�
�There�s no time to worry about that now,� said Max. �We�ll talk about it later. Maybe we can work on some techniques not to let old memories interfere so much. But right now, we need to check on Georgia and the others. And get a crutch for Georgia.�
Mandy nodded silently.
�You�ll feel better if you do something,� said Max. �Why don�t you check over in that direction, to see if there are any good saplings?�
�OK,� said Mandy, wondering whether a crutch would really be enough for Georgia.
How did Max do it? He seemed unaffected by everything. He�d just watched a woman killed before his eyes, and he was already ready to move on to the next practical task.
She wanted to ask him. Ask him how he did it. Ask him what gave him such drive. It wasn�t like she didn�t have the drive herself, but so much seemed to be standing in her way. At least, at times.
But as she turned to ask, Max was already busy at work.
He waved her over, before starting to work on the sapling. He bent it down, took out his pocket knife, which he opened with a flick, and dug into the tree�s flesh with the blade.
�This�ll make a good one,� he said, calling out. �We�ll see how she does with this. And if we need to, we�ll make a stretcher for her. It�ll be tiring for us, but we can do it.�
Mandy didn�t say anything. She watched as Max broke the sapling in two, and examined it for strength.
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TOM
Tom knew he didn�t know what he was doing. He knew rushing the building that harbored four armed men was beyond stupid. He knew he�d never make it out of there alive.
He knew that those two people he�d just met, whatever their names were, were completely right.
But all this reason, it was only a little voice somewhere in the back of his mind. It wasn�t any match for the animalistic impulses of revenge that surged through him.
His blood boiled. His body was sweating. His face felt hot. He was ready for action. He was ready to take out all the pain and frustration of a collapsing world on those who had tormented him. And what better candidates to rain down upon?
The new job had been his way out of his former life. He�d spent too many hours at his old job, dreaming the time away, completely miserable. His life had been grey and uneventful, painfully boring. Horrible in every way.
It was almost a miracle he�d gotten the job in the first place. Of course they knew he had no experience. But he had a familial connection, a great uncle, who was thankfully still alive, who happened to wield great political influence. And that influence, even in his great age, still worked wonders on the Pennsylvania Parks Department.
He should never have gotten the job. But he�d been lucky.
And then the world had ended.
He�d been barely surviving.
And then they�d started coming around. Tormenting him. Harassing him. Threatening him.
He couldn�t take it. It wasn�t just them. It was everything.
So maybe he didn�t know how to use the shotgun.
But how hard could it be?
Tom stood with his back flat against the exterior wall.
Inside, he could hear them talking. They were speaking to each other causally, chuckling and laughing.
�We got to wait here all day or what?�
�Kara will have our heads if we don�t.�
�But she didn�t even come back last night.�
�Yeah, man, maybe she�s a goner.�
�Kara? Nothing could kill her. She�s too tough.�
�Unfortunately.�
�What�s that supposed to mean?�
�You know what I mean. And don�t go running to tell her. She�d never believe you. She likes me more than you.�
The others laughed.
�You�re just hoping she�ll pick you when it�s time for her to mate.�
�Time for her to mate? She�s not an animal.�
�Hell, those were her own words. She�s cold-blooded, man. She doesn�t care about anything but power.�
�What�s having babies got to do with power?�
�Are you really that dense?�
�Do you really think she could be dead?�
�Maybe not dead. Maybe she decided to take a vacation. Go down to Hawaii and let the rest of us starve during the winter, like Washington at Valley Forge.�
�Washington didn�t take any vacation.�
They all laughed.
Somehow, the laugher made Tom�s blood run hotter.
They were the same men for sure. He recognized their voices.
Well, they�d pay soon enough.
Something inside Tom made him hesitate. Just for a moment. He glanced back at the little structure he�d been hiding out in, maybe to see if his new friends would come and try to hold him back. But there was no movement. They didn�t appear.
Well, that was the only answer he needed.
Tom held the shotgun as steadily as he could in front of him.
Maybe he�d been thinking that by waiting he�d change his mind. Maybe part of him knew it wouldn�t work, that it was a suicide mission, that it was the stupidest thing he�d ever do. And the last thing. Maybe he was hoping his new friends would save him from himself.
But whatever small part of rational thought was left in him, it wasn�t enough to overcome the animalistic desire and thirst for blood that roared through him. There was no stopping it.
Tom took a step. It seemed as if he was in a dream.
Another step.
The door was ajar.
Tom kicked the door. His foot felt good against the heavy metal. It felt like he was doing something. Accomplishing something.
The door burst open.
Three heads turned to him. Three looks of surprise greeted him.
The bastards. He�d take them all out.
Hadn�t there been four of them? Where was the other man? No time for that now. Got to act.
Tom had his shotgun level. He squeezed the trigger.
The kickback was more than he�d expected.
It hit one of them in the stomach. He cried out.
The rest were reaching for their guns.
Tom aimed the shotgun again.
But before he could pull the trigger, something hard hit him in the head. He heard it against his skull. It was impossibly loud. There wasn�t even time to register the noise, though. He blacked out.
He woke up in incredible pain. It was like the worst migraine he�d ever had, but ten times worse. He used to get them at his old job, where the fluorescent lights had always seemed to make it all worse.
Where was he?
�He�s awake,� said a gruff voice.
The memories came flooding back to him.
A blow hit him hard in the face. He heard something. Was it his nose? His cheekbone?
Painfully, he opened his eyes. He could just squint. There was something covering one of them, and it didn�t really open properly. Was it blood?
Three severe faces peered down at him. There was anger in their eyes.
�You shot Tommy.�
Tommy? Were they talking about him? He�d never gone by Tommy. He�d always hated the name.
�You shot him, you asshole.�
�We were going to just kill you, but Jim here had a better idea.�
�Yeah, I had a good one.�
�And he doesn�t get a lot of them.�
�Screw off.�
�It�s true.�
�That�s not the point. Listen, we�re going to have some fun with you.�
�We were just normal guys, you see, but��
�The stress is getting to us.�
�Kara�s busting our balls.�
�She�s gone crazy.�
�You know how it is, don�t you, Mr. Park Ranger?�
Tom shook his head vigorously. Suddenly, the realness of the threat became apparent to him. These three guys were going to torture him. And then kill him. It was as clear as day. But he�d been dazed from the blow he�d received, and had been slow to catch on.
Tom tried to get up.
But he was tied. Tied to a table. The very same table he�d used, eaten on, and spread his maps on, as he�d tried to learn the geography and topography of the park.
Tom thrashed against the rope that bound him, but it was no use.
The three men chuckled at him.
One of them flicked out a knife. He held it menacingly, slowly closing the gap between Tom�s face and the glinting blade.
�I�m going to have fun with this.�
�Get on with it. Don�t take too long.�
�I�ll take as long as I like.�
�Yeah, where�s the fun if you can�t savor it?�
�Just do your thing so we can all have a turn.�
They didn�t want anything from him. They didn�t want information, apparently. They weren�t trying to extract something from him. They were just doing this because they could.
Tom screamed as the tip of the blade pierced his cheek. He felt the knife cutting through his face. He tasted the blood in his mouth, hot and flowing freely. His scream became garbled as the blood poured down his throat.
�All right, you�ve had enough. It�s my turn.�
�I thought I was next.�
The knife withdrew. But the pain did not.
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MAX
�What happened?� said Georgia, leaning against the Bronco.
�Are you all right?� said Sadie, rushing up to Max and Mandy.
�We�re fine,� said Max.
�That strange woman� she was going to kill Max,� said Mandy. �I had to� I had to shoot her.�
�Mandy did what she had to do,� said Max, putting an arm on Mandy�s upper back. �She�s a little shaken, but she�ll be fine.�
Mandy flashed him an artificial-looking smile. He knew she didn�t think she�d be fine. But with time, she�d get used to all this. She already was used to it. What she needed to do next was learn to adapt to the flashbacks, the memories, the guilt, and the nightmares that he knew she was having.
James stood there, gun in hand, looking like he was ready to take action. Max could see it in his eyes. He hadn�t wanted to stay there. He�d heard the gunshot, and had wanted to be the one who�d fired it.
�We�ve got another loaded gun,� said Max. �No spare ammo.�
�Where�d she get it?�
Max looked at the gun. It was small and compact. He didn�t recognize the make or model.
�No idea. She must have had it hidden somewhere.�
�I patted her down,� said Mandy, taking the gun from Max and examining it.
Max didn�t say anything at first.
Max looked at Mandy, knowing that he�d reprimand her.
�I know there was a lot going on,� said Max. �And I�d just passed out, but we�ve got to be thorough with everything we do.�
Mandy�s eyes looked like they were going to water.
�But it wasn�t just you,� said Max. �We�re all at fault. I could have checked her again myself. I should have, and that�s my fault. Each of us could have. And we�ve got to all remember that. Just because we think that someone else has taken care of something, that doesn�t mean we can�t take it upon ourselves to check it. Make sure it�s done right. After all, it�s all of our lives that are at stake.�
Mandy nodded. The others were hanging on his every word. They respected him, and listened to him.
�There�s no police,� said Max. �No military. There�s no government. There�s no one looking out for us. Everything is up to us, and we�ve got to remember that. Every action we take could be the difference between life and death.�
Max looked at James and Sadie pointedly. �And just because you�re younger than the rest of us, you two aren�t off the hook. It�s your life at stake too, and don�t forget that. And just because we�re older than you, doesn�t mean we won�t make mistakes. So don�t forget to question us, or check our work. The winter�s going to be tough. Maybe the toughest thing we�ve faced yet.�
James nodded solemnly.
Sadie looked scared and worried. And maybe that was good.
�All right,� said Max. �Enough chit chat. Let�s get going. How�s this going to work for you, Georgia?�
�Fine,� muttered Georgia, tight-lipped as she took the sapling crutch from Max.
She grunted in pain as she put it under her arm and took her first step.
�Are you OK, Mom?� said Sadie.
�Fine.�
But Max could clearly see that Georgia wasn�t fine. She was tough, and she�d put up with intense pain probably longer than any of the rest of them. Unfortunately that meant that she also would be unwilling to admit that she couldn�t make it on the crutch alone. Sometimes, toughness could be a determinant. Not often, though.
�Test that out a little, Georgia,� said Max. �James, come with me. We�re going to get a stretcher made for your mom.�
�A stretcher?� said Georgia, glaring at Max.
Max nodded as he looked her in the eye. �I don�t think you�re going to make it on that crutch alone.�
�I�m fine.�
�I also don�t think you�d ever admit any weakness, even though you have every reason to be weak. You were willing to sacrifice for your children. You got shot. Badly. You�re lucky to be alive. What you�ve got to remember is that you could put your kids� lives in danger once again by simply failing to admit your weakness.�
Georgia�s face shifted. She knew Max was right.
�Come on, James,� said Max. �We�ve got to find some good wood.�
Before setting off with James, Max handed the stranger�s firearm to Georgia. �I don�t even know if it works,� he told her. �So check it.�
�Always do, Max,� said Georgia, already examining the gun.
Max nodded, and turned back around.
�Max,� said Georgia.
�Yeah?� said Max, without turning around.
�Thanks.�
Max raised a hand to acknowledge her, and set off, trailing James, who was already off into the woods.
The night was cold. Not yet winter cold. But it was a sign of things to come. Max could see his breath in the air as he exhaled.
James had a look of pure determination on his face. Max noticed as he caught a glimpse of his face in the dim moonlight that James was looking older. The weeks seemed to have aged him. More than usual for someone his age. Maybe it was the stress. Or maybe he was just mentally growing up faster than normal, his internal attitude showing through on the outside.
James and Max had a lot to work to do. Saplings weren�t easy to find. But the dead branches on the ground weren�t suitable for making a stretcher.
They worked for at least an hour, just to find the saplings.
When they had the saplings, they brought them back to the Bronco, where everyone was, of course, still awake, waiting and watchful for the kind of constant new threats they�d all come to expect.
They used rope to lash the saplings together, creating what was probably one of the most uncomfortable stretchers ever made. Two of the biggest saplings ran parallel together, and smaller pieces ran laterally, supporting a wool blanket that they lashed onto it.
There was some discussion about whether they should make it the kind of stretcher that one person could drag, or the kind that two people would carry together. There were advantages and disadvantages to both designs, but in the end Max thought that the terrain might be too rough for the one-person design. A severely bumpy ride could aggravate Georgia�s wound. She was on the mend, and they wanted to keep her that way.
In the end, after a fair amount of struggling, and some timely cursing, they got the stretcher together and they got Georgia on it.
There was a lot to carry. Plenty of rifles, backpacks, extra clothes, and unfortunately not much food except some mushrooms. They�d all grown horribly sick of the mushrooms, but they ate some now as a quick snack.
�Hopefully we can get something better to eat when we get there,� said Sadie, making a face as she slowly chewed a boiled mushroom.
�I wouldn�t count on it,� said James.
�You�re going to go out mushroom hunting again, aren�t you?� said Sadie.
�If it weren�t for the mushrooms, we might be dead.�
�We�ll get a deer,� said Mandy. �I�m sure of it.�
�That reminds me,� said Max. �It should go without saying, but if anyone spots any animals, it�s going to have to be our first priority.�
�You mean we�ll stop on the way there?� said Mandy.
�How would we carry a deer to our next camp?� said James.
�Well,� said Max. �We�ve got to remember that we don�t even have a camp yet. We�re still on the move. We�re just hoping that there�ll be a good place for us in these hunting grounds. Right now, we�re nomadic. And without food. That means that if we can shoot a deer on the way, we�re going to do it. We�ll simply camp out where the food is. That�s how humans existed for a long time, before agriculture. They followed the animals. Because they had to eat. Just like us.�
Everyone murmured their agreement.
They got their gear together, did a final check of the Bronco, and set off.
James and Max took the first shift carrying Georgia�s stretcher. She apologized endlessly for the first five minutes. It was hard for her to be carried along, rather than walking under her own weight. It was hard for her to a burden.
It probably would have been hard for Max too.
�You weren�t a burden back in the compound,� said Max. �And I think that�s where we should leave it. It�s hard enough carrying you, let alone listening to you apologizing the whole way.�
Georgia stayed quiet after that. They walked through the woods, Mandy leading the way, and Sadie taking up the rear. Sadie was under careful instructions to keep a watchful eye out for anything unusual.
But Max wasn�t sure she was up to the task.
It wasn�t like there were any other options, though.
It was going to be a long, difficult walk. Especially on nearly empty stomachs.
But they had to do it.
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JOHN
�You hear those screams?� said Cynthia, her voice rising in panic.
�Of course I hear them,� said John.
�Then why aren�t we doing anything about it?�
�I told you��
�Yeah, yeah, we can�t risk ourselves for someone we don�t even know.�
�Someone who knew he was making a terrible decision,� said John. �We couldn�t help it. We did what we could.�
�Then why are we still here?� said Cynthia. Her tone was caustic. John knew she had a point. �You�re wondering if we should go in and try to save him. Aren�t you?�
�There�s no saving him,� muttered John. �The only question is whether we could put him out of his misery.�
�That�s nonsense. Maybe they�ve just cut off his ear or something.�
It was a very strange conversation to be having. Or, more accurately, it would have been a strange conversation to have before the EMP. But, now, this was the norm.
John had a brief and unexpected flashback. A memory came cropping up, a memory from his luxurious Center City apartment. He�d been on the couch, his date snuggling up to him. She�d been a well-known modern dancer, who John had had the luck of impressing one evening purely by accident by talking too loudly at a bar. They�d made arrangements at a restaurant, but had gone back to John�s place at the last minute instead, abandoning the fancy restaurant for delivered Chinese food.
�John?�
�Huh?�
�Are you OK?�
�Yeah, why?�
�Your eyes were kind of, I don�t know, glazed over or something.�
�Oh, it�s nothing,� said John. �Just tired, I guess.�
�Sure,� said Cynthia, sarcastically. �But you don�t fool me. I know that look.�
�What look?�
�The long lost love look,� said Cynthia. �You�ve never told me who she was, but I�d recognize that look anywhere.�
�Don�t know what you�re talking about,� muttered John. �Plus, this isn�t the time to be��
Another scream pierced the air.
It was blood-chilling. It completely stopped their conversation dead in its tracks.
John didn�t want to admit it, but Cynthia was right. He was wondering whether he should go in and try to do something. Maybe Tom the ranger was an idiot. Maybe he�d done something incredibly stupid. Maybe he deserved to die. In a way. But he certainly didn�t deserve to be tortured. By the sound of it, they were doing something horrible to him.
John had been, in a way, lying to himself. He�d told himself he�d transformed. That he was no longer the man he was when he�d left Philadelphia, the man who was used to living in the comfort and comparative luxury of modern civilization. And now that that very same civilization was crumbling, or gone, depending on how you looked at it, John figured he had toughed up to the point where things like this no longer bothered him.
He�d seen plenty of death. He�d fought. He�d killed. He�d done what had needed to be done. He would have thought that he could deal with a little screaming, that he could deal with a stranger being tortured to death while he himself escaped with his life intact.
Another scream. This one more horrible than the last.
But had he really changed?
Maybe he�d just adapted to his environment.
Too much thinking.
It was bad for him.
Bad for the situation.
Who cared if he�d changed? It simply didn�t matter.
He was coming to his senses.
Maybe.
John�s grip tightened around his gun.
Wordlessly, he crawled out of the structure and stood up.
�What are you doing?� hissed Cynthia. There was anxious worry in her tone.
She cared about him. John knew that.
John took a step forward, holding the gun up and ready.
Now that he was acting, Cynthia�s sarcasm fell away. She was scared. He heard it in her voice.
�John! What the hell are you doing? Are you really�?�
John turned to her and put a finger to his lips.
�Stay there,� he hissed.
Cynthia looked terrified.
John approached the building. The screams continued. He stood silently outside, pressing himself against the wall. His gun was ready. His finger was on the trigger.
He counted three separate voices. The fourth must already be dead. Good, Tom had gotten one of them at least. That explained the shotgun blast he�d heard.
They were laughing, telling crude jokes, and having a hell of a time. And they were torturing Tom to death. It sounded like they were taking their time, too.
�Please,� came Tom�s weak voice, garbled and high-pitched. �Please, just� kill� me�� It took him forever to get the words out. The words were drowning in his pain. Intense pain. It was unmistakable.
The three of them laughed.
�Don�t think for a second we�re going to stop.�
�Hell, I could do this for hours.�
�Hours? What about days?�
�Come on, be realistic. He won�t last days with the way you�ve been going at him.�
John glanced back to the little hideout. He couldn�t see Cynthia. Good, that meant she wasn�t coming, that she was safe inside.
A pang of guilt hit him. If he got himself killed, what would happen to Cynthia? Didn�t he have more loyalty to her than to some stranger?
John felt like he was being weak, that he was returning to the man he�d been.
Whatever.
He�d already made up his mind.
But that didn�t mean he was going to simply rush in without taking stock of the situation first.
He walked quietly, pacing his footsteps slowly on the cold ground. On the other side of the building, there was a small window.
He took the risk. He looked through, popping his head up for just a moment. Just enough to catch a glimpse of what was going on inside.
Tom was on a table, tied down.
The three men were peering down over him, clustered around him.
John popped his head up again.
Tom�s face was bloodied and distorted. His mouth was opened wide in a scream.
John looked again, risking a longer look this time.
The fourth man was dead, slumped over in the corner. Blood pooled up all around him.
The three men weren�t paying attention to anything but torturing Tom. They were clueless to what was around them. John felt like he could have stayed there with his head at the window for ten minutes without them noticing. Their guns, unfortunately, were nearby. But they�d been laid down. They weren�t in their hands. They had handguns, though, tucked away in holsters.
But maybe John had a chance.
Or maybe he didn�t.
Tom�s scream had become constant. Ceaseless.
John had to act.
He went around the building again, heading towards the door.
Someone was coming. He heard the footsteps before he saw her.
It was Cynthia.
�What the hell are you doing?� hissed John.
He was already endangering her by acting. He couldn�t let her actually put herself in harm�s way right here and right now.
�If you�re doing this, then so am I.�
�Don�t be stupid.�
�Why not? That�s what you�re being.�
She had her gun out. There was determination on her face. John knew Cynthia well enough to know that she�d never back down.
He had two choices, the way he saw it. He could back down himself.
But he wasn�t going to do that.
Tom�s scream was ringing in his eardrums. The laughter inside was louder than ever.
�OK.�
�How? What do I do?�
John looked around, scanning the environment. But his mind was blank. He didn�t have any ideas.
�What should I do?� asked Cynthia again. �Throw something against the side of the building?�
John thought for a moment. But there really wasn�t time to think.
He shook his head. �They�ll grab their guns and come out. No, don�t do that.�
�Well I�m doing something.�
�OK,� said John. Cynthia nodded at him. �I�ll be right behind you.�
�No,� said John. �Don�t do that. Just back me up when it�s needed.�
�When will that be?�
John shrugged, and ran to the building.
John flattened himself against the wall again. He was sweating in the cool air. He was breathing hard.
It was now or never.
He kicked the door open with his boot.
Three heads turned to him.
He�d taken them by surprise.
He squeezed the trigger. His aim was good. Right in the face.
Time seemed to be moving slowly.
The two others reached for their guns. One fumbled. One got his out.
John already had his gun trained on the second. He pulled the trigger. But his aim was bad. The bullet hit him in the shoulder.
The other had his gun out now, and it was pointed at John.
There wasn�t time to shoot him. He�d gotten his two shots. He wasn�t a superhero. He should have known.
Another shot rang out, coming from right behind John. His ears rang again.
The third man fell. It�d been Cynthia. It must have been. But there wasn�t time to turn.
John shot the second man again, right in the head. His body fell heavily to the floor.
John looked at the bodies, just to make sure they were really dead. He looked at the fourth man in the corner, just to double check. But he was clearly dead.
He turned to see Cynthia standing there, satisfaction on her face.
�Looks like you needed me after all.�
John didn�t answer. He moved over to where Tom was on the table.
�You might not want to see this,� he said to Cynthia, who was still standing in the doorway.
But she came in anyway. When she saw Tom, she let out a scream, and covered her face with her hands.
Tom was no longer screaming. Instead, he was making indistinct noises of pain.
His face was no longer the face he�d had. His nose had been removed, cut cleanly off with a sharp knife. He was missing an ear. Missing a finger, too. It looked like they�d been slowly dismembering him at random, for their own sick amusement.
Humanity was capable of viciousness and sickness. But John already knew that. He�d seen plenty of it since the EMP. In Philadelphia and outside of it.
Tom lay there, tied tightly against the table, moving slightly against the rope that bound him, obviously in pure agony.
�Is he going to live?� said Cynthia, her voice cracking.
Tom�s shirt had been cut open. And so had large sections of his body. His abdomen had been sliced open, torn into. Some of his organs were hanging out partially. There was massive blood loss. It was a miracle that he was still alive.
But there was no saving him.
He�d be dead soon enough.
Or maybe not soon enough.
Tom�s eyes were barely open, but he looked at John and John saw the recognition there. Recognition, along with a pleading look.
�Why aren�t you doing anything?� said Cynthia, her voice shrill.
�There�s nothing to do for him,� said John. �Except put him out of his misery.�
�You�re not talking about�?�
John nodded.
Then he looked at Tom. Right in the eye.
�Sorry, Tom,� said John.
He raised his handgun, pressing it right against Tom�s temple.
It�d be quick. Painless. He�d feel nothing more. And that was what he wanted. It was in his eyes, and all over his face.
�Thanks,� said Tom, his voice barely above a whisper.
John pulled the trigger. He gritted his teeth instinctively, but he didn�t close his eyes. He saw it all.
Cynthia let out a scream, and then she burst into tears, a wailing come from her. It wasn�t just Tom�s death. No, it was more than that. It was the simple and constant horror that they�d faced, and would continue to face, day in and day out. Humanity was tearing itself apart, and they had front row seats to the horrible spectacle.
Tom moved no more. No more screams. No more pain.
�Come on,� said John, putting his arm around Cynthia. �We�ll check these guys for equipment, and then we�ve got to get the hell out of here.�
John was trying his best to act practically. To do what needed to be done.
But�
Something had changed inside him. He didn�t know what it was.
But he knew the cause. It was seeing Tom like that, all cut up. Mutilated for no reason at all except amusement.
John tried to shake it off, but it was still there. And it wouldn�t be easy to escape. It was a darkness growing inside him.
He could deal with it. He�d dealt with more than this.
But what if it was just the seed? What if it was something that would grow and grow, and never stop growing?
That was crazy, he told himself. After all, he didn�t even have the words to describe what he felt.
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JAMES
�You doing OK, James?� said Max, turning his head around to the side.
�I�m fine,� said James.
But he wasn�t. His breathing was ragged, and he was having a hard time holding onto the stretcher on which his mother lay.
She�d somehow fallen asleep. Mandy had said it was probably a reaction to the pain. It was easier, sometimes, for the body to shut itself off like that. Plus, her body was undertaking the massive reconstruction project of healing up her wounds. It needed time and rest to heal.
But it was hard to see his mother like that. It was hard to not have her there, protecting him and his sister.
James had thought he�d gotten it together himself. He thought he could look out for himself and his family, but was he really that strong?
He could barely carry the stretcher, and they�d only been walking two hours.
His hands felt raw. The wood was rough, from where they�d stripped the bark in places in preparation for the stretcher�s construction. His palms hurt, his arms were fatigued, and his back ached like crazy. He�d never felt pain in his back before. It was a completely new sensation. And not a good one.
Max, somehow, seemed to be doing fine. James didn�t understand it. He was a young man, and he should have been able to go and go and go.
But it was clear Max was going to outpace him.
More than a few times, James had stumbled. More than a few times, he�d almost dropped his end of the stretcher.
It was all he could do to carry the stretcher. He didn�t have the energy or concentration to look around, to keep his eyes open for animals or strangers.
Max seemed to know what was going on.
�Let�s take a break,� said Max. He called out to Mandy, who�d been walking ahead. She stopped.
�What�s going on?� said Sadie. �Did you see something?�
�No. We�re just going to do a shift rotation here.�
�I�m fine,� said James, protesting, even though he knew he wasn�t.
�James,� said Max, giving him one of those classic Max looks. �I know you want to keep pushing yourself. You only want the best for your family. But you�re only going to be a danger to everyone if you don�t admit when you�re tired.�
James felt guilty.
Max was right. Obviously.
�Sorry,� said James.
�Mandy,� said Max. �You take the back.�
�What�s going on?� said James�s mom groggily, waking up.
�Nothing, Mom,� said James. �Everything�s fine. We�re just about to get going again.�
James found himself wringing his hands out, trying to get the sore feeling out of his palms. He put his hands on his lower back and stretched backwards, but it didn�t help the pain.
�Sorry, Mandy,� said James, as Mandy gripped the bare wood of the stretcher with her delicate hands.
�We�re not at our best,� said Mandy. �None of us are. Remember that. We�ve got to keep in mind we�ve barely eaten. We haven�t slept enough. If we�re going to keep surviving, we�ve got to recognize when we�re tired.�
That made James feel a little better.
�Now do us all a favor,� said Max. �And take Mandy�s place up ahead. Keep your eyes open.�
James nodded, and, after some instructions from Mandy about the direction they were headed in, he set off.
It was strange, walking in front of everyone. Everyone walked without speaking, and James felt like he was alone in the woods. He had to occasionally look behind him, checking to make sure they were still there.
They walked and walked, for what felt like forever. The sun had risen long ago, and they walked through the morning. They took some breaks here and there, and ate the few mushrooms that they had left. James offered to take Max�s place on the stretcher, but he shook his head, and kept telling James that they�d switch at the next break.
James knew Max was tired. Even exhausted. But he also knew he could push himself farther than James could. Who knew why. It was probably more mental than physical.
James�s thoughts turned around and around in his head as he walked. Before the EMP, he�d thought of the woods as a place where his mind would become calm. It�d always been a refuge for his mother, who he suspected really had needed those hunting trips, to get away from it all.
But now it was different. The woods did offer a sense of protection, compared to the road, at least. But anything could happen here. Anyone could be out there, waiting and watching.
James simply couldn�t relax. And that was probably good. He needed to be alert. But the sense of hyper-awareness was uncomfortable. His hands and feet were freezing. Probably from the adrenaline that he was running on.
Up ahead, James saw something. A flash by a tree.
He paused, stopping dead in his tracks. He held up his hand, indicating to the others to stop.
James didn�t move. He would have liked to drop to the forest floor, but he also thought that simply moving would make him more visible than he was standing still.
What he�d seen was either an animal or a human. Either food or a threat.
Either way, he was going to do the same thing. Try to shoot it. No, not try. He was going to shoot it.
They desperately needed to eat.
And if it was a threat, James was personally convinced that they didn�t need any more strangers around. They were all threats. The last one, that woman, had proven to be a disaster. They�d tried to do the right thing, and Max had almost lost his life for it.
James felt that he needed to harden up. If there was a stranger, maybe he should shoot first and ask questions later. Of course, there was the risk of killing someone innocent. Provided there were still innocent people out there somewhere.
James had to think of his family. His mother and his sister. Not to mention Max and Mandy.
James�s finger was on the trigger.
He was prepared to shoot. Or that was what he told himself, at least.
Movement. Off to his right.
He saw it.
It wasn�t a person.
It was a deer. A small one. Female.
Still a deer, though.
James didn�t think it through. There wasn�t time.
The deer was close enough that he thought he could hit it with his handgun.
He took careful aim, like his mother had taught him, and squeezed the trigger. The noise rang out, and the deer fell.
�Are you OK?� shouted someone. Maybe Max. Or Mandy.
�I�m fine,� called out James. �Looks like we�ve finally got something to eat.�
The others took a while to catch up him, since they had to carry Georgia along on her stretcher. In that time, James was already at the deer, kneeling down and examining it.
It had been a clean shot. Right in the head.
But James knew better than to give himself too much credit. The deer had been close, and standing sideways. It had been an easy shot, even with a handgun. A lot of it had been simple luck, nothing more.
The dead deer meant food. Full stomachs. Feeling better. More energy. More vigor.
It meant survival.
Somehow all these facts made the dead creature look beautiful, lying there on the ground. James had never before truly appreciated what it was to hunt a deer.
�Good shot, James,� said Mandy.
Max nodded his approval.
�Good job,� said his mother, looking sleepily up at him. He could tell she was still in pain, even being carried.
�Are we going to set up camp here, then?� said Sadie.
They all looked at Max.
�It�s a small deer,� said Max. �But it�ll be too much to carry.�
Max looked tired. Beyond tired, actually. His eyes looked somewhat sunken. Dark circles had formed under them.
Mandy, too, looked exhausted. Sweat covered her brow, as it did Max�s. James�s mom wasn�t particularly heavy, but carrying her for hours had taken its toll.
They were all tired, but they set about getting to work. After all, it wasn�t like the deer would simply be served to them. There was a lot of work to be done just to be able to eat. It was a far cry, James thought, from going through a drive-thru, or better yet, ordering food from a phone app.
James borrowed his mother�s knife, and set about field dressing the deer. He did it the way she�d taught him, but once in a while he still needed instructions from her. She gave them to him from where she lay in the stretcher, which had been set down on the forest floor.
It might not have been the best place to make a campsite. But it was where they were. They all agreed that spending the night there would be best. After they�d eaten, of course.
James felt how sore his muscles were as he worked. It seemed to take forever. Probably because of how exhausted he was.
Mandy went off to look for more water, while Max and Sadie set about gathering wood for a fire.
Finally, James was mostly done.
He glanced over and saw that Max was just getting the fire started. He was teaching Sadie how to do it along the way.
Max was always thinking ahead. When he could, that was. There was so much James could learn from him. It wasn�t just the present moment that was important. No, it was the countless moments and situations that would come. There might come a time when Sadie would need to know how to start a fire. A time when Max wasn�t there.
James had been careful with the organs, making sure to extract the deer�s liver as best he could. It was one of his mom�s favorite meals, and he took it to her now, and nudged her awake, showing her.
�Good job, James,� said his mom, giving him a weak smile.
�It�s all for you,� said James.
Georgia gave a weak little laugh. �I can�t eat all that. And everyone should have some of it.�
�You need the nutrients,� said James. �You�re recovering.�
�Remember, though,� said his mom, �that liver has huge quantities of vitamin A. Too much is actually detrimental. That�s how those early arctic explorers died, from eating polar bear liver. They got hypervitaminosis A.�
�So we shouldn�t eat it?� said James, looking at the liver with worry on his face.
�No, it�s fine. Polar bear liver happens to have much more vitamin A than liver from a deer or cow. But too much of it, and you might get some symptoms. It�s so much richer in nutrients than muscle meat that we can all split it up. It�ll give us all some extra strength.�
�I�ll start cooking it, then,� said James.
He showed the liver to Max, who nodded his approval. �Your mom�s right, you know,� he said. �About the liver. It�s much more nutrient dense than muscle meat.�
�Just because of the vitamin A?�
�Well, there�s more than that. It has concentrations of all the fat-soluble vitamins, and there are even some nutrients in there that have never been isolated and identified by scientists. And I doubt that�ll ever happen. Not any time soon, anyway, considering the state humanity is currently in.�
James nodded, and started sharpening a stick that he could cook the liver on.
Soon enough, the fire was roaring, and James helped Max move his mother closer to the fire so that she could get warm.
The sun was looking low in the sky, even though it was only early afternoon. The sun would set fairly soon, and it was looking like it was going to be a cold night.
James worked on the liver, holding the spit just above the flames.
�I can�t believe how good that smells,� said Sadie, who didn�t take her eyes off the liver even for a second.
�I thought you hated liver,� said James.
�I thought so too,� said Sadie. �But I have a feeling I�d be willing to eat just about any organ that deer had right now.�
�That�s what hunger will do to you,� said Max.
Suddenly, a strange look swept across Max�s face.
�What is it, Max?� said Sadie.
�Where�s Mandy?�
They all looked around.
Mandy was nowhere to be seen.
They�d all been so busy working on their projects that they hadn�t noticed that Mandy hadn�t been there for some time.
�She went to get water, right?� said Sadie.
�But that was at least an hour ago,� said James.
�Maybe she had to walk a ways,� said Sadie.
Max didn�t say anything. His hand was already reaching for his Glock.
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JOHN
John hadn�t yet been able to shake that feeling. The feeling that something had changed inside him. He couldn�t shake the images of Tom�s distorted body, bleeding. He couldn�t get rid of the memory. He felt hollow. Different. Not in a good way.
�I can�t keep carrying this,� said John, gesturing to Dale�s pack. �Not if we want to get out of here fast.�
�Let me help you,� said Cynthia, starting to open the pack, pulling gear and food out and throwing it down on the ground. �We�ll divide it up as best we can.�
�We�re going to have to leave a lot behind,� said John. �Our packs are already mostly full.�
�It�s not a bad problem to have,� said Cynthia. �I�d rather have too much gear than too little.�
�Same,� said John.
He was still feeling shaken from what he�d had to do. Somehow, killing Tom like that had been harder for him than the others he�d killed. He doubted he�d ever forget Tom�s screams, or the look on his face when he�d said, �Please.�
�Maybe we don�t need these,� said Cynthia, gesturing to some of the contents of her own pack. She pointed to what were essentially very thin pads, used as mattresses. �These are just a luxury, right? I can�t believe we�ve been carrying these around. I can sleep on the ground, no matter how rough.�
�It�s getting colder,� said John. �And these might just keep us from freezing to death in the winter.�
�That�s if we�re staying here for the winter,� said Cynthia. �What if we end up heading south? It�ll be easier to survive, just like we�d talked about.�
�Nothing�s certain,� said John. �Look how much trouble we�ve had so far, just covering short distances. It�s likely we wouldn�t be able to get very far south before the winter. Who knows what we�ll come up against. Plus, it�s a hell of a walk just as it is.�
Cynthia nodded. �Good point.�
In the end, they had to leave a ton behind. They kept most of the food, and they had to leave a lot of guns behind. They opted for ammunition over carrying the extra guns taken from the dead men who�d been torturing Tom.
�Hey,� said Cynthia, her voice sounding strange. �Where�s Kiki?�
�Kiki?�
Then it hit John. He hadn�t seen Kiki since�
He didn�t know when. Before the whole thing with Tom being tortured.
�Shit,� muttered John, looking around.
�Kiki!� called out Cynthia.
John called out too, but there was no Kiki. She didn�t come running along. She didn�t bark, the way Dale had trained her to do when she was called.
Cynthia gave a loud whistle, using both her hands.
But still no Kiki.
�You think she got scared off? By the violence? The shooting?�
John shook his head. �She isn�t a normal dog. Remember, she�s Dale�s dog. The fearless Dale��
�And look where it got him.�
�My point exactly.�
�What do you think happened to Kiki then, if she wasn�t scared?�
�She showed she was loyal to us after Dale�s death. If she could have helped, she would have.�
�Something must have happened to her before Tom ran to the building.�
John thought for a moment. �Whatever happened,� he said, �it doesn�t bode well for us.�
�For us? What about Kiki? Aren�t you worried about her?�
�She�s a dog,� said John. �Yeah, it�d be a shame if something happened to her� but frankly I�m much more worried about us. The people from the compound are already hunting us. Once they see what we did to those four guys� Well, we�re going to be in a hell of a lot more trouble than we were.�
�How will they know it was us?�
�It�s a pretty safe assumption.�
John had his gun out, and he kept his eyes moving, scanning the forest around them constantly for any signs of movement.
�What I�m worried about,� said John, speaking quietly, �is that Kiki�s disappearance means we�re much closer to trouble than we�d thought.�
�You keep watch. I�ll get this last stuff packed into the bags.�
Many of their belongings were still scattered on the ground. The bags were both still open. They weren�t in any position to leave just yet.
John could hear Cynthia at work.
�Hurry up,� he said, still scanning the forest. He was crouched down to make himself less of a target, and to give himself more stability if he needed to fire. His instincts had him going right for his handgun, which was what he held now. But he knew that it wasn�t the ideal weapon for such a situation. Without taking his eyes off the forest, he unslung his rifle from his back and got that into his hands instead, settling the handgun back into its holster.
The rifle didn�t feel quite right in his hands. He and Cynthia had spent most of their target practice with handguns. He wasn�t yet comfortable with anything bigger than a handgun. But he hoped that the gun�s longer range would make up for his own inexperience, and still provide an advantage over the handgun.
�OK,� said Cynthia. �I got it. I wasn�t sure about packing the��
�Forget it,� said John. �We�ve got to move. No more time to worry about what we�re taking.�
�Do you see anything?�
�No, but that�s part of what makes me worried. Come on, let�s go.�
They shouldered their packs quickly. John didn�t even know what was in his.
�Keep your rifle out,� said John, as they set off.
They moved swiftly through the woods, away from the squat little building in which Tom lay, along with the four other dead bodies.
Kiki was nowhere in sight.
As they walked, Cynthia started making a sound. At first, John didn�t know what it was.
�Are you OK?� he said, worrying that something was wrong with her medically.
�I�m fine,� said Cynthia, sniffling.
That was when John recognized it. She was crying. Not sobbing. Just crying quietly as she walked.
�What is it?�
�Kiki,� said Cynthia, the word coming out all muffled.
John didn�t say anything. Kiki had been a good companion, sure, and it was sad to think that she�d been shot, or perhaps stabbed to death.
But as far as John was concerned, there were more important things at stake. Like their own lives. They couldn�t go looking for a dog. They couldn�t risk their lives for an animal.
Many people felt more strongly about the plight of animals than the plight of other humans. At least, it�d been like that before the EMP. Maybe that was what was going on with Cynthia.
Or maybe it was more that the disappearance of Kiki had opened the floodgates. So much had happened to Cynthia, and she�d kept it locked away for so long� It was only natural.
Well, as long as she kept walking, everything would be fine.
�Just keep your eyes open,� said John. �Keep alert.�
He turned around to make sure she was behind him. They walked single file, rapidly through the woods.
John had no doubt that someone was out there. And that they were a threat.
And he also had no doubt that he�d put up a hell of a fight.
There�d been so many threats, so many near-misses, that it was only a matter of time before he and Cynthia met their end.
They were dead men walking, as the expression went.
But that didn�t mean he wouldn�t fight tooth and nail to stay alive as long as he could. If there was just the slightest chance that they could live through this all, then he�d do everything in his power to get there, to get to the end. Wherever that was.
They�d been on the move for ten minutes, and they hadn�t seen anyone, or heard anything. Suddenly, a thought popped into his head.
�Cynthia,� said John, speaking quietly, knowing that his voice had the potential to travel far in the woods. �You brought the radio, right?�
�The radio?� said Cynthia, sniffling.
He turned to her, stopping in his tracks. She was wiping away some tears.
�The radio,� said John impatiently. �Dale�s radio. Remember?�
Cynthia nodded. �I remember. I left it behind.�
�You did what?�
�I left it there. I was about to ask you, but you said we had to get a move on it. It was so heavy. And big. You said we had to leave things behind.�
For the first time, John felt angry at Cynthia.
He knew it wasn�t her fault. In fact, the radio wasn�t crucial to their immediate survival.
But it might be essential for surviving in the long term.
Maybe John wasn�t admitting it to himself, but the radio represented something more than just survival.
The radio was the only link he had with his brother Max. The radio was the only way to find him.
Of course, it was a long shot. Impossibly long. As far as John knew, Max didn�t have a radio. He�d used the radio at the compound, and there was no reason to think he had one of his own.
Even if he did, the odds were very low that they�d somehow find each other on at the same time.
But were they really that low?
All it�d take was the two of them spending a few hours at night at the same time, surfing the channels looking for someone to contact.
They�d gone years essentially estranged. But that was before the EMP. That was when family hadn�t mattered as much as it mattered now.
John needed some connection. Not to his past. But to his future. And to someone with his own blood.
Cynthia seemed to know he was angry. �I�m sorry, John. I thought I was making the right decision.�
John nodded. �It�s not your fault,� he said. �But we need that radio. I�m going back.�
�Are you crazy?�
�Maybe,� said John, his gaze shifting to the direction from which they�d come, where the unknown awaited them.
�I thought we were trying to get out of here as fast as possible. Kiki�s disappearance doesn�t bode well for us.�
�No,� said John. �No, it doesn�t. But we need that radio.�
�Just keep in mind,� said Cynthia, �that if you go back, I�m going back with you.�
John paused for a moment. Maybe it was the wrong decision, but he said, �Come on, we�re heading back.�
They turned around, and walked in swift silence.
Walking quickly felt good. For now. It kept the chill at bay. But soon enough, with those packs, they�d be exhausted once again.
A sound came at them. A high-pitched whirring. Unmistakably an engine.
It was still somewhat distant.
�What�s that?� said Cynthia, stopped dead in her tracks. Her head scanned the woods around them. Her finger was on the trigger of her gun.
�I don�t know.�
�Sounds like an engine. Is it a car?�
�It�s too high-pitched.�
John didn�t have any idea what it was. There�d been so much to deal with already today, his brain didn�t seem to be working properly. It was a normal effect of being overwhelmed. There was only so much the brain could process.
�A motorcycle?� said Cynthia.
Then it hit John. She was right. Partially.
�A dirt bike,� said John. �Quiet, we�ve got to listen.�
They fell silent. The sound was only getting louder. Only getting closer.
In the silence of the woods, John found that there were actually two or more sounds that were blending together. It was hard to distinguish between them, but he was fairly sure there was more than one dirt bike.
The sound was only getting louder.
�We�ve got to hide,� said John, tugging Cynthia�s arm, pulling her towards a denser cluster of trees.
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MANDY
The small creek hadn�t been that far away from the �campsite,� the place where James had shot the deer.
Mandy hadn�t wanted to admit it, but she�d been feeling incredibly weak from hunger. In fact, once she�d gotten to the creek, she had to give serious thought to whether or not she could carry the water back to the camp.
She�d carried Georgia, so she could carry some water. Just a little bit farther. She�d be able to do it.
That was what she was telling herself, at least.
Her mind was fuzzy, a little muddled. She knew it was the effect produced by extreme hunger, malnutrition, and intense exertion. She was prone to making mistakes.
And she�d just realized hers, on the way back to camp with the water.
They already had water.
Plenty of water.
Mandy felt like an idiot.
Worse than that, she felt defeated. Realizing her mistake had instantly sapped her will to continue. It�d slashed that drive that had kept her alive through the weeks since the EMP.
She sat down, slumping against a tree, letting the water jugs fall to the ground beside her.
That was when she heard the noise. The unmistakable sound of a car engine. Loud and rumbly. Probably some kind of truck.
She wasn�t yet far from the creek. She could still see it.
There weren�t many leaves on the trees. She could see through their skeletonized forms.
She saw the truck mere seconds after she heard it.
She barely had time to scramble behind the tree, getting onto the opposite side of the trunk so that she wouldn�t be visible.
Mandy didn�t dare peek around the trunk. But she listened, as carefully as she could.
The engine shut off. One door opened, and slammed closed. Then another.
So there were two people.
But she didn�t yet know if they were friends or foes.
Based on past experience, Mandy was going to go with foes. She�d wondered, often, as she�d walked, how it was that so many of the people they�d encountered had harbored dark intentions. Why so many of them had wanted to hurt her and the others. And why so many of them had been merely looking out for themselves, able to do whatever it took, hurting whoever they had to.
The answer was simple. People were desperate. The instinct for survival was strong. Incredibly strong. And when that instinct was in full force, social concepts like morality went right out the window.
Mandy was holding her handgun tightly. She had her finger on the trigger. She held it pointed to the sky, ready to aim it. Ready to fire.
If she had to.
Hopefully they just wouldn�t see her. After all, she was completely hidden behind the tree trunk.
Hopefully, the thing she had to worry most about was that there were others in this area. Max and Mandy, when they�d talked about it, had hoped that the area wasn�t heavily populated. And here was direct evidence to the contrary.
�Hey, give me a hand, would you?�
It was a male voice. Gruff. Probably middle-aged. He sounded like he was a smoker.
�Get �em yourself.�
This voice was even gruffer. Sounded older, too.
Mandy couldn�t quite get a make on them. A voice could tell a lot about a person. But these voices were hard to pin down.
Maybe they were hunters. They sounded like they might be outdoor types.
But there was something off.
Mandy listened as they undid the back of their pickup. Presumably they were heading to the creek just like she was, looking for water.
Mandy tried to keep her breathing quiet, even though it was unlikely they�d be able to hear her.
She should be fine. She had to repeat it to herself. She was so close to them. She was essentially invisible. If they were just getting water, there�d be no reason to walk over to the other side of the creek, where Mandy was.
If she got up and tried to leave, they�d undoubtedly see her.
�No, don�t tip the bucket like that. You�ll never get enough water.�
�Damnit, I�m doing the best I can.�
�Well, it�s not good enough.�
There was a roughness to the way they spoke that made Mandy�s heart race harder. The more she listened to them talking, the more they didn�t sound like nice men. They cursed at each other, insulting each other, while doing what sounded like a very simple task.
The more Mandy heard them talk, the more she knew she didn�t want to be seen by them.
If it came down to it, Mandy would fight.
�All right, that about does it, I guess.�
�Are you kidding? What the hell are you talking about?�
�It�s fine. It�s enough for the plants.�
The plants? What kind of plants were they talking about? Maybe they were growing food.
�That�s not anywhere near enough. You�re just lazy. You�ve been smoking too much of the product.�
�You�re one to talk. And who cares anyway? It�s not like there�s anyone to sell to.�
�Haven�t you been listening to me?�
�Why should I?�
�Because I know what the hell I�m talking about. This isn�t anything big. So the power�s out? So what? It�ll come back on. And when it does, people will be stressed the hell out. And what�ll they want?�
�Weed.�
�Yeah, weed. So you have been listening to me then.�
�Maybe.�
�Well listen now. You�ve got to remember the plan. We�re going to be rich. All we have to do is keep growing. All the other growers will have been freaking the hell out. They won�t have any product. We�ll be the only ones.�
�But come on, dude, we�ve already got a ton stored in the RV.�
�Yeah, we�ve got a lot. But not enough. Don�t you understand? We�re talking about real money here. This is the real deal. The big haul. We�re going to be retired after this. And I�m not talking the Jersey shore. I�m talking Maui. Hawaii, Taiwan. Have you ever seen those Taiwanese girls?�
�I dunno, man. How the hell would I know?�
�You�d know �em if you saw �em. Hottest things on the damn planet, that�s what.�
So they were growing marijuana? And apparently in complete denial about the EMP.
Mandy had once read an article about people who operated clandestine marijuana farms on state land. Often they set up their farms deep in state parks, where they were unlikely to be found. Pretty much all state land worked though, supposed Mandy.
These weren�t the types of people she wanted to run into. They�d likely do whatever it took to protect their grow operation, especially given the fact that they were under the delusion they�d eventually get rich off their work.
Suddenly, it hit her.
Her huge mistake.
She�d left the water jugs out there, by the creek.
She looked frantically around her, thinking that maybe she�d taken them with her when the truck had first shown up.
But they were nowhere to be found.
Mandy could have screamed. She couldn�t believe she�d made such a basic error.
�Hey, man, what the hell are you doing bringing those little jugs out here? We need a ton of water for the plants. Don�t you know anything, you idiot?�
�What the hell are you talking about?�
�Those little jugs there. Enough for drinking water maybe, but not all our plants.�
�What the hell are you talking about? I didn�t bring those.�
�You didn�t?�
�Swear on my mother, man.�
�Well, shit.�
�What�s it mean?�
�It means we�ve got company.�
�You mean for dinner?�
�No, idiot. I mean there�s someone else here. Or there was. Come on, get your gun out and help me look. The last thing we need is a witness. Or competition.�
Mandy was terrified.
But she kept it together. She knew what to do.
They sounded like idiots. They were probably terrible shots. One of them sounded completely incompetent, and Mandy doubted he�d be a threat.
The best thing to do would be to strike first.
Mandy moved swiftly, exposing herself for just long enough to get a look at where they were.
They were headed in her direction. They were both tall men. One looked like a stereotypical stoner. Tall and skinny, with long, dirty hair and a scraggly beard.
The other had a bit of a belly on him. He was more squarely built, and had short hair and rimless glasses. He looked more like a banker than a pot farmer.
Mandy aimed her gun at the big one. He seemed like he was the leader. His voice seemed to match his body, now that she saw him.
Mandy squeezed the trigger. She felt the recoil.
She�d missed. He didn�t fall, or scream out.
Mandy ducked back behind the tree just in time. She heard a bullet hitting the other side of the trunk.
The two men were shouting at each other.
�Get Danny on it, asshole. He can�t hear the shots.�
Danny? Who the hell was Danny? What were they talking about?
Mandy moved swiftly, exposing herself to fire briefly. But she did it on the other side of the tree. Such a simple trick. And yet so effective.
They were expecting her on the other side. She got off one shot before they saw her. They�d taken shelter behind trees as well. But she missed again. She wasn�t yet a good enough shot to hit very small targets, and they weren�t exposing much of their bodies at all.
Her heart was pounding.
But this wasn�t the end.
She was going to fight. She�d take them out. The only advantage they had was the fact that there were two of them, compared to one of her.
Her advantages? More determination. A stronger will to live. Not being stoned.
Mandy heard the noise too late.
Footsteps. Close by.
Something pressed into the back of her head.
Mandy didn�t dare to move.
She knew it was the barrel of a gun.
She waited, completely frozen. But no one spoke.
Shouldn�t they tell her to raise her hands above her head? To drop her gun?
Unless they were going to simply kill her right then and there.
If that was the case, the should just get on with it. Better to just die quickly than to draw the whole thing out.
Why didn�t they at least tell her what they were going to do?
The silence was almost more terrifying than the gun that was pressing harder and harder into her skull. She felt the cold steel against her, and she closed her eyes, waiting for the end.
�He got her!�
�Danny did?�
�Who else, moron?�
�I didn�t hear a shot, though.�
�Don�t you know Danny? He�d never shoot anyone unless he had to.�
Mandy heard the footsteps of the two men approaching.
So Danny, the guy they�d talked about, was the one with the gun against her skull. She should have been more careful. She should have taken the third man into consideration. But she�d assumed he wasn�t there, since she�d never heard them talk to Danny. And she�d never heard Danny say anything.
�Good work, Danny,� said one of them. Probably the tall skinny one.
�He can�t hear you, asshole.�
Mandy opened her eyes to see the two men in front of her, pointing their guns at her.
The bigger one, who looked like a banker, was making signs at the man behind her. At first, it didn�t make sense.
Then it hit Mandy. He was using sign language. The man who held the gun to her head must have been a deaf mute. That was the only explanation. That was why she hadn�t heard him talking, or the two others talking to him. They conversed with him in sign language and gestures, and nothing else.
�All right, honey, drop the gun. You know the drill. Or at least you�ve heard it in movies.�
Mandy laid her gun down carefully on the ground. There was nothing else to do. There was no way she could make a move in her own defense without receiving a bullet to the head.
�What do we do with her? Shoot her?�
�That�s what I was thinking, but I just got another idea.�
�What?�
�What if we put her to work?�
�Put her to work?�
�Yeah, your lazy ass is hard to get out of bed half the time. And you do a shit job and you know it.�
�Come on, man, don�t be like that.�
�Look, you�re still going to get your cut of the profits, but you�ll have someone else helping you. Why would you complain about that?�
�I�d never looked at it that way,� said the skinny one.
�Of course you hadn�t. You�re an idiot.�
�Well, I don�t see the harm in it. But why wouldn�t she just escape?�
�Come on, we�re not going to let her just have the run of the place. I�ve got some chains that�ll do nicely.�
�Chain her up?�
�What the hell do you think I meant?�
�I�ll do whatever you want,� said Mandy, looking the bigger guy in the eye for the first time. �Just let me live. I�ll work all day. Whatever it takes.�
The big guy chuckled. �See? She�s already agreeable to it. Come on, let�s get a move on it.�
So she wasn�t going to be killed. But it�d be hard to escape from chains.
Max would come for her. Probably with James.
But it wouldn�t be easy to find her. Not if they were going to take her away in the truck. Who knew how far away their pot farm was.
The big guy made some signs at the deaf mute behind her, who grabbed her arms with great force and started dragging her towards the truck.
Mandy got her first look at Danny, the deaf mute. He was huge, six and a half feet tall, with massive muscles. His hair was so long and matted that it got mixed up with the beard that ran down to his chest. He was older than the others, with streaks of grey and wrinkles that lined his strange, intense face.
Danny shoved her roughly into the cab of the truck. He pushed her into the middle of the cab, and sat himself in the driver�s seat. He was so massive that he took up most of the cab, his body pressed uncomfortably into hers.
The skinny guy was loading the water into the bed of the truck.
The banker-looking guy got into the driver�s seat, squishing Mandy even more.
�Now I know what you�re thinking.�
Mandy didn�t say anything. She was going to play the part of the obedient servant. Until it was time to escape. And then she�d have no hesitation in killing them all. If that was what it took. And she had a feeling it would be.
�You�re thinking you�re going to attack me or Danny here while we�re driving, and then escape. Let me dissuade you of that silly notion. See this?�
He took his gun out of its holster and stuffed it into the left side of his waistband.
�You�re not going to be able to reach for this. And one false move, and we�ll simply shoot you dead. Not to mention Danny�s going to be holding onto you so tightly, you�re not going to be able to move, let alone escape.�
He signed at Danny. In response, Danny tightened his grip on Mandy. She winced in pain.
He started the truck, and soon they were barreling down the dirt road.
�Where are you taking me?� Mandy ventured to say.
�To our farm. Haven�t you been listening?�
�I know,� said Mandy. �I�m just curious where you had it. I imagine you�d have to be very clever to hide a large grow operation.� Hopefully flattery wouldn�t fail her now.
It worked.
�You know, you�re not quite as dumb as you look. Hell, you�re probably a shitload smarter than Sam there in the back of the truck. Nothing seems to get through his thick skull. Anyway, we�ve got a nice little operation tucked away in the state hunting grounds. No one�s found us so far. And the couple people that have, well�� He ran his thumb across his neck, showing that they�d murdered the hunters.
�Very clever,� said Mandy. �I�d never have thought of that.�
�Well, I�m pretty smart.�
The state hunting grounds. That was where Max and the others would be heading. Maybe there was a chance she�d be rescued after all. But she remembered the maps, and the hunting grounds were substantial in size.
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CYNTHIA
The noise of the dirt bikes was only getting louder.
�They�re coming right towards us,� said John.
�It could just be a coincidence,� said Cynthia.
John shook his head. �I don�t think so.�
He had a pair of Dale�s binoculars pressed to his eyes.
�Are they from the compound?� said Cynthia. �Can you see them?�
�I can now. They�re� shit��
�What? What is it?�
Cynthia heart was already beating rapidly.
�They�re wearing military uniforms,� said John.
�Maybe they�re actually from the military.�
�There�s no way,� said John. �I bet they�re from the militia. From the suburbs.�
�From near Philly? That doesn�t make any sense. Why would they be out here? You know how far away we are.�
�They must be expanding,� said John.
�But how can you tell? Lots of people have military uniforms.�
�They�re kind of hodge-podge,� said John. �They�re definitely not official issue. There�s only one thing to do, and that�s take them out.�
There was a look on John�s face that Cynthia hadn�t seen before. And it scared her. It was an intense look, absolutely terrifying to behold. It was something beyond anger, beyond normal emotions.
�We can just hide,� said Cynthia. �They�ll never see us if we get out of the way. They�ll drive right by.�
�They might be looking for us.�
�What? You�re paranoid. If they�re not from the compound, why would they be looking for us? How would they know we�re here?�
�Either way,� said John. �We�ve got to do something. You want to just sit back and let them take over this whole area?�
�You�re making too many guesses here, John,� said Cynthia. �Come on, take some deep breaths, and try to calm down. We�ve got to keep clear heads about this. That�s the only way we�re going to remain alive. Come on, come with me. We�ll get out of the way.�
John jerked his arm away from her when she went to grab it.
�You do what you want,� said John. �But frankly, I don�t understand it. These are the same men who killed your husband. Remember?�
The memory was painful. Tears started to well in her eyes. She�d never get the image of her dead husband out of her mind. The way his body had lain on the lawn like that, completely limp, the life from his body completely and so cruelly extinguished.
�I�m going to get them,� muttered John, lowering his binoculars. �You can help me or not.�
The vicious look on his face was still there.
Cynthia had never seen him like this, so intent on initiating violence when they weren�t personally threatened. Sure, they�d both hardened up over the last weeks. But nothing like this. After all, they knew nothing of these two men on the dirt bikes. They might be innocent. Or as innocent as someone could be after the EMP.
John was rummaging through his pack. He found a length of rope that had come from Dale. He tossed the pack behind a tree, and started tying the rope to a tree branch.
It was a thin rope.
�I saw this in a movie once,� said John, flashing a strange, distorted sort of grin at her. �If they follow this path,� he gestured to the ground, �they�ll have to curve around this tree here. They�ll never see the rope until it�s too late.�
�John,� said Cynthia. �Come on. Come with me. We can still get out of here. We can escape them.�
John ignored her completely, and went about tying the rope so that it stretched taut across the path the dirt bikes were likely to take.
The whine from the dirt bike motors was getting louder.
John had his handgun out, and he dashed behind a tree, pulling Cynthia with him.
�They�re traveling with a good amount of distance between them,� said John. �The first one will hit the rope, and then you can shoot the second one with your rifle at a distance. He�ll stop and try to figure out what�s happening. Most likely.�
�This is an unnecessary risk, John,� said Cynthia.
�Just shut up and do what I tell you,� said John, speaking viciously.
�What the hell�s happened to you?�
John didn�t respond.
The situation alone was terrifying. And apparently something had snapped all of a sudden inside John. Sure, he�d been changing all along. But this was a sudden change. And it was more terrifying than the threat of the dirt bikes speeding towards them.
The noise from the dirt bike�s engine was louder than ever.
Cynthia glanced at John�s face. There was expectant delight. He was enjoying this, rather than being scared.
Cynthia watched from behind the tree.
The dirt bike came speeding around the bend.
Sure enough, the guy was wearing a hodge-podge military uniform. It did look similar to what the militia men had worn in the suburbs around Philadelphia.
He seemed to see the rope. But it was too late.
He hit the brakes, sending the rear wheel sliding forward. His body collided with the rope, which was at just the right height.
The rope caught him at the shoulder, knocking him off the bike. The dirt bike went sliding forward on the dirt, before hitting a tree.
�Rifle!� shouted John.
John went dashing off, his handgun at the ready.
Cynthia lowered her rifle.
The other dirt bike driver slid to a stop. About a hundred feet back.
Cynthia had her finger on the trigger.
But she couldn�t squeeze it.
These men hadn�t presented any threat to them. They hadn�t threatened violence. They hadn�t even spoken to them.
She just couldn�t do it. Maybe it was dumb. Maybe it was the wrong decision.
But she couldn�t pull the trigger.
�Shoot him!� shouted John.
It was too late. The other dirt bike had already turned around, and was speeding away.
Cynthia ran over to John and the downed dirt bike rider.
John was pressing his handgun into the mouth of the man.
�Tell me who you are,� said John savagely. �Or I won�t hesitate to kill you. In fact, I�m going to enjoy it.�
What had happened to John? Had something snapped in him? Was it what had happened to Tom? Had it pushed John over the edge?
�John,� said Cynthia, speaking as calmly as she could. �He can�t even talk. Take the gun out of his mouth.�
John glanced at her. Anger burned in his eyes.
But he did it. He took the gun out of the man�s mouth, and pressed it instead against his temple, hard enough to certainly leave a mark.
The man looked terrified. He was shaking.
�Tell me about the militia,� said John. �Are you a scout, or what?�
�Militia?� said the man, his pupils wide. �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�Don�t play dumb with me,� said John. �I know you�re with them. Tell me your role.�
�I�m serious,� said the man. �I have no idea��
�John,� said Cynthia. �You�re losing it. This guy isn�t part of any militia. What are the chances they�d be this far away? You�ve become completely paranoid, and you�re about to murder an innocent man.�
�Would an innocent man have this with him?� sneered John, gesturing to the man�s large, strange-looking handgun.
�We carry guns, John. We�re not criminals. Or part of a militia.�
�Check his pack,� said John, gesturing to a large backpack he�d taken off the man.
�I will,� said Cynthia. �So long as you hold off killing him.�
�Deal,� said John.
Cynthia was worried. It seemed like she didn�t know John anymore. And it had happened so fast.
Without John, she�d be lost. Completely lost in the world.
If he�d gone crazy and paranoid, she�d have to abandon him. And forge ahead alone. She didn�t think she had the strength to do that.
With fumbling fingers, Cynthia opened the pack and started taking things out.
John glanced back and forth between the man in fatigues and the contents of the pack. Cynthia placed each thing on the ground among the dead leaves.
�Looks normal so far,� said Cynthia.
On the outside, she tried to appear calm. Maybe it would calm John down.
On the inside, she was in complete turmoil, a writhing mix of anxiety and fear.
�There�s water,� said Cynthia. �Maps. Some canned food. Something that looks like dried meat. A bottle of prescription amphetamines. A bottle of caffeine pills.�
Cynthia continued, listing the entire contents of the bag.
The man in the fatigues didn�t move. His eyes darted back and forth between John and Cynthia.
�Listen,� said the man, his voice trembling. �I don�t know what�s going on with you two, but I can assure you I�ve never been part of any militia.� Next, he seemed to address Cynthia directly, without daring to move his head for fear that John would shoot him. �I think there�s something strange going on with your friend. I can see it in his eyes� I�ve seen it before. Something�s happening to him.�
�Watch your mouth,� said John, shoving the pistol harder against the man�s temple.
�Maybe he�s right, John,� said Cynthia in soothing tones, the way one would speak to a wounded and panicked animal. �Maybe seeing what was done to Tom was too much for you. You�re acting different. I notice it too.�
To her surprise, John laughed.
�Don�t you see?� said John, not taking his eyes off the man. �He�s trying to turn you against me. He knows it�s the only way to save himself.�
�What makes you think that?�
�He heard us talking. He heard the way you were trying to calm me down. He�s smart. He sees our weakness and he�s doing his best to exploit it.�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about,� said the man. �I�m just worried� well, about myself, but also about how you�ll live with yourself if you kill an innocent man.�
�I�m about to kill someone,� said John. �But I�m sure he�s not an innocent man.�
�John!� said Cynthia, finally losing her cool. �Don�t shoot. I�m still checking his bag.�
�He knows we�ll find something in there,� said John. �Isn�t that right? You wanted to distract us. Keep looking, Cynthia.�
In an effort to go faster, Cynthia finally just turned the bag upside down, dumping all the remaining contents out.
�It�s just normal stuff,� said Cynthia. �Normal stuff for survival. The same stuff we have. Nothing about a militia.�
�Anything left in there?� said John. �Because if not, I know one way to find out for sure.�
With his free hand, John pulled out his knife. He flicked it open, and slowly brought it close to the man�s face.
�You can�t do the same thing to him! Just because it happened to Tom. Think about it, John. You�ve got PTSD or something. You�re going to do what they did to Tom.�
�I don�t have anything,� said John. �I�m fine. Now look in the bag again. Check every seam, every secret pocket. I know there�s something in there.�
�What do you think I have? An ID card that says I�m part of a secret militia?� said the man. �Lady, I don�t know your name, but you�ve got to help me. Your friend is seconds away from slicing my face open.�
�Or shooting you dead,� said John, quietly.
Cynthia ran her hands along the inside of the pack.
�There aren�t any secret pockets,� said Cynthia. �No interior pockets at all.�
�Check the frame.�
�The frame?�
�There�s an internal frame. There�s usually a way to access it.�
�John, this is going too far,� said Cynthia.
�Do it,� said John. �Or I start cutting up his face. That�ll get him to tell us what�s going on.�
Cynthia found it. There was a Velcro-attached flap inside the back, along the backside of it. She undid the flap, and reached down inside. Her hand felt the metal of the internal frame. But there wasn�t anything else.
What was she going to do?
Just when she was pulling her hand up and out of the frame-compartment, she felt something. It felt like paper. She grasped onto it, and pulled it out.
It was an ordinary piece of paper, folded up many times. She unfolded it.
�What is it?� said John, glancing over.
Cynthia started to read.
Her jaw dropped.
Her eyes moved rapidly across the page, trying to take it all in.
The letter was from the leader of the Philadelphia suburban militia, Kor. It was an introduction to another group based around Pittsburgh. The letter described four men who�d been sent on what basically amounted to a diplomatic mission, looking to establish ties between the two militias.
It would have sounded too far-fetched, if it hadn�t been right there in black and white, neatly handwritten.
�It�s a��
Just then, the sound of motorbikes came whining through the woods. It sounded like more than just one.
�He�s with the militia,� said Cynthia. She didn�t have time to explain further.
�You sure?� said John.
Suddenly, John didn�t seem too crazy anymore.
He�d been right all along.
�Positive,� said Cynthia. �I�ll explain later.�
That was when the man chose to strike. He lashed out at John, shoving him, trying to throw him off balance.
John was just fast enough. He shot him in the temple.
The body slumped over, falling sideways to the ground.
The whine of the motorbikes was louder.
�There are probably three more,� said Cynthia. �We�ve got to get out of here.�
�We�ll have to go on foot,� said John.
They spoke rapidly. They both knew that they had less than a minute before the dirt bikes arrived.
�Why? We�ve got the dirt bike. They�ll catch us if we go on foot. They�ll hunt us down, once they see him.� She gestured to the dead man.
�I don�t know how to even start it, let alone ride it.�
�Then you�re in luck,� said Cynthia, �because I do. Grab your pack. We won�t be able to take mine as well. But there�s room for two of us.�
There wasn�t time for John to register his surprise that she knew how to ride a dirt bike. His jaw dropped for only a single moment before he got it together and dashed off to get his pack.
Cynthia had what she needed. She didn�t need that pack. She had her rifle slung over her shoulder, and her handgun.
She grabbed the dirt bike by the handles and set it upright. She threw her leg over it, and got into position.
When Cynthia had been in high school, a neighborhood boy had been a dirt bike enthusiast. He�d had a serious crush on her, and invited her over more than once. He�d taught her how to ride.
Cynthia found the hot start switch and pulled it in.
�Got it,� said John, appearing before her. He started to get on the bike, loaded down with his heavy pack.
�Give me a second,� said Cynthia.
�They�re almost here.�
�Trust me.�
It�d be hard to start the bike with him on it.
The whine of the other dirt bikes was loud. Very loud. They were close.
�I can see them,� said John. �I�ll try to hold them off.�
Cynthia engaged the clutch and the brake. She got the kick starter into the right position. She didn�t want to flood the engine by using the throttle.
She kicked it.
It didn�t start.
Stay calm, she told herself.
Going too quickly could flood the engine.
John�s rifle fired. She didn�t turn around to see what had happened.
�Get it started!�
She wanted to scream, �Don�t rush me!� But that wasn�t going to help anything.
She waited a few seconds, counting as slowly as she could in her head.
Finally, she gave it another kick.
This time it started.
John already had his leg halfway over the bike before she could tell him to get on.
�Hold on to me tight.�
He didn�t need to be told twice.
Cynthia released the brake and twisted the throttle. They were off, speeding through the trees.
It was exhilarating, the trees rushing past on either side, the wind on her face. They�d been walking so long, she hadn�t thought she�d ever be in a car again, let alone riding a dirt bike.
There was enough space between most of the trees for the dirt bike. But it wasn�t easy. It would require a lot of slowing down around bends and curves.
And there wasn�t much space between them and the pursuers.
On a bend, slowing down, she shouted to John, �How close are they?�
�Close,� he shouted back. �Maybe 50 feet.�
That wasn�t much.
She�d gotten pretty good, back in the day, at riding. But that had been around a track, not zigzagging through trees, pursued by three armed men. And she was rusty. It�d been years since she�d even seen a dirt bike.
Concentrate, she told herself. Just concentrate and stay calm.
�We need to get that radio!� shouted John.
�The radio?�
Was he crazy? They�d have to stop at Tom�s hiding spot, where she�d left the radio. It would mean putting themselves in more danger than they needed.
Then again, she�d thought he was crazy before. Just minutes ago.
And he�d been right.
Cynthia turned, aiming them on a path that would lead them right to the radio. She pulled the throttle and the engine whined.
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MAX
Max and James had left Georgia and Sadie at the campsite with the deer. Max�s stomach was still mostly empty. They�d walked so far. He was already tired when they�d set out.
His leg hurt, but he was pushing on.
After half an hour of walking, they�d finally come to a creek.
�This must be the one Mandy came to,� said James.
�If she got this far.�
�I think she did. Look.� James pointed to the water containers that Mandy must have left behind.
Max�s Glock hadn�t left his hand since they�d set out, and he kept it at the ready. His eyes darted around.
But he saw nothing.
�What do you think happened to her?� said James.
Max didn�t answer. He was looking across to the other side of the creek. He wasn�t sure, but he thought he saw something there in the dirt. Some mark or pattern.
He walked across the creek. It was just deep enough to get his boots wet. Whatever waterproofing they had, it didn�t work.
�You see something?� said James, staying on the other side for now.
�Yeah,� said Max, bending down to examine the dirt. �Tire tracks.�
James was there, splashing across the creek as quickly as he could.
�It sort of looks like a road up that way,� he said.
�Yeah,� said Max. �A dirt road. I think we have our answer. Or part of it. Come on, there�s no time to lose.�
�You think they took her? Kidnapped her? Whoever they are.�
�Hopefully.�
�What if they just killed her.�
�If they did, they didn�t do it here.�
�How do you know?�
�There�s no blood.�
�But what about this? I found it on the other side, over there.� James seemed hesitant and nervous as he held out his hand, as if he didn�t want to show Max.
Finally, he opened his hand.
There was a shell casing resting on his palm. �There are more over there,� he said.
Max picked it up and examined it.
�It could have come from Mandy�s gun,� said Max.
�Shouldn�t we look for more over here, to figure out what happened?�
�No time,� said Max. �We can philosophize all we want about what happened. But it�s not going to save Mandy. If she�s still alive to be saved. Come on, let�s get a move on it.�
They set off down the dirt road, which became clearer the more they walked.
�Keep your eyes on the tracks,� said Max. �But don�t forget to look up, too. I�m watching, but don�t rely just on me. We�ve all got to get used to the idea that the other person might not be doing their job. And at the same time rely on each other.�
�Tricky balance,� muttered James, whose eyes were fixed to the dirt road. �I�m pretty sure these are the same tracks. It�s a little hard to tell, because it looks like other cars have been on this road before.�
�It�s probably the same car,� said Max. �Or truck.�
�I wonder where this leads.�
�Me too,� said Max.
They walked for a good half hour, still seeing nothing.
Max�s leg was hurting more than it had been. Carrying Georgia on that stretcher had strained it. But he just gritted his teeth.
�Hey,� said James, stopping. �Do you see that?�
�What?�
�Right there. Some kind of structure.�
Max took the binoculars from where they hung around his neck and put them to his eyes.
As he dialed in the right adjustment, the image came into focus.
It wasn�t a building, but some kind of old tent.
�Take a look,� said Max, unslinging the binoculars from around his neck and handing them to James.
�What is that?� said James. �Doesn�t look like a normal tent.�
�It�s not,� said James. �Looks like one of those old military tents. Not meant to be portable.�
�What does that mean?�
�It means we could be dealing with people who are more prepared than average,� said Max. �In the sense that they�re very well-prepared.�
�Maybe it�s just some people who had an old tent from their dad or granddad or something,� said James. �I mean, I�ve seen things like that before. Big canvas tent, steel poles and all that.�
�I don�t think so,� said Max, taking the binoculars back and scanning the area. �There�s a ton of equipment around. Actually, it looks like they�ve been there for a while, before the EMP.�
�What should we do?�
�We�ll do some more surveillance, before we move in,� said Max.
�What about Mandy? Time isn�t on our side. Anything could happen while we�re snooping around.�
�We�re not going to be able to save Mandy unless we know what we�re up against,� said Max. �Rushing in there might be the worst thing we could do.�
It was a hard decision for Max to make. After all, he realized now that he cared about Mandy in a way� well, it was different than how he felt about the others.
But he needed to keep a cool head. He needed to stay practical and strategic. There was a good chance that they�d be up against people who were better fed and better armed.
�Come on,� said Max. �Follow me. And try not to make any noise.�
Max set off, heading away from the road, on a course that would lead them around the campsite. He didn�t know how many people there were, or how big the campsite was, and he wanted to circle in on it. If they were dealing with another compound situation, they didn�t want to walk right into the center of activity without realizing it.
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GEORGIA
�You doing, OK, Mom?� said Sadie.
�I�m fine, Sadie.�
The truth was, the pain was getting worse. She didn�t know why. But she hoped that it was simply because of the journey. The going had been bumpy. That was the reality of being carried across uneven terrain on a makeshift stretcher. Every bump had gone right to her back, right to her injury.
But Sadie had checked it, lifting Georgia�s shirt up to expose her bare skin. She�d said it had looked fine.
Georgia shouldn�t have been worried. At least that was what she kept telling herself. If there�d been a fragment of the bullet that hadn�t been removed, she�d have a fever right now. And an infection. Maybe she�d be dead.
But maybe the antibiotics had been keeping it at bay. Maybe there was a splinter of metal there, working its way slowly to her heart, or some vital organ.
She had to keep a clear head, though. For her kids.
It was difficult, though. Georgia was not the type to get anxious. So it was a new experience for her. Probably compounded by the injury, the stress, and the lack of food.
�You think they�ll be OK?� said Sadie, looking up at her mom with worried eyes.
Georgia nodded. �James is with Max. He�s in good hands. As good as any.�
�But what about Mandy?�
�We�ll have to wait and see, Sadie. In the meantime, keep your eyes peeled. We can�t afford to let something happen to us while we�re here waiting.�
�But maybe we should go help. We can�t just sit here doing nothing.�
�Unfortunately, that�s the reality of the situation. There�s nothing else to do. The truth is that I can barely walk, let alone go running after some unknown threats. Trust me, I feel worse about it than you do.�
It was true.
Georgia was not the type for sitting back and letting others do the dangerous work. And she hated the idea of sending her son out there, while she stayed in the relative safety of the campsite. James and Max were about to face unknown dangers. And there was nothing she could do to protect them.
She kept her worries to herself. It was better if Sadie kept as clear a head as possible. The calmer Sadie was, the more likely she�d be able to spot someone if they were approaching.
�Sadie,� said Georgia. �Listen to me. I�ve got to tell you something.�
�What is it?�
�If something happens to me, I want you to��
Just then, Georgia saw it.
A woman.
Georgia froze, stopping midsentence.
Sadie turned her head to where Georgia was looking.
She was in her mid-30s. Tall, with long hair that hung past her shoulders. She had a pretty face, and an athletic build.
Georgia reached for the gun. She�d already thought over whether Sadie was better off with it, or whether she was. In the end, she�d decided that she was still the better shot, even with her injury. And she�d likely draw the fire, if there was any. If she was shot, Sadie could reach for the gun.
Funny where the mind went. These sorts of thoughts had become completely normal to Georgia.
Unfortunately.
But that was reality.
The hiker saw them. She stopped dead in her tracks.
Georgia was waiting for the woman to reach for her gun.
But she didn�t.
Behind her, a man appeared. About the same age. Also tall.
They glanced at each other, and then back at Sadie and Georgia.
They didn�t seem to have seen the gun yet.
Georgia made a quick strategic decision. She pulled her arm and hand completely under the blanket that lay over her. This hid the gun completely from sight. It was better if they didn�t know she was armed. If they tried something, she�d be better able to take them on.
�Hey there!� called out the woman, suddenly, waving her hand.
�Mom,� hissed Sadie frantically. �What do we do?�
�Stay calm, Sadie.�
The woman and the man started walking over. There wasn�t much ground to cover. They�d sort of come out of nowhere. The trees had hidden their approach.
�You folks OK?� said the man. He was athletic-looking, and was wearing trendy clothes that were now muddy and torn.
�We�re fine,� said Georgia.
Her pulse was racing. The presence of newcomers meant danger.
But, if she was being honest with herself, the impression they gave was of completely trustworthy people. An honest couple. Normal people. Nothing about them screamed danger.
�Mind if we sit down?� said the man. �I�m Jake, by the way.�
�And I�m Rose.�
Georgia nodded. �Just keep a decent distance. Yeah, right there is fine. And keep your hands where I can see them.�
Jake laughed. �We�re not trying to hurt you,� he said. �In fact, we were hoping you could help us.�
�Help you?�
�Yeah,� said Rose. �We�re� well, it�s a long story.�
Georgia realized that they hadn�t noticed that she was so injured she could barely stand up on her own. That she was so weak she wasn�t going to be of any help to anyone.
�How do you know you can trust us?� said Georgia. �Coming here, presumably unarmed, you�re taking a big risk.�
Rose smiled warmly. �You look trustworthy.�
�That�s not much to go on,� said Georgia. �Trust me, I know. And don�t worry, I�m not trusting you two either yet.�
�I guess you shouldn�t,� said Jake. �We�re desperate, basically. If you�re looking to take what we have, well, we don�t have anything.�
�If you�re desperate, then I can�t trust you,� said Georgia.
�I know you�re a good person,� said Rose. �I can see it in your aura.�
�My aura?�
�She�s kind of a hippy,� said Jake, rolling his eyes a little.
Georgia laughed in spite of herself.
�He never believes me,� said Rose. �But I always turn out to be right.�
�I think you�re just picking up other signals,� said Jake.
�What�s an aura?� said Sadie.
�Some silly new age stuff,� muttered Georgia. �Now tell me what�s going on.�
�Well, it all started out great,� said Rose. �We were traveling the country in our van��
�We�re digital nomads,� said Jake, once again adding explanation to what Rose said. �Well, we were, obviously.�
�What�s that?� said Sadie. �A digital nomad?�
Sadie had already let her guard down. But Georgia hadn�t. She still had the gun trained on them underneath the blanket. They didn�t seem to notice, or suspect anything at all. Apparently Rose�s �aura� detector wasn�t able to pick up on handguns.
�We traveled anywhere we wanted to,� said Rose. �And we worked online��
They continued talking, telling their story. Georgia listened, and Sadie asked most of the questions. Georgia made sure not to get immersed in the story. She didn�t want to miss a potential attack, if one was going to happen. After all, it could all be a ruse. If it was, though, it was a very, very good one.
Rose and Jake were a couple. They weren�t married, but they talked like they were, interrupting each other, and occasionally bickering over small things. They were remarkably upbeat considering what they�d been through.
In some ways, they hadn�t had it as bad as the others during the initial stages of the post-EMP world.
�Yeah,� Jake was saying. �We were already here on the hunting grounds when the EMP hit. We actually didn�t realize it at first. We thought something had just gone wrong with the van�s battery.�
�Wait,� said Georgia. �You said the hunting grounds. You mean the state hunting grounds?�
�Yeah,� said Jake.
�That�s where we are now?�
�Yeah,� said Jake.
They must have made a mistake with the maps. Somehow, they�d come farther than they�d thought.
Not that it mattered much.
�So anyway,� said Jake. �These guys started coming around. That�s when we heard about the EMP.�
�They were nice enough at first,� said Rose.
�But then they turned nasty.�
�They�re these pot farmers,� said Rose. �They had guns, and they came and took everything we had.�
�Everything,� muttered Jake.
Georgia looked at them carefully again. They had seemed healthy, for the most part, when she�d first seen them. But now she saw them in a different light. They looked malnourished.
Jake even had a bad bruise on his cheek, and Rose had a black eye.
�We finally got ahold of some food the other day,� said Jake. �We found some acorns, and we were making these weird pancakes out of them. But they came by again, and demanded them.�
�Jake refused,� said Rose. �And they hit me.�
Jake looked at the ground, growing red in the face. �I tried to defend her, but they just beat the shit out of me.�
�It was horrible,� said Rose.
�So anyway,� said Jake. �Basically, they�re tormenting us. They�ve taken everything from us. And we�ve got to get out of here.�
�Why don�t you just drive off?� said Sadie. �You said you have a van.�
�They stole our gas,� said Rose.
Suddenly, it hit Georgia. An idea. How had it taken her this long to realize it?
Sadie must have realized it at the same time, because she glanced over at Georgia.
�Is there anyone else here?� said Georgia. �In the area, I mean?�
�Not that we know of,� said Rose. �We haven�t seen anyone else. You�re the first ones we�ve seen who weren�t the pot farmers.�
�How many of them are there?� said Georgia.
�Three. Two main guys. One�s kind of the idiot lackey. And there�s this other guy. He�s huge but he doesn�t seem to talk. They communicate with him in sign language.�
�Mom,� said Sadie. �Do you think that�s what happened to Mandy?�
�Who�s Mandy?� said Rose.
�One of our friends,� said Georgia. �She disappeared today.� She didn�t mention Max and James. She still didn�t trust Rose and Jake fully. But they were gaining her trust quickly, and she was letting her guard down.
Jake and Rose exchanged a nervous glance.
�Do you know anything about that?� said Georgia, eyeing them.
�No,� said Rose. �Our van is a good ways away from their farm.�
�You say farm, but isn�t it too cold now to grow anything?�
�They have some special strain, I think,� said Rose.
Georgia nodded. �They beat you two up. But do you know why they�d kidnap someone? What would their motive be?�
�Who knows,� said Jake. �They�re pretty delusional. They keep talking about how they�ll be rich once the power comes back on��
�They�ve talked about taking me and forcing me to work on their farm,� said Rose. �Free labor, you know.�
�Why didn�t they then?�
�I think they thought we�d find food if they left us on our own,� said Jake. �Not that we�ve had much luck with that. Just bits and pieces here and there. Nothing substantial.�
�In reality,� said Rose, �I think they just like having someone to come torment.�
�But they could do that easily enough if they made us their slaves,� said Jake. He paused for a moment, as if thinking deeply. �Nothing they do really makes a whole lot of sense, though. So I wouldn�t read too much into it. But about your friend� the answer is yes. I think that if something happened to her, it was likely these guys.�
Georgia nodded.
It was a lot to take in. But it sounded like Jake was right. It was probably the pot farmers that had gotten to Mandy.
�Well,� said Jake, folding his hands together. �We came looking for help, but it seems as if your friend needs more help than us. We have it comparatively easy.�
�I hate to think of her being forced to work on that horrible farm of theirs,� said Rose.
�I�m sorry we can�t be of any help,� said Jake. �But we can�t defend ourselves against them. I don�t know what we could do.�
Georgia thought to herself that if that was their attitude, they�d have a hard time no matter where they were. They had it comparatively easy, if some dangerous pot farmers were all they had to contend with. If they�d been anywhere else, they�d already be dead. Not that this wasn�t an area with the potential to be as dangerous as any. And not that the pot farmers weren�t a serious danger.
To Mandy, mostly.
�Max and James are already headed there,� said Sadie, piping up.
Georgia groaned inwardly. She hadn�t wanted to divulge the existence of Max and James yet. She didn�t yet completely trust these two newcomers.
�Who are Max and James?� said Rose.
Sadie must have seen the way Georgia had looked at her, so she said, �Nobody.�
�Well,� said Georgia. �The cat�s out the bag. They�re with us, and they�re headed to rescue our friend Mandy. Hopefully they�ve found her by now.�
Rose looked startled at the mention of two new people.
But Jake didn�t miss a beat. �Shit,� he muttered.
�What is it?�
�They�re going to run into problems if they reach that farm,� he said.
�Why�s that?�
�Don�t worry about them,� said Sadie excitedly. �They know what they�re doing. You should see Max� he can take down anyone.�
�That�s not true, Sadie,� said Georgia. �But we do have confidence that they�re up to the job.�
�The only thing,� said Jake, worry on his face, �is that that farm is booby trapped like crazy.�
�Booby trapped?�
�Yeah, they�ve got it set up where they�ll know if someone�s coming before they get anywhere near it.�
Sadie shot Georgia a worried look.
�How do you know?� said Georgia.
�They told me,� said Jake. �They told me not to get any ideas, not to sneak onto their place, because they�d shoot me in the stomach before I was anywhere near there� They said they had the whole place rigged up. And they said not to worry, that EMP hadn�t affected their defense at all. Shit, I wish there was some way we could warn your friends. It�s times like these you really wish cell phones still worked, right?�
Georgia didn�t say anything. She bit her lip in worry.
And she wasn�t the type to get worried.
At least not easily.
�Is James going to be OK, Mom?� said Sadie, tugging on her sleeve.
�He�s with Max,� said Georgia.
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JOHN
He�d almost gotten them both killed in the process, but John had gotten the radio.
Cynthia hadn�t even gotten off the dirt bike. She�d sat on it, gun in hand, screaming at him to hurry up.
It hadn�t been easy. Cynthia had left the radio buried in the pack. And he�d had to really dig through it to get the radio out.
He�d hopped back on the bike, and his leg had barely been over it, when Cynthia had gunned it and they�d sped off.
John�d had just enough time, as he�d run back to the dirt bike, to shove the radio into his own bag. He�d had to ditch a few things that�d been packed into the top. He hadn�t even registered what they were, and he hoped he wouldn�t need them later.
Maybe it�d been stupid. Maybe it�d been completely idiotic.
But he was hoping against hope that somehow the radio would be helpful in the long run. Risks and danger were worth it. So long as they survived. And so long as it paid off in the end.
At the very least, the radio would be valuable. Valuable for bartering.
So long as they eventually found someone they could barter with. Someone who wouldn�t just attack them outright. Not friends, necessarily, like Dale. Just neutral people. Surely they had to exist.
Somewhere.
The ride was bumpy. Rough and chaotic.
A couple near misses with trees. Cynthia was cutting it close, taking risks and making sharp turns.
He hoped she knew what she was doing. She was probably the last person in the world he�d expect to have known how to ride a dirt bike. Let alone handle one the way she was handling it. The guys behind them could barely keep up.
But they were keeping up.
And that was the problem.
John had to take action.
He turned his head. It was hard to see behind him, with his pack.
He couldn�t ditch it. It was all they had left.
Of course, if it came down to them dying, then he�d ditch the pack. But they weren�t there yet.
He hoped.
John had his gun out, one hand stretched out behind him.
He had one spare magazine within reach. The rest of the ammo was in the pack. It wouldn�t be possible to get it out.
�I�m going to try to shoot them,� shouted John. But his voice was drowned out by the whine of the motor and the rushing wind.
He didn�t know how fast they were going. But it was fast.
Too fast and too bumpy to get off a good shot. He had a realistic understanding of his abilities. Most likely, once he started firing, he�d just be wasting ammo.
But he had to try.
After all, they had one unusual advantage. There were two of them on the bike. Not just one.
But just as John was thinking he had the upper hand, he turned his head again and saw a dirt bike getting close. Really close. And the rider had a handgun out.
Only it wasn�t just any handgun. It was large. Too large for a normal handgun. A long clip hung out the bottom of it.
Shit. It was an automatic. Or semi-automatic? An Uzi? John didn�t know. He was learning about guns with only hands-on experience. He didn�t have any manuals. Or the internet.
But the bullets that began spraying out confirmed his suspicions. It may not have been an Uzi. But it was definitely automatic in the sense that it was firing more bullets than John�s own gun could. Much more dangerous.
�Go!� shouted John. �Turn!�
He didn�t know if Cynthia heard him or not. It was hard to tell.
But she turned anyway. Maybe she�d heard the gunfire. Hopefully.
Their knees almost scraped the dirt as Cynthia turned the bike sharply to the right.
John tried to keep his hand straight and steady. He breathed in deeply, trying to calm himself down. He needed a clear head. Anything else would just make him a worse shot.
The militia man wasn�t wearing a helmet.
But John didn�t go for the head. He aimed for the chest. It was a bigger target.
Back on a relatively straight course, John pulled the trigger. He thought he had the shot.
But it missed.
He pulled the trigger.
Once more.
Twice.
It was the third shot that hit him. Right in the chest.
The militia dirt bike went completely out of control, slamming right into a tree. The sound was tremendous.
There were two more.
John�d been hoping the second bike would crash into the first one. But no such luck. The first had gone so far off the �path� that the second one just zoomed on by, as if nothing had even happened.
John saw a sawed-off shotgun appear in the man�s hand. It seemed to happen in slow motion. It was close, too.
John acted instinctually. He pulled the trigger. Three times in quick succession.
He didn�t know which shots had hit and which hadn�t.
The only important thing was that the rider slumped over, dead, or almost dead. His bike ran off course lazily.
Cynthia took another sharp turn. John felt his knee scraping the ground.
When the bike was upright again, he turned back to look.
The third bike had stopped in its tracks. As Cynthia and John sped along, it disappeared into the distance.
They rode and rode, not stopping, not pausing.
Minutes passed. John kept checking over his shoulder.
He was expecting the third dirt bike to appear.
Actually, he was hoping it would appear.
It would mean more danger. More risk. But if he could take him out, then they�d be safer in the long run. As it stood now, there was someone dangerous out there who wanted them dead. Someone who worked for a dangerous militia, possibly in the process of expanding to more remote corners of the state. And beyond. States didn�t mean anything anymore, after all.
The minutes turned into hours.
Finally, they were out of gas. Night was starting to fall.
They�d made it out of the woods, across a paved road, and back into another forested area. Then across another road. And the same thing over and over again.
When there was no more gas, they coasted to a stop. John put his feet down, as did Cynthia, to keep the bike from toppling over.
John hadn�t let go of his gun. His back was sore from riding with the backpack.
He�d probably killed two men. And he felt nothing.
Nothing except the continuing will to survive.
�Not bad riding, eh?� said Cynthia, flashing John a grin as she got off the dirt bike.
�I�d never have believed it if I hadn�t seen it with my own eyes,� said John.
�Seen it? You lived it.�
�You sure can ride that thing��
Cynthia paused for a long while, suddenly seeming to get lost in her own thoughts. �So what now? Any idea where we are?�
John looked around. �Nope,� he said. �I don�t have the slightest clue.�
�I guess this is as good of a place as any to set up camp, then.�
�Well, we might want to leave the dirt bike behind. Someone could easily follow the tire tracks.�
�Good point. Hand me a water, will you?�
John opened the backpack, dug past Dale�s radio, and found a bottle of water. He handed it to Cynthia, who took a long drink and handed it back. He put the bottle to his mouth, and let the cool water flow past his lips. He�d never tasted anything better.
He looked around, and the forest seemed to appear more beautiful than it ever had to him. Maybe it was just the thrill of being alive.
�Come on,� said John. �We�re losing light.�
He shouldered his pack and set off. Cynthia followed him. They kept their guns out, and looked over their shoulders periodically as they walked.
But John didn�t feel nervous.
He didn�t know why, but he felt calm. The sort of calm he�d never known before the EMP. It was almost like he was now, for the first time in his life, really alive.
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MAX
Nearby, there was a field of what looked like marijuana plants. They were tall, green, and almost wild looking, with their distinctive leaves poking out in all directions.
They were dealing with dangerous people. These were professional pot farmers, likely hardened criminals even before the EMP. And now, with no semblance of law, they�d be even more dangerous, even more free to create their own perverted justice.
Max had read the stories of hikers disappearing in state parks. They�d stumbled upon fields of pot, and been simply executed on the spot for their ignorance.
�Uh, Max,� whispered James urgently.
�Yeah?�
�I think I stepped on something.�
Max knew James wouldn�t have bothered to say something unless it was urgent. After all, they could be spotted at any moment. They were only getting closer to the tent.
�What�d you step on?�
�Some kind of wire. Take a look.�
Max glanced briefly down at James�s foot. Sure enough, there was a wire there.
Max knew instantly what it was. James had been right to tell him, rather than ignore it. It was some kind of trip wire that would alert someone to their presence. It was too much to hope that it�d been deactivated by the EMP. There were a hundred other ways to design a trip wire that didn�t rely on electronics.
So Max didn�t hope. He acted.
�Down!� whispered Max.
They both threw themselves down on the ground at exactly the right moment.
A loud crack rang out. A rifle shot.
There were a couple tree stumps nearby. Max gestured to James, and they both crawled on their bellies over to the stumps, keeping their bodies as close to the ground as they could.
The tent was in view. Max scanned the area, but at first he saw no one.
Then he spotted it. He could just see the head of the man, his tousled hair lying on the ground. He couldn�t see the rest of him, except for part of his rifle. And he was far off.
Max wouldn�t be able to get off a clean shot. Not with a handgun. The distance was too great.
It seemed hopeless. Surely there were others. Surely they stood no chance.
But Mandy was there.
They had to get Mandy.
Max had to make an impossible decision.
He made it fast.
The odds were stacked against them. It seemed impossible. It was a suicide mission. But it was one that Max had to follow through on. He simply couldn�t leave Mandy there.
But while he could throw his own life away, he couldn�t sacrifice James�s, too.
�James,� said Max, his tone commanding. �I�m doing this alone. It�s too dangerous. Head back to your mom and sister.�
�And let you go in alone?� said James.
�Yeah. And I�m not asking you. I�m telling you.�
�Tough luck,� said James.
In that instant, James sprang up from the ground. Gun in hand, he dashed towards the pot field.
He was running fast, sprinting, his feet hitting the ground hard. But he was an easy target for the man with the rifle.
Another crack of the rifle. Loud.
Max�s heart stopped for a moment.
He watched, waiting for James to fall.
But he didn�t. The man with the rifle had missed.
James had gotten into the field alive. He disappeared into it. Even Max couldn�t see him. He was safe for now. But he�d probably do something else stupid soon enough.
Max wouldn�t be able to face Georgia if he got her son killed.
That idiot!
But Max shouldn�t have expected him to act any differently. In fact, if Max had been in James�s place, he would have done exactly the same thing.
If Max didn�t act soon, James would get himself killed.
Max tried to ignore the pain in his leg. His hand gripped his gun tightly.
Not much ammo left. But he tried not to think about that.
Max�s eyes scanned the surrounding area. The marijuana field led almost up to the tent. What James was likely planning was to sneak all the way to the end of it, and then attack the man with the rifle, who was lying there near the tent.
The only problem was that it was obvious. Too obvious. Unless the man with the rifle was a complete dunce, he�d come to the same conclusion as Max.
There was some shouting near the tent. So there was definitely more than just one of them.
If Max got up and ran to the tent, he�d be shot dead. No question.
If he ran to the field, he might be shot dead. He wasn�t as fast as James. Not with his leg.
The only thing to do was wait until James made his move, and then try to distract the man with the rifle.
He just hoped that whoever else was there wouldn�t cause too much of a problem.
And that was too much to hope for.
It happened fast. Too fast.
James burst out of the field, sprinting straight to the tent.
There wasn�t any time to curse James for his foolish bravery.
Max�s finger was squeezing the trigger, his handgun letting loose. He knew he wouldn�t hit the man with the rifle. But hopefully he�d startle him into acting just dumb enough for James to finish him off. All James needed was some luck, just a moment of hesitation on their enemies� part.
Hopefully.
The rifle went off. Another loud crack.
Dirt near Max flew into the air. Some of the dirt rained against his leg.
Max heard something behind him.
He turned to look.
A massive man was there. In his hands was a huge ax.
And it was swinging right towards Max, in a huge arc.
Max rolled over just in time. The ax struck the ground and stayed there. It�d been driven there with so much force that the blade dug deep into the ground.
Another crack from the rifle.
Max couldn�t help but think the worst: James had been shot.
Dread filled him.
But he didn�t let that stop him from acting.
Max pulled the trigger, aiming his own gun right at the man�s giant chest.
One shot. Then another.
The bullets struck. But the man didn�t fall. Not yet. He stood there, looking dazed.
Max pulled the trigger again, but he was out of ammo. An empty click, and nothing more.
But the big man would die. Just not immediately.
As Max turned towards the tent, the huge man started to slump forward towards the ground.
Max didn�t know what had happened, whether James was alive or not. But he ran, as fast as he could. If James had been shot, Max would likely be shot too.
But on the off chance that James was alive, he�d need Max�s help. Even if he didn�t have a gun.
Max�s leg seared with pain as he covered the distance. He couldn�t see what had happened. The man with the rifle was nowhere to be seen. Neither was James.
Then he saw it.
James was standing there. Alive. Rifle in hand. His face was dead serious. A man with a bit of a stomach lay there on the ground, dead.
�Gun,� said Max, gesturing to the rifle. �I�m out of ammo.�
James handed it over.
Together, they entered the tent.
Mandy lay there, unconscious. Rope bound her hands, legs, and thighs. An old sock was stuffed into her mouth, and tied there with a dirty bandana.
Max put his fingers to her jugular.
�There�s a pulse,� he said, scanning her for injuries. �She looks OK.�
�Hey, man, what�s with all the noise? You start shooting at squirrels again or something?�
It was an unfamiliar, slightly hoarse voice. Apparently he hadn�t noticed his dead partner on the ground outside the tent.
Max and James exchanged a look.
The tent flap moved.
A tall, lanky man appeared. He was generally unkempt, even by post-EMP standards.
�Hey, man,� he said. �What the hell?�
Max and James raised their guns.
The tall man had one at his hip, but he didn�t reach for it. Instead, he raised his hands slowly above his head.
�How many people live here?� said Max. �How many of you are there?�
�Uh, three.�
�You sound unsure.�
�Uh, I had to count myself.�
The man�s eyes were glassy and bloodshot.
�Looks like we�re good, James,� said Max. �Now we just have to figure out what to do with him.�
�I know what to do with him,� said James. There was anger in his eyes. �This is what you get when you kidnap one of us.�
James fired.
The shot reverberated through dead silence. The lanky man fell to the ground.
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MANDY
�You feeling OK, Mandy?� said Georgia.
�Yeah,� said Mandy. �The headache�s finally going away.�
�They must have knocked you on the head pretty hard.�
�Eh, it wasn�t that bad. Didn�t leave much of a mark, according to Max.�
�Well, Max has a strange definition of injury. If it doesn�t kill you, it wasn�t that bad.�
Mandy laughed, and took another bite of her venison.
It�d been less than a full day since Max and James had rescued her from the pot farmers. When they�d hiked back to Georgia and Sadie, they�d found them with two newcomers, Jake and Rose, former travelers who�d been tormented by the same people who�d kidnapped Mandy.
�Yeah,� Rose had said. �Nothing they did really made much sense. I�m not surprised they decided to kidnap you and enslave you on the spur of the moment, even though they could have done the same to us.�
�They were too stoned,� Jake had added, �to really think clearly.�
�Didn�t mean they weren�t dangerous, though,� said Mandy.
�Nope, definitely not.�
At first, Max had taken Georgia aside to discuss the newcomers, and whether or not they could be trusted. Mandy, on the other hand, had a good feeling about them from the moment she met them. They weren�t exactly survivalist types, but they were warm and friendly. She could see they didn�t have a mean bone in their bodies.
Apparently whatever Georgia had told Max was good enough for him, and everyone set about eating the deer that James had shot earlier.
They�d all slept well that night. As well as they could on the cold ground. But the fire had kept them relatively warm.
Everyone except Max, of course, who�d insisted on taking first shift.
The tentative plan for tomorrow was to start gathering useful gear at the pot farm and head back to Rose and Jake�s van to see what kind of structures they could build for the coming winter.
No one had explicitly stated it, but it seemed to be understood among everyone that the two groups would join together. At least for the winter. Or at least until something went south. Mandy hoped it didn�t. She liked being around another woman close to her own age.
The sun had fallen, and they were sitting around the campfire again. Just like the night before.
Max was sitting slightly away from everyone. Away from the fire, it was much colder. He was hunched over a radio, which was issuing nothing but hissing static.
�You really like that radio, huh?� said Jake, walking over to him to hand him another piece of venison.
Mandy watched as Max accepted the venison without looking up.
�I just can�t believe it works,� said Max.
�I don�t even know why we have it with us,� said Rose. �It was the one impractical thing I let Jake bring when we set out to tour the US.�
�Impractical?� said Jake. �Come on, it�s the only type of communication device that�s likely to work now.�
�But you never found anyone, did you?� Rose turned to Mandy. �He spent almost every night with that thing before the farmers stole it from him.�
�Did you find anything?� said Mandy.
�Never,� said Jake. �But Max thinks he�s going to. Right, Max?�
Max didn�t answer. He just adjusted the knobs silently, peering at the radio as if it could tell him something.
�I don�t get why it still works,� said Mandy.
�I guess the van worked as a Faraday cage,� said Jake. �Pretty wild, right?�
Mandy nodded.
Suddenly, through the radio�s static, came a voice.
Everyone froze in place, in complete surprise.
�Anyone there?� said the voice, crackling a little as it piped through the radio.
�Who�s there?� said Max.
Everyone else remained dead silent, turning all their attention to Max and the radio.
�Name�s John,� came the voice.
�John?� said Max, a strange expression on his face.
�And who am I speaking with?�
�Max.�
�Max? You sound familiar, Max.�
�So do you.�
�You couldn�t be��
�I�d know that voice anywhere.�
�We haven�t spoken in what� a decade?�
�It�s hasn�t been that long. We saw each other��
�Exactly. I don�t remember either.�
�I can�t believe you�re alive.�
�I knew you were. News is out about some of your more, um, intense exploits.�
�What�s going on?� said Mandy, interjecting. �You know this person?�
�Yeah,� said Max, turning to her with a smile on his face. �It�s my brother.�
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