Defending Camp
Ryan Westfield
	Аннотация
	Ryan Westfield. DEFENDING CAMP. A POST-APOCALYPTIC EMP SURVIVAL THRILLER
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12
	13
	14
	15
	16
	17
	18
	19
	20
	21
	22
	23
	24
	25
	26
	27
	28
	About Ryan Westfield
	Copyright


Аннотация
How hard could you fight?
Max�s recent radio communications weigh heavily on him. He has to decide if he�s going to venture out from the camp into the outside world. Learning what�s happening outside the hunting grounds could prove invaluable. But a dangerous journey into the unknown could be his last.
Georgia has finally recovered from her injuries. She quickly takes charge. She knows it�s not long before the next fight. They need to do everything they can to get ready. But what if the next threat arrives too early?
Art doesn�t recognize the man he�s become. He�s a soldier on the wrong side of it all. He does what he�s told. But is there anything he won�t do? He knows the consequences for disobeying direct orders. Will his conscience catch up with him?
Defending Camp is book 6 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
DEFENDING CAMP
A POST-APOCALYPTIC EMP SURVIVAL THRILLER
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MAX
Max woke up early at the first crack of light. He lay on the cold ground in the tent for a minute before rising. He moved quietly so that he wouldn�t wake up James, who was sound asleep, snoring loudly.
The first thing he thought about wasn�t the immediate safety of the camp. Things had been calm for a week. No signs of anything about to happen. No strangers stalking them. No footprints where they shouldn�t be.
His mind went right to that radio call they�d received. Someone needed help. Max had the coordinates.
But should he do it? Should he go?
John and Cynthia were on watch, stationed at opposite ends of the camp. They were fairly close to the fire, and they nodded wearily at Max.
�Why don�t you get some sleep?� said Max to Cynthia as he gathered the supplies for making coffee.
She nodded without saying anything. Her eyes were bloodshot from staying awake all night. She stood, slightly unsteady on her feet, and gave John a silent kiss on the cheek before disappearing into the van where the women slept.
They�d spent time patching up the bullet holes in the van and the tent. But, even so, they didn�t offer much protection against the cold.
Fortunately, since the snowstorm, the weather had turned more mild. That didn�t mean it wasn�t cold at night, or the early morning.
Max shivered slightly as he placed the small pot of water onto the metal rack that lay over the recessed fire pit. The rack was one of the many things they�d scavenged from the pot farmers� camp.
�Put some on for me, will you?� called out John.
�Already got it.�
Max decided not to ask about the kiss. That was their business, not his.
Max�s leg still hurt him, especially on cold mornings like this. He doubted he�d ever fully recover. That was fine with him. It could have been worse.
Anyway, what could he expect? It wasn�t like he�d had the luxury of hospital care or round the clock nurses. And forget about physical therapy, with trained professionals who�d spent years studying recovery theory.
Max had been conducting his own physical therapy. He�d made a little step with wood, and he made sure to do step-up exercises every day on his bad leg. So far, it seemed to be helping, even if all it was doing was strengthening the muscles surrounding the injury.
He�d also added in some basic strength training.
While the coffee water was still boiling, Max got down on the cold ground into the pushup position. His leg hurt more like this, like it was rebelling against what he was about to do. His fingers dug into the cold black dirt, slightly wet with dew, and he started cranking them out.
Max was breathing heavy by the thirtieth pushup. He could already feel it in his chest.
It wasn�t that he was out of shape. It was that his body had been through so much. It was battered and weakened. He needed to rebuild it. His life would depend on it at some point.
�Don�t you think you should be going easy on those?� said John.
Max pushed through the burning sensation, knocking out another dozen, before letting himself roll over onto his side, where he lay resting. He looked up, and John�s tired face looked down at him.
John was thinner than he�d ever been before the EMP. His hair was longer, and he sported a couple days� growth of beard. Unexpectedly, among the dead pot farmers� possessions, there�d been a huge collection of disposable razors. These had allowed John and Max to shave for the first time since the EMP. There�d been nothing but water and soap, but that was good enough.
�What makes you say that?�
�You don�t want to hurt your leg, for one thing.�
�It�s already hurt. Some pushups aren�t going to make it any worse.�
�Well what about how it�s going to increase your caloric needs?� It seemed like John, for whatever reason, really wanted to find fault with Max�s workout plan.
�Good point,� said Max. He�d thought of that, of course. The more he worked out, the hungrier he was. �But we�ve got plenty of food for now.�
�If you can call it that.�
�You�re tired of it?�
�Tired of it? That doesn�t even begin to describe the�� John let his words just sort of trail off. He was, after all, very tired.
�Why don�t you go wake up James? It�s time for his shift, and you need to get some rest.�
�I wanted to let him sleep in a little. He�s just a kid.�
Max wasn�t so sure about that. James had been taking on the same responsibilities as the adults. But there wasn�t anything wrong with letting him catch up some sleep.
�It�s your call,� said Max.
With John staring at him, Max got back into position and managed to crank out another batch of pushups.
�Not bad form,� muttered John.
�Not bad? I don�t see you doing any.�
�I�m saving my strength rather than wasting it.�
�All right, John,� said Max, glancing over at the water. �Just get it off your chest. I know something�s eating at you. Might as well tell me what it is.�
The coffee water still hadn�t boiled. Max prodded at the fire, took a small dry log from the woodpile, and added it to the fire.
John just glared at Max without speaking.
�Don�t start getting on my case about the wood,� said Max. �There�s plenty of it. We�re in the middle of a forest. Now tell me what�s on your mind.�
�Not until the coffee,� said John.
�Fine,� said Max.
He did one more set of pushups. By the time he was done, the water had finally boiled. He made the coffee carefully. He�d been making it cowboy-style recently, just putting the ground beans directly into the hot water, waiting, of course, about thirty seconds after the boil for the water to cool slightly.
Max poured a cup for John. He�d use the pot itself as a mug. He didn�t mind, and it was one less dirty dish. Not that they were overly cautious about washing dishes. There were more important things to do. More important things to focus their energies and attention on.
Washing dishes was one of those chores that seemed like they�d be the first to go in a situation like this, simply sliding to the wayside to make room for more crucial activities.
But washing dishes was important. It might just be the thing that stood between them and sickness and disease.
Now that they�d had two weeks of relative calm, life had begun to take on a different flavor. Now that they weren�t stalked by a violent sociopath, or fighting off a small army of well-armed men, there was time to wash the dishes, wash the clothes, bathe, and start to think about the future.
Long-term survival, Max knew, was a completely different game. When he�d gotten them all safely to the farmhouse, he�d thought that soon enough he�d have crops and defenses set up. Or at least concrete plans for them. Life had thrown a number of wrenches their way, and it hadn�t worked out anything like that. They�d been on the run ever since, barely escaping with their lives intact.
Had things really calmed down? Max knew it was too much to hope for. But at the same time, they weren�t going to survive in the long run if they didn�t start making the right steps while they had this peace, however long it was going to last for.
�You done with your coffee yet?�
John took one final long drag then placed his mug down on the dirt. He made a face.
�You know you�re not supposed to drink the grounds too, right?�
�Whatever,� said John. �I�m starting to like it.�
If Max had been in a better mood, he would have laughed.
�Now spit it out,� said Max. �I�m starting to lose patience with you. What�s bothering you?�
John shifted his weary gaze from the ground to Max. �You�re thinking of going, aren�t you?�
Max didn�t speak for a moment.
The truth was that he didn�t know himself. Up until that moment, that is. No one had asked him. He hadn�t had to give an answer before now. And now he found that his mind was already made up.
He nodded.
�It�s crazy,� said John. �You�re going to get yourself killed.�
Max shrugged. �I�ve been fine so far.�
�Don�t feed me that line.�
�What line?�
�I just know what you�re about to say.�
�And how do you know that? You�re psychic now or something?�
�I�m your brother. We may not have spoken much��
�Or at all.�
�The point is,� said John, �that I know you, and I know what you�re thinking, whether you believe me or not. I know how your mind works. You haven�t changed at all since you were a kid.�
Max sighed. �And what has the master psychologist figured out? What is it that I�m thinking?�
�You�re going down real deep into this whole fatalist savior thing,� said John. �You want to go save them. You think you can do it all. Only you don�t. You�re too smart to really think you can do it all. So with each scrape you get through��
�Scrape?� Max raised an eyebrow.
John ignored him and continued. �You think you�re closer to the end. You understand probability. You know that��
�I�m going to cut you off right there,� said Max. �There�s stuff to do. Just get to the point. I don�t have all day.�
John exhaled dramatically. �You can�t go, Max,� he said.
�I�m going,� said Max.
�Everyone�s got problems and you can�t solve them all. Especially now. The whole thing�s gone to shit. Everyone�s in some dire, desperate situation. It�s insane to think that��
�We�re not talking about anyone,� said Max. �We�re talking about a kid.�
�Who you don�t even know!�
�I got the call,� said Max. �I know where to go. I know what to do. I�ve got a responsibility.�
�Like hell you do.�
�I�m not asking anyone else to risk anything,� said Max. �Which is why I�m going alone.�
�So you�re letting the rest of us fend for ourselves?�
�Things have calmed down,� said Max. �Unfortunately, people have started to die off. It�s been long enough since the EMP that insanity is starting to die down. The population rose exponentially, and it�s falling equally as fast. The farther we get from the event��
�You have no way of knowing that. It�s all just theory.�
Max shrugged. �Everyone�s theory now. No one really knows what�s happening.�
�Well if you�re going, I�m going with you.�
Max stared at him. He hadn�t seen John this angry in years.
�Why the sudden change of heart? First you say I can�t go, and now you say you�re coming? It doesn�t make any sense.�
�I know you�re too stubborn to change your mind. The more I argue with you, the more you�ll want to go.�
�I�d like to think I�m a little more rational than that.�
Max had been keeping a cool head so far. He�d found that he could keep calm in some of the most intense and violent situations. But there was nothing like family to bring out the stronger emotions.
He felt the anger rising in him. He tried to suppress it, but it was there, starting to burn a hole in his chest.
They were both standing now, face to face. John stepped closer, his nose almost touching Max�s.
�Someone�s got to make sure you don�t get yourself killed,� said John. His voice was full of anger, but barely above a whisper.
�I�m going alone,� said Max. �You need to stay here. They need you.�
�They need you, Max. You�re the only reason everyone�s alive.�
Max had heard that before. He hated hearing it. He knew it wasn�t true.
The only way he could get John not to come was to insult him, to tell him he wasn�t good enough. It wasn�t true, but Max was going to say it anyway.
�You�re too much of a risk to take along,� said Max. �You don�t know what the hell you�re doing. You�ll just get yourself killed.�
John had had enough. It was all over his face. He said nothing.
Instead, he threw the first punch. It caught Max in on the cheek. Hard enough for his vision to go blurry for a second.
Max�s calm was gone. There was nothing but anger, unsolved family issues, his judgment clouded further by the blow.
Max threw himself forward, his body colliding with John. They both went down into the dirt, only a few feet from the fire.
�You bastard,� said John through gritted teeth.
Max was on top of him and John was trying his best to get out from underneath him. It was the same sort of scuffle they used to get into when they were both in high school.
�Max! John! What the hell are you doing?�
It was Mandy�s voice.
Neither one of them looked up.
Then came Georgia�s voice.
�That�s enough!� She spoke in a commanding, forceful way. It was enough to get them to stop, both of them looking towards her.
Georgia was doing a lot better. She stood there, fists on her hips, looking tall and strong. Not someone you wanted to trifle with.
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DAN
Dan hadn�t slept all night. His eyes were blurred from lack of sleep and his body felt completely on edge. He was full of adrenaline. Full of that speedy sick feeling that never seemed to leave him.
He looked out the second story window onto the abandoned suburban street below. There was nothing. No movement.
The sun was rising slowly over the houses and overgrown lawns. His grandfather would be waking up right about now, as he always had ever since he�d been a young man, growing up on a farm. It was time to go check on him.
Dan picked the large kitchen knife up from where he�d rested it on the window sill, and walked wearily through the halls. They were lined with pictures of his family. His grandmother was there, countless neatly framed pictures that showed her progressing in age from a young woman to the grey-haired woman that Dan had grown up with.
She�d died two years ago, a devastating blow to his grandfather, who had never really recovered. His own health problems had seemed to snowball after that. His type two diabetes, once kept carefully in check through diet, had turned into an uncontrollable monster. There was no stopping it.
Especially not now.
The insulin had run out. There was no way to get more of it.
Dan�s grandfather�s days were numbered. And they both knew it.
Conspicuously absent from the wall of photos were pictures of Dan�s own parents. They�d had Dan young, and from what he had gathered over the years, it had probably been unexpected. They weren�t the types of people who made good parents. Or parents at all, for that matter. They�d split, leaving their own parents to raise Dan.
Dan didn�t even remember what they looked like.
He was a tough kid. He�d had to be. He�d endured countless taunts and jokes at his expense. That was just how he�d grown up. He�d been born small and grown up to be the shortest kid in his class by far.
A big part of his attitude had come from his grandfather, who�d not only always been there for him, but had told him that the only way he was going to get through life happy was if he took what he wanted from it, rather than waiting for someone to come around, feel sorry for him, and hand him things on a silver platter.
Dan had taken the advice to heart. While he�d never been the most brilliant student, he�d worked hard, always did everything on time. He�d gotten a job at the local hardware store, where he was the most dedicated employee by far. His coworkers were mostly in their late twenties, who, to quote his grandfather, �didn�t have a work ethic worth a damn.�
Dan had outshined them all.
He was only fourteen, going on fifteen. His birthday was in a few days. Not that there was any cause to celebrate. Not with the way things had turned out.
The power had gone out. Everyone had gone insane.
Dan and his grandfather had ridden out the worst of it. Or so it seemed.
The weeks had gone by and things had gotten quieter and quieter. Now no one moved in the streets. There was no sound of vehicles nearby. No sound of anything.
The food was running out. The cans that had been neatly stacked in the basement were disappearing one by one.
So much time had passed. Shouldn�t the government have gotten things under control by now? Shouldn�t the lights have come back on?
But there was no sign of that now.
Dan hadn�t held out much hope. Until, that is, he�d found his grandfather�s old shortwave radio in a dusty trunk in the attic. There hadn�t been any way to power it, until Dan remembered the small broken generator he�d taken home from the dumpster at the hardware store. It had just been sitting there in the garage for close to a year.
It�d been hard to do with his hands and his coordination. But if he�d learned anything from his grandfather and from working at the hardware store, it was he could do a lot of things that people said he couldn�t. So long as he had the time he needed.
So it�d taken him longer than it would have taken others, but he�d gotten the generator hooked up. He�d even gotten the radio to work. He�d run the generator in the garage with the door open, keeping one eye at all times on the backyard. The knife had never left his side.
It had taken days to find anyone on the radio at all. There�d been absolutely nothing, and Dan had figured that the rest of the country was simply dead, completely obliterated by some kind of intense weapon. A nuke, maybe. Or something worse that he couldn�t even imagine.
Finally, when it had seemed like all hope was lost, he�d made contact.
Dan was cautious at first. Sure, he was asking for help blindly. But he had his suspicions about anyone who responded.
Over time, though, talking to this man every night, Dan had grown to trust him. The conversations were always short, and the man never gave his name.
Dan was tired. Completely exhausted. The defense of the house had been up to him and him alone. He�d barely slept in the last weeks.
He�d been staring at the family photographs in the hallway, lost in thought, for who knew how long.
Now he was outside his grandfather�s door, pausing, listening. There wasn�t the sound of his usual heavy snoring.
�Grandpa?� said Dan.
No answer.
Dan didn�t knock. He opened the door. It took him a moment. His hands weren�t working that well.
His grandfather lay there, a look of peace on his face.
But he was dead.
Dan kept it together. He�d suspected this day would come.
He didn�t need to check for a pulse, but he did anyway.
His grandfather�s body was cool. He must have died hours ago, while Dan was staring out the window.
Dan stood there, next to his grandfather�s body, completely stunned. Sure, he was tough. But he was still just a kid. He hadn�t even graduated high school yet.
And now, for the first time in his life, he was completely alone.
Suddenly, there was a tremendous sound outside the street.
It had been so long since he�d heard anything, Dan almost didn�t react at all.
But the sound was only getting louder. It was the sound of engines. Not one, but many. Loud and rumbling.
Dan grabbed the kitchen knife that he had placed on his grandfather�s bedside table and dashed out of the room.
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GEORGIA
Georgia glared down at Max and John.
�Get the hell off the ground, you two.�
They both started sputtering out words, trying to explain themselves.
�You�re acting like two little kids,� said Georgia. �And I don�t want to have to treat you like such. You�re two grown men. I know you�re forgetting that, but I need you to act like the men that you are.�
Everyone else was piling out of the tents and the van now, rubbing their sleep-filled eyes.
It took Max and John a few minutes to calm down, but when they did, they acted embarrassed, and apologized to everyone for waking them up.
�All right, everyone,� said Georgia, clapping her hands together. �Show�s over. Back to bed if you need the rest. If not, it�s time to work.�
�You two should be ashamed of yourselves,� said Mandy.
Georgia was glad to be back on her feet, so to speak. She could actually move her body now, almost in the way she could before she�d been shot. It felt good, but not as good as getting things done.
�What do you need help with, Mom?� said James. He had a sunken look to his eyes that killed Georgia every time she saw it.
�Go get yourself something to eat. And some coffee. Then we�ll get started. Sadie, you do the same.�
�Is this another one of your fun little projects?� said Cynthia. �What are we doing today? Arts and crafts, maybe?�
�You�re still sarcastic as hell even on no sleep,� said Georgia. �You were up all last night. Go back to bed if you want to be any use to anyone.�
�Right. I�ll catch up my beauty sleep then. Another couple hours and I�ll look five years younger.�
Georgia didn�t even crack a smile. There was work to do. She surveyed the campsite. It was a complete mess. Gear was scattered everywhere. The woodpiles had slowly grown into nothing but messes that were starting to creep over the whole campsite. They needed to get organized.
�Georgia, can I talk to you for a minute?� It was Max, looking as sheepish as she�d ever seen him.
�What�s up, Max?�
�In private, I mean,� said Max, casting an eye back to his brother.
�Let�s take a walk,� said Georgia.
They walked together, side by side, in silence towards the trees.
Georgia�s rifle had been slung over her back. She took it in her hands now. She didn�t like being far from camp without it at the ready, even though things had been calm. No sign of anyone.
They stopped in a small clearing in the trees, within eyesight of camp, but out of earshot.
Max took his binoculars from around his neck and began looking off into the distance.
�See anything?�
�Nope,� said Max.
�So what�s this all about?�
Max lowered the binoculars and looked Georgia right in the eye.
�I have to go,� he said. �I�m leaving tonight.�
Georgia didn�t say anything for a moment. She�d been worried about this. Max had been talking on the radio with some kid for the past week, ever since he�d first made contact. The conversations hadn�t been long, but they seemed to have been on Max�s mind the entire time.
�You don�t have to go, Max,� said Georgia. If she hadn�t been holding her rifle, she would have crossed her arms in front of her.
Max didn�t answer. He was busy digging into the ground with the toe of his boot.
�This just doesn�t make sense, Max. And it�s out of character.�
�Out of character?�
�Yeah, you�re always talking about practicality, about being realistic. You�re always trying to protect us. Our group. You know you can�t save everyone. What makes this kid different? I know this sounds harsh, but why does he deserve to be saved?�
�I don�t know,� said Max. �He�s just� I don�t know. He reminds me of� If I had a son, I guess.�
�Like the son you never had? Something�s gotten into you, Max. This doesn�t sound like you at all. Since when did you get all emotional?�
Max shrugged.
�I think you�re feeding me a line of bullshit,� said Georgia, looking him right in the eyes. �I think something else is going on.�
�Maybe I am. You know me too well, Georgia. And what else is going on, then?�
�I think you�ve gotten addicted to this.�
�To what?�
�To all this. To all this running, all this fighting. It�s not fun. No one�s saying that. Mostly it�s hell. But it�s like guys who keep signing up for tours abroad again and again. They get addicted to it.�
Max didn�t say anything, but the expression around his eyes had changed.
�Things have calmed down now,� said Georgia. �And I�m doing better, so you know that I can take care of things here at camp. For now, at least. I just want you to be aware of what�s going on with you, Max. In the end, I can�t tell you what to do. It�s your decision. I just hope you realize what you�re getting yourself into.�
It took Max a long time to respond. �Maybe you�re right. But I�m not the type to overthink things. All I�m doing is trying to go rescue a kid who�s in a bad situation. I�ll take the pot farmer�s truck.�
�All right,� said Georgia. �If that�s what you want to do. I�m going to get this camp in good order. By the time you�re back, you won�t recognize it. There�s one thing that you need to know, though. One thing you�re not considering.�
�What�s that?�
�You�re going to have a hell of a time getting out of here without Mandy going along. She cares about you more than you realize, Max.�
Max said nothing. He just nodded and turned, and walked back toward the camp. He limped slightly as he walked.
As Georgia watched him walk away, she couldn�t help but thinking that this might be the last day she�d see Max. They�d worked and fought hard to carve out their little bit of relative safety here away from the madness of the collapsing world. And now Max was throwing himself right back into it all.

4

ART
Art had been awake for an hour, lying in the darkness until dawn when the other men started stirring.
He lay there on the filthy wall-to-wall carpeting, listening to the sounds of swearing, snores, and grunts as the men tried to shake themselves awake.
They were packed in, about ten of them in a single room. The once-immaculate carpet had become filthy. No one took their boots off. No one changed their clothes. The smell was overpowering, almost gut-wrenching. No one showered. There wouldn�t have been any point, even if the water had worked.
For a while, Art had thought he was getting used to the smell. But after a few weeks, something had changed. He didn�t know if he was just suddenly noticing it all more, or if everyone was smelling worse than before. He still didn�t know the answer, and it didn�t matter. Everyone stunk. Art included.
They were packed in like sardines. They lived like rats. But Art tried to look at the positive side of things. He always had.
He was one of the lucky ones. He was still alive. Unlike many, many others.
Art�s positive outlook may have worked for him when he was living his pre-EMP life. Back then he was a graduate student, studying urban planning. He�d been popular with women, gone on plenty of dates, studied hard, and made sure to keep himself in good shape. He�d biked to work every day, braving the rush hour traffic on his road bike, telling himself that the physical benefits were worth it.
Now, his positive outlook was falling apart. How could it not be? But he still clung to it. He still tried to tell himself he was lucky. He still tried to tell himself he was doing everything he could, that he wasn�t a bad person, that anyone in his position would do the same.
It was hard to face reality. Impossible, sometimes.
Back then, he�d lived his life conscientiously. Or at least he�d liked to tell himself that. He recycled. He donated a small percentage of his graduate student stipend every year to help out kids in need. He even volunteered in the local big brother program, which saw him tutoring a middle school student twice each week in reading and math, not to mention general life skills. How to cope with problems. How to deal with adversity. That sort of thing.
Back then, his life had been well ordered. Now, it was chaos. Repeated chaos. And violence.
He�d never get used to the violence.
But he�d always been the sort of person who�d followed the rules, who did what he had to do to advance within the system. And now, those same instincts served him once again, albeit in a very different way.
Before the EMP, the rules had been to get good grades, to make friends with the right professors, to keep his wardrobe up to date. Now, the rules were to do whatever the sergeant said. Sometimes that meant just getting gasoline. Sometimes it meant finding food.
But the biggest rule of all was to complete the tasks at any cost. Usually the cost was someone else�s death. And at Art�s own hands.
The images wouldn�t leave his mind. The people he�d killed, their faces were all still as fresh as ever in his memory. Every little mark, every little pore of their faces was burned into his mind.
No matter what he did, he couldn�t shake the memories. No matter how much he drank the night before, he�d wake up early with his heart pounding and the faces as vivid as if they were right before them.
The last night, he�d gone out with the group. They�d shot two men. Art had killed one of them himself. And the most disturbing part of it was that it hadn�t even been difficult for him this time. He�d gotten used to the actual act. He�d just pulled the trigger and that was that.
It was only afterward that he regretted it.
He�d told himself it wasn�t his fault.
But it was. He knew that now.
Sure, he�d had no choice then. But he had a choice now.
When the EMP had hit, Art had stayed holed up in his small and tidy suburban apartment.
Then they�d come. They hadn�t identified themselves. Two men with big guns had showed up at his door. They hadn�t even said anything. Just dragged him out of his apartment, taken him to the street, and shoved him down onto the pavement. Art�s face had hit so hard that his nose broke. They�d told him to get on his knees.
Slowly, more people joined Art. They too were instructed to get on their knees. When Art glanced at them, he recognized the neighbors he�d seen here and there over the years. They were people he�d never talked to, and sometimes not even exchanged a glance with. No one had said much to each other in that neighborhood.
The men with the guns had gone house to house. There�d been a whole team of them, and they�d dragged everyone outside onto the street. Finally, when they had everyone left in the neighborhood rounded up, they�d given their instructions. They were crystal clear, and couldn�t be misinterpreted.
�You�re fighting to the death,� one of them had barked out, loudly. �We�re pairing you off. If you win, you�re one of us. If you lose, you die.�
To show that they were serious, the men had then, completely at random, shot four or five men dead. Right in the head. Dead in the street. They were the first dead bodies, not to mention deaths, that Art had ever witnessed.
Two of the men with guns had taken Art roughly and basically dragged him off to the side. They�d handed him a hammer. He stood there quivering, facing down his next door neighbor, a man in his early fifties. Art didn�t know first name, but he knew that he was a math professor at some college, and that his last name was McGovern.
McGovern had a crowbar in hand.
They stood there, both of them quivering.
Art had never been in a fight in his life. He couldn�t even look McGovern in the eye.
�What the hell are you waiting for?� The armed man had screamed in his ear.
�Do you want to die? �Cause both of you are about to if you don�t get to it!�
Art had simply not known what to do. His body felt as if it was frozen.
Then it happened. The pair of neighbors next to them weren�t fighting either. Each of them was armed with a baseball bat. The guy who�d been screaming in Art�s ear had simply walked up to them, raised his gun, and calmly shot both of them in the head.
That was what had spurred them on.
Instinct kicked in.
McGovern made the first move. He�d come at Art hard, swinging the crowbar high.
But he was too old. He might have been big, with a well-developed upper body, but he�d let it go slightly to seed over the years.
Art was young, and in good shape. Maybe he wasn�t big, but he was fast. On his commutes to work, he�d always included sprints, allowing those fast-twitch muscle fibers to develop.
It all happened so fast that it became a complete blur. Or maybe he�d blacked out in some sense, just from the sheer intensity of the situation.
The next thing he remembered, Art was standing over McGovern. The hammer in Art�s hand was bloody. McGovern�s skull was smashed in.
That was the moment his life had changed. A far bigger change than the EMP himself. For him, at least.
What he�d discovered was that he�d always had this part of him, this intense violence, but he�d never been aware of it before.
�Nice one,� the man with the gun had said, and pulled him away from the rest of them.
That was how Art had become one of them. No one knew exactly who they were, even the members. They were just a group. Some called them the militia. Some called them the devils. Some cursed at them, but most knew better than to do that.
Someone was shaking Art, pulling him out of the torments of his memory.
�Art, buddy, wake up.�
�I�m already awake, asshole.�
It was Joe, Art�s buddy in the militia. You couldn�t really call him a friend. But they looked out for each other. If they hadn�t, they�d probably both be dead by now.
�Sarge is about to get here. You better get your ass out of bed.�
Art opened his eyes finally, and as a reward got to see Joe�s face staring down at him. He was unshaven, a scraggly beard taking over his face. There were cuts along his cheek, mixed with mud that Joe hadn�t even bothered to wash off.
The room was awash with activity. Everyone was scrambling to get their act together before the sergeant showed up.
He wasn�t, of course, an actual sergeant. Not that it mattered now. There didn�t seem to be any army.
And for all anyone knew, maybe the sergeant had been in the military. He sure acted like it sometimes, like a boot camp instructor. Word was he reported directly to the militia�s leader, Kor, but who knew. After all, rumors always ran rampant, and more often than not they turned out to be nothing more than fabrications.
�Art! Get up, man. You don�t have much time.�
Art slowly rose to his feet. His body ached. They were fairly well fed. Especially compared to those who weren�t in the militia. Those that the militia terrorized, stole from, and murdered.
His body ached from the fights. Fistfights broke out often among the men. Sometimes gunfights too. What could you expect? Many of the men had come directly from the prisons, where the conditions were harsh and gang life was the norm.
Only a sliver of sun came in through the window, from underneath the trash bags and cardboard that served to keep the light out.
It was a nice house. One of those suburban houses that Art had hoped he could eventually afford once he got out of school and got a steady salary.
Now it was nothing like it had been before. The walls were stained with blood and mud. The doors had been torn off. There were holes in the drywall, where men and fists had crashed through during fights.
The front door slammed closed.
Heavy boots on the floor.
It was Sarge.
He stood there in the doorway. A scowl on his face. Hands on his hips. His right hand was close to his Colt .45. If you looked closely enough, you could see his fingers twitching, as if he was just itching for an excuse to use the gun.
His gaze fixed immediately on Art, who still hadn�t gotten off the floor.
�Art!� he barked.
Art knew it was already too late. But he might as well make it as good as he could. He shot up from the floor, standing at attention.
The other men, Joe included, backed away from Art. They acted as if Art had the plague, getting as far away from him as they possibly could.
Sarge walked slowly, with heavy steps, over to Art.
Art didn�t dare break from his salute. His back was straight. His elbow was cocked just right.
Sarge got within an inch of Arc�s face. Their noses were almost touching.
Sarge�s face was always a sight to behold. It was heavily scarred. His nose was a bulbous mess. The circle under his eyes seemed to be growing darker by the day.
Art was expecting the punch. But it didn�t help.
Sarge was strong. His punch caught Art in the stomach.
Art went down. He lay on the stained carpeting, clutching his stomach.
Sarge kicked. His steel-toed boot made a sickening sound against Art�s skull. But it wasn�t that hard of a kick. If it had been, that might have been the end of Art. Who knew. Who knew how much a man could take.
Art was still useful to Sarge. He was among one of the few men who had a good head on his shoulders. If he hadn�t been useful, he�d be dead.
Art�s vision was blurred. His guts hurt. His head was nothing but searing pain.
�Get him, Sarge!� shouted one of the men. They weren�t exactly loyal to one another.
�Shut the hell up, or you�re next,� shouted Sarge.
Sarge leaned down and got right in Art�s face again.
�I�ve got a special assignment for you,� said Sarge. �But you�re going to have to get up off the floor to do it.�
Special assignments weren�t usually good news. Sometimes they had their advantages. Special privileges, better food. Things like that.
But usually they were suicide missions.
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MAX
It had been a long, tiring day. Georgia had taken it upon herself to get the camp not only cleaned up and organized, but also get some long term projects underway. It made sense. They didn�t know when this break of relatively mild weather might end.
Max�s muscles ached from digging. He�d been digging animal traps for the better part of the afternoon. And that was after hauling firewood before that.
He�d been committed to doing his part at the camp, even though he was leaving that night. That was just the way he was.
The sun had set and the campfire was roaring. Sadie and James were in charge of cooking tonight. Which meant more venison, as always. The smells were wafting over.
Max was double-checking his pack, making sure he had everything.
His Glock never left his side, so that was a given. He was taking two rifles. And plenty of ammo.
He�d bring his Spyderco. It never left his pocket. But he was upgrading a little, with a fancy carbon steel survival knife in a sheath on his belt. He�d taken it from the deranged man who�d had his brother and Cynthia tied up. He didn�t recognize the brand, but he could tell it was a good knife.
The camp was replete with new, good quality gear. Spoils from the militia men who�d attacked them. It was too warm now in general for the parkas, but it was good to know they had them if needed. Max would bring one along in case the weather took a turn for the worse.
Even though he was taking the truck, Max didn�t want to rely on it for his gear. He had to account for the possibility that the truck wouldn�t make it, that he�d have to abandon it for some reason, or that it would break down. And for all Max knew, the roads would be impassable at some point. He needed to be able to carry everything essential on his back.
His food would mainly be pemmican, which he�d helped make over the last week. Pemmican was an old Native American food. It was made from dried deer meat and deer fat, combined together to form what was essentially a small meat cake. The ratio of fat to muscle was about one to one. No one could live on pure protein. Not for long, anyway, without risking what was known as rabbit starvation.
Water would account for the majority of the weight of his pack. If the journey took two days one way, like he was planning, he�d have enough in his pack. If it took longer, he�d have extra water in the pickup truck. If something happened to the truck, and the journey took longer, he�d have to rely on the water filter he was bringing with him. Of course that meant finding streams and sources of water.
It was a risk. But that was the way it was.
Max didn�t think too much about what he was trying to do or why he was doing it. As far as he saw it, he was just trying to help this kid who was stuck. No, he couldn�t save everyone. And he wasn�t going to try. But why couldn�t he try to do one good thing? Save one good person? Life wasn�t a philosophical debate. At least not the way Max saw it. He was just trying to do what he could.
There was other reasons for the trip. The main was that he�d get a sense of what was going on in the outside world. Dan, the kid from the radio, was located down past the Pennsylvania border in West Virginia. Max would have to travel along either back roads or highways, through towns and through suburbs. There�d be no cities on the way, but that was fine with Max. He already knew what had happened in the cities, and that was pure chaos and violence. There simply wasn�t any other way things could have gone.
But in the towns and suburbs, there were possibilities. Things might have spiraled out of control in the beginning, in the days immediately after the EMP. But now at this point the survivors in some areas might have started to organize, to rebuild things.
Max didn�t hold out any hope that the government had come back online, that things would ever come back to normal. From what he�d seen, things had fallen too far already. There�d have been some sign if the government was reorganizing.
But that didn�t mean small communities couldn�t have developed, started organizing.
If they were out there, these small communities, Max knew it would be to their advantage to seek them out. Long term survival was a different game. It was more than just fighting off the enemies. It meant really creating communities, growing food, building long-lasting structures. New problems. New challenges.
Trading would be essential. Despite the influx of gears and weapons from the dead militia men, Max knew that there were things his camp would desperately need if they were going to last in their location.
They�d need seeds for growing crops. Animals that they could domesticate. Max had hoped deer could be domesticated, but he�d asked Georgia about it, and she�d shot the idea down completely. �It�s simply not possible,� she�d said. �Deer aren�t like that, no matter how much you try.�
They�d need more medical supplies, too. And countless other things. Eventually, they�d run out of ammunition, no matter how much they had stockpiled.
That was why Max had been digging deer traps all day. The traps weren�t complicated. The technique was borrowed from a Native American tribe. Max had seen it in a movie once and then looked it up online to verify it. The idea was to dig a hole big enough for an animal�s leg to fall into, then line the sides with sharpened sticks. The animal�s leg would get stuck, and the more it pulled, the more the upwardly pointed sticks would dig into its leg. Some might call it cruel. But it was effective.
The only problem was they�d all have to be mindful of the traps. A human could fall in just as easily as an animal.
It was better to scout out the communities now, thought Max. No sense in waiting around until things got desperate. If everything was in chaos in the south, Max wanted to know it sooner rather than later. It would give him time to come up with contingency plans.
Having checked over his pack, Max closed it, cinching it tightly. He swung it around, shouldering it as he stood. His leg rebelled against the extra weight. But it would get used to it. It wasn�t anything he couldn�t handle. Or hadn�t handled before.
Max found Mandy outside the tent, bending down over a large pack. Her hair hung down in curtains around her face. With one hand, she pushed some of her hair behind her ear.
�I see you�re getting ready, just like I thought you would,� said Max.
Mandy jumped a little, her hand instinctively going to the handgun she now wore in a holster at her side.
�You startled me,� she said. �I didn�t hear you coming up.�
�I figured I might as well just come get you,� said Max. �Rather than trying to sneak off myself and finding you stowed away in the bed of the pickup or something.�
Mandy flashed him a smile. �So you�re saying you want me to come along?�
�I�m saying I doubt I�ll be able to leave without you. So I thought I might as well make it easier on the both of us. Get it all out in the open. Is your bag all packed?�
Mandy nodded.
�You got enough food?�
�If you can call that pemmican stuff food.�
They said their goodbyes quickly. James, who�d been kept somewhat out of the loop, hadn�t known they were leaving until that moment. He almost seemed hurt that he wasn�t invited along. But Max assured him they need him at the camp. And it was true.
Then again, Max wouldn�t have left if he�d thought there�d be another attack like the one from the compound. They�d sent their men. Presumably their best. And quite a few of them. The men had never returned. That was a strong message. The compound only had so many men to lose, no matter what was going on with the leadership now.
John said nothing, standing off to the side. Only when they�d already turned, and were headed for the pickup, did John call out, �stay safe out there.�
Max turned and nodded. He held his brother�s glance for a moment.
�Aren�t you worried about them?� said Mandy.
�They can take care of themselves,� said Max. �And now that Georgia�s doing better, I wouldn�t want to be the one to try anything there.�
Mandy let out a little laugh that quickly faded away. They�d seen so much violence that it was hard to find things like that actually funny. At least that was Max�s take on it. The images of the injuries and deaths he�d caused never seemed to leave him.
The pickup truck was only a short ways from the camp.
They tossed their bags into the bed, where the extra water was. They got in and Max cranked the engine. He listened for a moment, making sure it sounded all right, before putting the truck in first and starting to slowly drive off.
�They think you�re crazy for doing this,� said Mandy.
�Then they must think you�re crazy too.�
�Maybe.�
They drove in silence along the bump unpaved road through the hunting grounds. It took them a good two hours before they hit pavement.
�Weird to see a road again,� said Mandy. �A proper road, I mean.�
�With any luck, we�ll get some information. Now we need to keep alert. There could be anything out here. Things could have changed a lot in the time we�ve spent at camp.�
�I can�t see how it would get any worse,� said Mandy.
�It�s a possibility we�ve got to prepare for. Keep your rifle ready. OK?�
Max glanced over at her, and Mandy nodded back at him. There was fear in her eyes.
Max ignored it. �And keep the maps out. It�ll be helpful if you do the navigating.�
�Already on it,� said Mandy, starting to unfold a large map.
Now that they were on the pavement, Max didn�t have to concentrate on avoiding bumps and potholes. That was good. It let him keep his eyes moving away from the road, scanning the trees along the side, looking for anything out of the ordinary.
The plan was to head south about 30 miles on this road, and then they�d be able to either pick up a highway or continue on the backgrounds. Both would take them south. Max wanted to see what the roads were like before he made his decision.
He was glad to have Mandy along, glancing at her now, her hair blowing in the wind. The moon was high, casting plenty of light on the both of them. Both windows were down even though it was really too cold for that. But it felt good. It felt like freedom, to be cruising down the road.
It almost felt like the EMP had never happened. Not that Max could keep that in his head for more than a split second. And not that he�d want to. That wasn�t the way his mind worked. He preferred to think about reality.
Max knew very well that driving was a luxury that would soon vanish entirely. Sure, they might be able to scavenge fuel here and there for a while. Maybe even a few years. But eventually it�d all run out. And there�d be no more oil refineries to produce it.
They continued to drive in silence for another fifteen minutes. Max�s mind was busy strategizing, trying to think of the things that he hadn�t yet thought of. It was a mental exercise that Max liked to use. It�d come in handy before. It was difficult, but the goal was to find the gaps in your own thinking by approaching it from different angles, recontextualizing the situation until the familiar seemed strange.
�Max!�
Mandy had seen it before Max.
Just around the bend ahead of them, there was something blocking the road, illuminated in the headlights. Max couldn�t tell immediately what it was. It was massive, taller than the car, and long, stretching completely across the road.
Max had his foot on the brake instinctively before his mind really registered what it was. It seemed so out of place that it took an extra moment to understand it.
It was a crashed plane, lying perpendicular across the road. A commercial airplane, by the looks of it, fairly large.
�Shit,� muttered Mandy. �You think they�re all dead? All the passengers?�
�We�ve got to check it out,� said Max. �There might be some survivors.�
�After all this time? It must have gone down when the EMP hit, right?�
�Yeah,� said Max. �But people are tough.�
Max had the truck in neutral, but he put it in first again, and started turning the truck around.
�What are you doing? I thought you wanted to check it out.�
�Just getting the truck facing the right way in case we need to make a quick escape.�
�Right,� said Mandy, a little bite of sarcasm in her voice. �You think a few starving plane crash survivors are going to be a threat? And that�s if any of them are still alive.�
Max put the truck in first, and killed the engine.
�You never know,� said Max. �There could be something going on we�re not aware of. I�ll keep the keys in the truck. If I don�t make it back, you�ll be able to start it. Here, I�ll put them right here.� Max jammed the keys between the seat cushions so that they were partially hidden.
�Right,� said Mandy. �That�ll fool everyone.�
�Take this seriously,� said Max. �Grab your gun and let�s go.�
He already had his door open, one of his rifles in hand.
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DAN
The military-style trucks had come through earlier that day, rumbling down the street. There�d been a few types of trucks. Regular pickups, painted green, with turret guns on the back, manned by men in no uniforms. There�d been troop carriers. And there�d been some kind of armored truck that Dan wasn�t familiar with. It looked more like an armored car than anything else.
At first, Dan had felt a surge of hopefulness surging through his chest. He�d thought that the government had finally pulled through, that the military was there to take control.
But something had held him back. Maybe it was just his innate cautiousness. He didn�t know, but whatever it was, he owed his life to that instinct.
So instead, he�d watched from the window.
Across the street, the front door had swung open widely. Dan was surprised. He hadn�t even known there was anyone left on the block. He�d thought they�d all fled.
It was Mr. Davies, a retired math teacher. Dan recognized his bald head right away.
Mr. Davies had run out, waving his arms at the passing vehicles.
Mere seconds later, gunfire rang out, and Davies lay on the ground, riddled with bullet holes.
Whoever the men in those trucks were, they weren�t the military. They were something else altogether. Some group that had gotten hold of official vehicles.
Dan�s heart had started pounding. He�d ducked down below the windowsill, where the kitchen knife still lay. His hands had been clenched in fists, whitening at the knuckles.
And that was where he�d stayed until all the vehicles had passed.
Night had now fallen and the street once again seemed calm. But the calmness was only an illusion. Dan knew that Mr. Davie�s body lay there. He couldn�t get it off his mind.
He was back in his grandfather�s room now, kitchen knife in hand, staring down at his grandfather�s face. Moonlight came in through the window.
Dan had wanted to bury his grandfather. But now things seemed more urgent. He couldn�t stay there, alone in the house. Something would happen. He was sure of it. He�d already had to scare off one intruder. And the next time someone came around, looking for food or water, they probably wouldn�t be so skittish.
Dan had nothing but that knife to protect himself with.
Dan left the room, taking the knife with him. He wanted to try the radio, even though it was a little earlier than he normally talked to Max.
He was more skittish and scared than he had been, and opening the garage to let the generator breathe just seemed like a bad idea. Like he was opening himself up to known danger.
But he did it anyway.
He got down on one knee by the generator, putting the knife on the concrete garage floor. He pulled hard on the start cord.
Nothing happened.
Shit. He needed the generator to work. It was the only way to use the radio. And he needed the radio.
He couldn�t make it by himself. He didn�t have the slightest idea what to do. His only hope was Max, that deep distant voice cutting through the static.
Dan pulled and pulled on the cord. But nothing.
Nothing at all.
He was trying not to lose his cool. But the death of his grandfather and the murder of his neighbor were weighing heavily on his mind.
Dan sat down dejected on the concrete next to the generator.
OK, he thought to himself. One more try. Maybe he could still get it to start. Just another moment�s rest. He�d already exhausted himself by yanking on that cord over and over again.
As he was catching his breath, he realized that, given enough time, it was possible he could fix the generator. He�d fixed it once, after all. He could do it again.
A noise outside the garage startled him.
It was subtle. Quiet. But it was something.
Dan kept his eyes on the darkness outside the open garage door, his hand fumbling around blindingly for the knife.
His fingers found the blade first instead of the handle, giving him a cut. But he got the knife by the handle, ignoring the blood. He held the knife close to his chest. Ready. Ready to strike with it.
His body was exhausted from too many sleepless nights. His heart was pounding away as best it could. His body felt empty. The adrenaline had taken his strength, and there wasn�t much left to give.
But he�d fight if he needed to.
�Who�s there?� called out Dan.
No answer.
Should he go to the door? Try to close it? It meant getting close to the yawning opening.
The candle near him was still burning. Dan knocked it over with his sneaker, and it went out.
Only the moonlight came in now, casting its light only over a portion of the garage. Dan was left in the dark.
There was no more noise outside.
Maybe he�d imagined it. He was jumpy, after all.
Dan started inching his way towards the garage door. The hand his knife was in was shaky. His other hand was stretched out, ready to grab the cord and slam the garage door down closed.
Movement. A sound.
Something rushing at him.
It was an adult man. But everything was a flash. Nothing but a blur.
He collided with Dan, knocking him down to the hard ground. Dan managed to keep his head from hitting the floor. He landed hard on his shoulder.
The guy was on top of him, pushing Dan onto his back. His hands went to Dan�s neck. He squeezed, hard.
The man�s hair was long and unkempt. His face was filthy. He looked like he�d been living in the wild for years. Or like one of those people who managed to survive adrift in the ocean on a small raft. His beard was long. His face was deeply tanned.
�Where is it?� screamed the man. His face was inches from Dan�s. His voice was hoarse.
His hands tightened around Dan�s throat.
Dan let out a small sound. He was trying to speak. But he couldn�t. Not while being strangled.
His vision was starting to go black around the edges.
He still had the knife in his hand.
�Tell me where it is, or I�ll kill you. I really will. Don�t think I won�t.� The man spoke fast in that hoarse voice of his. He sounded crazy to Dan.
Bringing the knife around into a reverse grip, Dan swung his arm up hard. He was only able to move it at the elbow. The man�s knee was on his bicep.
The knife point pierced the man�s side. Dan drove it in.
The man screamed. Dan pushed as hard as he could.
The man wasn�t yet dead.
Dan was acting on instinct. He pulled the knife out from the flesh, and drove it back in. Again and again, until the man was dead.
Dan struggled to get out from under the adult�s weight. But he got him off him, panting from the exertion. His throat hurt tremendously.
Dan didn�t wait to catch his breath or to look at the body. He rushed to the garage door, grabbed the rope, and slammed the door down, throwing the locking mechanism immediately afterward.
Now Dan was alone in the pitch-black garage. The door had no windows to let in any light.
On his hands and knees, he managed to find the candle he knocked over. He lit it with a match from his pocket.
Holding the candle carefully, Dan used its flickering light to examine the man he�d just killed.
Dan was trying hard to keep his thinking straight. He knew he couldn�t dwell on the fact that he�d just killed for the first time. He couldn�t think about the life that was taken.
No, instead he had to think about practical things. And about the fact that he almost just lost his own life.
The knife was still in his shaking hand, covered now in blood. Dan bent down and wiped the blade on the dead man�s filthy shirt.
Dan started going through the man�s pockets. He found nothing. Nothing more than a piece of lint.
How had this man survived since the EMP? He had nothing with him. No tools. No food. No water.
The only answer was that the dead man had his gear elsewhere. Maybe he�d been a neighbor, for all Dan knew. But that didn�t quite make sense. He wouldn�t have looked like he�d been living outdoors if that were the case.
So the radio wasn�t operational, his grandfather was dead, and the food at the house wouldn�t last forever. Max was supposedly coming to get him and his grandfather. But was that realistic? Could Dan really put his hope in a faceless voice on the radio?
Even if he could, would Max really make it there? Who knew what was laying outside Dan�s small neighborhood. He�d just seen military trucks drive by. How would Max manage a convoy like that? He�d have to take the roads just like anyone else.
Dan gazed down at the dead man.
The attack had made no sense. What had he been after? Why had he been so crazed to even let Dan respond?
A gunshot rang out. A popping noise in the distance.
Dan froze where he was.
Another pop. Then another. Three in total.
Dan�s guess was that it was a handgun being fired.
The garage was technically part of the basement. The front yard of the house was higher than the backyard because the house had been built in a small hill.
Leaving the body on the garage floor, Dan dashed through the door that led to the basement. The candle blew out from his speed. He dashed up the basement stairs blindly, arriving in the kitchen.
Another pop from outside.
Another shot had been fired.
Dan dashed to the front door. There was a small circular window facing the street. It was slightly higher than Dan.
Standing on the baseboard heater, he could see out the window.
Out there on the street, in the bright moonlight, five figures were walking slowly down the street. They were tall, and each carried a weapon. A baseball bat. A shotgun. A handgun. A crowbar. And another handgun.
They were right in front of his house.
�Shit,� muttered Dan, ducking his head down. It was unlikely he�d be seen, since there weren�t any lights inside the house. But he didn�t want to risk it.
As he shifted his body, the thin metal grill came off the heater. It made a loud sound, and Dan lost his balance as it came loose. He fell onto his back, making a thud.
Shit.
Could they have heard that?
It had sounded incredibly loud to Dan. But would the sound have traveled beyond the confined so the house? Normally, no. But the night was quieter than normal. No machines ran for miles and miles. Silence hung in the air like it never had before the EMP.
He lay there on his back, his hand still gripping the kitchen knife tightly, not moving, trying not to even breathe.
He listened as hard as he could. But if they�d heard him, and were approaching the house, he might not hear them walking across the front lawn�s grass.
Something was going on. Something bad. And he didn�t understand it. But those trucks, the attacker, and now these guys. Things were in motion, whatever they were.
Dan knew he needed to get out of there. Provided he survived this moment, that was, and the men kept on walking down the street.
Slowly and as silently as he could, Dan moved, getting himself into a crouching position. He didn�t dare try to peek out the window again, but he put his ear against the front door and listened.
Nothing.
No sounds.
But that didn�t mean he was safe.
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JOHN
�So you�re all good with your brother, then?� said Cynthia, that classic sarcastic bite echoing through every word.
�You already know the answer, so why are you asking?�
�Just wanted to see how angry you were.�
�Just wanted to see how much you could irritate me, you mean. Right?�
�Well you just answered my question with a response like that.�
They were sitting off in a corner of the camp, away from the fire, looking out into the night. John had his rifle across his legs, and Cynthia had hers lying by her side.
John took a long sip of his coffee. The pot farmers had apparently been huge coffee fanatics, because there�d been plenty of it. Initially they had all decided it�d be best to ration it, but the stress and physical demands had instead won out. And everyone basically drank as much coffee as they liked. It made work easier, and it was somehow comforting psychologically to have a hot drink in one�s hand.
John hadn�t even been a big coffee drinker before the EMP. Sure, he�d have a take away cup on the way to work maybe, especially if he�d been hung over. Alcohol had been his thing.
But there wasn�t a drop in sight. The pot farmers hadn�t had any, apparently preferring to indulge in their own product.
It would have been useful to have some around. For pain relief for one thing. Alcohol had been used medicinally throughout history. And for sterilizing blades, should they have to dig a bullet out of yet another person.
And above all else, John felt he could really use a drink right at that moment.
John drained the last of his coffee and set the mug down in the dirt.
�You�ve got to be careful, John,� said Cynthia after some time.
�About what?�
�You can�t let this family stuff, this old history between you and Max, you know, get in between you two again.�
�You don�t know what you�re talking about. It doesn�t have anything to do with that. I was mad at him for leaving, for making a dumb decision.�
John felt the anger growing in his chest. He was feeling hot, even though the night was cool.
�It sure seemed like it did,� said Cynthia.
�Yeah, well you don�t know what you�re talking about,� snapped John.
He didn�t fully understand why he couldn�t control himself. But he also didn�t understand why Cynthia wasn�t on his side, why she was giving him a hard time.
�I�m going to take a walk,� said John, standing up briskly, shouldering his rifle.
�I�ll come with you.�
�Better if I go alone,� said John. �I just need to think.�
�We�re not supposed to walk around alone at night,� said Cynthia.
�It�s fine. There�s no one here.�
�We don�t know that.�
�I�m fine,� said John. �Trust me.�
He took off without looking back, feeling calmer the farther he found himself from the camp and the bonfire.
Soon enough, he was lost in the trees, out of sight of the bonfire.
He let his thoughts drift here and there, but kept them away from everything to do with Max.
John had spent most of his adult life in the heart of Philadelphia. City streets had been his environment, with all their chaos and hustle. Now, despite the violence and hardships he�d persevered through out here, he found that he preferred a life in nature to his old city life.
He felt himself calming down, his muscles relaxing, the tenseness leaving him, feeling the calmest he had all day.
That wasn�t to say he was glad for the EMP. Far from it.
But if he�d known what he knew now, and the EMP had never happened, he could imagine a calm relaxing life for himself, moving out of the city, settling down in some remote town.
Max would have said there was no point to that. For Max, there was no point in thinking about anything but the practical. About what had to be done.
And John agreed with him. For the most part. His own change in thinking is what had kept him alive, when he�d seen so many others die.
That was what made John so mad about Max�s recent decision. It seemed as if Max was just throwing all that practical thinking away to go on some adventure, just so he felt like he was doing something, accomplishing something.
Then again, now that he thought about it with a slightly calmer head, maybe Max had his reasons. Max was pretty tight-lipped, and didn�t always speak his whole mind, even when pressed.
Up ahead, John saw something. A light in the darkness. Red and orange, glowing. Definitely not the moonlight reflecting off something. No, it was the glow of a fire.
A fire? Must have been a campfire.
John moved into the shadows, getting himself mostly behind a tree. He got his rifle in his hands and his finger against the trigger.
Using the scope of his rifle, John got a better look.
It was definitely a campfire. He saw the flickering flames clearly.
He heard no voices. No noise. Maybe he was too far away still. He saw no one through the scope, no bodies. But there were shadows on the ground. Whoever was there must have been hidden out of view, blocked by the thick strands of pine trees.
How was it possible that there were people camping out so close to John�s own camp? The only answer was that they were people who were just passing through. Otherwise, the two groups would have run into each other earlier. It wasn�t as if everyone back at John�s camp stayed close to the fire at all times. They were often out hunting, fetching water, or patrolling the area.
John knew that he needed to investigate.
Maybe it wasn�t a good idea to do it alone.
But he didn�t want to head back to camp to get Cynthia or someone else. If he did, it seemed as if the risk of being discovered was greater. It was harder for two people to conceal themselves than one. Harder not to make noise.
Keeping fairly low, ducking partially down, John began to creep forward through the shadows.
Still no noise around the fire.
It wasn�t until John was about fifteen feet away that he could hear the voices. They were talking quietly, barely above a whisper. He had to strain to hear them.
�I just don�t know what we�re going to do.� It was a male voice. Middle aged, probably. And tired sounding.
�We�ve just got to do it. There�s no other way around it.� Another male voice. Hard to tell the age.
�But the thing about is that it�s tough.�
�Of course it�s tough, but it�s what�s necessary.�
�I know. Don�t you know that I know that?�
�Yeah, but you�re acting like you don�t want to do it.�
�It�s not a question of wanting or not wanting.�
The conversation continued like that. They were talking in serious tones, as if whatever it was they were discussing was of the utmost importance. That didn�t surprise John. Almost everything now, after the EMP, was a life and death matter.
John couldn�t make heads or tails of their conversation. The two men never mentioned anything specific, and they gave no other clues as to what it was they were discussing.
John didn�t know what to do.
The memories of being captured and almost tortured to death were fresh in John�s memory. He�d been tricked into a vulnerable position that time. He wasn�t going to let it happen again.
But he hadn�t gone trigger happy. He hadn�t lost it. He wasn�t going to simply shoot strangers on sight, without first finding out if they were a threat or not. He wouldn�t have been able to live with himself if he�d gotten to that point.
John didn�t want to head back to camp to get backup. He didn�t want to miss anything in their conversation that might reveal their intentions.
Wanting to get a look at the strangers, John decided to move around to the other side. He�d still be in the shadows, and he�d hopefully be able to finally see them. He needed to know whether they were armed. And if so, with what.
A twig snapped under John�s boot. The sound seemed loud in the silent woods.
He froze, hoping they hadn�t heard him. He held his breath.
�You hear that?�
�It�s nothing. Get back to what you were saying.�
John let out a quiet sigh of relief, and continued.
Suddenly, there was a flurry of movement off to John�s right, away from the campfire.
Something was coming at him. Something big. Coming fast.
John spun around too slowly. Not enough time to get off a shot.
His attacker was of medium height with a barrel chest. Big and powerful.
The man�s hands were on John�s rifle before John could use it.
The two of them locked eyes. Four hands were on the rifle, which ran parallel between them.
John was strong, but not strong enough.
With a final grunt, the man got enough control of the rifle to pull the butt towards himself, getting the muzzle end to swing around, heading right for John.
The rifle collided with John�s skull hard enough to knock him down.
Pain flashed through John.
He reached for his handgun. His hand gripped the handle, but his attacker was fast, who kicked with precision, his shoe knocking the gun from John�s hand.
It was happening so fast, there wasn�t much time to think it all through. But John knew something didn�t make sense. What had happened to the men around the campfire? Was his attacker one of them? It didn�t seem possible. He hadn�t heard a break in their conversation. And yet, he was close enough now that they must have heard the commotion.
A hard kick to his stomach sent more pain rushing through him.
John had to act. If he lay there, taking the beating, he�d wind up dead.
But his attacker didn�t seem to want him dead. He hadn�t tried for the guns. No, he wanted this to be personal. Physical. Man to man. As if he had a vendetta.
John was ready for the next kick. Ignoring his own pain, he acted fast.
As the leg came towards his head, John shot out his arms, seizing the man�s ankle. He gripped hard, holding on tight, and pulled towards himself with all his strength. The man let out a grunt of surprise and fell backwards. He hit the ground hard, his back slamming into the earth.
John reached for his gun. But he couldn�t find it. He was just wasting time.
By the time John struggled to his feet, fighting against the pain, his attacker was on his feet too.
Where were the men who�d been around the campfire? This man with the intense eyes opposite John couldn�t have been one of them.
�I told you I�d come after you. You think you can get away with what you did?�
John didn�t know what he was talking about. He was sure he�d never seen the man before in his life. He wasn�t going to waste his energy answering him.
The man was keeping his distance. For now.
John knew he wasn�t a match for this man physically, who was simply too powerful. Each of his kicks had felt like sledgehammers.
What were his options?
John kept his ground. He didn�t have much of a chance of running away. And he wasn�t going to leave his gun there.
With his boot, John tried to feel for his gun. He didn�t want to take his eyes off his opponent even for a second. If he did, he knew that was when the attack would come.
John�s boot knocked against the gun. He felt the hardness, and he heard the gun go scuttling across the ground.
His attacker looked down at the ground. John seized the opportunity, locating the gun first with his eyes, and then reaching down for it.
The man was rushing at him, closing the distance between them fast.
John was bringing the gun up as fast as he could, trying his finger inside the trigger guard.
A punch was coming at him, the man�s arm swinging wide, his whole body going with the momentum.
The safety was on. John fumbled for it.
He got it, but not in time.
The punch collided with the side of John�s head.
It sent him reeling. He stepped backwards, trying to stay on his feet. But it was too much, and he fell to his side. His shoulder hit the ground hard.
John had kept the gun up, his arm extended. He took aim, squeezed the trigger twice in quick succession.
He hit the man in the chest with both shots. He crumpled to the ground, breathing heavily.
John lay there on the ground, his vision blurry, feeling dizzy, feeling the full brunt of the pain. He kept his gun up, finger on the trigger.
Two men appeared, stepping cautiously into view. They must have been the men who�d been sitting around the fire. They didn�t appear to be armed.
John aimed the gun at the one who was closest to him.
�Don�t take another step,� growled John.
�We didn�t��
�Shut up and tell me who you are,� said John.
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ART
Art�s head was still throbbing from when Sarge had gotten to him. It wasn�t the worst blow he�d been dealt. But it was in the top ten for sure.
Night had fallen.
Art had spent the day with Sarge, going over the plans. They�d poured over maps. It was the most time Art had ever spent with Sarge. And it had just confirmed his suspicions that there wasn�t anything good about the man. He was mean through and through.
�If you do this one right,� Sarge had said. �There�s going to be a lot in it for you. Don�t you forget that. And don�t think you can go running off by yourself. You know how we work. We�ll find you, and when we do, you�ll wish you were dead.�
Art wasn�t holding out much hope for a reward. He wasn�t holding out much hope for anything. He didn�t see how he could live outside the militia. Even if he managed to get off their range, what would he do? He didn�t know how to survive on his own in the wilderness. And whoever was out there now, outside the reaches of the militia, well they were probably worse than the militia themselves.
He�d heard the stories, that there were heavily armed groups out there. Where that was exactly, no one seemed to know. Knowledge had already seemed to deteriorate among the militia men. Art hadn�t, for instance, seen a map since the EMP until Sarge had shown him one.
It was probably an intentional tactic. Keep the �front line� soldiers, the grunts like Art, in the dark as much as possible. They were all disposable, and they more they knew, the harder it might be to get them to do what was needed.
And what was the point of even trying to escape? When Art had hammered in his neighbor�s skull, he�d lost himself. He�d become one of them, one of the militia members. Whether he liked it or not, he was changed forever. And he didn�t consider himself morally worthy of continuing to live.
So he�d go along with what was required of him. He�d live for a while. Eventually someone would kill him.
That was the way he thought about it. He was completely stuck.
The plan was to break into houses and gather information. Sounded simple enough.
But the house was supposedly the hangout of a small group of men and women. Word was that they were trying to organize some kind of rebellion against the militia, trying to subvert it in some way.
The militia was the law of the land.
Anyone who fought against that was as good as dead.
�Why don�t you just send in a bunch of us and we�ll wipe them out?� Art had asked Sarge.
Sarge had given him a backhanded blow on his ear for that question.
�They�re not stupid enough to put all their men there,� Sarge had said. �They�re spread out. That�s why we need information. We need some kind of roster, something that lists all their hideouts. They�re like cockroaches, springing up everywhere.�
Art thought it was strange. The militia had considerable manpower and firepower. Shouldn�t they have been able to deal with a problem like this easily enough?
Whatever. It didn�t matter. He was as good as dead. He�d do what he had to do just to avoid being tortured to death by Sarge. He knew that that was a very real possibility. Hell, he�d been on the other end of it. He�d been the torturer. He�d ripped a man�s ears off on Sarge�s orders once, using his knife to dig into the flesh.
What was the point in stopping now? The only option left to him was simply shooting himself in the head.
It wasn�t a bad option, as far as they went.
But something inside him kept him away from it. As he crouched there in the shadows of the suburban trees, he gripped his handgun tighter. It was a revolver he�d taken off someone he�d killed, someone he didn�t even remember. There�d been too many of them.
Almost on a whim, as if to prove something to himself, Art suddenly brought the muzzle of the revolver to his skull, pressing it hard against a point above his ear.
His finger was on the trigger, pressing ever so slightly.
He felt like a shell of the man he was.
But he wasn�t a shell. He was a tool for those who were in power, those faceless figures who passed their orders through the harsh mouth and fists of people like Sarge.
Everything had been stripped from Art. And it hadn�t just been the EMP. Even without his old life, he could have remained himself. He could have kept his values, acted as he once would have.
But maybe he�d had no values to begin with. Maybe his life had been nothing but a farce. Maybe he�d been nothing but a cog in a system that had made no sense.
�That�s bullshit,� he muttered to himself, the pistol still at his head, his finger still on the trigger. �You�re just trying to talk yourself into it. Your life was something. You did things. You were somebody.�
So why didn�t he just do it? Why didn�t he just kill himself?
It was the simple answer.
But the reality of it was that he couldn�t.
There was something left inside him, something primal, instinctual and intense.
Slowly, Art pulled the revolver away from his head.
He�d do what Sarge wanted. He�d help the militia remain in power. He�d do his part, however small. What was the difference? None of it mattered. The world was already over. In a few years, they would have all killed each other or starved to death.
The militia was focused on power. Gaining territory through violence. There were rarely, if ever, any discussions on the essentials. Growing food was never talked about. Rebuilding any kind of infrastructure was out of the question.
The militia would collapse in on itself. It was only a matter of time.
So the way Art saw it, nothing he did mattered.
He�d become a nihilist, in a sense.
Art had been there for hours. He didn�t know the exact time. He didn�t have a watch anymore. The smartwatch he�d worn before the EMP obviously didn�t work.
No one had gone in or out of the house in that time. There was no light visible through the windows. But they could have been blocked off. Or candles could have been lit in the basement, or somewhere out of view.
Art�s stomach was rumbling with hunger. The nihilism he�d just come to terms with didn�t prevent him from feeling the physical demands of his body.
But the hunger didn�t make him realize that the simple pleasures in life were worth living for. Instead, it made him just want to get it all over with so he could head back to his �home� and maybe get something to eat, provided the guys had scrunched up something.
Hell, maybe there�d be some food in this rebel hideout.
Pistol in hand, pointed down, his arm swinging, Art moved half-crouched towards the house.
He moved as silently as he could across the yard, which was hidden in darkness from the moon by a tall pine tree.
Crouching down beneath one of the living room windows, Art held his breath and listened.
No sounds.
Hell, there was probably no one there.
He might as well just go in and have a look. Maybe he�d luck out and they�d have left their master plans on the kitchen table or something. Maybe they were out on some mission.
Maybe the whole thing was just a paranoid fantasy of Sarge�s. Could there really have been a group of rebels organized enough to have cell-like operations spread out throughout the suburbs?
Art didn�t know, and he wasn�t going to waste much time thinking about it.
His elbow cocked, his revolver pointed to the sky, Art tried the front door.
To his surprise, it wasn�t locked.
Well if there were rebels here, they weren�t very intelligent. Probably wouldn�t be much of a threat.
Art opened the door slowly, bending his elbow to lower his gun as he did so. He pointed it into the yawning darkness of the house.
Someone was running towards him in the darkness. He could hear the footsteps pounding on the floor.
It didn�t matter who it was. It didn�t matter that he couldn�t see.
Art squeezed the trigger. The revolver kicked. He squeezed the trigger again. Then a third time.
A body fell to the floor with a crash.
More sounds, somewhere else in the house. Crashing footsteps. Everything was dark.
Urgent whispers from somewhere. There were people in here. A lot of them.
Art couldn�t shoot them all. He had only three rounds left. He turned on his heel. He was close to the door. He could make it out.
�Get him!�
�Don�t shoot him!�
He was halfway out the door when something hard, solid, and metal crashed into the back of his skull.
Everything went black as he fell forward through the doorway, his revolver dropping from his hand.
Art woke up with his eyes still closed. He didn�t know how much time had passed. He didn�t know where he was.
His head couldn�t have hurt more. Everything hurt. He�d been through too much. Why wasn�t he dead?
�He�s awake.�
�Get the bags on.�
The bags?
What the hell was going on?
Where was he?
He opened his mouth to speak, to ask, but nothing but a hoarse gurgling noise came out.
His eyes seemed to be stuck closed. It was a struggle to open them. His eyelids felt sticky and heavy.
A dim candle-lit room swam into his blurry field of vision.
Three figures appeared. They weren�t faces. They were just cheap plastic bags with eye and mouth holes cut out. They looked like grotesque masks, some Halloween joke gone too far.
But Halloween was a pre-EMP event. Now it was just reality.
Art opened his mouth again to speak. Just more gurgling noises.
�Just,� he finally managed to say, getting the first word out.
�You got the sock?� said one of the masked figures.
The sock? What were they talking about?
Within Art�s diminished field of vision, he saw one the figure pass a sock to another.
Art didn�t realize what the sock meant until it was swinging in an arc towards him. It must have been filled with coins or rocks. Whatever it was, it was hard. The hardness hit him in the stomach, knocking the wind right out of him.
Despite the pain, Art somehow had the presence of mind to put the pieces together. They were wearing masks and hitting him with a stuffed sock. They didn�t want him to know who they were. They didn�t want to be identified later. And they also didn�t want to leave any visible marks.
Whoever they were, they apparently didn�t want to kill him.
�Just kill me,� said Art, finally getting the words out.
�Just kill you?� A male laugh, deep and raucous.
�He wants us to kill him. Did you hear that?�
The three masked figures were all laughing now, almost in unison. The plastic bag masks had never looked more terrifying.
Out of nowhere, the sock hit him again. Harder this time. Right in the side of the shoulder, which was already injured. Pain flared. It was almost too much. Too much�
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MAX
�You don�t think anyone would really be alive, do you?� whispered Mandy.
�Probably not,� said Max. �Not from the original crash, at least.�
They were approaching the plane slowly, guns ready. Mandy walked slightly behind Max.
The fuselage of the aircraft looked huge now that they were on foot and getting closer.
The middle of the aircraft was lying across the road. Aside from some intense scratches along the paint and some shattered windows, it was for the most part intact.
They were only feet away from it now. Max could have reached out and touched it. It was a strange sensation. The last time he�d been this close to a plane, he�d been heading back to the Philadelphia airport from a work conference in Seattle. He and the other passengers had been pampered, handed food and water, sitting in seats that leaned backwards. And all the while, the passengers had done nothing but grumble and complain about their discomforts.
Those discomforts were now absolutely nothing in the post-EMP world. The only times Max sat in a chair at all were when he was driving. And to be brought packaged snacks by a waitress, while hurtling through the sky at breakneck speed, well, that might never happen again. If things were as bad all over the world as they were in Pennsylvania, it might take the human race hundreds of years to get back to that point technologically.
Or maybe they�d never make it.
Max had other things to worry about.
He put his ear to the fuselage. No sounds.
�I don�t hear anything,� whispered Max.
From where they stood now, Max could see that the plane had crashed through the woods. It looked like the pilot had tried to make a landing. But why had he come in perpendicular to the road, rather than trying to land on it?
Maybe the road had been full of vehicles. Maybe there was a clearing, not visible to Max now, that the pilot had been aiming for. Or maybe something else had happened.
It didn�t matter much now.
The cockpit of the plane was nothing but charred remains. The wings had been ripped off completely.
�It doesn�t look good,� said Mandy.
�Let�s head over to the other side.�
It was a fairly long walk around the back of the plane.
Max led with his gun, taking a single step that placed him in view of the other side of the plane.
The door to the plane was open. There had been survivors.
And they were still here.
About ten corpses lay rotting in the immediate vicinity.
�I don�t think anyone made it out of here alive,� said Max.
Max didn�t know exactly what would have happened to the plane during the EMP, but he could take a good guess. The engines probably would have suddenly gone silent. The passengers might have been merely surprised at first. After all, strange things did happen on commercial airliners. Maybe there�d been one or two passengers who�d started to feel some anxiety or started to ask questions.
As the seconds had ticked by, turning into impossibly long minutes and the engines hadn�t come roaring back to life, the silence would have started to feel like a real, palatable threat. Nothing in the cabin would have worked. The stewardesses wouldn�t have known what to do. They might have started panicking themselves, knowing that this wasn�t normal. Maybe one would have gone to consult the captain, who�d never experienced anything like this. Maybe the stewardesses would have tried to assure the passengers everything was fine.
But the passengers would have known otherwise. The plane, after all, would have been shooting through the air, piercing the clouds, with absolutely no sign of electronic or motorized life. A ghost plane, in a sense.
The pilot would have probably been able to glide the plane down, trying to make a landing. Obviously something had gone wrong in some sense. There�d been some interference.
�So not everyone died in the crash,� said Mandy, taking a couple steps forward.
�No,� said Max. �But the ones who lived either didn�t know how to survive, or were too injured to take care of themselves.�
They walked towards the bodies, which gave off an incredible odor. They kept their guns ready and Max kept his eyes scanning their surroundings, rather than letting them focus on the corpses.
�What�s going on with this one?� said Mandy, holding her nose and bending down to take a closer look.
�What is it?�
�Shit,� muttered Mandy, taking a step back.
�What is it?�
�I think I�m going to be sick.�
Mandy set the butt of her rifle into the ground and used it almost like a walking stick as she leaned down, bending over. She made retching sounds, but didn�t vomit.
Max glanced at what she�d been looking at.
It was a corpse. An older man. His arm was missing. And it wasn�t the result of an injury. It looked like his arm, instead, had been sawed off roughly with some semi-blunt implement.
The �saw� wasn�t hard to find. Nearby, there was a piece of jagged glass covered in blood.
�They got desperate,� said Max.
�That�s disgusting,� said Mandy, wiping her mouth with a leaf, and regaining her composure.
�I�m going inside,� said Max. �Keep watch out here.�
�You�re going inside the plane? Why?�
�There might be something useful in there. Something we could use.�
�Don�t you think that the survivors would have gotten to it? Just look how desperate they were.�
�Maybe,� said Max, and he turned and walked through the door to the aircraft.
Light came in through the destroyed cockpit. Shadows were cast over much of the cabin.
More bodies. Many had died on impact. And they�d been wearing their seatbelts. Most of them, anyway.
There were bodies in the aisles. The plane had been almost full.
The stench was worse inside, even though it was open to the outside air.
Max moved by the bodies one by one, checking the pockets. There was nothing. Everything had been scavenged.
There wasn�t any food left in the battered flight attendant station. A couple cracker wrappers were all that was left.
Max headed back outside, shielding his eyes as they adjusted to the light levels.
�Anything?� said Mandy.
Max shook his head.
�So do you think anyone survived? I mean, is there someone out there who got away from all this?�
�Maybe,� said Max.
�It�s crazy,� said Mandy. �This probably happened all over the country. Who knows how many planes just lost power and fell from the skies. We�ve only experienced our own little slice of the chaos.�
Max nodded. �What we�ve got to do is figure out how we�re going to get around this plane, though. We can�t worry about all that now.�
�All right, Mr. Practical. Let�s go. Any ideas so far?�
�I don�t remember another road we can take. And the trees are too thick to get the truck through.�
�Let me take a look at the map once we get to the car. Maybe I�ll find something.�
�You do have a good eye for it.�
�It�s just that I pay attention to the details.�
�And I don�t?�
Mandy let out a little laugh. �You do, it�s just you�re focused on different things. That�s why we make a good team.�
�You�ve gotten over that missing arm pretty fast.�
�It was just a gut reaction,� said Mandy. �Literally, if you know what I mean.�
�I got the joke.�
�You know, I don�t know why we were so worried about being attacked.�
�We�ve always got to be careful. Never know what�s around the corner.�
�All the passengers would have gone through security. There�d be no guns on the plane.�
�You saw what glass did to the dead guy�s arm.�
�Good point.�
�Don�t underestimate non-projectile weapons,� said Max. �They can do plenty of damage. They can kill. In fact, we better get used to them ourselves. If we live long enough, we�re going to be using them ourselves eventually.�
�You�re talking about running out of ammunition?�
�Exactly.�
�But there�s ammo all over the US. Haven�t you ever read about how many guns, let alone ammo, exist in the US?�
�Sure,� said Max. �But the trick is getting to the ammo. Who knows, travel might become more difficult in the coming months and years. And it�s not like we have the upper hand. There are groups like the militia, the compound, and they�re going to do everything they can to secure weapons. That�s why we�ve got to dig in now, get a strong foothold, while we still can.�
Mandy had a distant look on her face, as if she wasn�t paying attention.
They were back at the truck. Mandy took the map out from the cab and spread it out on the hood.
�I�m not seeing anything,� she said, running her hands through her hair. �I don�t see how we�re going to make it into West Virginia without taking the long way around.�
�What about this road here?� said Max, pointing to a road that ran roughly parallel to the one they were on. At least for this stretch of road. Farther north, closer to the camp, the parallel road took a turn, giving their current road a wide girth.
�There�s no way to get on there, Max. You can see that.�
�Maybe there�s an area where we can cut across.�
�You mean driving through the trees? It�s probably about a mile or so. It�d be tough.�
�We could try. If we could just find a��
Max stopped talking mid-sentence. The noise of a vehicle was coming down the road.
Max had to think fast.
A few seconds later, a beat up minivan was visible, coming slowly around a bend in the road.
�What are we going to do?� said Mandy, her eyes wide with fear.
�Not everyone�s a killer,� said Max. He knew she was thinking about the recent attack on the camp. Not to mention the countless violent encounters they�d had.
But Max knew it was important not to jump to conclusions. There�d be good people out there, too. Just not as many of them as the bad ones. The most vicious would outnumber anyone else at this point.
�Get behind the door,� said Max. �Back me up with your rifle.�
�Be careful, Max,� said Mandy.
�I�ll be fine,� said Max, handing her his rifle. She was already behind the open truck door.
The rifle wouldn�t do Max any good. He felt that this time he needed to get up close and personal. More of a job for the Glock. If he needed it, that was. Hopefully he wouldn�t.
The other option was that they could both take cover behind the truck, shouting out to the minivan.
And that never seemed to work well.
There wasn�t any chance of them simply escaping. Max wasn�t going to abandon the truck. Not yet. Not unless things got desperate and impossible.
Max had his Glock in hand as he walked purposefully towards the oncoming minivan, which was getting slower the closer it got.
Maybe the minivan would just turn around. After all, it�d be clear to them there was no way through.
The minivan would only continue if they wanted something from Max and Mandy. That could either be simple information. Maybe also to beg for help.
Or it could be something more pernicious.
Maybe they were desperate for food or water. Or medical supplies. Maybe they�d be willing to fight and kill for what they needed. As so many were.
Max took his eyes off the minivan for a second to glance back at Mandy. She had the rifle ready. Good.
Maybe Max was getting reckless. Trying to go save a kid in another state. Walking towards an unknown party in an unknown vehicle, hoping they wouldn�t just shoot him immediately.
Maybe Max was desperate for something, something that he didn�t quite realize. Maybe, despite all of his focus on being practical, on survival, there was part of him that wanted to believe that there were others out there like him and Georgia and Mandy and the others.
Not everyone could be a killer, after all.
If that part of him did exist, it was buried deep within him, and impossibly small.
In that moment, Max was only actually thinking about surviving. If he could talk to these people, maybe they�d give him something. Some scrap of information. He was desperate to know what was going on in the outside world. What were the dangers? What was the current situation?
Max figured that if things were going to get bad, he�d rather be up close and personal. He could probably get off a shot. Sure, he might take one himself.
But Mandy would pull through. She might be able to get away. She�d have a better chance doing it this way, anyway.
The minivan slowed to a stop a few feet in front of Max.
The driver�s side window rolled down.
Max raised his Glock, pointing it straight at the window.
The driver appeared.
There was no gun. Or there didn�t seem to be. Max didn�t lower his Glock.
It was a woman, pale with long black hair, tangled horribly in places. Dirt stained her face. Her clothes appeared partially torn, from what Max could see.
�Anyone else in the car?� said Max.
The woman didn�t say anything for a moment.
Max glanced behind her into the van. A figure was lying down in the back. A man, probably. Wrapped in a blanket. Either asleep or dead or injured.
�You speak Spanish?� said the woman, with a heavy accent.
Max shook his head. �English?� he said.
They didn�t seem like threats. At least not obvious ones anyway.
The woman shook her head. �No English. Only Spanish.�
This was a problem Max hadn�t encountered before.
He looked back towards Mandy. He was pretty sure she spoke some Spanish, having worked in the restaurant business.
�Mandy,� he called out. �I need you over here. It�s safe.�
He knew Mandy would bring her gun anyway. There was no need to tell her that. Even though he�d said it was safe.
Max lowered his Glock, but kept it ready at his side.
�What�s going on?� said Mandy, arriving.
�You speak any Spanish?� said Max. �She doesn�t speak any English. I don�t know what�s going on. They don�t seem to be dangerous. So far, at least.�
�Right,� said Mandy, appraising the situation herself with her eyes, moving them through the interior of the van. �Yeah, I know some Spanish. Learned some at work. I never got to the point where I was really good, though, so I can�t even say I�m rusty.�
�Well go ahead,� said Max.
The van driver seemed more nervous now that Max had been joined by a second person. The rifle Mandy held probably didn�t calm her down either.
Mandy took a deep breath, and looked like she was concentrating hard before speaking.
�Bueno. Que esta pasando contigo?� said Mandy, looking the woman right in the eyes. �Que quieres?�
Max didn�t know what Mandy had said exactly, but he understood the tone. She was being very direct. He knew that much.
�Ah, que alivio que hablas el Espa�ol,� said the woman. �Somos de Espa�a y estamos aqu� de vacaciones. No se que paso, pero ya sabes, todo se cambio muy r�pido, y mi marido aqu� tiene un brazo muy pero muy da�ado.�
�What�s she saying?� said Max.
�She said she�s from Spain. She�s here on vacation.�
Max couldn�t help but chuckling. It was all the tension breaking. �Hell of a vacation,� he said.
�She also says her husband has an injured arm.�
�Is he OK? Ask her what�s going on with it.�
�I�m forgetting a lot of words,� muttered Mandy. �But I�ll try.�
�No one�s grading you,� said Max.
�Yeah, but a man�s life might depend on what I can and can�t say.�
Mandy spoke again, and again Max understood nothing of the response.
�She says that his arm got cut, and that he has a bad infection,� translated Mandy. �At least that�s what I think.�
�She needs antibiotics,� said Max.
�Don�t we have some?�
�Yeah,� said Max. �But honestly we can�t spare them. He�s going to need a long course of them. We don�t even have enough for that. And if we did, we couldn�t give them away to some stranger.�
�I know,� said Mandy. �What should I tell her?�
Max looked at the woman. Even though he didn�t understand the language she was speaking, he could see clearly in her face now the desperation. She wanted to help her husband. If he didn�t get treatment, he�d surely die.
This shouldn�t have happened. None of this should have happened.
�Tell her we don�t have any,� said Max. �And you and I will find a spot on the map that might have a pharmacy. Some little town that might not have been raided yet. That�s the best we can do.�
Mandy nodded. She began speaking again, explaining to the woman the plan.
The woman began speaking rapidly, visibly growing more upset. �Pero no vamos a encontrar nada de nada. Todo esta bien jodido. No hay nada de nada. Va a morir. No puedes hacer nada?�
�She says it won�t work,� said Mandy.
Max had a feeling that that wasn�t all she�d said.
�Then tell her we�re sorry,� said Max. �We�ve got to get going.�
They left the woman and her husband, walking back towards their truck. There was nothing they could do.
�I�ve never felt so hopeless,� said Mandy.
�I know what you mean,� said Max. �But never? We�ve been in equally bad situations ourselves.�
�Yeah,� said Mandy. �But we always get out of them. Probably because of you and Georgia. That woman isn�t going to make it, and neither is her husband. They just don�t have the� instinct I guess.�
�You never know,� said Max. �She could make it.�
�Maybe, I guess. But her husband won�t.�
�No,� said Max. �Probably not.�
�Don�t you feel bad about not saving his life?�
�Yeah,� said Max. �I do.�
�So what are we doing? I mean if we really wanted to, we could take them back to camp, get the guy fixed up. There�s enough medicine there. But we�re not. We�re choosing to let him die. And yet at the same time we�re risking our own lives to go save some kid in a different state. It doesn�t make sense.�
�No,� said Max, quietly. �But nothing makes sense now. That�s just the way it is.�
They got back into the pickup truck and watched the minivan back up, do a three point turn, and drive off back the way it had come.
�Looks like my language skills really came in handy,� said Mandy, sarcastically.
Max dug the keys out from where they were wedged between the seat cushions, put the clutch in, and cranked the engine.
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DAN
Dan had lain on the floor for close to half an hour, hoping against hope that they hadn�t heard him.
In the end, nothing had happened. The next time he�d dared to peer out the window, they�d been gone.
Who were those men? What had they wanted?
Something was changing in the neighborhood.
Who had that man been that had attacked him seemingly for no reason in the garage?
Dan had to get out of there. He had to leave.
He couldn�t wait for Max.
He probably wasn�t coming, anyway. He was nothing but a disembodied voice on the radio.
Dan had to remember that. He needed to remember that he couldn�t rely on others. He needed to look out for himself.
He knew that now. That he was the only one who could keep himself alive. He alone was responsible.
His grandfather was dead. Not that he�d been well enough to help Dan anyway.
The emotion of his grandfather�s death had been stifled by the events of the day, by the panic that Dan had felt.
Well, he�d need to keep it stifled for a while longer. There was no time for grief. Not now.
Dan needed to be purely practical.
But still the thought of leaving his grandfather�s body there in the house, probably to rot, was not appealing in the least bit. He�d been planning to bury him. That would never happen.
Dan bit his lower lip in frustration, squeezing his fists hard, his nails digging into his palms, leaving marks.
He�d had a getaway bag packed for some time now. Dan grabbed it from where it�d been resting on the kitchen floor. It was full of everything he�d thought would be useful. Unfortunately, aside from food, there hadn�t been a lot to choose from.
He�d packed all the food he thought he could carry. Most of it was canned, and it weighed a lot. The good thing was that the canned foods were heavy on water, meaning he could get his daily water requirements that way. He had two large soda bottles filled with water, one bottle of soda, and the couple cans of tuna fish that were still left in the pantry.
He had the kitchen knife with him, and he�d packed two smaller kitchen knives, a fork and a spoon.
For medical supplies, he didn�t have much. Just a couple bandages, some aspirin, some baking soda. The baking soda was an old trick his grandmother had taught him. She�d always told him it�d help with nearly everything from an upset stomach to headaches. Dan wasn�t so sure that it really helped with anything, and he�d packed it more as a reminder of his grandmother than anything else.
Originally, he�d packed some photographs of his family. But he�d taken these out, telling himself he couldn�t spare the weight. And he�d been right.
When he went to shoulder the pack now, he realized it was still far too heavy for him. When he�d packed it two weeks ago, he hadn�t been as exhausted as he was now. He hadn�t gone days without sleeping, and he hadn�t just been attacked and nearly killed.
Quickly, almost in a frenzy, he zipped open the large schoolbag and started tossing items onto the kitchen floor.
He wasn�t going to get very far if he couldn�t walk, let alone run, because he was weighed down by his backpack.
The baking soda was the first to go. Then some of the canned soups. He didn�t bother looking at them, or deciding which ones he liked more than the others. It was purely a matter of weight.
With finality, he zipped up the bag again, shouldered it, and grabbed the large kitchen knife.
Dan had a tear in his eye when he made the decision not to go upstairs to say goodbye to his grandfather. His grandfather would want Dan to live, to get out of there as fast as possible. At least, that was what Dan told himself. It made it easier.
He walked out the front door for what he knew would be the last time.
Clouds obscured the moon, rolling past swiftly. The street seemed once again dark. It was that darkness that Dan had never experienced before, with the absence of the streetlights and light pollution creating a type of night that not many had lived through.
Dan kept in the shadows of the sidewalk, where the trees were tall. The leaves from the fall had never been raked up, and they drifted here and there, propelled by the gusts of wind.
The trees themselves looked skeletonized, like giant ominous stick figures towering over everything.
His neighbor�s body was lying there, across the street, unmoved since earlier.
Dan walked with a sort of breathlessness. He was on edge, anxious, and afraid. He was unprepared and he knew it.
He didn�t like the idea of walking. He felt completely out in the open, completely exposed, despite the cover of the darkness. Soon the clouds might zoom on past, heading somewhere else, leaving the moon exposed again, able to illuminate Dan and the rest of the street with an eerie accuracy.
His Grandfather had sold the car not long before the EMP. He hadn�t been able to drive, and he�d figured it was the last car he�d ever have. Dan took the bus to school, and usually got a ride to the hardware store, or walked when he couldn�t.
Not that Dan knew how to drive, but he figured he�d probably be able to figure it out. A car would have been good. Maybe he�d get lucky and find some neighbor�s car abandoned, the keys nearby in an easily-noticeable hiding place, like over the tire or under the chassis in one of those little magnetic boxes.
But if he found a car, found the key, and figured out how to drive, what would he do if he were driving down the road and ran into the that convoy of military vehicles?
He�d probably wind up dead. Dan didn�t hold any illusions that being a kid would protect him. Those men had been willing to shoot his neighbor dead like that. There wouldn�t have any reservations about slaughtering whoever got in their way.
And he�d be a bigger target with a car.
Then again, he did have a road map packed away. Maybe he could find a route that was off the beaten path.
Towards the end of the road, there was a curve. Dan followed it around, feeling even more on edge the further he got from the house.
There was a red house situated on the bend that Dan knew well. It was the home of one of the boys in his grade who�d never missed an opportunity to torment Dan for his stature or anything else he could think of.
The red house had a large lawn, the largest in the neighborhood, because of the way the front yard curved around it.
The front door was wide open. It opened to the outside, without any screen or storm door. The front door was blowing in the wind, which kept knocking it earlier against the side of the house, the lower portion made of brick.
Dan peered through the darkness. There was something on the lawn. As he got closer, it came into view.
It was a body. A man. Mr. Davies, the father of Tommy, Dan�s school bully. He was lying on his back in the front yard, his stomach pieced with bullets. Another victim of the unknown military vehicles, figured Dan.
Dan may not have liked Tommy, the son. But he felt like he had a duty. Was Tommy still there? He�d figured his family had left long ago, off to some unknown destination right after the EMP, when it had seemed like everyone in the neighborhood was fleeing.
Dan gripped his knife tighter as he approached the house. He stood at the threshold, with the door banging against the house next to him, gazing into the yawning darkness.
He had no flashlight. Sure, he�d packed candles, but they weren�t going to be any good in this wind unless he went in and closed the door behind him. And he had no intention of doing that.
�Tommy?� he yelled.
He didn�t know if he was hoping for an answer or not.
Sure, he�d hated Tommy with all his guts. But that was before the EMP. He didn�t want him to be dead.
�Anyone there?�
No answer.
If someone had been there, the door would have been closed.
Should he go in and look for supplies?
No.
He couldn�t carry anything more than what he had. There�d be other houses along the way. When he ran out of food, hopefully he�d be able to find some.
Dan stepped away from the open door, walked past the body of his neighbor, and continued on his way.
He roughly knew the way. He had a road map with him. At some point he�d have to consult it.
The darkness seemed to surround him as he got farther and farther from the home he�d lived in all his life. The reality of the situation started to sink in more than it had so far. It seemed as if everyone he knew was probably dead. He�d narrowly missed being killed himself only hours earlier.
And there was no one to help him.
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ART
The coin-filled sock smashed into Art�s stomach yet again.
�Just kill me,� he muttered. �Just do it. There�s no point to this. There�s no point in keeping me alive.�
He knew that there must have been some point. Otherwise they wouldn�t have taken the measures they had, wearing the marks, using the sock rather than something simpler like a knife.
They didn�t want to just torture him. They wanted something from him.
But so far they hadn�t told him what it was. They hadn�t said anything in some time. They�d just been hitting him, causing him as much pain as they could. They took breaks when they needed to. They�d hand the sock between themselves when one of them got tired.
Maybe they were trying to break him down enough that he�d do what they wanted.
He was hoping to spur them on, get them to start talking.
�Just kill me already,� he said again, knowing full well that they wouldn�t.
Art waited for the next impact, the next blow. His abdominal muscles tensed instinctively, already trying to fight against the impact.
But it didn�t come.
He opened his eyes, which had been closed out of fear. Fear of the pain. He couldn�t help it.
The three plastic bag faces were clustered together, right in front of him.
�You think he�s ready?�
�Yeah, he�s had enough.�
�So you�re from the militia,� said one of them.
�Yeah,� said Art. It hurt him to nod his head. It hurt him to speak. But speaking was all he had left. It was the only way he had out of this. It was almost funny, he thought, his mind going to a strange place. Before entering the house, he�d been on the verge of suicide. Everything had seemed so pointless, so hopeless, that he�d found some perverted solace in the thought of simply dying.
But now that his life was threatened by others, he was desperate to save it. And it was even stranger that he was now in great physical pain, with every reason to want them to simply end his life. Maybe it was the sense of adversity, the sense of a real challenge, that plunged him into that instinctual world where the will to survive grew strong once again.
�They sent me here to take your plans. They want to eliminate all you. But don�t misunderstand me. I�m not really one of them. They forced me to join. They were going to kill me if I didn�t.�
�That�s what all of you say.�
�That�s because it�s true.�
�Not for all of you. There are plenty of you who joined up for all the wrong reasons. Or the right reasons, as you call them.�
�I�m not like that,� pleaded Art. �Trust me. I�m not really one of them.�
�Maybe you�re telling the truth. Maybe not. It doesn�t matter.�
�Do you think he�s ready?�
�Yeah, I think he�s definitely ready.�
�Are you kidding? Give him a few more good whacks.�
�Why?�
�He�s obviously not ready yet.�
�How can you tell?�
�I can�t. And neither can you. That�s the whole point.�
�Screw it. Just try it out. If he�s not ready, we�ll beat him some more.�
�I�m ready,� said Art, not having the slightest idea what he was supposed to be ready for. �I�m ready. Whatever you want.� He spoke with pain, breathing hard between every word.
�OK. Here�s the deal. We want to use you for our own purposes.�
�Hey, don�t tell it to him like that.�
�Why the hell not?�
�You�ve got to sell it.�
�I�m not the one who was a used car salesman before the EMP.�
�Don�t knock it. It was a real job. More than you ever had.�
�Well I wouldn�t call it a noble profession.�
�Knock it off you two, or we�re never going to get this done.�
Art was starting to differentiate the voices coming out of the plastic bag masks. The one who�d just spoke was the more serious one. The other two, both male voices, seemed to be at odds with each other.
�What do you want me to do?� said Art.
�First I�ll tell you what we�re all about,� said the more serious one.
Art tried his best to look eager for information. It was hard when almost every part of him hurt. His existence was almost nothing but pain. His head still throbbed and his vision was getting blurry again.
�We�re a resistance group. If you take a step back from your activities in this so called militia, you�ll notice that nothing good is coming of it. We can�t let what�s left of our culture dissolve into nothing more than a terroristic group of semi-militants, hell-bent on taking whatever they want at any cost.�
�I couldn�t agree more,� said Art, managing to speak the words despite the pain.
�Don�t think I�m buying your act for a second,� said the man. �But we�re going to make you an offer that�s going to be very difficult to refuse.�
�No need for that,� said Art. �I�ll do whatever you want. Just stop hitting me.�
The blow came suddenly, smashing again into Art�s stomach, right on a particularly sore spot.
�Why the hell�d you do that?�
�I dunno. I thought he deserve it.�
�Cut it out, you two. That�s the last time I want to have to warn you.�
�Sorry. Won�t happen again.�
�Good.�
The serious one was clearly the leader.
�Just tell me what you want me to do,� said Art. �I can�t take getting hit like this anymore. They beat me up all the time in the militia. Just today, Sarge gave me a really good one right on the head. Still hurts like hell.�
�Who�s this Sarge? What�s he like?� The serious one spoke with an interest that Art hadn�t heard yet.
�He�s�� Art was trying to think through all the fog in his head. Surely he knew something about Sarge worthy of telling.
�Come on, out with it.�
�Just tell him.�
�Guys�� said the serious one, as a warning. �Let him think.�
�I don�t know,� Art finally said. �I�m sorry. All I know about him is that he�s a mean son of a bitch.�
�You don�t know his name?�
�They only call him Sarge. Or the Sergeant. I think he might have been in the military. I don�t know. He doesn�t live with us. He just comes in and gives us orders. He�s the one who gave me this special assignment.�
�You think it�s him?�
�No, his name isn�t Sarge.�
�You ever hear of a man with a strange name. Goes by the name of Kor, or something like that?�
�Yeah,� said Art. �Sure. Everyone�s heard of him. He�s the leader.�
�Have you ever seen him?�
�No,� said Art. �Of course not.�
�Why not?�
�Why not?� said Art. �Because he�s above all that. He relays his orders through the chain of command. I�m at the bottom.�
�So you get your orders from this Sarge?�
Art nodded. His neck strained, pain rushing through it, as he did. His vision seemed to getting blurrier.
�He�s nodding off.�
�Throw the water on him.�
�What? And waste all that water?�
�Fine, just hit him again.�
More pain. Right in his stomach again. They�d hit him with the hard sock.
The pain was all that was keeping him from passing out. That blow had sent the adrenaline flowing through him once more.
�You get your orders from Sarge?� This time the serious one was barking at him.
�Yes,� said Art, nodding as vigorously as he could. He didn�t want to nod off. He didn�t want to be hit again. �Just please don�t hit me again.�
�Is there any chance you could get close to this Kor? The leader?�
Through all the fogginess, Art�s thoughts suddenly took a turn. He suddenly understood what this was all about.
And it was so absurd and farfetched that he laughed, a sickly demented laugh coming from deep in his guts, making the little stomach fat he still had left jiggle, his abdominals shaking, sore and painful.
�So you want me to kill him? Is that it? Is that what this is all about? Your plan was to kidnap one of us, someone from the militia. Happened to be me. So you torture me. Not for information. But you want to somehow turn me psychologically, and then send me back out there, get close to the leader and just kill him. Just like that?�
Speaking all those words had completely exhausted Art. He could barely keep his head up. It began to slide to the right, his neck too fatigued to support it properly any longer.
�That�s about right. We want you to kill him.�
�Look, I�d happily�.�
�He�s too tired.�
�No wonder. You were hitting him too hard.�
�Me? You were the one really giving it to him.�
Art knew he didn�t feel right. It wasn�t just the pain. It was something else. A new sensation. Maybe he was about to die.
He didn�t fight it. He didn�t care if he lived or died now. It�d been too much. The stress of constantly wavering between clinging to life and the urge to take his own.
He passed out, his head lolling off to the side, unsupported by his neck. His world went black as he fell into violent nightmares. The story of the dreams was strange, involving various weapons, unknown persons, blunt objects, and more violence than he�d ever experienced even in his real life. And he�d experienced a lot.
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JOHN
�Tell me who you are,� said John. �This is your last chance. Or I shoot.�
�We�re nobody. We�re not armed. Don�t shoot us, please.�
�There�s no reason to hurt us.�
They were middle-aged men wearing ragged clothing. They had dirty hair and dirty unkempt beards. They looked almost like hobos in the movies, the sort of person that had, in a way, died out a long time ago, those men who would hop trains and travel from place to place with their belongings tied up in a handkerchief on a stick.
�Be more specific,� said John.
They gave their names. John didn�t even listen. He knew that their names didn�t matter at all.
�What�s your story?� said John. �Did you know this man here?� He gestured with his head to the dead man lying there with a stream of blood trickling out of him.
�We don�t know him.�
�But he�s been following us. I think he was after us, not you.�
�So you�re suggesting it was all just a big misunderstanding? That it wasn�t any kind of set up?�
�No, no. Nothing like that. Sorry you got in the middle of it.�
�He almost killed me,� said John. �What did he want from you?�
�The same as everyone else. Food, I guess. Maybe water.�
�Why didn�t you help me?�
�Like we said, we�re not armed.�
�Not armed? Not even a hammer?�
�Nothing.�
�You could have used your hands.�
�We�re pacifists.�
John was stunned.
�Seriously? Pacifists?�
The two men nodded solemnly.
John�s heart was slowly starting to calm down. He�d been pumped full of adrenaline from the fight, from shooting yet another man. He�d lost track now of how many he�d killed. He knew that it simply didn�t matter. The only thing that mattered was that he was still alive.
�I can�t even believe it,� said John, starting to laugh.
The men stared at him.
�It�s no joke. It�s our belief system.�
�We�re deeply committed to the nonviolence interactions that humankind is capable of��
�Is that like a religious thing or something?� said John, cutting him off, still chuckling.
�No. Nothing like that.�
�We were philosophy professors,� said the other one.
�Were? How�s that working out now since the EMP? I imagine you�re out of a job now.� John couldn�t stop laughing. The idea of pacifists now was just simply too absurd.
�We�re continuing to develop our ideas and our systems of thought.� He spoke solemnly as if it was the most important thing in the world, developing systems of thought.
�So what would have happened if I hadn�t been here, and that man had come up to you?�
�We would have tried to dissect the situation.�
�That wouldn�t have worked,� said John. �He was a pretty good escalator, if you know what I mean. I�m guessing you would have just run.�
�Basically, yeah. That�s how we�ve survived so far.�
�Sooner or later that�s not going to work.�
�Don�t think we�re not aware of that eventuality.�
�I notice you don�t use the word possibility.�
�Of course not. It�s bound to happen.�
John stared at the men. He knew they were telling the truth. No one could come up with something that absurd without it being the truth.
�Well,� said John. �Good luck with that.�
He turned on his heel, leaving the men there. There was no point in inviting them back to camp. They would be nothing but huge burdens. John tried to imagine what would have happened if one of the camp members had been a pacifist.
Maybe it was the stress or the simple absurdity of the idea, but John started giggling.
�Hey!� called out one of the men from behind him.
John turned. �What? You want to convert me to your particularly useless and dangerous brand of philosophy?�
�No,� came the solemn answer. His voice was deep, carrying well through the darkness. �We wanted to warn you.�
John walked a few paces back towards them.
�Warn me of what?�
There was silence for a moment.
�There are a lot more of them. They�re coming this way.�
�That�s why we�re on the move.�
�Who�s coming? What are you talking about?� said John.
�Men like the one you just killed.�
�Explain,� said John. It wasn�t a question. It was a command.
�They�re desperate. Men and women. They�re not looking for anything but their own survival.�
�Sounds just like me,� said John. He held his handgun at his side, his arm loose. The gun felt good there, comforting, even when he wasn�t threatened in the immediate sense.
�We�re talking about a huge mob. We think it started��
�In a city?� said John, suddenly getting the idea.
John remembered the huge mob of people in Center City Philadelphia that had almost killed him back before he�d escape the city, when he�d just met that therapist. What was his name? Larry? Lawrence? It felt like so long ago. In reality, it hadn�t been more than a few months.
So much had changed in such a short amount of time.
The masses in the city had been half-crazed, barely recognizably human, and yet so human at the same time. That was what happened to humanity when it was deprived of the essentials. The instincts kicked in, telling the body that it needed to get sustenance. At any cost.
�Yes, we think so.�
�So there�s this big mob out there? And it�s coming this way?�
�That�s correct,� said one of the former philosophy professors, the self-proclaimed pacifists.
John stared at him. It certainly looked like he was telling the truth.
�And what�s your plan?�
�We�re trying to get out of the way.�
�How do you know they�re coming this direction?�
�We�ve been running from them for a week now. Sometimes individuals, front runners, catch up to us. That�s how we know they�re close. That man that you killed, he was one of them.�
�Thanks for the tip,� said John, turning back around.
John didn�t have any reason to doubt the professors. They were the types of people who lived by principles, no matter what. John didn�t agree with their principles, but he recognized that these men contained the sort of integrity that wouldn�t allow them to lie about something like a half crazed mob coming John�s way.
The pacifists, John thought, were grateful that he�d saved them. If he hadn�t shot that wild half-crazed man, the pacifists might dead.
Pretty convenient for them. They didn�t have to get their hands dirty. But they�d gotten what they wanted.
And when people like John weren�t there to fight for them, they just ran.
Well, there wasn�t much point in dwelling on what would happen to them. The answer was too obvious.
John hurried back through the woods, heading to camp.
�John!� said Cynthia, looking up. She�d been staring into the dying flames of the fire, apparently lost in thought. �What happened to you?�
�What? Oh, nothing.�
�Were you attacked? There�s blood on you. Are you OK?�
John had almost forgotten that he�d just killed a man. It was sobering to realize that killing now came so easily to him that killing a man had merely become just one event in a day, so easily forgotten as soon as something else came along to occupy his mind.
�Oh,� said John. �Yeah. I�m OK, though. Not injured. Not really, I mean.�
�What happened?�
John brushed the question away with his hand. �It�s not important. I think we might have bigger problems on our hands.�
He told her about what the pacifists had told him. He told her about his experience in Center City Philadelphia, about what the mob had done. He told her how he�d seen countless mutilated bodies. How there�d been skulls smashed in with blunt objects, how there�d been torsos punctured with anything vaguely sharp, how the mob had roared and screamed together almost like a single organism, a beast that seemed impossible to fight against.
�Shit,� was all Cynthia could say.
She looked back into the fire, seemingly lost again in thought.
�But wait,� she said. �Shouldn�t they all be dead? I thought everyone was dying off. Killing each other.�
�I guess not,� said John. �I think these guys I met are telling the truth.�
�The pacifists? You really think you can trust pacifists?�
She said it while trying to keep a straight face, but her smile broke through before long.
John laughed.
�I may not agree with him,� he said. �But yeah, I think they�re telling the truth. I could see it in their eyes.�
�So why is this huge mob of people still alive?�
�Who knows,� said John. �Maybe they had more access to food wherever they�re coming from. Enough food to last them until now.�
�So they�re coming this way?�
�That�s what it sounds like. What I�m thinking is that even if they don�t come directly this way, we�re bound to get some of the runoff.�
�Runoff? We�re talking about people, not rivers.�
�You know what I mean. Stragglers or offshoot groups might pass by this way.�
Cynthia gave him a serious look, all of the humor dropping away from her face. She could certainly be as dead serious as anyone when lives were on the line. �We�ve got to get ready.�
�I�ll go tell Georgia,� said John. �We need to start as soon as we can.�
�She�s asleep. Wasn�t feeling well again. Decided to head to bed early.�
�Then I�ll wake her up.�
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PAUL
�Do you think he believed us?�
Ken nodded. �I think so.�
Paul said nothing. He stared into the fire, watching not the flames but the orange coals beneath the burning wood.
�These coals,� said Paul, speaking after a full minute of silence. �They�re like humanity. Soon the flames, our great achievements, will have extinguished, leaving nothing but the glowing embers of what once was the greatest achievements this planet has ever seen.�
�Knock off the philosophical talk for a minute, won�t you?� said Ken. �You�re not in front of a classroom any longer. There�s no need to talk to me like that.�
�Don�t pretend like you don�t slip back into the speech patterns that we based our whole careers on. You talk like that more than I do.�
�Maybe so. But there�s a time and place for it.�
Paul�s career was over along with everyone else�s. His, in particular, offered almost nothing useful now. The world had fallen into chaos, where violence ruled. For his whole career, he had argued against the use of violence.
He knew now that everything pointed in the direction of him being dead wrong.
But while he may have lost his job, his prestigious position at the university, he wasn�t going to let go of his ideological beliefs. He�d stick to them no matter what.
He and Ken had agreed on that. They�d been colleagues. They�d been preparing for an upcoming conference, which they were hosting together, when the EMP had hit. Ever since then they�d been on the run, surviving with their wits, narrowly avoiding being killed too many times to count.
Their intelligence had served them well so far, despite the narrow misses. They�d been able to outsmart and outmaneuver the others. They had the ability to strategize, to visualize complex problems in their heads, and arrive at elegant solutions speedily and without much mental effort.
But that only went so far.
Paul knew that their time on this planet was coming to an end. Probably sooner rather than later.
�I hope he did believe us,� said Paul. �Because he doesn�t seem like the type who deserves to die.�
�How can you say that?� said Ken.
�You mean you want him to die?�
�No, I�m not saying that. I�m just saying that it sounds as if you�re making a value judgment on a man that we just saw commit murder.�
�It wasn�t in cold blood. He was acting in self-defense.�
�You know as well as I do that we�ve both disproven the self-defense rationale for violence of any sort. We�ve talked at how many conferences on that very same topic? We�ve co-written papers where the essential thesis rejected that very same notion. Don�t you remember any of that?�
�I�m not saying it�s wrong,� said Paul. �But that was all academic. It was completely theoretical. This is the real world. There aren�t any academic papers anymore. There�s not even a judge or a jury. The only thing that matters now is whether you live or die.�
Ken nodded. �But there are still ethics that exist in a timeless flux. How could you forget the shadows on the walls?�
�Don�t start with that Aristotelian crap with me again. I�ve had it up to my ears for my whole career.�
�You sound like you�re suddenly starting to reject your life�s work.�
�No,� said Paul, slowly. �It�s not that. I�m still deeply committed to a life of nonviolence, at whatever cost.�
�So where do you get off saying that that murder was justified?�
�I�m saying that it worked for that man. I�m not saying that I would do the same. Part of my non-violence work has always involved the acceptance of the individual�s right to their own philosophical and ethical guidelines. Who am I to judge that man for his non-violent act?�
�That�s the whole point!� shouted Ken, waving his hands in the air in frustration. �That�s the whole damn point of all our work. It�s to judge!�
Paul said nothing.
�You�re not even going to argue with me?�
�What�s the point?� said Paul. �I�m done. We�re done. We can�t keep running forever. We can debate the philosophical intricacies for eternity, but we don�t have eternity here on this Earth. Not anymore.�
�All right,� said Ken. �You win the argument. Finally, after all these years, I have absolutely no idea what you�re talking about. Let�s forget the whole thing. We�re arguing because we�re stressed. It�s understandable. Let�s get our stuff together and get going. The mob will be here before long.�
�Get going? Where to?�
�Wherever,� said Ken, not really paying attention. He was already picking up things from the campfire, throwing them hastily into his pack. �Wherever we can stay alive. Wherever we can continue to think.�
�Wherever we can continue to philosophize irrationally?�
�It�s not irrational. It�s completely rational. You sound like you�re losing it. Are you feeling OK, Paul?�
�No,� said Paul, the words feeling heavy as they came out of him. �I�m not feeling OK. Just go on without me. I can�t do it anymore.�
�Now you just sound crazy.�
�It was bound to happen,� said Paul. �You know as well as anyone about the reports of extreme stress on an individual�s psychological makeup, on their decision making, and on their will to live.�
�You�re talking about the rats again? I can�t believe I�m saying this, but I�m sick of talking about the rats.�
�I don�t see why. They�ve been a staple of our careers.�
�Yeah,� said Ken, letting out a forced laugh. �But only because no one else could figure out how those learned helplessness rat experiments connected at all to the study of pacifism as a doctrine.�
�Well I�ve been thinking about it a lot. It really does have a connection, you know.�
�Come on,� said Ken. �We were just doing that for the numbers. We were the only ones doing it, and it worked out in our favor. It made for titles about as salacious as they can get for the academic world.�
�No,� said Paul. �I�m serious. There�s a real connection.�
�Then by all means, tell me what it is,� said Ken, who appeared to be only half-listening as he zipped up his pack and adjusted the straps.
�Remember that one experiment?� said Paul. �Where they would drop a rat in a tub of water? There was no way for it to get out. They measured how long the rat would swim for. And what was it? Something like a minute before it simply gave up and drowned. Now if that rat saw another rat that was able to escape, it got hope, essentially, and was able to swim for four to five times as long before it would eventually drown.�
�Fat lot of good it did that rat,� muttered Ken. He was kicking dirt onto the fire with his beat up sneaker.
Soon the fire was all but extinguished, and only the light of the moon illuminated them.
�Don�t you see?� said Paul. �We have no escape as pacifists. We�re going to give up sooner or later. And I�m just deciding that this is my time. I�m going to give up right now. We�ve been running for too long. Go on without me.�
�You�re nuts,� said Ken.
�Call me whatever you want. I�m sorry to do this to you, Ken. But I just have nothing left inside me. There never was a fight. But the will to survive� it�s been killed off.�
�So you�re just going to sit there until you either starve to death or get killed?�
�That�s the plan,� said Paul, finally actually making up his mind as he spoke the words.
Ken shook his head.
�I guess I shouldn�t have packed up my bag. We�ll have to camp here tonight until this mood of yours shifts. You know, your little bouts of intense depression were tough enough to deal with when you were just my colleague. But now they�re actually putting our lives in danger.�
�This isn�t just a bout of depression,� said Paul.
�Sure,� said Ken. �Sure it isn�t.�
He was already unpacking his bag.
�The thing is,� said Ken, �is that if someone else comes here tonight, we�re dead. I guess I won�t start the fire. It just makes it easier for people to find us. So settle down for another cold night. I guess it�s good it�s not snowing, though.�
Paul said nothing. He was staring off into the darkness, his mind wandering to a thousand places. But wherever his thoughts went, they didn�t change what was deep inside him. He�d lost the will to live, and he knew that now more certainly than he�d ever known anything. He was so convinced of his nonviolent philosophy, that he couldn�t shake it no matter what, not even to save his own life, or the life of his longtime friend. And it led to a complete sense of hopelessness that he�d never be able to shake.
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MAX
Max and Mandy had driven away in silence through the moonlit night. They hadn�t seen the Spaniards again, and they hadn�t discussed the topic any further. They both knew well that there were plenty of people out there in worse situations.
It seemed to be affecting Mandy more than it affected Max.
Sure, it was a shame. A real shame. But Max knew his limits. He knew what he could do and what he couldn�t do. There wasn�t any point in beating himself up about it. There wasn�t any point in ruminating endlessly on what couldn�t be done.
Max chose instead to focus on what he could do.
He couldn�t save everyone. But he could help one poor kid who was stuck alone with no one to help him. Dan sounded like a good kid, the kind of kid who was smart enough to do the right things, make the right choices. But that didn�t guarantee survival. Far from it.
They�d found a place where they could cut across to the parallel road, Route 100. It�d been bumpy, but the truck had done fine across the mud. There�d been tire tracks indicating that other vehicles had taken this very same route.
Route 100 led across the state border. It was a four lane highway, not exactly the type of road that Max relished being on. But they had to take what they could.
�I don�t get it,� said Mandy, peering through the windshield into the darkness that the headlights cut through. �Why aren�t there a bunch of cars here? You�d think there�d be more, wouldn�t you?�
�Yeah,� said Max. �I thought roads like this would be packed full of cars. I thought it�d be a parking lot, with people dying in their cars, stuck, and starving.�
�What do you think happened?� said Mandy.
�I don�t know,� said Max. �Who knows. That�s one of the reasons we�re doing this, though. We�ve had such a limited perspective on the whole event, and the countries response. It�s time we got some more information.�
�It�s good it�s not an endless traffic jam of unused cars,� said Mandy. �Or else we�d never get there.�
Max glanced over at Mandy in the passenger seat. She looked beautiful sitting there in the moonlight. A single tear was rolling down her face. She brushed a strand of her hair back away from her face, and turned away from Max, looking out the passenger�s side window.
�You OK?� said Max.
�Yeah, � said Mandy. �It�s nothing.�
They drove in silence for almost a full minute before Max spoke.
�What is it?� he said.
�It�s just� I don�t know, Max. It�s everything. I mean, it�s one thing when we�re constantly trying to survive. When things are a little more calm, I don�t know, then it really starts to get to me. Our society has fallen apart completely, and I just hate to think of the nightmares that so many people are living now� or their last days if they�re dead.�
�Yeah,� said Max. �It�s tough.�
Expressing empathy and comforting people wasn�t exactly Max�s strong suit.
But he felt bad for Mandy. He knew that the situation wasn�t affecting him as much as it was her. He could hear it in her voice that she was really feeling the pain of everyone. At least at that moment.
Max didn�t know what to do.
So he turned the wheel and guided the pickup to the side of the road. There wasn�t anyone else on the road, but Max didn�t want to park the truck right there in the path of any vehicle that might happen to come speeding by.
The right two wheels of the truck were on the grass. Max put it in first and killed the engine.
�What are you doing?� said Mandy, sniffling a little as she spoke.
He turned to her. She was wiping another tear away from her eyes, looking away from Max, obviously embarrassed about her reaction and her tears.
�Look at me,� said Max.
Mandy seemed to hesitate, but she turned to Max and looked him right in the eyes. Her eyes were watery, but beautiful, particularly in the moonlight.
Max leaned towards her. Her hair had fallen again in front of her eyes. He pushed it back behind her ear.
He kissed her. Their eyes closed, and their lips gently touched, gently at first, then harder and faster.
The kiss seemed to last a long time.
Finally, they both pulled away, moving at the same time.
Mandy ran her hand through her hair, keeping her eyes fixed apparently on her shoes, sneaking glances over at Max, who didn�t look away from her.
�What was that for?�
Before Max could answer, the sound of a vehicle caught his attention.
�Do you hear that?� whispered Mandy in hushed tones.
Max didn�t answer. He was listening.
It sounded like a civilian vehicle cruising along, at least sixty miles per hour. It was, though, of course, hard to guess its speed.
Nothing was showing in the rearview mirror.
Turning, Max looked through the flat back windshield of the pickup.
That�s when he saw the headlights speeding right towards them.
He reached for his Glock instinctively.
The vehicle was traveling fast, and it was abreast of their truck before they knew it, only moments later. It barreled right past them.
It was some type of sports car. Low to the ground. Maybe a two door. Hard to get a good look at it.
�What the hell was that?� whispered Mandy.
Suddenly, the tail lights of the car glowed a burst of red, and the car screeched to a stop. The driver had evidently just slammed on the brakes, the smell of burning rubber wafting back to them.
The sports car had stopped about a hundred yards in front of the pickup.
�What do we do?�
�Get ready,� was all Max had to offer.
Max�s mind was flashing through the different possibilities. There�d been so many encounters like this since the EMP, where there was no way to know the intentions of the other party were. There�d been times where no harm was meant. And there�d been times when Max and the others had been tricked, like at the compound.
Mandy was checking her rifle, making sure it was ready.
The door of the sports car opened and slammed closed.
A tall figure stepped out. A man. Big chest. Strong build. Not too emaciated, considering the conditions. He wore a wide-brimmed cowboy hat.
It was a strange sight to see him striding towards the pickup.
He must have been someone with a secure place to stay, plenty of food.
But why was he cruising down the highway as if the EMP had never happened, stopping in the middle of the night, apparently not worried that Max and Mandy weren�t the sort of people who simply shoot him on sight for no reason other than to take his car and whatever he had in it?
Max rolled down his window. The air was warmer, despite the fact that they hadn�t yet traveled that far south. It had a bit of a bite, but nothing intense. The snow storm of a week ago seemed almost like a distant memory.
�I�d better get out, actually,� said Max, realizing that he�d have to stick his left arm out the window to get a good shot at the guy. If it came to that, he didn�t want to rely on his left arm.
�Maybe we should just leave,� said Mandy. �Turn on the truck and leave.�
�If he�s got bad intentions,� said Max, �we�re not going to be able to outrun him.�
�Good point. But be careful, Max.�
Max gave her a slight nod.
He opened the car door and stepped out, leaving the door open.
He heard another car door opening and glanced over at Mandy, seeing her standing there, rifle in her hands, behind the truck.
She gave him a small smile.
�Howdy!� called out the stranger, who was getting closer.
Max had his Glock raised, pointed right at the man�s chest. It was the easiest shot to make. Greatest body mass. Biggest target.
�What do you want?� called out Max.
The stranger didn�t have a gun out. But he was walking with a stride that might indicate he was packing. Probably a holster on his belt, obscured by his long untucked shirt.
He was dressed like a cowboy, boots and jeans. Not the kind of person who worked, but the kind of rich guy who wanted to look a certain way. His jeans weren�t any old jeans. They looked like those high-end types, the ones that cost a couple hundred dollars a pair.
The strangest thing about his clothes was that they weren�t dirty or torn. He looked like he belonged walking around LA or some fancy neighborhood of New York City. Before the EMP, of course.
How could someone look like this after the EMP, when the rest of them, Max and Mandy included, were basically filthy? Max�s clothes had countless tears and rips.
The stranger stopped about ten feet from Max. Wide stance. Hands on his hips. Confident pose. He looked straight at Max before speaking, sizing him up.
�Just the normal things,� he said, laughing as he spoke. �I�m just like anyone else.�
�I�m going to need a straight answer,� said Max. �Considering the circumstances, that is.�
The stranger�s gaze drifted over to Mandy. In comparison to the way women typically looked before the EMP, Mandy looked wild. She had no makeup, and her hair hadn�t been properly washed since the EMP. To Max, she�d never looked more beautiful. Her hair had become voluminous and untamed, and the moonlight illuminated one side of her face, accentuating the angles of her face.
�I�m not looking to harm anybody,� said the stranger. �If that�s what you�re wondering. You can put the gun away.�
�It�s a precaution,� said Max. �And it�s staying here.�
Max kept the gun trained on the stranger.
�Fair enough. You can�t be too cautious in times like these.�
�What do you want?� said Max.
He was getting tired already of the way the conversation was going. This cowboy didn�t seem like a straight talker. But he obviously wanted something.
If Max had been a different sort of person, he would have shot him then and there.
But despite all he�d been through, all the treacherous people he�d had to fight, he wasn�t that sort of person. And he didn�t want to become one. Even in a lawless land, a man had to act a certain way, have a certain moral code, so to speak. Otherwise he was just as bad as any of them.
�I�m just out driving, thought I�d see what was up with the truck parked on the side of the highway there. I haven�t seen many vehicles on this road. Not since��
�Not since what?� snapped Mandy. Evidently she was getting tired of the conversation too, and the way the cowboy was acting.
�Well, if you don�t know, you don�t know.�
�Who are you?� said Max.
�Well,� said the cowboy. �I was hoping to acquire your abandoned truck there, but as I can see it�s not in the least bit abandoned, I�ll be heading on my way then. Good day to you all.�
The cowboy briefly touched the brim of his hat, turned on his heel, and walked back to his sports car with long strides.
Max didn�t lower his Glock until the tail lights glowed again and the cowboy gunned the engine, speeding off into the night, burning rubber.
�That was weird,� said Mandy. �Really weird. What the hell was that all about?�
�No idea,� said Max.
�None of that made any sense.�
�No,� said Max. �No it didn�t. Come on, let�s get going.�
Max looked behind him down the dark road before climbing back into the cab. There was no one there. No lights. No nothing. The night was silent.
Max cranked the engine, his mind turning over a thousand times a minute, trying to figure out what that encounter had meant and what might come of it. There was one thing he knew for sure, and that was that the cowboy hadn�t been the least bit honest with them. He�d wanted something or he wouldn�t have stopped.
�The scary thing about all that,� said Mandy, �was that that the guy didn�t seem the least bit afraid. Did you notice that? He had two guns pointed at him and he didn�t seem to care. He acted like we weren�t a threat at all.�
�Yeah,� said Max. �I noticed.�
He let the clutch out slowly until he reached the catch point. The truck began to inch forward into the night.
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GEORGIA
The sun was rising. Everyone was already up, sitting around the embers of the campfire from the night before.
They�d had their coffee and eaten their venison.
Sadie sat a little off to the side, looking worried. She was running her hands through her hair continuously, a habit that she�d had in school when she�d been stressed. The teachers had actually been concerned about it, and had talked to Georgia about it during the parent teacher conferences. They�d wanted to send her to a psychologist, someone who specialized in child psychology. Georgia had dismissed the entire idea, resolving the problem by laying it out straight to Sadie. If Sadie didn�t want to have to spend her time talking to some shrink, Georgia had said, she�d better cut it out with that hair business. �Do it on your own time if you have to,� Georgia had said. �But don�t do it in school.�
�You OK, Sadie?� said Georgia, looking over at her daughter.
�Yeah, Mom,� said Sadie, not taking her hands out of her hair.
�You didn�t eat enough. Get your hands out of your hair and get your brother to give you another piece.�
�I don�t want any more. I�m not hungry.�
�Tough luck. You need fuel to fight. And it sounds like we�re going to have to fight. You may be my daughter, but you�re also my soldier.�
Sadie shot her a worried look. �They�re really coming?�
�We�ve got to plan for the worst.�
Everyone knew the situation. Everyone knew what John had reported, that some type of wild horde was coming their way.
Georgia stood up so that she could easily address John, Cynthia, James, and Sadie.
Looking down at them, they didn�t look anything like soldiers. Sure, they had weapons, and they knew how to use them. But they were tired and weary and they looked nervous.
�We�ve been through a lot,� said Georgia. �I know we�re all feeling like we can�t face yet another challenge, another invasion.�
�Yeah,� said Cynthia. �That about sums it up. I thought this place was supposed to be secure. Didn�t Max choose it because it was out of the way from everything? Well, seems like he did a hell of a job.�
�Save your sarcasm for later, Cynthia,� said Georgia, bearing down on her with her eyes. �We did the best we could. Max did the best he could. Who knows what it�d be like if we�d chosen somewhere else. It could be a lot, lot worse.�
�I don�t know,� said Cynthia. �There were plenty of abandoned-looking places that John and I came across. Right, John?�
�Those wouldn�t have worked as a home, Cynthia,� said John, speaking wearily. �They didn�t have the advantages of this place. The long term��
�What advantages do we have here?� said Cynthia. �So far we�ve been attacked and��
�All right, that�s enough,� snapped Georgia. �You two can save it for couples therapy. We can�t do anything about our current location, so there�s no point in discussing it. What we�ve got to do is get ready.�
�And how do you propose we do that?� said Cynthia, apparently unable to leave the snark out of her voice.
�That�s what I�m getting to, Cynthia,� said Georgia, staring her down with a look that dared her to keep talking.
Georgia had sympathy for Cynthia. She wasn�t upset with her. After all, this kind of situation brought out the best in people, but also the worst. Cynthia was a good woman, from what Georgia had seen. She just simply didn�t know what to do with the worry and intense overwhelming dread she was experiencing.
It was one thing to encounter life and death situations over and over again. It was quite another to think you were relatively safe, only to find out that you�d need to wait around for the possible invasion of a tremendous horde of vicious people who�d become barely human, who functioned on the mob level, apparently without any morality at all. In a way, it was more frightening than knowing that a trained group of soldiers was invading. And that was because the soldiers made sense. Their motives could be understood.
But a mob? There wasn�t anything to understand. The mob just acted.
And Cynthia had heard the horror stories first hand from John, who�d been in the city, who�d seen it all with his own eyes. He�d lived through it, and the possibility of living through it again was clearly taking it all out of him.
�So here�s the plan,� said Georgia. �We�re going to have to��
She was about to tell them about how they�d have to stick together, how they�d have to watch each other�s back, about how they could use some of the strategizes that Max had devised, but that they might not work because they were facing, after all, a different enemy this time. She was about to tell them about her plans for a sniper and a backup.
But there wasn�t time.
A scream penetrated the quiet.
Everyone spun around to look.
Georgia raised her rifle scope to her eye, looking off in the direction that the scream had come from.
The scream continued.
�Cynthia,� snapped Georgia. �Come with me. Everyone else, get ready.�
There was a flurry of activity.
Georgia took one glance at James and Sadie before leaving. She was worried about them, but she�d have to trust them. She�d have to trust herself, too, trusting that she�d taught them everything she could, and that they�d be able to take care of themselves if need be.
Cynthia may have been in a cranky, contentious mood, but she grabbed her rifle as quickly as anyone. And she was right there at Georgia�s side as the two of them headed off in the direction of the scream.
�You OK?� said Cynthia, glancing down at Georgia�s stride.
�Yeah,� grunted Georgia.
Georgia wasn�t feeling perfect, but she managed to keep pace with Cynthia.
They were out of sight from the camp now.
The scream had stopped.
�It stopped,� whispered Cynthia, pausing as if she was waiting for something. She looked nervous. But ready.
The scream started again. All of a sudden. Louder than before.
�Careful,� said Georgia. �We have to be cautious.�
Cynthia nodded at her.
There was a thick cluster of pine trees up ahead, blocking their view.
They moved through them, under the low boughs which hung down, drooping over them, partially hiding them from whoever it was who was out there.
Cautiously, Georgia stepped partially out from the cover of the tree, leading with her rifle. Her eye on the scope, she saw two figures up ahead.
One was on his back. He was middle-aged, with a long beard.
The other stood over him. He was filthy, wearing ragged torn clothing. His shirt was torn to the point that it left his entire back completely bare. He wielded a long axe, holding it high above his head. He stood there with a wide stance, feet beyond shoulder width.
Something was wrong with the man on the ground.
He was the one screaming.
It was so strange, so horrifying, that at first Georgia didn�t register on the reality of the situation.
Parts of the man�s body had been chopped off. They weren�t missing, exactly. They were lying right there next to him.
His foot had been completely severed, leaving only a bloody stump. His foot lay there, looking strange unattached to his body.
His hand had been partially chopped off. The bone remained intact. Blood flowed freely, and the muscle and sinews were visible.
Georgia had the attacker in her sights. She squeezed the trigger.
The rifle kicked.
The attacker dropped the axe, his body going limp as he slumped to the ground.
�Holy shit,� muttered Cynthia, who appeared next to Georgia.
�They�re here,� said Georgia.
Georgia didn�t waste any time.
She didn�t relish it, but she knew what she had to do.
There was no chance to save the man with the axe wounds. He�d bleed out soon enough, and he�d experiencing nothing but extreme pain and terror during his last moments on Earth.
His scream had turned into a wail of pain.
It was worth wasting a bullet.
Georgia squeezed the trigger. Her gun kicked.
The moan of pain ceased instantly. It had been a clean shot.
�Remind me not to get on your bad side,� muttered Cynthia.
�We need to get back to camp.�
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ART
Art woke up feeling the worst he�d ever felt. It took him a full minute to just register on the pain. And in the end, he could barely parse it all out. Everything hurt. Simply everything.
�He�s awake.�
The night before came instantly flooding back into his mind.
Was he still in that crazy rebel house?
Inwardly, he groaned. He wasn�t just at his physical limit of pain. He was at his mental limit, too. He couldn�t go through it all again. It was too much. Simply too much.
�Pull him up.�
�Get your mask on. Come on.�
�It�s not a mask. It�s just a bag.�
�Does the same thing.�
Rough hands pulled Art to his feet. His eyes were still half-closed.
�Open your eyes. We don�t have all day.�
The light was bright. It must have been late morning.
Art instinctively shielded his eyes from the light with his hand.
In front of him were the same plastic bag masks from the night before. They looked more ridiculous now in proper lighting. The bags weren�t completely opaque, and he could partially see the men�s faces. The holes for their eyes and mouths seemed bigger now. Maybe the bags had stretched. The men had deep dark bags under their eyes.
�He�s not in good shape.�
�Doesn�t matter. He�s going to do it for us. Aren�t you?�
Art mumbled something. He couldn�t quite get the words out.
�Get him something to drink. Some water.�
�Screw him. He doesn�t get any of our water.�
�You want him to die on our hands?�
Something outside. Some sound. Art barely registered on it.
Tires screeched. Engines rumbled, the noise drifting into the house. Door slammed.
The masked men glanced at each other.
�Shit,� one muttered.
�They�re here.�
Art was too dazed to do anything. He just watched as they grabbed shotguns from where they�d been leaning against the wall.
A third man appeared, not wearing a mask. He reached for a high-caliber revolver that was stuck into the waistband of his pants.
The masked men tore the plastic bags off their faces, revealing them fully for the first time.
One didn�t look familiar.
The other did. Even in his heavily fatigued brain, Art was pretty sure that the guy had been the cashier at a small health food grocery store that Art had shopped at frequently.
For some reason, the recognition didn�t surprise Art. It seemed fitting, somehow, that his old, normal life had become this twisted. People from his past were popping up, almost like characters in a movie, but the script had been all rearranged, and no one was the way they�d been before.
Art heard the front door burst open.
Heavy footsteps. Fast.
Shouting. Yelling. Deep voices.
It all seemed familiar. And yet Art felt like he was on the wrong end of it.
Was it the militia that�d come? It sure sounded like them.
A gunshot rang out through the house.
Another. And another.
Someone screamed. They�d been shot. It was all happening in another room.
Two of Art�s captors rushed out of the room, guns ready.
Two quick gunshots followed.
One of Art�s captors was left alone in the room with him.
Art hadn�t moved a muscle. He was going to take what was going to come, whatever it was. He was defeated, mentally and physically. He had no fight left in him yet again. How many times had this happened to him, where the will to live had left him?
His captor pressed a handgun against Art�s temple. Hard.
�You�re going to be my ticket out of here,� he growled.
The door burst open, a booted foot appearing. The door slammed into the wall.
Figures rushed in.
Art recognized them. They were his crew. His troop, or regiment. Whatever you wanted to call it. They�d never had an official name. The faces were the same faces he�d woken up to every morning since the EMP, since he�d been �recruited� into the militia.
�Hold your fire,� shouted Art�s captor. His arm was around Art�s neck, holding him close to himself, keeping the muzzle of his gun pressed hard into Art�s temple.
Art saw the recognition in the faces. They knew it was Art. Their eyes flickered over the situation.
�Your buddy here dies, unless you guarantee my safe departure. You wouldn�t want your friend here to die, would you?�
Art saw no emotion in their faces.
They didn�t care if he lived or died.
And he felt the same way about them.
Most of them, anyway.
They were all just in it to survive as long as they could. These men held no personal grudges against these rebels. Many of them didn�t even care what happened to the militia, so long as it didn�t affect their personal survival. They were here on orders. Just as Art was.
If they were to shoot Art�s captor, it�d be a tricky shot.
Art would probably get shot, at best, in the process.
And they were definitely going to shoot.
This was the end.
Art closed his eyes.
He felt nothing.
No relief.
No longing.
No pain.
The shot rang out.
Art opened his eyes. He was still alive.
His captor was on the floor, blood all over him.
Blood covered Art�s side.
Art stood up, unsteady on his feet. His hands and feet were still bound. He looked at his fellow soldiers and they looked back at him.
One of them laughed, breaking the strange moment. It was Bobby.
�I was sure I was going to hit you too, Art,� he said, laughing.
�Good shot,� muttered Art.
Heavy footsteps came from the hallway.
Art looked up to see Sarge�s imposing figure in the doorway.
Sarge never came along on raids. Not once.
He paused only for a moment in the doorway, then made a straight line towards Art, arms swinging viciously at his sides.
�You bastard,� he said, through gritted teeth. �How many times are you going to fail?�
Sarge moved fast. His arm swung up and around. His fist, rock hard, collided with Art�s jaw.
Art fell to the floor, his bound hands in front of him, unable to brace himself against the fall.
His shoulder hit the wood floor first, his head lashing around and smashing into the floor.
He blacked out. Darkness overcame him. But it wasn�t death. Not yet.
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DAN
Dan had walked through the night until the light had started to break. He�d been exhausted, and he knew he had barely put any distance between himself and his home.
He�d taken a brief nap, sleeping about one hour, hiding himself underneath a large bush.
He still hadn�t gotten out of the suburbs.
Dan took a drink of water. He wasn�t hungry. His stomach seemed to have shrunk down over the last few weeks, and his appetite along with it. He was running on adrenaline now, helping to keep his appetite at bay.
He�d need the food later. He had a long journey ahead of him.
His plan was to get out of the populated areas as quickly as possible. It seemed that if there was going to be trouble, it was going to be from people. He needed to get where there weren�t people.
Maybe not having a vehicle was going to work to his advantage. In the long run, at least. It would have been better to simply drive on out of the suburbs, leave the car somewhere, and continue from there on foot.
If he could just get far enough north, towards the highways, he knew he�d be able to stay behind the cover of the trees that lined Route 100 which ran north into Pennsylvania. After that, there weren�t as many towns, and there weren�t those long stretches of suburbs. At least that was how it looked on the map. It was a little hard to tell.
Looking at the map, the hunting grounds in Pennsylvania looked so close. Only mere inches away.
But in reality, it was days if not weeks of walking. Dan didn�t know how to judge how long it would take him.
One thing kept crossing Dan�s mind, and that was that there didn�t seem to be many people. Most of the houses looked abandoned.
What had happened to everyone?
Right after the EMP, most of his neighbors had fled the neighborhood, driving off in their fully-packed cars.
But where had they gone? Had they gotten stuck on the highway somewhere? Had they met some gruesome violent death at the hands of some unknown enemy?
Dan walked as quickly as he could, despite being horribly tired. His body kept telling him that he needed to sleep more, that it couldn�t go on. But Dan had a strong mind, and he knew that he could push himself. He knew he could take it. He wasn�t going to give himself any excuses.
Dwight Street was up ahead, a two-lane road that cut through the entire suburban area, running west to east. It was lined with businesses. There was a small section of local businesses, mom and pop pizza places, coffee houses, and record stores. The rest of the road had slowly, over the years, been converted into what was essentially a long strip mall.
Dan didn�t want to take out the map out in the open while he was walking. He knew he needed to keep his attention on his surroundings. At any moment, he half expected a door to burst open, or gunfire to erupt out of a window. Who knew what people�s state of mind right now was. They might be ready to shoot to kill on first sight. The fact that he was a kid probably didn�t matter. It wasn�t going to save him. Not with the way things were now.
Without taking out the map, Dan was fairly certain that the quickest path out of the suburbs would require that he head down Dwight for a few blocks. Train tracks ran alongside Dwight Street, and if he could get to them, he could use them as his own personal highway out of the area, allowing him to avoid walking by too many houses and businesses.
He�d be safer on the tracks.
The hard part was getting to them.
Because of the way they were set up, the only access point was the train station. The tracks were on ground that was higher than Dwight, and his only other option would be to try to get behind the business and scale the high wall that led to the tracks.
He knew he wouldn�t be able to do it.
But he�d have to head down Dwight Street.
Just a few blocks, he told himself.
But it was basically the center of the whole area. Commercially and socially. Before the EMP, Dwight was where all the traffic was. Both vehicular and foot traffic.
Dwight was where all the kids had hung out after school, going to burger joints and pizza places, hanging around sporting goods stores and bothering the staff at the coffee shops.
Dan took a deep breath when he got to the corner where Dwight Street intersected the road he was on.
He didn�t let himself pause. He walked swiftly, staying on the sidewalk. He kept his eyes moving, scanning the windows of the stores and restaurants, trying to see if there was any movement inside.
But there seemed to be nothing. The windows were dark, and they reflected the daylight back out, making it difficult to see inside them.
There were cars parked up and down Dwight Street. None were running.
Some of the car doors were open, as if the cars had been abandoned in haste.
Dan saw no one.
It was deathly silent, except for a chirping bird off in a tree somewhere.
Dan hadn�t gotten halfway down the first block before seeing the first body.
It was a woman, lying in the middle of the road. It looked as if she�d been running from something. She�d gotten halfway out of her car.
She lay face down, her long hair fanning out on the pavement. Her back was riddled with bullet holes and a pool of dried blood was beside her.
Dan became fixated with the body. He couldn�t look away for a few moments. It was just so horrible, so disturbing, so unlike anything he�d seen before the EMP, when the world had been well ordered, when people had followed the rules.
The farther down Dwight Street he got, the more chaotically the cars on the street were arranged. It looks as if there�d been some kind of traffic jam, and people had tried to turn their cars around. It also looked like some people had tried to ram their way through other cars, often unsuccessfully, by the looks of it.
There were more bodies the farther he got down the street. Bodies in all sorts of poses. Bodies lying on the ground. Bodies lying on the roofs of cars. Bodies tangled together, as if people had fought to the death. Bodies in multi-person piles, blood surrounding the tangle of limbs and torsos.
Dan was trying to keep it together. He�d never seen anything like this. Keep breathing, he told himself. Just keep breathing. It was something they�d taught them in health class, some kind of relaxation technique. Dan had laughed along with all the other students when the lesson had come up. He�d never taken it seriously. It�d seemed like some sort of joke.
But the memory came back to him now. It was the only thing he had. The only strategy he had for dealing with the horrors of what he was seeing.
So he breathed. Keeping it slow, he inhaled and exhaled like he normally did, trying to keep his attention on his breathing. In any other moment, he would have felt ridiculous. None of that mattered now.
It didn�t matter how he felt.
After a few breaths, Dan realized the breathing wasn�t going to help him. It had been a last resort.
The phrase, �it doesn�t matter how I feel,� kept repeating itself through his head, as if it was some music track on repeat.
It was true. It didn�t matter how he felt. It didn�t matter if he was freaking out. That was a normal way to react.
The only thing that mattered was that he get to the train station, get away from this place.
There was no sign of anyone alive.
At any moment, something bad could happen. Dan didn�t know what to expect. But he could feel the danger in the air.
Maybe it was only his imagination. He hoped it was.
Just when he�d been hoping nothing would happen, something happened. The sound of a vehicle came faintly from down the road. The vehicle wasn�t yet visible.
Dan acted quickly without thinking. He ducked into the alcove around one of the small local shops, his shoulder resting against the front door.
A sound off to his right. Metal on metal. Was the door being opened?
Dan turned to look just as the door swung open.
A shotgun greeted him, pointed right at his stomach.
A shadowy figure of a tall man. An adult, large and imposing there in the doorway.
�Dan?�
The voice was familiar.
The shotgun went down, pointed to the ground.
A strong hand grabbed his arm and yanked him inside.
Being pulled like that, Dan stumbled forward into the darkness of the store. He tripped over himself, and fell flat on his face, his nose hitting the ground hard.
Who�d pulled him inside? Dan couldn�t quite place the voice. His brain was overactive, overly anxious, and he wasn�t thinking clearly.
�Stay down,� said the man.
Dan tasted blood in his mouth. His nose was bleeding, and it hurt, but he stayed there on the ground, face down. Doing exactly what he was told.
Dan heard the lock on the door sliding into place. Metal on metal. It was the same sound he�d just heard, before being pulled inside.
�They�re coming again.�
Suddenly, Dan recognized the voice. It was Joey. Joey from the hardware store. He was an older guy. He had long grey hair in a ponytail, a withered face, and always wore a baseball cap. He had a reputation for always being in a bad mood. Dan knew he drank a lot. Sometimes when Dan had been heading home from the hardware store, he�d see Joey leaving the beer distributor next door with another case of Yuengling.
�Who�s coming?� said Dan, finally lifting himself up off the floor. He couldn�t take it anymore. He wanted to see what was happening.
�Get inside,� barked Joey. �In the back. Go.�
It sounded urgent. Dan got up quickly and rushed into the store. It was dark, except for thin rays of light that came in through one of the windows in the back. Dust was caught in the light, seemingly hanging in the air, making the place seem abandoned, completely disused.
Dan realized he was inside one of the local coffee shops, a place called Perky Times. Chairs and tables were scattered around in a disorganized pattern.
�Get behind the counter!� shouted Joey, coming running into the back from the entranceway, the shotgun hanging over his shoulder.
The vehicle sounds outside were louder, a deep rumbling that came reverberating through the abandoned caf�.
There wasn�t time to wipe the blood away from his nose. Dan got behind the counter, throwing his pack down beside him, before Joey did.
Joey was older, but he vaulted the counter easily, landing only inches away from Dan�s head.
�What�s going on?� said Dan in a whisper.
�Whatever you do, don�t move,� said Joey, his eyes seemingly fixed on a single point in the ceiling, lying flat on his back, the shotgun at his side, untouched.

18

MANDY
They�d spent a couple hours asleep in the cab of the truck. They�d decided against using the watch shift system. There were only two of them. If one of them had stayed awake, it would have meant spending twice as long parked and not moving. Or each of them getting half as much sleep.
The truck was parked off the road, behind a tree. Hopefully, if someone had come by, it would just looked like an abandoned truck. It was beat up and nothing fancy. Not that that was what mattered to anyone anymore.
Maybe it was risky. Mandy had had to convince Max to do it. She�d been dead tired, and she could tell he was, too. They�d needed the sleep.
She was still groggy now, her mind blurry, as she woke up. She�d fallen asleep leaning against Max�s strong shoulder.
She was still leaning against him now.
�You awake?� she said, speaking sleepily.
�Yeah,� said Max.
�Did you sleep at all?�
�A little.�
Mandy glanced up at Max, looking backwards at him. His face was covered in shadows. The sun hadn�t yet risen, and the moonlight drifted into the truck�s cab in patches, broken up here and there by the truck itself.
Mandy kept her head resting against Max for a long moment before finally rising under her own strength into the sitting position. Her body was stiff, and she felt like he could have really used another eight hours or so. But they weren�t aiming for beauty sleep here.
�What�s the plan?� said Mandy.
Max was being unusually quiet. Normally, he�d already have been explaining the plan, telling her about what they needed to do, what they needed to watch for, and what they needed to avoid.
�Huh?� said Max.
�Are you still asleep or what?� said Mandy.
�No, it�s not that. I was just thinking about��
Mandy held for breath. Was he about to say �that kiss we shared yesterday?�
��that cowboy from last night,� finished Max.
Mandy let the air out of her lungs slowly.
�That was tonight, Max,� she said. �It�s not even morning yet.�
�Something about it just doesn�t make sense,� said Max.
�Nothing about anything makes sense,� said Mandy.
�All right,� said Max, looking like he was trying to shake the idea out of his head. �Let�s get going. We�ll eat as we drive.�
Max started the truck, and slowly backed it up, driving across the bumpy grass until they reached the road again.
They ate as they drove. Mandy dug into the packs and unwrapped the pemmican, handing it to Max.
�The flavor isn�t great, is it?� said Mandy, her mouth full of the pemmican. It seemed to take forever to chew, and it wasn�t the sort of food you could just force down, swallowing without fully chewing it.
�Nope,� said Max. �But it�ll keep us alive.�
They drove through the sunrise, through the early morning. There seemed to be no one else on the road. Once in a while, they�d pass an abandoned vehicle. Once in a while, they�d pass some bodies lying on the side of the road. Some appeared to have starved, and others had died from bullet wounds.
Mandy found herself nodding off here and there, despite trying to stay awake. She knew she needed to keep her eyes peeled, despite Max saying that it was fine if she took a nap, telling her that she�d be more help the more rested she was.
When Mandy was finally wide awake, the sun was high in the sky.
�You�ve been driving the whole time?� she said.
�Yeah,� said Max. �You feeling any more rested?�
�I think so,� said Mandy. �You must be exhausted, though.�
�I�m fine,� said Max.
�Your leg OK, though?�
�Yeah,� said Max. �Doesn�t bother me that much.�
�Anything happen while I was asleep?�
Max shook his head. �It�s been the same scene the whole way. A couple of abandoned vehicles here and there. Haven�t seen anyone alive the whole way so far.�
�It�s pretty strange,� said Mandy. �Where did everyone go?�
�Well, they died off,� said Max .�Lack of food, violence, you name it.�
�Yeah,� said Mandy. �I wasn�t expecting to leave the hunting grounds and find the world fully inhabited. But if everyone died, my question is: where are all the bodies? Where is everyone? Dead or alive. You see what I�m saying?�
�Good question,� said Max. �And I�ve been wondering the same thing.�
Mandy had the map spread out on her knees.
�You know we�re almost at the point where we get off this road,� she said. �From there on out, it�s mostly the suburbs. Maybe we�ll see something different there.�
�Probably,� said Max. �And that�s where we have to be the most careful.�
�Why�s that?�
�Closer quarters. Houses close together. If there are going to be survivors, I�d expect them to be holes up in their homes, not out on the open road.�
�Good point.�
The day wore on, and Mandy took over driving. Max was intent on staying awake the whole time, his hand near reaching far from his Glock, his eyes covering every inch of the area through the windshield and the cab windows.
�You�ve got to sleep, Max,� said Mandy. �You�re not going to be any use if you�re too tired to react when something happens.�
�I�m fine,� said Max.
�Don�t give me that. I know you too well at this point. You�ve got to admit you have a tendency to push yourself. And usually that�s good. That�s gotten us out of some life or death situations. But really, Max, right now you need to get some sleep. I�ll be fine. I�ll wake you up if something happens.�
Mandy ended her words with a kind of half-hearted laugh, as if the idea that something could happen was preposterous. But she knew as well as Max did that something happening was a very real possibility.
�Fine,� muttered Max, finally closing his eyes.
Mandy glance over at him occasionally as she drove, watching him sleep. His right hand, in his sleep, had drifted over to the handle of his Glock. Even in his sleep, he was trying to protect her. That�s why he pushed himself. It wasn�t usually for his own benefit. Almost always, he was trying hard to save everyone else, trying to do the right thing.
Mandy wished she�d known Max before the EMP. They�d been neighbors, after all. It was absurd now to think of the missed opportunities they�d had before life had changed and society had collapsed, apparently never to return to its old state.
Mandy had been going out with Ted, an all around no-good sort of guy. Somehow, she hadn�t been able to see who he really was until he left. He�d been the sort of guy who�d never had a real job. Instead, he�d floated between bands and various scams.
What would have happened if she�d met Max instead of Ted? Maybe she would have seen him some day in the parking lot, said �hi,� and invited him over for a drink.
But would anything have happened? She�d been a different person before the EMP. And Max probably had too. He hadn�t spoken much about his past, except to say that he�d worked in an office at some pointless job.
Maybe the EMP, in a strange way, was giving them all an opportunity to become the sorts of people that they�d never been able to be. Mandy knew that she wasn�t meant to work in restaurants and bars. It was a fine job, but it wasn�t her calling. It wasn�t everything she was capable of.
And obviously Max was capable of much, much more than simply sitting in an office chair and crunching numbers. Or whatever it was that he was doing. Mandy didn�t even know what type of company he�d worked for. It was apparently so unimportant to Max that he�d never even bothered to mention it.
The road that stretched ahead of Mandy was the same as it�d been. Nothing going on.
She drove for another half an hour, with Max asleep in the passenger�s seat, before arriving at the exit she knew she needed.
Should she wake up Max?
No. Better to let him sleep.
Mandy downshifted to slow down, rather than applying the brake. She knew she�d save gas that way.
The off-ramp wasn�t anything fancy, just a stretch of road that led to a simple two lane road.
She thought again of waking up Max. She knew he would have wanted her to. It was a change of environment. A chance for new things to go wrong.
But he needed to sleep.
He�d been pulling long watch shifts back at camp. He�s been trying to give everyone else more rest, pushing himself to stay up for long periods of time. And she knew his leg was bothering him, even though he�d never admit it.
He needed the rest.
Mandy kept her eyes moving as she drove slowly along the road.
She drove south, glancing up at the sun to make sure she was headed in the right direction.
Glancing over at Max yet again, Mandy was surprised that he hadn�t woken up with the change in speed. His mouth was open, and he snored lightly.
Mandy drove past a few large parking lots, a couple big box stores. Billboards lined the streets, and trash tumbled around in the wind. Empty plastic bags, mostly, and a couple empty food containers. Some newspapers. All sorts of things.
Mandy passed only one abandoned car, a minivan with all the doors open and no one in sight.
Up ahead, though, there was something.
Mandy downshifted, slowing the truck down.
�Max,� she hissed. �Wake up. There�s something on the road.�
Max continued snoring, not stirring.
�Max,� she said, speaking more loudly. �Wake up, Max.�
He remained asleep.
The object on the road was in view now. It was a public bus, parked perpendicular across the road.
�Max!�
Mandy reached across the bench seat and grabbed Max by the arm.
�What�s going on?� said Max, speaking briskly. He was ready for action, his Glock already out.
�I don�t know,� said Mandy.
A noise behind them.
In the rearview mirror, two black SUVs were approaching, seemingly out of nowhere.
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CYNTHIA
�This is just too stressful,� complained Cynthia, her voice rising to a wine.
�You have a better suggestion?� said Georgia, her voice level.
�Yeah, maybe I do,� said Cynthia. �Why are we sitting here and waiting for them to come to us? Why don�t we just head out there and get them all while we can, before they get to us?�
�We�re not talking about just a couple people,� said Georgia.
�And we don�t know where they are,� added John.
They were all sitting around the remains of the campfire, near the van and the tent.
James and Sadie had been fairly quiet, letting the adults talk. Sadie, in particular, looked more scared than usual. She was sitting partially hunched over, her elbows resting on her knees. James was trying to look like he wasn�t bothered, but he kept glancing over his shoulder, and his rifle hadn�t left his hands for hours.
Cynthia stood up.
�Where you going?�
�Nowhere,� said Cynthia.
�You can�t go off on your own,� said John.
Cynthia felt everyone�s eyes on her.
�Like I said, I�m not going anywhere,� said Cynthia. �I�m just heading into the tent for a minute. I need to clear my head.�
Cynthia stepped nimbly around their entire cache of guns and ammunition that lay spread out on the ground, ready for use.
John and Georgia continued talking, discussing their plans, leaning in close together, both seated on the old log someone had dragged next to the campfire.
Cynthia felt like she might explode with the stress of the whole thing, the pressure. It was one thing to be on the run, to be hunted down. It was another to have to sit there and wait.
To Cynthia, it didn�t seem like any of this planning mattered at all. They were facing a completely different enemy than when the men from the compound came. The compound guys had been tightly organized, essentially a small regiment. That meant they were predictable.
Now they were facing a mob. By its very nature, it was completely unpredictable. So anticipating their movements was difficult. Devising some kind of strategy for fighting them off was even more difficult.
It seemed like their best bet was to hide, to avoid being found.
Fortunately, that was a real possibility.
The hunting grounds were large and they were somewhat hidden among the trees.
Then again, if the mob was large enough, and scattered enough, people would come across them sooner or later. It was only a matter of time.
Cynthia heard a noise. Sounded like a cracking twig.
She froze.
She wasn�t far from Georgia and John and the others, but they didn�t seem to have heard it. They kept talking.
�Guys�� said Cynthia, speaking in a low voice.
Their conversation paused.
�I heard something.�
There was movement behind a tree.
Cynthia had her rifle ready. A semi-automatic. Georgia and Max seemed to feel more comfortable using Georgia�s hunting rifles. But now that she and John had gradually gotten more comfortable with firearms, they preferred using something that could fire more rapidly.
Cynthia watched with wide eyes and a pounding heart as a man stepped out from behind the tree.
He barely looked human. His hair and beard were long and in complete disarray. Sure, it wasn�t like Cynthia had exactly kept up her normal hygiene and beauty routine, but she certainly didn�t look completely wild like this man.
He wore no shirt, despite the chill in the air. His pants were nothing but tatters.
There was a wild look in his eyes. More animal like than human.
�What do we do?� whispered Cynthia.
Her first impulse was simply to open fire. She was tired of being a victim, of being attacked at every opportunity. She was tired of giving strangers the benefit of the doubt. Being tortured just a week ago, Cynthia was more on edge than ever before. More ready to squeeze the trigger without asking questions.
But something held her back.
She just wasn�t that sort of person.
No matter how hard she tried.
She couldn�t push herself into a mold that wasn�t her.
The man stood there, looking confused. He stared at them.
Cynthia heard John and Georgia�s footsteps around her. They were standing next to her, their own guns ready.
�Stay back, kids,� Georgia said.
Cynthia glanced back at James and Sadie, making sure they were OK and a safe distance from the men.
Even though he didn�t appear to be armed, there was no telling what he might do, what tricks he might have up his sleeve. And what was more, he might not be the only one there. There was a mob coming, apparently.
�What do you want?� shouted Georgia, her voice commanding.
The man didn�t answer.
Cynthia found her gaze settling on his eyes again. Those wild animal eyes told nothing. Nothing except hatred and anger. The way he stood made him seem like he wasn�t capable of violence. He was rail thin, to the point of being emaciated, and he stood like a limp rag doll, slouched over, his shoulders rolling forward, his spine curved terribly.
But those eyes told a different story. They said that that he was capable of anything, that violence, no matter how extreme, was exactly what he wanted.
This is what had happened, probably, to the majority of humanity. Civilization had fallen and the human animal had risen in its place. This man represented something, something bigger than himself.
Three quick shots rang out.
Cynthia�s ears rang with the sound.
Three bullet holes appeared in the stranger�s chest, red pockets of blood decorating his bare hairy skin.
The stranger seemed to remain standing as Cynthia�s adrenaline kicked up and time seemed to slow down. Then he crumpled to the ground, his arms stuck out at odd angles, an expression of confusion on his face. His eyes remained open, never losing that look.
Cynthia turned to her right, to see John, standing slightly behind her. His gun was raised. He stood still, almost frozen, his finger still on the trigger.
Slowly, he lowered his gun.
Cynthia stared at him. She said nothing, but her expression must have said more than she�d thought.
�You weren�t there in Philly with me,� said John. �You didn�t see what the mob was like. There�s no reasoning with them. If they�re coming this way, we�re going to have to kill them all if we want to stay alive.�
There was a viciousness and callousness in his voice that Cynthia had never heard before, despite everything they�d been through, despite the battles they�d fought together, and the enemies they�d come up against.
Cynthia felt her eyes starting to water.
She didn�t know what she was feeling. She couldn�t identify it. Her emotions seemed to be hidden away, buried by the necessity of survival.
She reached up to her cheek and wiped a single tear away before anyone else could see it.
�There�s someone else!� shouted Georgia.
�They�re coming!� shouted Sadie.
Cynthia turned. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion still.
She saw her friends first before the mob. She saw the determination on John�s face. He looked suddenly much older, the lines on his tanned face merging together as his lips curled. Was it disgust she saw there too, written in those lines, disgust for the mob of humanity that was converging upon them and their camp?
She saw Georgia standing tall despite her injury. Her stance was wide as she shouted commands that Cynthia didn�t seem to hear.
It was as if Cynthia was watching a movie and someone had turned the sound down. Everything felt surreal. A dull roar replaced all the voices. She saw Georgia�s mouth moving, saw that she was shouting, but the words didn�t seem to reach Cynthia�s brain.
Cynthia fumbled with her gun, trying to bring it up into position. But her hands didn�t seem to work properly.
James and Sadie were lying on their stomachs, their rifles propped up over a log.
Finally, Cynthia saw the mob.
Was it twenty men and women? Thirty. She didn�t know. Her brain wasn�t processing things correctly, and she was slowly growing aware of that fact.
Someone was right next to her, shaking her.
�Cynthia!�
John was shouting right into her ear.
�Cynthia!�
The dull roar died away. All of a sudden.
�What?� said Cynthia.
�Snap out of it!� screamed John. His face all twisted up. Anger. Frustration. Intensity.
Everything seemed to speed back up to the right speed.
A mob of armed people, half-clothed and desperate, were converging on the camp.
There wasn�t much time.
What had she just experienced? Was it some kind of stress reaction?
There wasn�t any time to figure it out.
She needed to act.
Quickly.

20

DAN
�What�s going on, Joey?� whispered Dan, lying still. He wasn�t moving, just like he�d been told.
�They�re coming,� said Joey, who didn�t make any effort to lower his voice.
Shouldn�t he have been whispering?
�Who?�
�Who knows,� said Joey. �They come in, kill you, take you away. Depends on the day. Depends who you are. Who knows.�
�Why are we lying back here behind the counter?�
�I�ve seen them drive by and simply shoot up the buildings. I was hiding in the hardware store and they drove by with some kind of machine gun and just shot up the place. Nearly died.�
The noise outside was intensifying. A deep rumbling. Sounded like big trucks. Were they the same ones who had driven by his grandparents� house?
�Who are they?� said Dan again.
For some reason, it was important for Dan to try to make sense of what was happening. It wouldn�t do him any practical good. He knew that. But everything seemed so chaotic. So confusing. If he just had some definite information that he could wrap his head around� Maybe it would make it easier to cope. He didn�t know.
�There�s someone in here!� It was someone shouting from outside.
�I saw someone go in!�
They were deep voices. Sounded like they were standing right outside the door.
Dan hoped Joey had locked it.
Joey certainly hadn�t been the best employee at the hardware store. Even though he was young and short and small, Dan habitually outworked Joey at almost everything he did. He�d sold more than he had, and he unloaded more from the trucks when they came in.
Joey wasn�t the kind of guy Dan wanted to bet his life on.
�Shit,� muttered Joey. �They know we�re here.�
�Did you lock the door?�
�Yeah.�
�At least they�re not just shooting,� muttered Dan.
It wasn�t much of a consolation. And the words sounded hollow as soon as he�d spoken them.
�Is there a back way out?� said Dan.
�There�s no point. They�ll have the back covered.�
�How do you know?�
�They almost got me at the hardware store.�
�Are they soldiers or something?�
�Seems like it. Not US soldiers though.�
That didn�t make Dan feel any better.
�What do you mean? They�re from somewhere else?�
�No, I think they�re Americans. Just not regular soldiers. Maybe they�re rogue guys. Who the hell knows. The point is, they�re going to kill us.�
�What are we going to do?�
�Get to them before they get to us,� said Joey.
�I don�t hear them. Maybe they went away.�
�No,� said Joey. �They�re there.�
Glass shattered. Probably the door. They�d probably hit it with the butt of a rifle.
Dan clutched his kitchen knife. He wished he�d had a gun.
There wasn�t much time left. There weren�t any footsteps yet. But soon the men would be coming in.
�Listen, kid,� said Joey, turning to Dan for the first time. Joey�s eyes locked onto Dan�s. They looked wild and intense. Sweat was on his brow. His hair was dirty and his beard was long and unkempt. His face was gaunt and lean, his eyes bulging slightly. �I gave you a hard time at the hardware store. I�m not going to say I�m sorry. But I�m going to make it up to you.�
�What are you talking about? You never gave me a hard time.�
�I was making fun of you every time you turned your back.�
�Oh,� said Dan.
�I�m going to rush them. You go out the back. They�ll be there, but do the best you can. It�s the best I can do. And if you make it, I want you to remember what I did.�
�Joey,� said Dan. �Wait��
But Joey wasn�t listening. He stood up, holding his shotgun with both hands, finger on the trigger.
Joey shook his head, his long grey hair moving wildly. He let out a noise, half-scream, half-roar.
�Go!� he shouted.
Dan couldn�t move. He felt frozen with shock and fear.
Another noise at the door. Sounded like they were breaking more glass.
Something was slamming into the door.
Joey dashed over the counter, rushing forward towards the front exit. He charged them, shotgun first.
He fired. The shotgun blast rang through the store.
Dan stood behind the counter now, as if he was a barista working at the caf�.
Another gunshot. A different sort of sound.
Joey�s head snapped back, blood bursting forth into the air, his hair swinging wildly.
Dan finally broke free from his frozen pose. He needed to move. Now.
The pack was weighing him down, but he couldn�t ditch it. He needed it to survive.
Dan dashed through the back of the store, leaving the counter behind, looking wildly for the exit.
He passed a large industrial sink that was still full of dirty dishes. A broom closet with the door open, a yellow plastic mop bucket still filled with dirty water, the mop lying on the ground.
There was a heavy steel door.
Dan slammed against it, pressing the long horizontal bar that served as a handle.
He didn�t look behind him. He dashed outside into the sunlight that almost blinded his darkness-adjusted eyes.
Dan looked up and down the paved alley, his heart pounding and his head moving jerkily back and forth. There was a dumpster off to his right, full of trash. The smell was intense, almost completely overwhelming.
There was no one there.
Dan dashed down the alley, not knowing which was he was heading.
Behind him, he heard the steel door burst open, slamming against the brick wall.
Dan had no way to fight them. His knife wasn�t a match for their guns.
Maybe they wouldn�t shoot him since he was a kid. Probably not, though.
Dan got around the corner of a brick building just in time.
A burst of gunfire rang out, dispelling any illusions of juvenile safety.
He had to ditch the backpack. Somehow, he got it off his shoulders, throwing it off him with too much force. He needed his energy to run.
Dan ran straight and fast, his arms pumping intensely like pistons, his feet slamming into the pavement, his knees rebounding high towards his chest, towards the sky.
He could probably outrun them. But he was headed right back to Dwight Street.
He reached Dwight.
A large military truck, painted in a camo pattern, sat there, rumbling.
Dan didn�t stop running. As hard as he could. Maybe he could make it to the other side of the road, crossing right in front of the truck.
There was someone there, right in his path.
Dan didn�t think. He didn�t stop.
It was some type of soldier. A rogue one. A big gun.
Flashes of scattered impressions came into Dan�s brain. Fragmented.
Without stopping, he jammed the knife forward, right into the man�s stomach.
The man screamed, swinging his rifle around. It wasn�t in position to fire. But the hard metal of the muzzle collided with Dan�s head.
Pain kicked through him. Hard, harsh pain.
Dan�s vision went blurry.
Someone was grabbing him. Strong arms. Rough hands. Seizing him, pulling him backwards away from the man he�d stabbed, who lay there now on the ground, the kitchen knife jutting up into the air.
The man he�d stabbed wore no military uniform. He had long, wild hair that flowed out from beneath a blue baseball cap.
Whoever these people were, they definitely weren�t the US military. Joey had been right. They were probably just some guys who�d gotten a hold of some military gear, like trucks and guns.
�What do we do with him?� said a voice behind Dan.
�Detention center.�
Dan felt something on his wrists. Plastic.
Were they zip tying him?
The plastic around his wrists tightened. It was extremely tight, to the point of being painful.
Someone kicked him in the back. Hard.
Dan�s arms fastened together behind him, he fell hard face-first onto the pavement. He tried to fall on his shoulder, but it was only partly successful.
His face collided with the pavement. Another blow to the head.
He didn�t black out.
He lay there, pain kicking through him, listening to the gruff adult voices of the men above him.
Dan thought of Joey, and the way he�d looked when he�d been shot. Had he gotten one of them himself?

21

ART
Art woke up. He didn�t know if it was day or night. He didn�t know where he was. He didn�t recognize the room.
His life had turned into a nightmare.
His entire body was in pain. He no longer remembered the individual blows he�d received. He no longer remembered how many times he�d been hit in the head.
His memory was fuzzy. He remembered the rebels torturing him, then Sarge marching in.
But all the details were nothing but a hazy cloud that hung over his mind, weighing him down with an impossible depression.
He was beyond wanting to die.
He was beyond everything.
His old life, before the EMP, was nothing but an image that haunted him. It felt like someone else�s life, someone else�s memories.
Art tried to move. But he was tied. His hands were bound. He didn�t even realize it at first. He felt disconnected from his body in some sense. Maybe his mind was trying to protect itself from the horrors of what had happened to the body, retreating within some kind of strange mental space.
But as he tried to move, struggling against the cords that bound him, his mind began reconnecting with his body, and the pain came flooding back like never before.
There wasn�t any point in thinking about the pain. But he couldn�t ignore it.
The light in the room was low. Just a couple flickering candles. They were probably candles that he himself had pilfered on some mission weeks ago. They were some of those large bath candles that gave off a strong scent. The room smelled like a mix of perfumes.
The smell was nauseating.
Art didn�t remember the last time he�d eaten. Or had any water.
He�d probably evacuated his bowels at some point during the beatings. He could smell it even over the scent of the candles.
The door opened softly.
Art looked up.
It was Joe, his one friend in the militia.
Joe closed the door gently.
�What the hell did you get yourself into, Art?�
Art just shook his head.
�You�d better get to talking. You don�t have much time. Sarge is coming soon. I shouldn�t even be here.�
�I don�t know,� said Art, his voice impossibly weak.
Joe took a small plastic water bottle out the cargo pocket of his pants. The bottle wasn�t meant to be reused, but it had been refilled countless time from the large tanks of water that were delivered to the men. No one in Art�s group knew where the water was coming from, only that it was coming. The water delivery functioned like a silent threat. Everyone knew that the water might stop coming, and that they�d be on their own when it came to their basic needs. They were only fed for as long as they were useful to someone.
The plastic water bottle was crumpled, a thousand lines in its thin plastic.
Joe unscrewed the small cap and put the bottle to Art�s lips.
�Drink up, buddy,� he said. �I don�t know the next time you�re going to get something to drink.�
The water flowed through Art�s parched mouth. He drank and he drank, half-choking on the water, trying to get it all down his bone-dry throat.
Art finished the bottle. Water had gotten all over his mouth, dripping down onto his torn and blood-stained shirt.
Was it his blood? He hadn�t noticed it until now.
He didn�t know. And he didn�t care.
�You think there�s going to be a next time?� said Art. Speaking was easier now, after the water.
Joe was silent for a moment. He began pacing back and forth in front of Art, deep in thought, staring at the ground, glancing up occasionally.
�If I�m going to die, I�m going to die,� said Art. �You can tell me. It�d be a relief.�
Speaking hurt. His chest, mostly. But this might be the last chance he had to say anything, and suddenly it seemed important to communicate something, anything, to the one person in the world who might remember him. Everyone else he�d known was probably dead. And people from his old life, well, they wouldn�t recognize the man he�d become anyway.
�I don�t know what Sarge is going to do,� said Joe. �That�s the truth, Art.�
�Then why�d you come to see me?�
�I don�t know, Art. I don�t know.�
�Why don�t you get me out of this rope. Help me get out of here. We both know this is the end for me. Once Sarge walks through that door, I�m done for. And I just don�t think I can take any more, Joe. You know we�ve both been through a lot. So you know when I say that I can�t take any more, that I�m dead serious.�
Joe looked at him, pausing in his pacing.
�I can�t do it, Art. We�ll never make it out of here.�
�Where the hell are we anyway?�
�Just another house. Filled with militia guys. Just like our place.�
�Ah,� said Art. �We�re nothing to them, you know? We�re nothing but foot soldiers, doing the bidding of Sarge, and whoever the hell�s in charge of him.�
Joe said nothing.
�What�d you do before all this, Joe?�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean, what was your job? Your line of work, whatever.�
�Insurance,� muttered Joe. �I worked in insurance.�
Art would have never suspected that. Joe seemed like anything but a white collar worker.
Not that it mattered.
Heavy footsteps outside the door.
�Shit,� said Joe. �Look, Art. I�m sorry, man.�
Joe moved rapidly to the doorway before Art could say anything. Hell of a lot of help he�d been.
The door burst open before Joe could get out. Someone had kicked it. The door smacked right into Joe�s head, causing him to reel back a little. He looked stunned.
Sarge stepped through the doorway. He looked wide. Powerful. Strong. Tall. He wore big boots. His large hands were formed into large fists.
Sarge took one look at Joe, who was holding his head, reached for his handgun, pulled it out, and shot Joe in the forehead. One shot and it was over.
A spot of blood appeared on Joe�s forehead, and he slumped to the floor, as limp as a rag doll.
Sarge took big powerful steps towards Art, who didn�t struggle against the cords that bound him. Not at all. What was the point?
Art had no more power of his own. He was just a puppet. Along for the ride. Whatever that might be.
Sarge leaned down over Art, his nose touching Art�s. Beads of sweat rolled off his ugly forehead. His face was redder than normal. Every pore was enlarged, as if under a magnifying glass.
Sarge took his handgun and put the barrel into Art�s mouth.
This was it.
Finally.
�I know you want me to kill you,� growled Sarge. �But you�re not going to be so lucky today. I know you�re a traitor, and you�re a no-good son of a bitch, but you�ve got one more job on this planet before you bite the dust.�
Sarge�s lips were twisted up in a nasty grin. He took the gun from Art�s mouth and re-holstered it.
�I�m going to untie you,� said Sarge. �And I know you�ll be smart enough not to try anything.�
Sarge dug into a pocket and took out a large folding knife. He flicked it open with one hand. The blade glinted momentarily in the dim light of the candle.
Sarge got behind Art and cut the cords with deft single slices.
Art didn�t have the strength to even hold himself in the sitting position on the chair. Without the cords, he slumped forward onto the ground, unable to even stop himself from falling. His limbs felt like they were filled with lead.
Art lay there on the floor, gazing at Sarge�s boot, unable to lift himself up.
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MANDY
�Drive!� shouted Max.
�Where?�
The bus in front of them blocked the road.
�Around the bus!� shouted Max.
His head was turned as he watched the black SUVs behind them.
�What are they doing?� Mandy�s voice was full of anxiety. Her body felt shaky. Her right hand fumbled as she tried to get the gear shift into first.
�Don�t worry about them. Just drive!�
She finally got it into first. Her coordination seemed to be gone. She was panicking too much. Her hands and feet felt like ice ran through them.
Mandy let the clutch out jerkily and jammed down on the accelerator. The pickup lurched forward. The engine revved, the tachometer shooting up into the red.
�Shift!� shouted Max.
She got the clutch in, got it into first. She let the clutch out suddenly, unable to control it. Too much was happening.
Gunshots rang out behind them.
�Just drive!� shouted Max. �Don�t turn around.�
Mandy was driving the pickup right towards the public bus, which was zooming up towards them.
�Around it! To the right!�
It didn�t look like they could make it over the ground around the bus. It was all mud, pitted with deep trenches that had been formed by the spinning tires of stuck trucks and cars.
And there wasn�t much space. A large boulder sat not far from the front end of the bus. Hopefully it would be enough space there for the pickup to squeeze through.
Mandy jerked the wheel to the right, sending the pickup over the rough ground.
The engine whined and the truck bounced viciously through the mud.
The side of the truck scraped violently against the front of the bus. Mandy had misadjusted slightly, by mere inches.
Max urged her on.
The gas pedal was on the floor, and Mandy shifted again. They were out from the narrow pass between the bus and the boulder.
She jerked the wheel.
They were back on the road.
Nothing ahead of them. The road was clear as far as she could see.
�Are they following us? Did they get through?�
Mandy was starting to calm down slightly.
�Yes,� was all Max said.
�What do I do?�
�Drive,� said Max. �Fast.�
Mandy was already in fifth, foot to the floor. She gripped the steering wheel as tightly as she could, her neck craned forward to see the road. At any moment, some type of obstruction could appear. There were things scattered all along the side of the road. What if there was something else big, something that she wouldn�t be able to avoid without sending the truck into a spin?
�What are we going to do?� said Mandy. �We can�t outrun them forever.�
�We�ll manage,� said Max.
�How can you seem so calm?�
�I�m not calm,� said Max.
�Well you sure sound calm,� snapped Mandy. �What do they even want?�
�No idea,� said Max, peering out the back.
�Sometimes the world just doesn�t make any sense,� said Mandy.
Max said nothing. Hopefully he was thinking of a plan.
Mandy checked the rearview mirror continuously, but she was careful not to keep her eyes off the road for very long. She didn�t want to miss anything.
The two black SUVs drove behind them at a distance of about fifty feet. They drove side by side, taking up both lanes. Mandy couldn�t see the drivers or the passengers. The windshields were slightly tinted, showing nothing but darkness and the glint of the sun.
What kind of group, after an EMP, was organized enough to have two matching SUVs, both with tinted windows?
It didn�t make sense. Especially considering that the rest of the world was a wasteland, full of abandoned cars and trash blowing in the wind.
�Who do you think they are?� said Mandy, glancing over at Max. �Someone like the militia back near Philly?�
He was holding his rifle. There was a look of intensity on his face, and in his eyes, that didn�t match how calm his voice sounded.
�Maybe,� said Max. �But it doesn�t matter much.�
They must have been driving about ninety miles per hour, but Mandy couldn�t tell because the speedometer was broken.
The pickup truck was old, and it was going as fast as Mandy could push it.
The sun was high in the sky and bright. There were a few clouds here and there, but not many. Mostly just little wisps of white against an immense backdrop of blue.
The truck wasn�t insulated well against sound. The sound of the tires on the road had become a roar. The shocks were old. They felt every little bump, which sent the pickup ratting all over.
�They could catch up if they wanted to,� said Mandy. �This rusty bucket of bolts isn�t going to outrun them.�
�They�re staying back,� said Max. �But they�re still following us.�
�Tell me something I don�t know,� said Mandy.
�How long does this road go for?�
�What?�
�Does it end? Does it go for miles?�
�I don�t know,� said Mandy, her voice getting frantic. �I can�t even remember what road we�re on. Check the maps.�
Mandy was normally so good with maps, but she was panicked, and it seemed that she couldn�t call the memories back like she usually could.
She could hear Max unfolding the map, the sound of the crinkling paper somehow coming through despite the roar of the pickup.
The road was curving around the right. A wide, long curve.
The road took them right into the path of the sun. There weren�t any clouds in front of it.
Mandy squinted against the light, reaching up and flipping the sun visor down.
�Watch out!�
Mandy saw it too late. It was something big, right in the middle of the road that she was barreling down. It was about the size of a large television, one of those older boxy ones. If they hit it, that�d be it. It�d ruin the truck.
Mandy pulled hard on the wheel.
Too hard.
The pickup went careening off to the right. They were headed right off the road, where there now was a slight dip before it met the ground.
She tried to correct it. But it was too late.
She saw the front of the pickup dipping down as it went off the road.
That was the last thing she clearly remembered.
After that, it became a blur. Her head flopped like a doll�s, her neck swinging.
Somehow, the pickup flipped over. Mandy�s world spun wildly as the pickup tipped.
The side of the truck slammed into the ground.
The terrible loudness of the event suddenly faded into nothing but silence. There was some sound off somewhere, but it seemed too distant too matter.
Mandy was still alive. That was the first thing she noticed.
The next thing was that she was facing the wrong way. The truck was on its side, and so was she. The world was all cock-eyed.
She was above Max, hanging in place by her seatbelt.
Max was in his seat, below her, close to the ground.
He wasn�t moving.
�Max!�
There was a long pause.
Then Max moved, lifting his head. There was blood on it, in his hair.
�You OK?� said Mandy.
�Yeah,� said Max. �They�re coming. We�ve got to get out of here. Undo your seatbelt.�
�But I�ll fall,� said Mandy.
�Does your door work?�
Somehow, Mandy�s left arm had been injured. She felt the pain now as she moved it. But she got a grip on the door handle and pulled it.
Nothing.
She pushed it, despite the pain in her arm, pushing and pulling at the same time.
Still nothing.
�It�s stuck,� she said, her voice full of anxiety. She felt frantic. Her heart was pounding.
�It�s OK,� said Max, his voice calm. �Roll down the window. Quick.�
Mandy rolled it down as quickly as she could.
�Try your seatbelt.�
�I�ll fall onto you.�
�It�s OK,� said Max. �Do it.�
Mandy found the seatbelt button and pressed down hard.
Nothing.
�It�s stuck.�
Mandy felt the tears forming in her eyes. She didn�t want them to be there. She didn�t want to cry. She wanted to stand tall and go out fighting. But she couldn�t help how she was reacting.
�We don�t have much time,� said Max. She could tell he was keeping his voice calm just for her. �Can you reach your knife? You�re going to need to cut yourself free. You�re going to fall on me. But you can climb up through the window. We need to hurry.�
Mandy glanced back through the tilted rear window. The black SUVs were there, but so far the doors were closed and no one seemed to have gotten out.
�I�m going to cut my belt first,� said Max. �That way there�s no risk of you falling on the blade.�
Mandy had her hand on the handle of her Mora knife. She removed it from its sheath and held it tightly, waiting.
�OK,� said Max. �Got it. My knife�s away. Cut it.�
Mandy sliced through the belt. It was more difficult than she�d thought it�d be. A serrated knife probably would have worked better.
She tried to hold onto the steering wheel, but she fell, right onto Max.
�OK,� said Max, his eyes on the black SUVs. �I don�t know how much time we have. This part is tricky. I�d get out before you, but we�re not going to be able to manage that. You�ve got to go first. I�m going to cover you.�
�How?�
�I�m going to break the window and start shooting.�
Mandy started climbing. She used the dashboard, the stick, and the steering wheel to hold on to, eventually grabbing hold of the open window.
As she climbed, Max hammered away at the back window with something. Mandy heard a couple cracks as the glass started to break.
�You got it?� said Mandy, holding herself up there, but not yet going through the window.
�Almost,� said Max.
�Why aren�t they getting out yet?� said Mandy.
�No idea.�
There wasn�t time to worry about that. The more mistakes the enemy made, whoever they were, the better it was for Mandy and Max. Their chances of survival had already increased drastically because of that error. But they still weren�t high.
It was strange, almost insane, that Mandy was thinking of her odds of survival. Almost on a daily basis, too.
Another noise, and Max said, �I�ve got it. I�ll open fire on the count of three.�
Max counted it off. �Three�two�one��
Max opened fire.
�Go!� he shouted. �Get out there and get to cover!�
Mandy�s heart was pounding, her vision a tunnel. She climbed up through the pickup window, handgun in hand, rifle on her back. She didn�t know what was coming. She might take a bullet in the next seconds. This might be her last moment alive.
But she had to go.
There was no other option.
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DAN
Dan had lost his grandfather, his home, his job, his old co-worker. And now he�d lost his knife and his pack. He had nothing and he felt that he was no one.
Before the EMP, if he�d been out in public and lost, he would have stopped an adult, probably a policeman, and explained the situation. He would have given his name and address, and the telephone number of his grandparents.
But now, there was no one to turn to.
Dan didn�t know who the men were who had cuffed him and shot Joey. But he knew for certain that they weren�t good guys.
But why hadn�t they just shot Dan?
What were they going to do with him?
He was still cuffed, his hands tightly bound with some kind of plastic cord. Probably zip ties.
He was riding in the back of a pickup truck with an open bed. He was seated cross-legged on the dirty metal bed. He hadn�t noticed the pickup on Dwight Street, but it must have been there all along.
A soldier rode in the bed with Dan.
There was one other prisoner here, a woman in her early thirties with long, dirty hair. She wore tight jeans that were torn.
Her hands and ankles were bound together with rope. Why hadn�t they used the same zip ties they�d used on Dan? Maybe someone else had captured her.
Dan was trying not to panic. He wasn�t dead like Joey. That was a good thing. If he could make some sense out of the situation, maybe he could figure out a way to escape.
His will to survive hadn�t been crushed. He knew he could still make it.
All he had to do was get out of the pickup.
They were driving about forty miles per hour. They�d long-since turned off Dwight Street, following the military-type truck that rumbled along.
They�d left the area that Dan knew well, and he no longer recognized the streets. But he could tell that they were leaving the spread-out part of the fairly well-to-do suburbs that Dan had grown up in. And they were entering a more urban area, where the buildings were closer together and hadn�t been kept up quiet as well as the suburban homes Dan was used to.
The area was mainly residential, with a mix of small convenience stores spread throughout.
Dan was still in pain. But he was doing his best to ignore it. He kept his breathing even in an attempt to keep his head clear enough from the pain that he�d be able to find and opportunity to escape.
They�d stopped once on Dwight Street, and the soldiers had sprayed bullets into a couple shops where they�d spotted someone.
The guard in the bed of the pickup had jumped down to join the other soldiers.
Dan had been in pain so much that he hadn�t been able to try to use the opportunity to his advantage.
He wasn�t going to let that happen again.
�Where are you taking me?� said Dan. He�d tried once before. He figured he�d give it another try.
The guard didn�t answer. He didn�t even turn to look at Dan.
But Dan knew that he was in the guard�s peripheral vision.
One false move, and Dan had no doubts that he�d be pumped full of bullets.
The truck was an old one, and the ride was bumpy. The guard didn�t seem to be paying much attention to them at all, instead choosing to gaze off into the sky with a somewhat blank expression on his face.
Along the way, as they got further from the area that Dan knew well, he noticed that the woman prisoner was sneaking glances at him.
At first, Dan didn�t think anything of it. Each time that he�d catch her eye, she�d look away.
But then he noticed that she seemed to be trying to tell him something with her eyes, all while not letting the guard catch onto what she was doing.
Before she�d look at him, she�d look pointedly down at a particular spot of the truck bed.
Dan looked down, where she�d been looking, and saw that there was a piece of the truck bed, that for whatever reason, was rough and unfinished. It was right near Dan, behind him, and the metal looked sharp enough to possibly cut through his zip ties.
He didn�t look back at the woman. He didn�t want to give the plan away by alerting the guard that something was up.
All Dan needed to do was get his hands to that spot and try to rub them against the sharp metal long enough, hoping that he could break through them.
But how could he do that without the guard noticing?
Maybe if they stopped again, he�d have a chance.
And then what?
Even if he could get free, he couldn�t leave the woman there. It wasn�t right. Especially if she was handing him the key to his escape.
It�d be risky.
Very risky.
But he had to try it.
He�d been convinced that they�d shoot him if he tried to escape. But maybe that wasn�t right. After all, he�d stabbed one of their men, and they still hadn�t murdered him. Maybe they wanted him alive for some strange reason.
Or maybe he was just trying to convince himself that it was a good idea to try to escape.
Well, he might die. But it�d surely be better than wherever they were taking him.
He had to try.
Ten minutes later, Dan had his chance.
The military truck ahead rumbled to stop, sitting idle with the engine still on. The pickup that Dan rode in slowed to a stop, too. A soldier got down from the truck and came around back to the pickup bed.
The soldier had two cans of beer with him. He handed one to Dan�s guard, and cracked open his own.
�Thanks,� said Dan�s guard, cracking his own open and taking a long, deep drink.
�Any trouble from them?� said the soldier.
�Nope.�
�Good.�
�So we�re going to get our reward right away, or is it the same garbage as last time, where we have to wait a week and then we get half of it?�
�Nope. Everything should be good.�
The guard nodded. �So what�s the deal? Why are we stopping here?�
�What do you mean?�
�We�re almost there. Why are we stopping ten minutes away? I mean, don�t get me wrong, thanks for the beer and all, but couldn�t we have done this afterward, once we get the reward?�
Dan�s head was spinning. He didn�t know what any of this was about, but he had the idea that it was important to what was happening to him. If he could only figure it out, maybe he could use it to his advantage.
What kind of reward were they talking about? Money? That didn�t make sense. Money meant nothing now.
Maybe food? Weapons?
And who would pay for two people to be delivered somewhere?
Dan thought about trying to use the metal to saw away at his zip ties. But the soldiers weren�t engrossed enough in their conversation. They were still looking this way and that, and they�d see what Dan was up to, that he�d shifted positions.
�Well,� said the soldier. �There�s something I had to do first.�
�And what�s that?�
�You finished your beer yet?�
�Just about.�
The guard drained the last of the beer, crumpled the can in his hand, and tossed it to the road.
�I�m sorry about this,� said the soldier. �I wanted to give you one last beer.�
�One last beer? What the hell are you talking about?�
�You know how it works. One less guy means more for everyone else.�
�One less?�
The soldier drew a handgun from a holster rapidly. He drew it. And fired.
The shot rang out.
The soldier remained standing there, arm straight, gun drawn.
The guard had a hole in his forehead and his body slumped over into the bed of the truck.
The woman prisoner let out a noise. Not quite a scream. More of a moan of fear.
Dan remained silent. He didn�t dare to move.
�Don�t worry, lady, no one�s going to shoot you,� said the soldier, finally reholstering his weapon.
�What do you want with us?� screamed the woman, the last shreds of composure that she�d carried suddenly breaking away into outright panic.
�Hey, don�t blame us. We�re just doing our job.�
�Since when does the Army kidnap people? Kill them?� She was yelling loudly, her face contorted in rage and desperation.
�The Army, miss?� said the soldier, laughing. �Who said anything about the Army?�
�You�re soldiers, aren�t you?� said Dan, piping up. He knew he needed to know who they were. He already knew they weren�t the US Army. But they had equipment like theirs, and they did dress like soldiers.
�Soldiers? You got the wrong idea, kid.�
�Who are you?�
�Me? I�m nobody. One minute, I�m in jail, and the next thing I know the doors are open and I�m free to go.�
Either the beer or the kill had made this soldier more talkative than the others. Or maybe that was just the way he was.
�Why are you doing this?�
�Let�s just say someone gave me an opportunity I couldn�t pass up.�
�Where are you taking us?� said Dan. �Why don�t you just kill us now?�
�Kill you? You�re too valuable. Someone�s paying us a lot of supplies for kids and women captured alive.�
�Kids and women? What do they want with us?�
Dan glanced at the woman, who was looking more scared by the minute.
�It�s got something to do with mining. Some crazy plan to send kids down into mines because you�re so small and don�t eat much food. Hell if I know what it�s all about, but I guess you�ve got to start rebuilding the energy infrastructure somehow. Coal�s a good place to start, as far as I�m concerned. But, yeah, the plan doesn�t make much sense.�
�So you�re selling me into mining slavery?�
�Basically, kid, yeah. But that�s the breaks. That�s how the world works these days.�
�And her? What about her?�
�Got to rebuild society somehow. I guess the guy wants a bunch of wives or something.�
�Who is this guy?�
�What the hell are you rambling on about back there?� shouted out the soldier who drove the pickup. �Let�s get a move on it. Stop chatting with the prisoners.�
�Whatever, man. We�re fine on time.�
�Just get in the bed and shut up.�
The soldier grumbled as he hoisted himself into the bed of the truck. He pushed against the dead body of the guard, shoving him until he fell with a dull thud onto the pavement.
�Don�t worry, miss,� said the soldier, looking at the woman. �I know you�re dirty now, but they�re going to get you all fixed up. I�ve seen this guy�s wives, and they�re, well, they�re living at a whole different level. Showers, baths, makeup, you name it.�
�I�m not worried about looking nice.�
The soldier laughed. �Well, then you don�t have anything to worry about.�
The woman said nothing, but Dan could see the fire and anger in her eyes.
The driver to the pickup flashed his lights at the military truck, and they started rumbling along again.
Dan remained silent, but his mind was racing. How was he going to get out of this?
He needed to do something before they got to wherever they were headed. He didn�t intend to spend the rest of what would certainly be a short life slaving away in some preposterous mining scheme.
He didn�t have much time. The guard had said ten minutes.
He had to act soon.
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JAMES
They were in a tight circle, back to back, near the fire.
The mob had arrived.
And it was worse than everyone had expected.
Everyone except John. �I told you,� shouted John. �I told you all.�
There wasn�t anything to say back to that. It wasn�t going to do anyone any good, anyway.
Their situation was their situation. Reality was reality, no matter how strange it seemed.
James was sweating profusely despite the chill in the air. He�d already had to reload his rifle three times.
He�d lost track of how many of them he�d shot. They just kept coming, like some kind of pack of wild animals. The mob seemed to have lost everything, everything that had made them individuals. They were desperate and willing to rush those who seemed to have more than they had.
Some of them had guns. Others had axes, saws, crowbars. Others had sticks, and many had nothing at all.
James was trying his best just to act. Just to keep shooting. Keep fighting. He tried repeating the words in his head, despite the intensity of the sound of the gunshots around him, the sounds of the roars of pain as the mob fell.
Strange thoughts started popping up, no matter how hard he tried to control it. Thoughts beyond fear and pangs of regret each time he pulled the trigger.
Their lives were in danger. They needed to defend themselves.
But had his own thoughts become twisted up? Was he viewing these individuals that he was gunning down just as a mob because it made it easier for him to kill them?
�James!� shouted his mother. �What the hell are you doing?�
James looked down at his gun and realized he�d just been standing there. He didn�t know for how long.
James didn�t apologize. He just acted. He got a man in his sights, a young man, maybe five years older than James himself. He had an overgrown beard, overgrown hair, and filthy rags that substituted for clothing. He brandished an axe, swinging it high above his head. He wasn�t far from them. James squeezed the trigger, and watched as a splash of blood appeared on the man�s forehead and he crumpled to the ground.
James knew his thoughts were stopping him from fighting effectively. But he couldn�t stop them.
He knew what Max would have said. There was no point in philosophizing about things when lives were on the line. Anyone would have said that. James would have said that himself.
Suddenly, ten people broke free from the ranks of the mob and started sprinting towards the small circle inside which James stood.
No one spoke. No commands were shouted.
But gunfire erupted.
Men and women fell.
Blood stained the ground.
Bodies piled onto bodies.
The death count was high.
It was more than James had ever seen.
Two of them hadn�t been shot. They were too close.
James drew his handgun, took aim, his arm straight, and pulled the trigger.
The break-off group had washed over them like a tidal wave. The bodies were at their feet.
James had barely been aware of what was happening around him. He�d just concentrated on his man and shot him dead.
The tidal wave was over, the bodies at their feet, the rest of the mob seeming to hang back for a moment.
�Make sure you�re reloading,� shouted Georgia, over the noise.
James�s ears were ringing terrible from the gunshots.
He looked at his mother, who grabbing another rifle. Her face was drenched in sweat and her expression fierce.
John and Cynthia were back to back. Cynthia looked startled, but determined. John looked angry. Angrier than anyone James had ever seen. The anger seemed to drip out of him, pouring from every pore.
Sadie?
Where was Sadie?
�Sadie?� shouted James, suddenly overcome with a frantic, sinking feeling of desperation.
He looked towards his mother, but she already had her scope to her eye, getting another threat into her sights.
�Has anyone seen Sadie?�
No one answered. No one seemed to hear him.
More men and women were rushing them. No one could respond. They were fighting for their lives, trying to defend against the horde.
James looked left and right, his thoughts growing more frantic by the minute.
James was facing the opposite direction from his mother.
Off in the distance, he spotted a flash of a yellow sweater.
There was no doubt in his mind. It was Sadie�s sweater.
His sister had been taken away.
Rage boiled through him. His blood felt hot and his hands felt ice cold.
He acted without thinking.
He sprinted forward, right through the middle of the mob.
Hopefully Sadie was still alive.
If not, there�d be hell to pay.
Either way, there�d be hell to pay.
�James!� Someone was shouting after him.
But his mind didn�t even register who it was.
�James!�
An older man, with a grey beard and a long ragged overcoat was swinging something right at James head.
James ducked just in time, avoiding what looked like a long metal pipe.
The old man lost his balance and went tumbling down into the dirt.
James sprinted forward through too many people to count or really take note of.
His mind was a blur of rage and revenge. Everything was a cloud.
Maybe it was the fog of war, where the events would soon dissipate from his memory, becoming nothing but the cloud vapor of the violence.
The ground was filled with the partially-uncovered roots of the barren trees. The roots laced together, intertwining in unanticipated patterns.
The toe of James�s sneaker snagged on a root, and he went down.
As he fell, time seemed to slow down. He saw his sister off in the distance. Her hair in the sun. Her yellow sweater. He saw her face twisted up in a cry for help as someone dragged her away, through the trees, disappearing from view.
She was alive.
For now.
James hit the ground hard. His nose smashed into the dirt. Blood gushed forth from it.
Someone was already upon him, some desperate person who had once had dignity and been part of a community, who was now reduced to nothing but an animal. An animal who would do anything to get ahead.
What did they even want?
What could they really gain by throwing themselves on James?
The man was heavy, his weight pressing onto James, taking the breath completely out of him.
Someone else was trying to pry James�s rifle from the one hand that still held it. James held on as tight as he could.
But he couldn�t hold on forever.
The metal of a knife blade flashed in the sun. Close to James�s face.
The heavy man had drawn it.
James had to make a decision. Either fight for the rifle or fight against the knife.
Meanwhile, gunshots rang out rapidly throughout the air. His mother and John and Cynthia were there, fighting for their lives. And James couldn�t help them.
He was about to die.
James let go of the rifle, knowing it�d be a problem he�d soon have to overcome.
But if he stopped the knife, at least he�d be alive to face it.
The knife was close to his face.
With his free hand, James gripped the man�s wrist and pulled hard, twisting it back with all his force.
The big man screamed out.
The knife fell to the ground.
James formed his hand into a fist and smashed it into the man�s nose, bringing his fist back with all the force he could.
James felt the hot blood from the man�s nose flowing freely over his hand.
It wasn�t enough. The man pressed down on him.
The only advantage of being trapped like that was that he was shielded from the rest of the mob.
More gunshots rang out. A body near him collapsed heavily. From his position on the ground, he saw the bare feet first, and then the torso falling into view, the neck going limp and the head collapsing on the ground. The woman�s lifeless eyes stared, wide open, right at James.
James needed to get out of there. Time was passing. Sadie was getting farther away from camp.
James�s hand reached for his knife. But he couldn�t get to it. It was in his pocket and the weight of the man was too much to get his hand in there.
James leaned forward, his mouth open wide. He tasted the blood from his nose. He ignored it. Soon he�d be tasting more blood.
He got his mouth around the man�s finger. Fast, before the guy knew what was happening.
James bit down hard. As hard as he could, right below the first knuckle.
His teeth hit something hard. The bone. More blood. Gushing. Hot.
The man screamed, shifting his weight, trying to get his fingers and hand out of the range of James�s mouth.
Meanwhile, the man�s other fist was pummeling into James. Hard. James hadn�t even noticed the blows. Had he been receiving them all along?
His mind was a dark cloud.
Hatred swarmed through him. Hatred for what these men and women had become.
How had they let themselves get this far?
But was he really any better?
Look what he was reduced to.
The man�s shifting weight gave James access to his knife, his hand sliding into his pocket, his fingers wrapping around the knife handle. It felt good in his palm, the synthetic scales of the fixed blade making him feel like he could get out of it.
It was his out. His solution.
James drew the knife from the sheath, using his fingers to keep the sheath steady against the pulling pressure.
It was a simple knife. Max had found it among the pot farmer�s possession and given it to him.
James also had a folding knife that his mother had given him, a Buck 110, in his back pocket. Even if he could have gotten to it, he�d have had to unfold it one handed, which was a tricky feat. His mother swore by those knives, though. Then again, they�d been for hunting. Not hand to hand combat.
James could only move his arm from the elbow up. He drove the knife swiftly as hard as he could into the man�s side.
The knife was buried deep in his side, blood seeping up around the edges of the wound.
The man finally still, James started wiggling himself out from underneath him.
Something crashed into his head. There were people all around. He was completely at the mercy of pure luck as he got out from under there, with the mob swinging things all around.
Fortunately for James, they weren�t in the least bit coordinated in their efforts. They were completely haphazard, nothing but pure chaos.
James stood up, panting, completely exhausted. The corpse of the heavy man lay there. Maybe it wasn�t a corpse. Not yet. There might have still been some life left in those dead-looking eyes.
James was too exhausted, too confused, to take proper note of his surroundings.
He saw it too late.
A machete coming at him. Metal gleaming off the point of the two-foot long blade. A woman wielded it, only a couple years older than James himself.
Everything was happening slowly again. The adrenaline was coursing through him, trying to get his exhausted, depleted body to react.
But James was too slow.
He was moving out of the way, but his feet felt like they were made of lead. He stumbled.
The blade was closer and closer.
James didn�t hear the single shot ring out. There were so many of them. The air was nothing but the deafening ring of gunfire.
The shot struck the woman in the heart. Her body began to fall, the machete still swinging towards James.
The blade missed James� side by mere inches.
He�d never forget the look of surprise and disappointment on that woman�s face. It was as if she knew she�d been shot, as if she was a child who�d been robbed of the delicious chocolate she�d been promised.
James didn�t look back to see who�d done him the favor.
There were people all around him.
He sprinted through them. They couldn�t necessarily tell him from themselves.
Not that they didn�t fight between themselves.
Fights amongst the mob individuals had broken out. It was complete chaos, complete pandemonium.
James got past the last one. He was in between the barren trees. Up ahead, the pines started.
There was no sight of Sadie.
James was out of breath. His rifle was gone. He reached for his handgun.
It was gone too.
Someone had taken it.
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ART
Art was alone in the room. Sarge had left, without telling him what he�d kept him alive for. The candles had long since gone out.
No light came in from anywhere. It was pitch black. Art couldn�t see a thing.
The corpse of his friend still lay there on the floor with a bullet hole in it. Art could smell it. What little material had been in the bowels had evacuated, creating a wretched stench.
It was the smell of death. It seeped into Art�s bones and his mind.
He was still tied up. His legs and arms were impossibly stiff. He desperately wanted to move them.
His mind was turmoil. There was no point in even thinking anymore. He was far beyond the point of wanting to die or wanting to live.
He�d been psychologically reduced to nothing.
Nothing but the desire to move his arms and legs.
He passed the time by staring into the darkness, curling and uncurling his fingers, wiggling his feet back and forth. Whatever he could move, he did. It was the only thing to do.
No memories or thoughts came to him.
He was nothing.
His mind was nothing.
A creaking sound lit up his mind.
What was it?
He must have been imagining it.
�Must be something nothing,� said Art, mumbling like an incoherent drunk to himself.
The sound continued.
Another sound. A footstep.
�Must be close to dying� dying� dying,� he muttered. �Hallucinating. Starting to hallucinate.�
More creaking. More footsteps.
�Going nuts. Going nuts. Going nuts.�
To distract himself from the hallucinations, Art started humming. Not even a tune. Just a flat nothing of a melody, devoid of anything resembling musical notes.
�Shut the hell up, you moron,� said someone.
Art didn�t recognize the voice. It sounded like it was coming from mere feet away from himself. He saw nothing in the darkness.
He closed his eyes to distract himself from trying to look. He couldn�t tell the difference whether they were open or closed.
�Now the voices are coming,� said Art.
He started humming again.
�Can�t get me. Can�t get me,� said Art, punctuating his insane humming with more words. Just for something to say. Just because.
�Get off that damn humming,� said the voice, its tone harsh and frantic.
The voice was starting to sound real. Very real.
�Are you real?�
�Of course I�m real. Just shut up and listen to me. I don�t have much time.�
�Who are you?� said Art. He was beginning to entertain the possibility that there was a real person in the room speaking to him.
�It�s Janet, idiot. Remember me? I�m in your regiment.�
�Janet� Janet� Don�t know,� said Art.
�I gave you a candy bar once when you were about to pass out from hunger. Remember the raid on that gas station? And you saved my ass by shooting some son of a bitch who�d pulled a knife on me.�
�Oh�� said Art. �Yeah, I know a Janet. Still don�t know if you�re real, though.�
�Knock it off, Art. We�re all going to die. There�s no need to make such a fuss about it just because it�s your time.�
Art hadn�t even been aware that the voice was female. Now he heard it. It was softer, higher-pitched than Sarge�s voice, the last voice he�d been heard before being trapped in this room with a corpse.
�Damn, it smells horrible in here.�
Art mumbled something unintelligible.
Art felt Janet�s hands on him. They were rough, rather than soft. Moisturizers were a thing of the past. Office work, without getting your hands dirty, was also a thing of the past. Janet had been out there with Art and the rest of them, doing whatever Sarge told them to do. They hadn�t had a choice.
�So you�re really real?� said Art. �Unless I�m hallucinating feelings now. Physical feelings, I mean.�
�Of course I�m real, idiot.�
Art heard a knife flicking out and locking into place.
�You�re going to slit my throat or something?�
He said it with the mildest of interest. It didn�t matter much to him.
�Just shut up and let me cut these��
Art felt the tension as the bindings dug into his wrists. Then the pressure released and suddenly his hands were free. But his arms hung limply at his sides.
He felt like he was Sisyphus, forced to do the same pointless thing over and over again. Only he had it worse than Sisyphus.
When all of Art�s bindings had been cut, he slumped forward onto the floor. Just like before.
Something hard was being pressed against his lips. Then the water started flowing. Janet was holding a bottle of water to his lips as he lay face-up on the floor, trying to get his body to work.
�You�re in rough shape, and it�s not going to get any easier.�
�What do you want from me?�
�I want to kill Sarge.�
�So go do it. What do you need me for?�
�I need your help.�
�Get someone else. I�m not exactly the most physically fit right now.�
�You�re the only one desperate enough to help me.�
�Seems like everyone�s always trying to get me to kill someone. When do I get to decide anything for myself?�
�When this hellish existence is over. And we both know that�s not going to happen. Your life hasn�t been yours since the EMP. And neither has mine.�
�Why do you want to kill Sarge so much?�
�He killed my brother. And my father� and my husband.�
�The whole family, eh?� Art was too far past the point of normal experiences to feel any sympathy for her words. To him, they were just that, just words.
Janet gave him a vicious slap across the face. It stung terribly.
�You going to help me or not? Because I don�t have any problem ending you right here.�
�Whatever,� muttered Art. �I�ll help you. The other guys wanted me to kill Kor or something insane. I guess I�ll settle for Sarge. They�d be happy about that, I guess. Maybe not as happy if��
�What in the world are you talking about?� snapped Janet. �Now we don�t have much time. We�ve got to sneak you out of here before morning before they come for you.�
�Why are they coming for me?�
�It doesn�t matter. Forget about that. Because I�m getting you out of here.�
�Where are we going?�
�Somewhere where you can get your strength back.�
�Just tell me the plan,� said Art. �I can�t handle all this. Give it to me straight. If you want to kill Sarge, why not just wait for him here with me? I�ll be the bait. Whatever, I don�t care. You do your thing and I do mine. If I get shot, whatever��
�Sarge is never coming back here, you moron,� said Janet. �This whole place is going under. It�s on suicide mission status.�
�I�m not even going to ask what that is.�
�The point is, Sarge has moved on.�
�Why don�t you just go do this thing yourself? Go shoot Sarge in the head. Shouldn�t be hard.�
�He�s got bodyguards. I need you to take them out.�
�Whatever,� muttered Art.
But he was getting more enthused by the minute. It wasn�t that he liked the plan. He could have cared less about the actual goal or outcome.
But it felt good to have someone telling him what to do again.
He�d been broken of his own will.
And Sarge had been too vague with what he�d wanted. And the rebels had been too unrealistic.
But this plan, it sounded plausible, with clear cut things for Art to do, things for him to accomplish.
�That�s the point of life, I suppose,� muttered Art. �You just need something to do with your time.�
�What are you talking about, you imbecile?�
�Quite the vocabulary, you�ve got.�
�That�s it. We�re getting out of here. Now we�re going to have to be quiet.�
Art felt Janet�s rough hands grabbing him. She pulled him up to the standing position, grunting with exertion.
Art stood there for a moment. His limbs felt like jelly.
He collapsed, falling into a heap on the floor. His head knocked against the floor. Hard.
�Idiot,� muttered Janet. �You�d better hope they didn�t hear that.�
They waited another ten minutes. At that point, Art was getting some feeling back into the parts of him that had gone numb.
�You can stand on your own now?�
�Yeah,� muttered Art.
Janet led him by the hand to the door. She opened it, and light flooded in.
Art�s eyes were overwhelmed. But it was only really the light of a couple candles flickering in what was otherwise nothing but darkness.
They were in the same house Art had been staying all along. He must have never been inside the room he�d been held prisoner before, since he hadn�t recognize it.
It was night. That meant everyone in his regiment would be sleeping.
They were supposed to keep a guard. Sarge�s orders and all. But everyone was so beaten, battered down, and always exhausted, that the whole guard thing had been dispensed with fairly early on in the formation of the unit. Before Sarge would get there in the morning, someone would scramble up and pretend to have been on watch all night, at the ready for anything that might have happened.
Sure, it meant that they might be attacked in the night if anyone was crazy enough to try to attack one of the militia�s own regiment houses. If enough people attacked, they might take the regiment by surprise, and Art and all the others would have died. But most of the men had just grumbled vaguely at the possibility. They�d known their lives weren�t worth that much. Even to themselves.
Janet didn�t have to tell Art to keep quiet.
They tiptoed through the hallway. They were upstairs. Several bedrooms had their doors open, with men and women slumbering on the floors. The beds weren�t there for some reason.
One guy was sleeping in the hallway, with his face up and his mouth open, snoring. Janet went first, stepping carefully over the man.
Art followed. He hoped his legs had made a full recovery. He still felt the rush of the pins and needles in them, as the blood flow returned them.
He made it over the guy.
They were headed down the stairs. As slow as possible.
Janet turned back to Art in the dim light of the flickering candles from upstairs. He could just barely see her face in the darkness.
They exchanged a knowing look. They both knew that the second to last step creaked loud enough to wake up someone.
Janet stepped carefully over it.
Art started to do the same.
And then he slipped. Maybe it was his leg. Maybe it was his footing.
It didn�t matter.
In trying to step over that creaky step, he lost his balance completely and fell with a crash down the last steps.
�What�s that?�
�If you�re going to wake me up, at least bring me a beer,� someone shouted.
�Come on,� hissed Janet, taking Art�s hand and pulling him forcefully to his feet.
They still had to walk past the main room, the one where Art had slept most nights.
They hurried along, Janet pulling his hand to get him to hurry up.
�Where�s my beer?� shouted someone�s sleepy voice.
�It�s Art!�
�He�s getting away.�
�Shit,� muttered Janet.
She pulled Art�s arm so hard it hurt.
They were almost out the front door. Janet had it opened.
Someone was behind them. Art heard the heavy footsteps.
He turned to look.
It was someone whose face he knew. But he didn�t know the man�s name. He was one of the more intense members. He wasn�t like Art. He hadn�t been an employed member of society. He�d been a criminal, and he had the look to prove it. He somehow kept his head shaved despite the lack of running water. It must have hurt to shave his head like that every day. His beard was long, and he was intensely muscular, despite the lack of food.
He was the kind of guy everyone stayed away from. If they needed something from him, they asked quietly in their most polite tones.
He wasn�t the sort of person you wanted to wake up in the middle of the night.
The man started towards Art. He moved fast. His eyes gleamed with an intensity that made Art shudder involuntarily.
A gunshot shattered the silence.
Art�s ears rang.
Art saw the bullet wound first. Right in the man�s side. But he didn�t fall.
Art turned to see Janet standing there, arm straight and long, a handgun held, her finger on the trigger.
The man kept coming. But more slowly.
Janet fired twice more.
Two more shots to the chest.
He fell.
The gunshots had woken up the entire house.
Now they had everyone after them. An entire regiment of this ragtag criminal militia.
Janet was already out the door, running across the suburban front lawn, towards the street.
Art dashed through the doorway, trying to keep up with her as best he could. But he was weak.
And he had no gun.
Art�s entire body was in pain. He was running across the lawn.
Up ahead, Janet was already way past him, disappearing down the street.
She turned back to look at him once. And she kept running.
Art tripped over something on the lawn, falling face down onto the ground.
Somehow, despite his weakness and intense pain, he managed to turn himself over.
The last thing he saw was the barrel of a revolver, pointed right at his face. He didn�t see the face. He didn�t know whether it was a man or woman. Or whether it had been someone he�d been vaguely friendly with once or twice or someone he�d offended in an accidental way.
It didn�t matter.
He was done.
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MAX
Maybe he should have had Mandy go through the back window he�d just smashed out.
No, it was better this way. There wasn�t much room to squeeze through. It was hard to get the glass out of the edges.
She�d have been exposed.
Max looked up from where he squatted in the tiled-over pickup cab. Mandy�s butt was disappearing through the window.
No one from the SUVs had appeared.
Not yet.
All Mandy had to do was get to cover.
Max was more worried about her than he was himself.
He had his rifle ready. He kept it in the middle of the two cars, not knowing who�d exit first.
Mandy was out of the car.
�Go!� shouted Max.
One of the black SUV doors opened. Passenger side.
Max was quick. He took aim.
Hopefully Mandy was sprinting. But he couldn�t keep his eyes on her and get off a good shot at the same time.
A man appeared out of the SUV. He held a handgun that he leveled towards a target away from Max. Obviously he was aiming at Mandy.
The man was lowering his arm, his elbow bent.
Max was quicker.
He squeezed the trigger.
The shot rang out.
Max had hit him. He didn�t have the time to see whether it�d been lethal.
Hopefully it had at least disabled him.
All Max had to do was buy Mandy enough time to get to cover where she could return fire.
Then Max could get out of the truck.
If they got that far.
Max was waiting. Waiting for the SUV doors to open.
These men couldn�t have been professionals or else they would have acted as a team.
Instead, Max imagined them waiting inside the SUVs, goading each other to get on out. Maybe they were picking straws or something, trying to decide who was next.
Well, if they were going to take their time, Max was going to take advantage of the situation.
Max climbed up through the cabin of the pickup, following the path Mandy had taken.
It wasn�t hard to do, except that his leg hurt as he tried to use it to push himself up.
He�d lost track of where Mandy had gone.
He threw himself over the edge, dropping down to the ground hard. Pain shot through his injured leg. He ignored it.
Max couldn�t see Mandy. She�d most likely gone to the trees.
Any second now, he expected a window to roll down or a door to open. But the black SUVs remained still. The backdoor to one of them remained hanging open. Their engines were still running.
Before Max could even take a couple steps in the direction where Mandy had probably hidden herself, one of the SUVs started forward.
It was driving fast.
Coming right towards Max. Bearing down on him.
Max lowered his rifle, aiming at the windshield, where the driver�s seat was.
He could have jumped out of the way. He could have run off.
But right now he had a clear shot at the driver. Even though he couldn�t see him.
If he could get off two clean shots, he knew he could probably take out the driver.
Max held his breath as he aimed.
The SUV�s engine was roaring. It was thirty feet away from him.
Max squeezed the trigger. The sound of the shot rang out.
A hole appeared in the darkened windshield.
The SUV kept barreling towards him.
Maybe fifteen feet away now.
Max might have killed the driver, his foot still pressing the accelerator. There was no way to know.
To be certain, he needed to get off another shot.
He squeezed the trigger again.
The SUV was even closer than before.
There wasn�t any point in worrying about the consequences or trying to calculate the odds. He�d already made his decision.
Another bullet hole appeared in the window, only a few inches from the last one.
Max dove out of the way at the last minute. He hit the pavement hard. His rifle fell from his hands.
The SUV sped past him.
Was the driver dead?
The SUV was off course, speeding towards the side of the road at an angle. It careened off the road. It didn�t flip like Max�s truck had. Instead, it dipped, nose down, right into the little gully. The back tires spun wildly, lifting up in the air.
Max glanced back at the other SUV. It was already turned around, heading in the opposite direction, away from Max and Mandy and everything.
The car doors of the crashed SUV opened rapidly.
Three men jumped out.
They had overgrown beards. They were dressed as civilians. One wore a track suit. Another wore a flannel shirt, and another was dressed like an urban hipster, with tight jeans and an ironic t-shirt.
They were armed. Semi-automatic rifles. They jumped down from the backseat, landing roughly on the ground.
Max needed to get to cover.
He only had a moment while the men recovered from their jump.
Max�s body was pumped full of adrenaline. His hands and feet were cold and his heart was thumping.
Where was Mandy?
A shot rang out, sounding like it was coming from the trees.
One of the men fell. The one with the flannel shirt. He hadn�t even made it up from the ground.
Max was dashing behind the flipped-over pickup. There wasn�t time for him to get to the cover of the trees. This would have to do.
Mandy had taken one of them out for him.
But the men were returning fire now, shooting into the trees where the shot had come from. Mandy had enough sense not to fire without having good cover, considering the numbers.
Taking fire, she wouldn�t be able to get off another shot unless Max distracted them.
Max got around to the other side of the pickup. Hopefully it�d give him the advantage of a slight surprise.
Max exposed himself, stepping out from behind the pickup. He had his rifle raised, his eye to the scope.
The hipster was in his sights. He saw Max before Max could fire the shot.
Max pulled the trigger.
No shot went off.
The rifle was jammed.
Max stepped back behind the cover of the pickup just in time. Gunshots in quick succession rang out.
It must have missed him by mere inches.
No point in thinking about it. Wouldn�t do any good.
Max checked the rifle.
It was useless to him now.
There were other rifles but they were in the pickup, inaccessible now that it was flipped.
Max tossed it to the ground and drew his Glock from its holster.
He wasn�t out of the Glock�s range. But his accuracy wouldn�t be as good.
He had to return fire soon.
The two men were shouting unintelligible things to each other.
A strong breeze blew through, ruffling Max�s hair. A cloud that had been covering the sun moved out of the way, and the sun shone brightly down on Max.
The sound of another rifle shot rang out. Mandy�s, probably.
Max didn�t know if she�d hit one of them or not. No cries or screams came.
Either way, it was time to move.
Max popped his head around the other side of the truck, his Glock pointed and ready, his finger on the trigger.
The hipster was running towards the truck at full tilt, leaning into his sprint, his gun held at his side in one hand. A bad move.
Max stepped out fully from behind the truck to get as clean of a shot as he could. The Glock was lowered and Max took careful aim. For the moment, he had to ignore the presence of the second man and the danger involved in exposing himself further. Sometimes to get something done, you had to put your head down and ignore everything but that one task.
Max squeezed the trigger. Twice. In quick succession.
One of the shots missed. The other hit the hipster right in the chest, destroying his shirt. He went down, his gun clattering to the pavement as he fell heavily.
Max didn�t know where the other man was. He ducked back behind the truck, holding his Glock pointed towards the sky.
There was a sound on the other side of the truck. Footsteps. A stick or twig breaking.
Max saw the man before he had time to lower his Glock.
He was close. Five feet away. He held his gun pointed to the ground, loosely.
Their eyes locked for a moment.
They were both raising their guns at the same time. Time seemed slow.
A crack rang out. Gunfire. A rifle.
The man dropped his gun, clutching his arm. He�d been shot in the upper arm.
So Mandy was still alive.
Max had gotten his Glock raised. He didn�t wait. He didn�t hesitate. He pulled the trigger.
The bullet struck the man in the forehead. A clean shot.
Max stood still, only moving to lower his Glock. His heart was pounding in his chest.
Was it really over?
He still needed to check the crashed SUV.
Navigating the area around the flipped pickup and the corpse, Max walked to where the SUV was tilted in the ditch. The engine was still whirring and the back wheels were still spinning. The SUV was four wheel drive, and the front tires were digging slowly into the ground, pulling the SUV slowly inch by inch.
Inside, there was no one but the driver. There�d only been the four men.
The driver was dead, slumped over the wheel, a bullet wound in his chest, which was stained with blood. His foot was still pressing against the gas pedal.
�Mandy!� called out Max. �It�s clear.�
Mandy was already exiting the cover of the trees, leading with her gun.
�You injured?� shouted Max.
She was still some distance away.
�No,� she called out, shaking her head. �You?�
Max shook his head. �Come on. We�ve got to get our gear.�
There wasn�t any hope in tipping the pickup back over.
Mandy was jogging over, as Max made his way back to the pickup, reaching into the bed trying to grab his pack, which was lodged in a corner.
�What are we going to do?� said Mandy. Her forehead was sweaty. She was pushing her hair back behind her ear. �Are we going to carry all this?�
�There�s a reason we brought packs,� said Max. �We�re not going to be able to get the SUV unstuck. We�re walking from here on out.�
�Shit,� muttered Mandy.
Max had gotten a hold of the strap of his pack and was about to pull it towards himself when he heard something.
�What�s that?� whispered Mandy. Her voice sounded full of worry.
Max turned around.
Down the road, coming from the way they�d driven, was the SUV that had driven away not long ago.
�Looks like round two,� said Mandy.
The SUV was driving fast. It swerved now into the empty oncoming lane, hugging the shoulder, kicking up dirt and plastic bags as if sped along.
Behind the SUV, Max could now see another car. It was an older model American made car, riding low to the ground. Which meant it was packed full of people.
There was no way they could fight them all off. They�d gotten lucky once. They weren�t going to get lucky again.
�We�ve got to go,� said Max.
�But our gear!�
�Now!� shouted Max.
He grabbed Mandy�s wrist and started pulling her away from the pickup.
He let go only as they both broke into a sprint. They were headed for the trees.
They had to make it.
Max�s leg was killing him. And it was slowing him down now. It was always worse the more exhausted he got.
But he kept at it. His arms were swinging. His boots were slamming into the ground.
Max glanced back over his shoulder. The vehicles were getting close. Too close.
Mandy made it into the cover of the trees first. Max followed.
They didn�t stop running. They had to slow down as they wove their ways through the densely packed trees.
There were no leaves on them. But they could hide behind the trunks, just as Mandy had.
�Behind the trees!� shouted Max.
Mandy was slightly ahead of him. She heard him, and darted behind a thick tree trunk.
Max did the same, pressing his back flat against the cool trunk. He was out of breath, and his chest was heaving from exertion. The only gun he had was his Glock.
He didn�t dare stick his head out. He waited, silently, glancing over at Mandy.
From the sound of it, both vehicles stopped instead of driving on by.
Maybe they were just stopping to see what had happened to the dead men. Or maybe to retrieve something from the crashed SUV. Or to pilfer the gear from Max and Mandy�s pickup.
Or maybe they were there to track down Max and Mandy. And kill them, for some unknown reason. This time with more men.
If they came after Max and Mandy, what would give them a higher chance of survival? Staying to fight? Or fleeing?
Max�s leg was killing him. He didn�t want to admit it, but he was slower than he should have been.
But they couldn�t stay to fight. There was no way they�d make it.
Without seeing what was going on, Max had to guess what was happening from the noises.
Car doors slammed closed.
�Get the gas!� someone shouted.
No talk yet of finding Max and Mandy.
�You got a lighter?�
What did they want a lighter for?
Silence for a long minute.
�Give me that!�
Someone said something else, but Max couldn�t make it out.
�Come on. Let�s get the hell out of here!�
Max glanced over at Mandy. She was watching him with wide eyes, her eyebrows raised. She looked nervous and afraid.
A couple car doors slammed.
Suddenly, there was a loud bang. Sounded like an explosion.
What had happened?
Max heard the vehicle engines starting, and he heard the unmistakable sound of them driving off.
�Are we in the clear?� whispered Mandy.
�Sounds like it,� whispered Max. �I�m going to check.�
He stood up. He led with his Glock, getting out from behind the trunk.
The SUV and the car were gone.
There was still a chance they�d left a man behind. But Max doubted it.
The flipped pickup truck was in flames. The fuel tank had exploded. The men had set it on fire. Large flames licked at the edges of the chassis. It was a tower of red and orange flames, with blue inhabiting the center and trying to get to the top.
The SUV, too, was burning. But it hadn�t yet exploded.
They�d already settled on the fact that they�d be walking from here on out.
But now they were without their gear. And there was no chance of recouping it.
�Shit,� muttered Mandy, standing now beside Max.
�What do you have with you?� said Max.
�Always going right to the practical,� muttered Mandy, fishing through her pockets.
Max said nothing. He was thinking about what he had on his person, which wasn�t much. He had some pemmican in his pocket and a small bottle with a water filter built into it. The bottle was about half-full right now. He had his Glock, his knife, a compass, and a fire starter and some alcohol-soaked cotton balls.
He could start a fire, defend himself, make a trap, know which way he was headed. The pemmican would last about one day. But he knew he could push himself without food for far, far longer than that. He wouldn�t die of thirst so long as he could find a source of water.
Of course, this all depended on what Mandy had with her. He had her to think about, too.
�Um�� said Mandy. �I�ve got� not much��
�Any food?� said Max.
�Nope,� said Mandy, shaking her head.
She was still checking her pockets, patting each one as if she might find something else.
�I�ve got some caffeine pills,� muttered Mandy.
�No pemmican?�
�It was in the truck.�
�And the maps?�
�In the truck. I�m sorry, Max.�
�We�ll be fine,� said Max, making mental calculations on how many calories might be in the chunk of pemmican he had in his pocket.
They stood there between the barren trees by the highway, watching their truck burning along with most of their gear.
�What are we going to do, Max? Are we still going to try to rescue that kid?�
Max was lost in thought, his gaze fixed on the flames.
Finally, he spoke. �I don�t think we�d be much help at this point,� he said.
Mandy nodded silently.
�It�s time we head home,� said Max. �There are people there who need our help just as much as that kid.�
�He�ll be fine,� said Mandy. But her words sounded hollow. �And we did what we could, Max. We both know it�s too dangerous to keep pushing on.�
Max nodded. �Well,� he said. �At least we know what the world is like outside the hunting grounds. It�s still chaos. Maybe worse than before.�
�Don�t say that,� said Mandy. �This is just one part of the country. Who knows what it�s like elsewhere. Maybe it�s not so violent everywhere.�
�Somehow,� said Max, �I have the feeling it�s the same all over.�
Mandy stepped closer to him, and Max put his arm around her back, his hand on her side, pulling her closer to him.
They were alive. But it was a long walk back to camp.
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DAN
Dan had to act quickly. There wasn�t much time.
He was in a complete panic. He was trapped. He had to act but he couldn�t.
What could he do?
There wasn�t any way he could get free without being noticed.
He gazed off into the distance, his eyes unfocused, as the pickup drove through the streets.
By pure chance, he happened to glance at the other prisoner, the woman. She looked right back at him and to his surprise, she began blinking rapidly at him.
He stared back at her.
She kept blinking.
What did it mean?
Then he noticed that the pattern of her blinks was changing. She was trying to communicate something. Some form of code.
The only code Dan knew of was Morse code. And he didn�t actually know it. Sure, he was familiar with SOS.
Was that what she was doing? Giving him the SOS signal? It sure seemed like it. Three slow blinks, three fast ones, the pattern repeating over and over again.
Dan knew that wasn�t actually the pattern. But he also knew that a lot of people didn�t know it. Maybe this was the woman�s approximation of it.
But Dan already knew she was in trouble.
What was the point of telling Dan that?
They were both in trouble and they weren�t like to get out of it.
But when she started directing her eyes pointedly over to the soldier, Dan started to think she might have been trying to communicate something else.
What was it?
She wanted Dan to do something, most likely. What other reason would there be to communicate with him?
Dan couldn�t move. He couldn�t attack the man.
The only thing he could do was speak.
In the action movies he�d seen, one crucial element was always �the distraction.� If you couldn�t fight, you could distract the bad guy.
Maybe that was what she wanted him to do.
Of course, it seemed pointless.
It wasn�t like she could do anything herself. She was tied up.
But Dan figured he had nothing left to lose.
�Hey, buddy,� said Dan, calling out loudly to the soldier.
�What�s up, kid?�
�I was wondering if you�ve always been this ugly.�
�What�s that?�
�You heard me,� said Dan, speaking loudly and clearly. �I was asking if you were always this ugly. Or if it�s something that happened to you after the EMP. You know, all this rough living and be hard on someone�s looks, if they�re, you know� delicate.�
�I�m not delicate, kid. You�d better watch your mouth and shut the hell up. I�m the one with the gun, remember.�
�Yeah,� said Dan. �But I also know I�m supposed to be some child laborer in a mine somewhere. If you don�t deliver me alive, you�re not going to get your reward, whatever that is. Maybe you�re dumb enough to think money still means something.�
That was too much for the soldier. He was growing reddish in the face. He stood up, a little wobbly on his feet, since the truck was, after all, moving.
He moved rapidly towards Dan.
Maybe it hadn�t been the best plan.
At the last moment, right before the soldier reached Dan, the woman sprung up.
Somehow, she�d gotten out of her ropes. They lay, torn apart, on the metal bed of the truck.
She sprang up and forward, throwing herself against the soldier, like a vicious, wild animal.
She knocked him down and they fell together.
A gunshot rang out.
But the movement didn�t stop.
Dan couldn�t see what was happening. They were a tangle of bodies.
The soldier screamed.
He stopped moving.
The woman rolled off from on top of the soldier, revealing the soldier�s bloody throat with a slit running right across it from end to end. The woman held a bloody knife and her arm was bloodied. She�d been shot in the upper arm.
She crawled over to Dan quickly.
She cut the ties that bound him rapidly.
�Did they hear the gunshot?� she whispered. Her voice was frantic.
Dan shook his head. He was stunned.
But not too stunned to act.
�We�re still moving,� he said, glancing down again at the dead soldier. �They would have stopped if they�d heard it.�
Dan didn�t know how they couldn�t have heard it. But there wasn�t time to figure that out.
�We have to jump,� he said.
The woman nodded at him.
�We don�t have much time. You go first. I�ll follow.�
They were at the very edge of the bed, looking down at the pavement rushing beneath them.
�I need you to push me,� she said, glancing up at Dan with fearful eyes. �I can�t do it myself.�
After slitting a man�s throat and not being fazed by getting shot in the arm, she still couldn�t jump.
There wasn�t time to wait until they slowed down to take a corner.
They had to act now.
Dan put his hands on her, his palms against her shoulder and her back, and he shoved.
He didn�t wait to see what happened to her. He jumped too. Maybe he could roll with it, like in the movies. Probably not, though.
He hit the ground hard, his shoulder ramming into the pavement.
It hurt. But not as much as he�d expected.
Maybe it was the adrenaline keeping the pain away.
He didn�t wait to see if the truck was stopping.
The woman was lying on the pavement, face down. Dan grabbed her and pulled with all his might, trying to drag her.
But he couldn�t do it. He wasn�t strong enough.
�Come on,� he hissed at her.
She was groaning in pain. But somehow, with Dan pulling on her, she managed to push herself up into a standing position.
Dan seized her hand and pulled hard as he rushed to the side of the road.
It didn�t seem like they were in the city, but the homes were close together. They were small and run down, with peeling paint and decorative shutters that had long since fallen off and disappeared.
The only thing Dan could think about was getting to cover, getting between two of the houses, out of sight of the truck. It still hadn�t stopped, but that didn�t mean it wouldn�t.
�Come on,� hissed Dan, pulling harder on the woman�s arm. She was dragging her feet. Maybe she�d hurt her ankle in the fall. Her face was bloody, and the blood ran into the hair that fell around her face. She�d probably broken her nose.
Finally, they were at the house, having made it down the short driveway.
Dan pulled her down. She couldn�t go any farther, so they sat there, side by side, backs against the cheap siding.
Dan was breathing hard, completely exhausted.
He listened carefully for the rumble of the military truck and for any sounds that would indicate that the pickup was coming back for them. But the rumble faded gradually down the street.
�They�re not turning around or stopping,� said Dan.
The woman didn�t answer.
�How hurt are you?� said Dan, kneeling down in front of her to examine her.
�I�m� alive�� she said. �I�m� OK��
�You saved my life,� said Dan.
The blood made her face and nose look worse than it was. It was probably just a broken nose. It�d be fine on its own.
�Are you injured anywhere but your arm?� said Dan, tearing the sleeve of her shirt apart with his fingers to get a better look at the wound.
�My� ankle��
Dan didn�t know if it was broken or sprained. She seemed to be in considerable pain.
The gunshot didn�t seem to be bleeding as much as Dan would have thought.
Dan�s mind was racing. He knew he had to get the bullet out of her. But before that, he needed to get them somewhere safe.
There wasn�t any point in asking her if she could walk. They wouldn�t be able to get far with that ankle of hers.
Dan looked around him. Houses all around. They looked empty.
Their best course of action was to get into one of the houses and hole up there, hiding away while Dan tried to work on the woman�s arm. He didn�t have any idea how he�d get that bullet out, but he put that worry to the back of his mind.
Since they hadn�t been seen jumping from the truck, the soldiers wouldn�t know where on their route to look for Dan and the woman. They�d be safe in the house. Hopefully it�d be too much trouble to go looking through each house along the route once they discovered that their prisoners had escaped.
�Come on,� said Dan, reaching down and grabbing the woman under her arms. �We�ve got to get you inside in case someone comes along. You�re going to be fine. Don�t worry.�
But Dan didn�t know that everything was going to be fine.
Provided they were safe in the empty house, and provided he could treat her wound, what was next? He had nothing. No gear and no plan. He didn�t even know where he was.
He�d have to improvise.
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JAMES
James was running as fast as he could. He�d left the mob behind. But he could still hear the gunshots ringing out behind him. They were growing less frequent. Hopefully that was a good sign and not a bad one. But he couldn�t worry about his mother and John and Cynthia now. He was focused on Sadie with all his might.
But he�d lost sight of her.
He stopped in the middle of a thicket of evergreens, bending over almost involuntarily from his exhaustion, panting heavily from exertion.
He�d lost her.
He�d lost his sister.
It was his own fault. She was too young and too small to not have someone looking after her in the middle of the most intense fight they�d encountered yet. He should have been keeping a better eye on her. He should have watched her more carefully.
James stared down at the ground.
That was when he saw it.
Footprints in the damp ground.
They led off to the east.
Ignoring his exhaustion, James set off at a full out sprint, his arms churning at his sides.
He had no weapon, but he�d figure out something. He had to.
He was running so fast that the sounds of the world seemed to drop away, leaving only his own panting.
He glanced down at the ground as he ran, making sure he was following the footprints.
James saw her about a minute into his sprint.
Her yellow sweater was unmistakable.
She was standing still, not moving. Something was in her hand.
Something lay at her feet. A body.
She didn�t seem to be in danger. Relief washed over James.
James slowed down his pace so he could get a better look around, making sure there weren�t any other threats.
�Sadie!� he called out.
Sadie didn�t move.
�Sadie!� he said, finally reaching her.
She was holding a bloody knife in her hand. The body at her feet was that of a woman, her torso punctured by countless stab wounds.
James took the knife from Sadie�s hand gingerly. He put his arm around her.
�It�s going to be OK,� he said.
She moved, looking up at him. �I didn�t want to do it,� she said. �But she was trying to kill me and telling me I was her daughter.�
�She�d gone crazy. She didn�t know what she was doing. No one wants to kill. I know you didn�t, Sadie. Come on, we need to get back to camp.�
James checked the dead woman�s pockets and belt, looking for weapons he might take back.
�We need to get back to camp quickly,� he said, breaking into a jog and pulling Sadie along with him.
As they ran, Sadie seemed to snap out of the shocked daze she�d been in.
�Is Mom OK?�
�Let�s hope so.�
They ran through the trees. The closer they got, the more James expected to hear gunshots. But he heard nothing but silence.
They passed by the area where James had been attacked, where he now spotted his handgun in the hand of a dead man. He paused, reached down, and took it from the still-warm hand.
It didn�t take long to get back to the fire pit where they�d made their stand. He saw his mother looking tall as she stood there, rifle held in one hand.
�Mom!� shouted Sadie, who sprinted forward, despite her apparent exhaustion.
James was more hesitant, looking carefully around him.
The fight seemed to be over.
Cynthia and John were sitting on the ground, and Cynthia was leaning heavily on John�s shoulder.
There were bodies scattered everywhere on the ground, in all manner of positions. Some had been shot in the head. Others had been shot multiple times in the torso. And many others looked like they�d received simple blunt trauma.
There were about fifteen bodies around the camp. James could have sworn there�d been more. Maybe it had been the fog of war that had rolled in. Maybe it had been the intensity of the moment, making him overestimate the numbers.
�Everyone OK?� said James, walking up to his mother and Sadie who were hugging.
�For the most part,� mumbled John.
�He got stabbed,� said Cynthia, concern apparent in her voice.
�Nothing major,� said John. �We�ve already patched it up.�
Everyone was too exhausted to speak much, and James found himself almost falling to the ground where he continued to lie, letting the cold ground soothe his burning muscles. It seemed to take forever for his heart rate to start to slow down and for his breathing to return to normal.
�All right,� said his mother. �We can sit around all day and wait for the next one, or we can get to work and get ready.�
Cynthia groaned, but she stood up slowly, using John�s shoulder as support. The rest of them followed, and they looked to Georgia for instruction.
* * *
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