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Аннотация
After discovering a secret group�s plot to destroy the US from within, William and his friends, having nowhere else to go, seek aid from a small air force base, just outside Barrow, Alaska. What they find there only further muddies their understanding of what is happening. With Barrow lost to the Order, the group travels to Fairbanks, with the hope the military base there is still standing.
Along the way, the group finds a singular living person in Prudhoe Bay. The child has no recollection of her parents, past events, including the massacre, or even her name. Worse, the girl has the same large, dark eyes and gray skin as the Grays they have been fighting since the beginning of the troubles. The girl, though, seems normal otherwise. That doesn�t make their decision about what to do with her any easier.
Needing a break from the road, they stumble upon Toolik Field Station, an out of the way research facility. As one of the characters says about it: �It�s in the middle of the middle of nowhere.� Not far enough, though. The relaxation and calm of several days of semi-normal existence come to a head when they�re attacked. It�s the betrayal, though, that leaves the greatest mark.
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Chapter 1

�Son, what do you want me to do?� Sam asked, eyes wide in terror.
�Turn left!� I yelled.
�Turn left where?�
�Laura Madison Street. Should be your next left,� Tish said.
�That�ll work,� I said, not having a clue where we were.
�Then what?� Sam asked, as he nearly sideswiped a car trying to dodge a gathering of Grays in the street.
�Just drive,� I said.
�I hafta know, dammit,� Sam pleaded, pulling a hard left down the street Tish suggested.
Up ahead, I could see the headlights of a stopped vehicle blocking our way. �Turn right, Sam�� turn right!�
Miley saved our ass when he gave us the keys to the Ripsaw. It was a beast of a vehicle. Of course, it wasn�t just the stock Ripsaw, the one that cost well over a hundred grand. No, this one was customized to accommodate and impress the gaggle of executives and finance guys he liked to personally ferry out to the Patch. It was fast, sleek, and built like a tank. The latter was about to become the most critical feature.
The street I told Sam to turn on was full of Grays. The other roads were blocked by vehicles, so it was the only viable option. The tightly packed Grays disintegrated as Sam accelerated through them. �Whatever you do, don�t stop!� I yelled. The blood, guts, limbs, and other human debris collected on the windshield to the point where Sam was having a difficult time seeing where he was going. Still, he didn�t stop, and thankfully neither did the heavy-duty windshield wipers.
�They�re trying to pin us in!� Titouan yelled from the back.
He was right.
As we crossed the next intersection, the air filled with the cracks of gunfire from the west. Another truck slid into place, blocking our way. �Son, what am I �posed ta do?� Panic evident on Sam�s his cracking voice. ��Fore long, we ain�t gonna have any place ta go.�
I was mostly sure the road we were on would take us to Stevenson Street. If that were the case, and assuming it was clear of the Order, we could turn left there and be out of Barrow in a matter of minutes. We would worry about what to do next once we got that far. If we got that far. One step at a time was all we could do. �Turn left when we get to the end of this street, and then gun it until I tell you to slow down.�
My head slammed against the headrest as Sam followed my directions. There was a truck coming from our left, but before the truck could cut us off, Sam expertly power slid around it, causing the driver to try to match our turn. When he couldn�t, he ended up plowing into a house instead of us.
On that same token, Sam lost traction momentarily and slid wide on the turn. The rear of the truck sideswiped an electric pole. I gave a quick glance towards everyone in the back. They were getting the hell jostled out of them but seemed no worse for wear after the collision.
The truck that tried to pin us was in far worse shape than us, and the driver was struggling to get unstuck from partially being inside the house he crashed into. We would be long gone before he got going again, assuming he could get going. I silently thanked ass-bag Miley again for the truck.
�William, look to your left down that street,� Avery said while pointing to our left down one of the streets we had passed going the other way only seconds previously.
�You have to be kidding me,� Titouan said.
The Grays were attacking the first vehicle that tried to block us in. That�s why they weren�t murdering us. They were being attacked by their own weapons. �Fuck �em,� I said.
�I second �at,� Sam replied.
Sam held the gas to the floor as we sped out of town. I was sure I heard gunfire as we raced past the airport, but there was no way they were going to hit us � assuming they weren�t firing at the Grays, which seemed more likely � given how fast and how far away we were. I breathed a cautious breath of relief. I thought we might live after all.
We followed Stevenson Street until it ended and then continued along the beach, just of the sea wall, for an additional three or four miles until we reached what Tish said was Nanavak Bay. I had Sam orient the Ripsaw in a manner that would allow us to see if there were any signs of headlamps off in the distance. After I asked if everyone was okay, I told them we�d sit there for a while until we knew for sure we hadn�t been tailed.
After I was sure we were relatively safe, I unbuckled my seatbelt and slunk back into the warmth of the heated leather seats. Trying to think about anything other than our predicament, even if it were just for a moment or two, I began thumbing through the large center-console display unit. I was disheartened to find out the satellite radio wasn�t working�� or the satellite navigation, for that matter. I then tried to search AM/FM bands, hoping to hear some news, but no one was transmitting. My little foray into relaxation wasn�t working.
There was a bit of good news. Lit in bright blue on the LCD screen was the time. It was 12:21 AM. For whatever reason, I felt comforted by knowing what time it was. I�m not sure why. Maybe I knew then that things had changed for good, and that at that moment the last bit of normalcy was being able to tell time. The bad news was � and there was always bad news � we�d only been dealing with the Order for less than twenty hours. It sure seemed a hell of a lot longer than that.
The irony of the situation occurred to me as I further explored the different things you could do from the LCD screen. I was sitting in an exotic vehicle that cost more than a couple years of my salary. Hell, probably a lot longer than that. It was an impressive machine. It�s fitting, I guess, on some cosmic level, that it took what amounted to an apocalypse for me to experience such a luxury.
I heard Avery sighing. I gave the electro-doodads a break long enough to steal a glance, making sure he was okay. He sat rigid in his seat, fidgeting with the bloody bandage covering the bite the Gray had given him. I wanted to let him off the hook first. That news would be the only good news I�d give that night.
I tried to get his attention, but he was clearly somewhere else. A raised voice later, and he finally looked away from his injured hand. Not beating around the bush, just like Avery liked things, I said, �You�re not going to turn into a Gray. That�s not how this works.�
He looked skeptical.
�It�s not a virus or anything natural.� I made sure to accentuate the word natural. �The Order has poisoned our drinking water. The Grays, as stupid as this sounds, are what amounts to biological weapons. They�ve turned our own people literally against us.�
Everyone, except Avery and his syncopated snapping, fell silent. It was one thing to wonder what could turn people into gray monsters. It was a hell of another having the curtain of wonder abruptly removed along with the worried wondering�� or some part of it, anyway. There was no cussing or gnashing of teeth; no whimpering or crying; no rapid-fire questions, either. Just silence. After all, what coping mechanism existed for the mess that we had fallen into? We sat like that for a long time. It was only after I had grown tired of carrying the weight of what else I knew that I finally broke the silence.
I decided to mitigate some of the damage the massive truth-bomb had left. I told them things could�ve been worse. The methods keeping the Order out of sight all those years was undermining their efforts in a significant way. Kelley didn�t know until two days prior that she would be working with the Grays. She was told that she would be working with �byeongsa,� which in Korean meant soldier. That obviously confused her because the Order didn�t consider themselves soldiers. She thought maybe North Korea was sending actual soldiers.
When she asked for guidance, she was told that she had to wait. A crate showed up at her house the day prior to the attack. It contained the gel and the ultrasonic sound devices. Also, inside, was a bullet-point of list of instructions on what her duties were with the Grays, what they were, and how they would be used. There were also cursory instructions on how to control them and protect herself. She said the instructions were handwritten and that some portions of the list had been scribbled out.
Avery mumbled something about it being impossible, and then transitioned over to something about genetic modification, before finally settling on yelling at me. �There is no way to confirm what she told you. I could still turn.�
�Look, Avery, I�m just telling you what she said.� He began to rock back in forth in the seat, which let me know he was going into deep-thought mode. I needed to hurry up and tell them what I knew, or he was going to bombard me with so many questions I couldn�t answer, I�d never get to the ones I might be able to.
I continued:
When I called them zombies, she became upset. She said they weren�t mindless zombies. When I told her Avery got bit by one, she seemed genuinely surprised. She was more surprised when I told her about the lady in the kitchen who the Grays munched on for supper. She didn�t believe me. Up until the last moment of Kelley�s life, even after she decided to talk, she would lapse back to her years and years of brainwashing. This moment was amongst one of those. Even with all the issues she was having with the Grays, she couldn�t come out and say they were bad. They were a matter of nationalistic pride for her.
�That�s not how this works,� she told me. �The Byeongsa are supposed to be like weeds. They�re invasive; they crowd out and destroy anything near them, and when they die, you�re happy. Those who are left are either going to be us, those who will rule over your country, or those who will be ruled over. The Byeongsa will not be around for that. They will have starved and died out long before. Our Dear Leader has made sure of that.�
I asked her to tell me more about the gel and sound devices. She told me that once the operation started, the instructions she was given was to tell everyone in her cluster to wear the gel. She then went over the same bullet-point list as she had gotten, which as she said, didn�t amount to much. She said that she was dealing with people she had never known and having to tell them they were going to be controlling the byeongsa. She said the whole experience was surreal. Some of the people, even though they had been indoctrinated as much as she had, refused to believe what they were being told. She thought she was losing them. That they were going to mutiny against her. Luckily for her, a unit leader showed up, and he quickly got things under control. He also gave them the first specific instructions. They were told to begin herding the Grays to the airport.
�Was �ey goin ta fly �em somewhere?�
I tried to determine if he was joking. Apparently, he wasn�t. �What, son?�
�No, there was just much more room there.�
Sam laughed. �Oh.�
Kelley said she had placed the sound devices at the airport as she was told, but almost no Grays responded to them. The few who did kicked and beat them until they no longer worked. They then ran off.
�The way you talk, their entire operation was a disaster, but we know that�s not true,� Titouan said.
He was right. While I was pointing out how this or that didn�t work, the reality of the situation was, even if the Order did have weaknesses, they had turned most of the inhabitants of Barrow into mindless monsters. So, no matter their shortcomings, the Grays just being Grays, was enough to destroy our civilization.
And they weren�t wholly incompetent from an organizational standpoint either. At least not in the beginning. We only lived because the Order needed us to be test dummies. That and we had a separate supply of drinking water. Kelley said she was supposed to round up a small group of people, even if it meant her own, and run another test on them. They were getting ready to ask (or force, if Bob was right) for volunteers when Kelley was told a group of people perfect for the test had entered Barrow.
I didn�t tell them at the time because they were under enough stress, but we had been tracked since the moment we left the Patch. After the failed airport test, the leadership wanted answers. And why wouldn�t they? The failed experiment and the dangers the Grays represented had caused issues all up and down the leadership hierarchy, especially in Barrow.
Even with all that, Kelley had made sure to tell me, �How could we complete our mission without the aid of the byeongsa? There would be millions of you against thousands of us.� She, along with others, believed the Grays had been tampered with. That must�ve been the case, because �their Dear Leader would�ve never given them a defective army,� she had told me. But that seemed untrue. Almost every instruction she was given on how to operate the Grays seemed wrong.
�How were they ever going to?�
I turned to face Titouan. �Huh?�
�Win without the Grays.�
�I have no clue,� I told him.
Sam sucked air between his teeth before saying, �Crazy, crazy, shit right �ere.�
I remember sitting in my seat and shaking my head against the headrest. I knew crazier shit that I hadn�t even told them yet. I crosschecked all of it in my mind before uttering another word, making sure I hadn�t gone crazy. Like I would�ve known. That I only felt like I was teetering towards madness told me I wasn�t all the way there yet. I hoped.
I began again. I told them about the second test the leadership wanted to run:
Kelley managed with much struggle to get the Grays in an area just ahead of us. Just before we got there, though, they began wondering off, lured off by noises or whatever else that grabbed their attention. Only one stayed. The one who attacked Tom. Kelley said he was one of the smarter ones. He did what he was intended to do, which led me to agree with Kelley, that perhaps the agent was tampered with.
�Who in the hell would�ve known how ta mess �em up?�
�Sabotage, you mean,� Avery said, taking a break with the phone long enough to be an ass.
Watching Sam making a fist and flicking a half-smile towards Avery, I said, �Your guess is as good as mine. Maybe the CIA or maybe someone in the Order.�
�It would have to be someone who knew the vast complexities of whatever agent was used,� Avery said, matter-of-factly. �Just any rube could not, I assure you, do it.�
�Let�s save that conversation for another time.�
Avery muttered something before going back to what he was doing.
Kelley chased the unruly Grays to a house down the street from where Tom was attacked. They were pounding on a door when she got there. She thought it likely someone hadn�t drunk the water and was hiding. Instead, she found one of her comrades holed up inside with what used to be an entire family. The dumb ass had apparently forgotten to smear himself with repellent, and the Grays had chased him into the house. To his credit, Kelley said he had killed two of the three people inside. To his detriment, he hadn�t managed to work up the nerve to kill the child.
If things weren�t already ridiculous enough, she decided that the best thing he could do to restore his honor was to kill himself. The fucked-up part was � I mean the more fucked up part � she wanted him to do it in a way that helped her. I didn�t know how, and for whatever reason didn�t ask, but she knew we were headed to Miley�s. I guess it made sense that Miley Industries owned the Patch, and since we were from there, it wasn�t a wild assumption to believe that would be the place we would go, especially given there were no other more appealing locations in Barrow. Whatever it was, she created a scenario she hoped would garner our help and allow her to go there with us.
�That was the house with the crying baby, then?� Titouan asked.
�Yes,� I said.
I told them that we already knew what Kelley�s motivation was. Rescuing Bob. The guy at the house was a bit harder to understand and explain. To regular people, the notion of sacrificing your life because of honor seems so ridiculous. Yet history is rife with examples of people dying (and killing) because of it. Before the world fell, people of religious fervor killed out of honor way too often. Think about the Bushido Code samurais lived by. They would rather fall on their own swords than dishonor themselves and their families. I tried to explain how I thought the guy in the house kind of fell on his own sword.
The next bit was incredibly challenging to explain and understand. It showed humanity at its darkest. I thumbed the radio absently, as Sam looked on, trying to find the right way of explaining the next events. Kelley didn�t specifically tell me the things I was about to say. Still, I felt confident about my conclusions.
�These people are monsters,� I finally said. Sam began to say something, but I stopped him and my fidgeting with the radio. I needed to get through it.
At some point, Kelley must�ve gotten a message that said the Order was moving the Grays to Miley�s. I believed that�s the message that came when I first heard the cell phone buzz. Kelley then, I believed, pretended to feed the baby to stall for time until she told them not to move. Kelley was of lower authority, so I don�t believe she was able to stop the initial phase of the attack. I heard instances of glass being broken and other noises. They had learned to move the Grays without the sound devices.
By the time I had gone out and tried to find a path back to the building near the airport, Kelley had given up on stopping the attack. At that point, I think she had gone full rogue with the Order. She had probably challenged the authority a little too much, which is one of the reasons she decided to talk, I thought. I also thought Kelley had probably already poisoned the child to keep her from crying, so I guessed the bruises we saw were from the pinching� causing her to cry.
�Christ,� Sam said, shaking his head in disbelief.
�I guess I don�t understand why the Order didn�t just attack Miley�s? They allowed him to escape,� Titouan said.
Much of what I said was conjecture, as Avery would say, but Kelley did tell me that she let the leadership know she was imbedded with us, and that she was going to kill Miley once she got inside. That was enough to make them pause the operation or test or revenge or whatever they were calling the impending attack on Miley�s office building.
But I don�t think the hesitation was just because of that. Kelley was quick to talk about how complex, shaky, and outright fragile the leadership was. Very few of the people in the Order knew each other. So, Imagine, I told everyone, waking up one day to find out someone who you never met previously could command you to take your own life, and you would have to obey. What if you thought that person was beneath your station? Kelley said she believed that there were people taking leadership roles who were commoners, which I left alone because there was not enough time to delve too deeply into their very convoluted ways.
�I�m just not sure I understand why Bob and Kelley would go from willing to die before they talked to telling you everything they knew,� Tish said. �And, how can we trust what they told you? They�re our enemies.�
�Like I said, Kelley committed about as much treason as they would allow. I think she knew her days in the Order were over. But not only that, she did give us the code for her phone.�
�Okay, but Bob told you things, too, and he was determined not to. If these people are as brainwashed as you say, why would both be so easy to crack?�
Tish was right. On the one hand, it really did seem they were unflappable in their allegiances, but Tish didn�t know what else I knew, which showed another side of human nature: biological loyalty. �I used the one thing they both cared about more than the Order.�
�Which was?� Tish asked.
�Kelley being pregnant,� I said.
�How in the Sam Hill did you know �at? She didn�t look �at way at all,� Sam said.
�Her silent pleading to Bob. The way she kept looking at her belly and then at him. He was an idiot, of course, and didn�t notice. It wasn�t until she said whatever it was she said in Korean, and after his face turned ghostly white, that I knew for sure.�
�So, two babies died back there instead of one. Great,� Tish said.
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. �Yeah.�
�Wait. Wait a minute. You�re mad at William?� Titouan asked.
�I don�t know what I am right now. But whatever it is I feel isn�t any of your business,� Tish said.
Titouan began to say something, but I stopped him. �Now�s not the time for fighting. I understand that there are going to be all sorts of feelings about what happened back there. I know firsthand how that�s true, but we can argue about them later. Right now, we have other things to deal with. Fighting with one another is only going to make things harder than they need to be.�
Titouan nodded. Tish, meanwhile, sat back hard in her seat but was content to keep further feelings to herself.
�I know everyone is uncomfortable with what I did, but I�m telling you right now. If I have to do that over again to save any of you, I won�t hesitate. All of us are going to have to make hard decisions. I want everyone to think about that and what that means.�
* * *
I awoke to loud snoring. I looked to Sam in the driver�s seat, but he shook his head. �Ain�t me.� He flicked his chin back towards the rear of the vehicle. �Damn Tit kept me from fallin ta sleep. Prolly a good thang. Somebody has ta watch over you idiots.�
There were three rows of seats in the Ripsaw. Two rows of two captain�s chairs and a bench seat in the very back. Titouan had moved to the bench seat and was snoring to beat hell. Tish and Avery were in the captain�s chairs directly behind the front seats, and they seemed to also be fast asleep.
�Looks like it�s just us, now,� I said.
�Look at the clock, son. You was sawin logs yourself for about an hour.�
�I�m exhausted like I�ve never been in my entire life. You have to be tired, too?�
�Nah. I walked �round outside a bit� cleaned the body parts off the windshield. I�m good.�
�Sorry you had to do that. I think we�re safe here for a while. This would be a good time for you to get a few winks.�
�You really reckon we ever gonna be safe?�
�Probably not.�
�You ain�t never �is lost for words.�
I tried to laugh. �I keep hoping I�ll wake up to something different, but every short nap I get, I wake up to the same bullshit. It�ll take the long-windedness right out of you.�
�I don�t wont ta sleep �cause I see Tom�s damn gray face starin at me. Why would people do �is, William?�
�Why do people do any of the stupid shit they do? Is this really any different than going into a village and chopping everyone up because they�re a different ethnicity? Or a million or more people dying over the right to keep humans as property? We�re humans, Sam. We do all kinds of stupid shit, and we justify it in innumerable ways. This is no different. If there is a difference, it�s that we�re not reading about it in a book. We�re living it.�
�You know how ta make me feel a whole lot better.�
�You wanted me to talk more.�
That got a chuckle from him. His mirth didn�t last long, though, as he asked, �Are you okay?�
�Not really. But I�ll make it, I guess.�
Avery�s rustling through his bag alerted us that he was awake. �Did you ask Kelley how the power was knocked offline?� he asked with a yawn.
�You should be sleeping,� I told him.
�I am good. Did you ask her about the power?�
�She didn�t know about an EMP or anything like that. Kelley�s job was the Grays, and she barely knew anything about them. And Bob knew less than she did. Both were adamant about not knowing the power being knocked out.�
Avery started to speak but stopped. He then started again. �The Order�s leadership structure reminds me of Nazi Germany during WWII. There was a hierarchy��
�No history lesson, son.�
�Especially a Nazi history lesson,� I said.
�My point was going to be everyone below the Fuhrer could not or was at the very least hesitant to make independent command decisions. That is all I was going to say.�
Sam sighed and grumbled something under his breath. Probably curse words.
Weighing in, I said, �Well, Nazis aside, there is a definite compartmentalized chain of command, and the way I see it, it was designed for one reason and one reason only: secrecy.�
Avery replied with a grunt. He had turned his focus back to the phone. Apparently, that didn�t interest him.
�What do we do �bout the Patch?� Sam asked.
�I�m worried about our friends,� was all I could manage. In all actuality, I was very much fearing for their safety. The Order knew they were there, and they were looking for ways to use the Grays.
�We can�t leave �em �ere. We gotta try somethin.�
�Yeah,� I sighed.
�Food, kerosene, and water will be a thang real soon.�
�Barrow is too hot to do anything at this point. I think we have to let them know we haven�t forgotten about them and maybe give them a rifle or two to defend themselves until we can figure a way to transport everyone,� I said.
�We ain�t goin ta be able ta use the ice road, you know �at, right?�
�Yeah,� I said. �They�ll be all over it looking for us.� I finally had to yell to get Avery�s attention. �How unsafe would it be for us to drive on the unmaintained ice?�
�Huh?�
I repeated what I�d already asked him three times. Without any thought at all, he said, �Yes.�
�Really?� �I asked.
Avery groaned. �The prior weeks� temperatures, I believe, were well below average. Even with the above average temperature for the last few days, it almost certainly is safe to cross the ice. It, however, will be a very rough ride.�
�There you have it, Sam. Should be safe��
In the dim light I could see the disgust on Sam�s face. �Should is �bout all we can �spect at �is point.�
�We go, then,� I said.
Off in the distance, I swore I saw headlights. I pointed in the direction, but Sam said he didn�t see them. Avery, from the back seat, said I was, �Seeing things due to hyperarousal.�
�Damn, son, you have dick problems.�
I looked at Sam.
�It is PSTD related.�
�Well, Doctor Avery, I think I�ll be okay,� I said.
Avery huffed. �I would not place too much confidence in that.�
* * *
Finding a five-acre island on a sea of ice, in the dark, and without an ice road to lead us there, was going to be next to impossible. I did have one trick up my sleeve, though. I had the GPS unit Miley gave me, and, unlike the large, expensive unit in the Ripsaw, it still worked. The problem was since the Patch was man-made, it didn�t show up as a landmass on the GPS unit. Luckily for us, we had Avery.
He had, well, because he was Avery, decided it a good idea to memorize the coordinates of the Patch. When I asked him if he had any ideas on how to find the Patch, he gave me an odd look and replied, �Do you want longitude/latitude or DMS?� I didn�t know what DMS meant, so I asked for the longitude/latitude.
I found out later that DMS was the initials for degrees/minutes/seconds.
Avery was spot on. The clearing sky and the towering derrick lay just up ahead. Sam Expertly guided the Ripsaw up the side-entrance ramp and expertly wheeled us over to the open portion of the Patch. We waited for someone, friend, or foe, to be curious enough to greet us. No one came.
�What we do?� Sam asked.
�I guess we fucking check,� I said.
Sam searched my face as if it were a puzzle he was trying to solve. My outburst of anger had perplexed him. �Okay,� he replied, calmly, like he knew I was about to lose my shit and didn�t want to be the catalyst.
I saw the first body, maybe a hundred feet away from the Commons. I was pretty sure it was a Gray, as it was not adequately clothed for winter in the Arctic. I rolled him over, and he had taken a round to the forehead. For a split second, I thought I could be wrong. The Patch had the Polar Bear gun. I knew several other people, even though the rules strictly forbid it, also had weapons. Maybe they fought off the Grays. A few seconds later, as I was still lingering over the dead Gray, Sam�s grief-soaked curses told me my newfound hope was misplaced.
Not in any hurry to get there, I ambled to where they lay and where they appeared to have been executed. Sam was on a knee, looking at one of them. He rolled her over, exposing her face to me. I gagged.
�Olivia, son, �ose bastards shot her in the head. She was innocent as �at snow she layin in. How in the world?�
Once I emptied my body of the few nutrients it had left, I croaked, �Let�s check the Commons and leave.�
��Is is �at easy for you?�
�No.�
Sam shook his head. �It�s easy ta talk �bout thangs. Here is what the Order done ta us. Look �round. All our friends is stone-cold dead.� He spit. �And here you are tellin me ta hurry �cause �em sonofabitches might be here.� He stood up, his back arched, and posturing for a fight. �Good.�
�Sam,� I said.
�Come on, you mother-less son-of-filthy-Korean whores!�
�Sam, please.�
He finally turned to me. �It just ain�t right is all.�
I watched out of the corner of my eye as Tish walked through the bodies. She stopped at one of them and looked down, only pausing for a tick before turning in our general direction. �I�m going to check the nest for survivors,� she said.
�Titouan will you go with��
�I got it,� she said, interrupting me.
I waved her to go before turning my attention back to Sam. �I�m sorry.�
He tugged at his pants. �I know.� He then wiped his face before finishing, �What you reckon �bout Jack?�
�Hope. That�s all we got.�
On the way over to the Commons, Sam v-lined to the lean-to. I followed, Titouan and Avery falling in just behind us.
Outside the side entrance to the lean-to lay a body. Thankfully, we didn�t recognize the dead man. Whoever he was, he had been shot at least twice: Once in the face, the shot nearly taking off his left jaw, and the other bullet looked to be shot from the rear, taking out a significant portion of his forehead.
Once inside, the overwhelming stench of urine and feces filled my nostrils, causing me to puke once again. �You see those bullet holes?� I asked, wiping the putrid liquid from my mouth.
Sam�s face glinted with the look of hope as he asked. �You reckon somebody was hidin in �ere?�
�Is that a hidden room?� Titouan asked.
I ignored Titouan. �Maybe whoever it was took that guy out,� I said, pointing towards where the dead-man lay outside.
�I hope whoever it was shot more �an �at bastard.�
I wanted to part with a bit of hope that Jack was still alive and that maybe he was the one who killed the man, but I didn�t allow myself. Still, it was clear that someone had hidden in the lean-to. I nodded my agreement for what Sam had said.
I then looked over Avery and Titouan. They sort of just lingered in the background, taking in the events silently. Titouan�s face was white as snow. He looked beyond sick like he was one of the dead people on the ground. Avery was so concentrated on Kelley�s phone that he didn�t seem to be as affected. He did steal the occasional look at the carnage. I patted him on the back. He nodded a quick acknowledgment before returning to the phone.
�We should check on the Commons,� Sam said.
I saved a pat on the shoulder for him. �Okay.�
The Commons was a horrible, ghoulish mess. Bodies were strewn everywhere. Most of which had severe wounds to the head and upper body, mixed in with a few who looked to have been bullet wounds. The Order had murdered every living soul at the Patch.
Seeing the fresh round of carnage had caused Sam to reengage with his rage. �If I find the sonofabitches who done �is, I�m goin ta kill ever damn one of �em.�
It was a shared sentiment. Concentrating on revenge was much better than feeling the hurt of seeing people you care about lying dead in their own piss and shit. It was an unholy and holy undignified way for them to die. The people who did it would all need to die. What had happened could never be reversed, but that wasn�t the point. The brutality that was shown at the Patch had much more profound ramifications than merely calling for revenge. If you were going to live, you had to be just as ruthless as those who sought to murder.
I turned in the direction where Avery had been. �Where�s Avery?�
�He muttered something about going back to the Ripsaw,� Titouan said, hoarsely.
�I need to step outside, myself,� I told them.
Sam was hunched down next to a body. He spoke softly. �Be �ere in a second.�
Standing outside, I slung the rifle over my shoulder. I raised my then gloveless hands. They shook uncontrollably. I tried deep calming breaths, but it was useless. My body began to shake and convulse. I heard a whimper exit my mouth without realizing it had ever formed.
The lizard part of my brain had arrested all control, leaving me helpless against the onslaught of emotions and memories that flashed across my mind. Some were stowed away a very long time ago, while others were new. They came in the form of abstract flashes of color and intensities of light that were inexplicably clear to me. I cried like I never cried before.
For most of my adult life, I had drunk or drugged away any thought of dealing with my past. It was all so evident at that moment. It wasn�t the ills themselves driving my reckless behavior. It was precisely the inverse: it was the pursuits of ignoring those ills that were causing my problems and robbing me of any power I might�ve had to overcome them. Knowledge is power, and power is knowledge: a perfect square.
I had been meek my entire life. The process of wrestling the power back started that very moment. I accepted all the bad shit that had happened. It was what it was. Exactly none of it was my fault. I didn�t cause my mom to cheat and cavort. I wasn�t the reason we lived in abject poverty, and I certainly didn�t cause my mom�s boyfriends to abuse me like they did. I was innocent� I was innocent. I exhaled deeply.
Crunching snow could be heard from behind me. It was Titouan. Without saying a word, he came to stand beside me. �You okay?� he finally asked.
�I�m something,� I said, as I feverishly wiped at the tears still streaming down my face.
He nodded. �Yeah.�
�What�s on your mind?�
He pawed at the snow with his foot. �These people hated me.�
Sensing he wasn�t done, I left him alone with his unfinished thoughts.
�My dad was an alcoholic.� Apparently, we were both having a moment of coming to terms with out shit lives. �He beat my mom and me growing up. My mom threatened to leave him, but he taunted her with: �where was she was going to go, and how was she going to live without him?� I hated him. But you know what, I hated myself even more for craving his attention and wanting to make him proud. I was a shit student; a shit son; and now a shit person.� He turned to face me before finishing. �I have dyslexia.� He gave me a questioning look, I think, wondering if I was going to laugh or snicker at him before finishing. �I was in special-needs classes growing up. Can you imagine how my dad felt? It�s probably why he beat me. Why he beat that �worthless bitch of a wife.� She made the mistake of giving birth to me.�
Without meaning to, I laughed. He shot me a hurtful stare. �Shit. Sorry. I mean� fuck, we have the same kind of shit on our minds, I guess.�
�I guess,� he said, unsure about what I was saying, but not asking for clarification.
�They hated someone else,� I told him.
�I guess that�s easy for you to say.�
�Yeah, it is. No doubt about that.�
He gave me a couple sideways glances. �Can I ask what you meant by what you said?�
�You�re turning into a human, I think.�
It was his turn to laugh. �I never wanted to be like my dad. It just sort of happened.�
�I�d bet an awful lot of people didn�t want to become who they�ve become, me included.�
He nodded.
* * *
Everyone loaded into the truck except Sam and me. As much as I felt sorry for having to leave everyone unburied and in their sorry states, we didn�t have a choice in the matter. It was past time for us to leave. Leaving, though, implies you know where you�re going. I didn�t have a clue about what to do next. I was hoping Sam would.
I waited for them to get settled before asking, �What now?�
Sam leaned against the front of the Ripsaw. �Shouldn�t we �clude �em?�
�Right now, I just want to hear what you�re thinking.�
�I know a place we might be able ta stay for a bit. It�s a decent trip outta town, but I reckon �at�s a good thang.�
I nodded. �Yeah, that�s a good idea.�
Sam smiled. �But?�
�We�re running from one place to the next. One of these times, we�re not going to be able to outrun them in this,� I said, patting the Ripsaw.
�What do ya have in mind?�
A plane crashed right before our rotation, causing us to be on lockdown at Wiley-Post Airport in Barrow. After we were finally allowed to leave the airport, we were told that a plane carrying some air force brass had crashed at another field in Barrow, to which I wasn�t aware of. When asked, we were told there was an old air force long-range-radar base, whatever the hell that was, and that the plane had crashed there. Luckily, there were no injuries. But we wouldn�t have known about it if it weren�t for that. It was still staffed, but it was more of a relic leftover from the Cold War.
�The radar base in Barrow.�
�The place where �em fellers crashed?�
�Yeah.�
He blew snot from each nostril in turn before offering his verdict. �It�d be first on the Order�s list, �ough. �Ey might be �ere in droves.�
�I�ve thought about that.�
�And?�
I patted the Ripsaw. �We can outrun anything in Barrow in this.�
�You just said our luck was goin ta �ventually run out, son. We got �at place I know. I doubt it�ll be on �eir list of places ta �tack, either.�
�We have gun��
�It�d be like takin a bird dog coon huntin.�
�What the hell does that mean?�
�You thank Avery could handle one of �em rifles we got? How �bout Tit? �At�s what �at means.�
�I just think we need to know, that�s all.�
�Look, Bubba, I trusted you �fore, and I trust you now. You wanna go, we go. Don�t mean I thank it�s a good idea. �Cause it ain�t. But we go, son.�
�If it doesn�t look right, we go to the place you know. Agree?�
�Avery don�t get no damn gun,� Sam said through a crooked half-smile.
�If it�s bad as we think it is, both of them will have guns before this is over.�
�Jesus.�

Chapter 2

The weather was terrible. It wasn�t snowing as far as I could tell, but the wind was picking up snow off the ice and blowing it so hard we were dealing with a serious blizzard. If we hadn�t had the GPS, we would�ve been forced to wait out the storm back at the Patch, and no one wanted to do that. As it was, we drove blindly and depended on the GPS completely for navigation. Luckily on the ice, there were no buildings or houses to smash into.
We hugged the seawall as much as possible, the jagged shards of ice broke underneath, bucking us to hell and back in the process. The Ripsaw suspension was getting a hell of a test, and so was our stomachs.
What could�ve been a quick nine-or ten-mile drive on the sea ice turned into more than twenty miles, as our intended route took us to Point Barrow, which Avery pointed out, was the most northern part of the United States. The sole purpose of the stupidly circuitous route was to steer clear of the population centers in Barrow. I hoped it was all worth it.
�What the hell!� Sam yelled.
The front-left side of the Ripsaw pitched up as the rear-right did the opposite.
�Perhaps my suppositions were flawed about the ice,� Avery said, matter-of-factly.
�Perhaps you could shut the hell up, son!� Sam yelled.
Sam took his foot off the gas and placed it in park.
�What the fuck are you doing?� Titouan yelled from the back.
�Fuck, I know,� Sam said, shaking his head. �Tryin real damn hard not ta drown.�
The sounds of cracking ice could be heard loudly in the sound-dampened cab. The truck pitched slightly higher. I�d guess it was a foot off the ground by that point.
�Avery?� I said, hoping he�d have some magical idea.
A decent pause ensued. �We should exit the vehicle.�
�Sweet Jesus,� Sam muttered. �You �bout ta find out what it feels like to drown you little sonofabitch.�
�If I could finish,� Avery said, impatiently.
Everyone aside from Tish chimed in that he should speak quickly.
�Everyone besides Sam should get out of the truck and put weight on the driver�s side. That might give us enough��
�Enough explanation,� I cut him off.
As Avery climbed out of the cab, I heard him tell Sam something along the lines, �I would have guessed with all the mud you have driven vehicles through, you would have known to do this, Bubba.� There was a long pause between the word this and Bubba. I�ll be honest. Even with the fact that we were facing drowning in a cold and completely unforgiving ocean, I laughed. Sam, however, didn�t. I�m not even sure he heard Avery. His focus was way elsewhere.
We grabbed hold of whatever we could as we stood on or around the left fender. Sam had his head out the window. �I�m goin ta ease on the gas in a minute. You all bounce a little, and hopefully, we won�t keep fallin through. If she goes, I�m jumpin out. Youins too.�
�Fuck,� I mumbled. Titouan nodded in agreement.
With that, Sam began to gingerly step on the gas, while we bounced in near unison, as the engine revved. The cracking of ice was way louder outside the cab. It sure seemed like we were failing miserably. We weren�t moving forward at all.
�Get on it more!� I yelled. �This isn�t working.�
Sam�s eyes grew large and lingered on mine for a second. Without saying a word, the engine came to life. More cracking ensued. The rear end seemed to sink just slightly more before we inched just a bit forward on one of the downward bounces.
�Bounce!� I yelled.
The Ripsaw lurched forward, causing Tish to nearly topple off the side. Titouan grabbed hold of her just before she fell. After she had regained her balance, she made sure to jerk away from his grasp. She really hated him.
I ushered everyone into the Ripsaw. Under more ideal conditions, we would�ve given a quick survey of the situation and checked the truck for damage, but the weather was that bad. Besides, we were still on the sea ice. We needed to get off of it, stat.
* * *
I thought I heard a collective sigh the moment we crossed over the steep sea wall. Sam above everyone else had had enough of the sea ice, saying, �Whatever plans you have, son, better not �clude goin back out �ere,� Sam said, jerking his head back towards the way we came.
�I don�t think there�s much of a reason to do that,� I said, some of the pain of what we had experienced back at the Patch, leached back into my conscious.
Sam pulled several times at his mustache but could only muster a sigh. He had, I thought, gotten all his rage out back at the Patch. He was good at letting things go. I was, however, not. I think part of me even spoiled for a fight with the Order, which is why I was pushing us towards a place where they might be.
According to the GPS, we were about three miles away from the base. Sam wanted to look at the GPS to see our exact location. He asked numerous questions about the plan I supposedly had once we made it to the radar base. Being honest, I hadn�t ever thought it through. We were running from one train wreck to another. There wasn�t a lot of time to fully hatch a plan. We were flying by the seats of our pants, and Sam didn�t like it. Not especially where the radar base was concerned.
�What we doin, bubba?�
�Check out the radar base.�
��Cificially?�
�I don�t think I can be any more specific. I mean, won�t we know more by just going?�
�I mean, are we just goin ta drive up ta it or what?� Sam said, slowing the truck down to a crawl.
An idea formed nearly as fast as two snow-swept buildings presented themselves, just up ahead, and almost invisible in the terrible conditions. �We�re going to park the Ripsaw behind that far building. No one will be able to see it from the main road. If the Order happens by on this road, there�s a good chance they won�t see it, especially when the snowdrifts begin to accumulate.�
The plan, if you could call it that, was for everyone but Sam and me to stay in the truck. Tish, however, wasn�t having any part of said plan. After a short argument, I relented and allowed her to go. Enough snow had already accumulated that the part of the Ripsaw facing the side road, had been covered in a blanket of snow. I thought they�d be safe. Or at least hoped they would be. I repeated at least two times how Titouan and Avery should not leave the Ripsaw. Avery, pretty much locked in his own world that was the phone, didn�t say anything. Titouan was more verbose, but only barely, saying,� That he had fucking heard me.� That was good enough for me. We took our weapons and GPS and began the half-mile walk towards the complex.
We trudged along in the blinding snow. I had to wipe the GPS screen regularly, rarely taking my eyes off it. I was a little too fixated with it. Sam nudged me away from my distraction. �I thank it�s on fire. We should turn back �round.�
There was a glow off to our right, but there was no way of knowing what was glowing. Hell, it might�ve been a security light for all we knew. We sure as hell couldn�t see with any clarity what it might be. �Just a little farther.�
Sam sighed.
I looked behind us but couldn�t see Tish. She had fallen too far back. I couldn�t believe Sam had let that go unnoticed. I supposed he had his own distraction. �Keep up, Tish,� I hissed. I waited for a moment. No reply.
We stopped. �Tish,� I said again, this time louder.
�Son, we fuckin ourselves with �is. We need ta go.�
�I thought I heard something,� Tish said, materializing into view.
�Get down,� I said. I�m not sure why, because no one could see us unless they were mere feet away. �Let�s just wait here for a second, figure out what we do next.�
I was beginning to feel guilty for dragging everyone on a potentially deadly wild goose chase. It�s not exactly like there seemed to be any other better options, where there was so much upside, but I knew Sam was likely right. The Order would�ve surely made this place a priority. Still, I didn�t want to give up on it. Not yet. We were so close, and we had already risked a lot getting there. I decided I would try to mitigate our potential losses. I would move up alone and see what I could see. Sam and Tish could hold back and cover the rear. It sounded good.
I told Sam and Tish my plan. Tish told me that I was going to �get them killed.� For Sam�s part, it was apparent he wasn�t thrilled, either. �You do what you need ta do. We got yer back. You get killed, �ough, it on you.�
�Good enough,� I said. It wasn�t. I�m not sure what I expected from Sam, but he was colder than the blistering winds. That coldness was new. I was apparently fucking up. Still, I was drawn to the place.
* * *
It soon became apparent there had been a firefight at the base. Just outside the main complex housing the radar dome sat two vehicles; they looked to have been shot up to holy shit. The main complex seemed to have received its fair share of damage, including the main door barely hanging on to its frame. At least three bodies were sprawled just outside the main entrance, plus at least one more lying near the vehicles. To the right of the main building were several smaller buildings, one of which was the source of the fire.
I crept towards it. My curiosity like a bug attracted to the brilliant orange light of a bug zapper on a warm, summer�s night. I wished it was warm or summer. I hoped I wasn�t walking towards a bug zapper, though.
While the object�the object rather than the building was on fire� was heavily damaged, there was enough of it intact to know it was some sort of mobile radar. Initially, it seemed innocuous. On further inspection, there were clear signs it wasn�t as it initially seemed.
I covered my face as I moved closer to the fire. I quickly swiped at the side of the object, wiping away some of the char, before quickly backing away. What I was seeing didn�t make sense. I moved back in for another quick swipe. I had uncovered three small blocks of stenciled red lettering in what appeared to be Russian.
I heard crunching snow near me. Before I had put any thought at all into what I was getting ready to do, I had called out. �Sam� Tish?�
There was no reply. Not immediately anyway. Then two quick shouts in what I believed to be Russian, soon followed by thuds of trampling feet in the snow. I hustled away from the burning dish, cut my headlamp, and hoped the blizzard would obscure my presence enough to make it back to Tish and Sam.
My rifle was unslung. I had pocketed my bright GPS and was guessing my way back to Sam and Tish.
I had taken maybe fifteen or twenty strides when I heard pounding steps from behind me. First, there was one and then another, flying past. They were heading in the direction of Sam and Tish. Fuck it, I thought. I took off in the same direction. I still had a ton of the repellent on my jacket. I couldn�t remember if Sam and Tish used any of the tubes we had or not. I quickened my pace.
Sam cursed. �Don�t shoot. William is still out �ere.�
Tish cried out. Sam cursed again. There was rustling just ahead. More footfalls surrounded us. I flicked on my headlamp and took aim at what I assumed was a Gray on top of Sam. I turned the rifle around, gripping it by the barrel, and lashed out at Sam�s attacker. He went down with a sickening crunch. Two quick shots and a feminine scream could be heard just a few feet away. �Get off me,� Tish said. She had apparently taken care of her attacker. From the crunching snow around us, more were near.
Gunfire opened up from somewhere near the fire. Several supersonic pops could be heard overhead. �Shoot back,� Sam pleaded.
�Shoot, where?�
�In the damn direction you came,� Sam said.
My fingers were frozen. It was hard to tell if my exposed fingers were even touching metal because they were so cold and swollen. With some effort, I managed to pull the trigger. It bucked to beat hell, but then nothing. It had stopped working. Sam was peeling off round after round downrange, but for whatever reason, my gun just stopped. �You got ta keep pullin the damn trigger,� Sam said, exacerbated.
�Fuck,� I said, feeling stupid for thinking every rifle was automatic.
Not knowing how many bullets were in my gun, I shot slowly. Between shots, I could hear the shuffle of feet all around us, not to mention the howls. I had never heard a Gray do that. I wasn�t sure why they weren�t attacking. I didn�t know if it was because of the strong smell of the repellent I wore, or if the snow had shorted their senses. I took a couple shots at ones who managed to come too close to us. I didn�t know if any of the bullets had found their target or not.
A knock of a diesel engine could be heard over the din. It came from somewhere to the south of us. Powerful lights flicked on. The vehicle crossed over the road that split the base. It stopped near the burning dish. I knew because I could no longer see as much of the glowing fire.
The howling of the Grays became more intense.
�Shut �em fuckers up,� Sam said.
�I can�t see them to shut them up,� I returned.
Grays aside for a moment, we were lying in the middle of the road. There was a large berm of snow to our right, the remnant of keeping the base�s roads clear of snow. �Other side of the snowbank,� I said as I stumbled through the rough snow, before sliding down the side of the berm. Tish and Sam toppled over soon after.
�Shit,� Sam hissed.
�See what you�ve done��
�Yell at me later, Tish,� I whispered. �We got bigger problems.�
�Yeah, like shootin at �at damn truck up �ere. Shoot at the lights. And dammit, Tish, you gotta help, girl. You can�t just lay �ere. We need you.�
We expended several shots in the truck�s direction before the snow berm exploded with return fire.
�The Grays, son. �Ey honin in on us. We gotta take �em out, or we finished.�
�Fuck,� I said, both because of what Sam had said, and that my rifle was out of ammo. I had brought an extra magazine but didn�t know how to load it. As most always, Sam knew I needed help. He grabbed the mag and the rifle and quickly alleviated my issue.
A second or two, maybe, after Sam handed me back my rifle, two things happened at the same time. The diesel sped by our position, a fiery payload in tow, and something landed not more than a couple feet away.
�Goddamn grenade,� Sam yelled.
There was an explosion, alright, but it wasn�t from a grenade. Screeching howls filled the night. Footfalls came closer and closer. Couple that with withering gunfire from the south, and we were just straight up fucked.
Sensing movement behind us, I turned to see a Gray standing over Tish. Sam lit him up with two rounds to the face and head. It fell in a heap on top of Tish. She screamed, her arms flailing as she smacked and pushed at the dead Gray.
More footfalls could be heard from behind us. �They�re flanking us,� I said as at least five Grays, maybe many more, came running at us from behind. The sound of gunfire seemed to be getting closer from the opposite side of the berm, but I wasn�t sure if I was imagining that�� imagining the worst. We had more pressing issues, anyway.
I had managed to take out a Gray who had charged from the side. More withering gunfire. They were advancing on us. I couldn�t see them, but it made sense that they would. �Concentrate on the Grays, Sam, those bastards shooting at us are advancing,� I said.
Sam cursed a reply before dropping Gray that had fallen over the berm and made for an easy kill.
I heard movement just over the lip of the berm. Not seeming to care about the repellent on my jacket, the Gray was on me in a blink, his fingers probing my face before settling on my eyeballs. Sam shot him, a geyser of blood filling the air, but it didn�t stop the bastard from trying to push my eyeballs into my skull. Sam cursed as I struggled to get the man off me. His rancid breath blew in my face as he exerted himself. I was growing tired of fighting, and he was squeezing harder and harder. There was a blinding light and a loud explosion. My ears rang as I lay dazed.
Sam turned his attention back towards our flank just in time to take aim at two Grays. One fell, but Sam was struggling to bring the other down. Click. He was out of ammunition. Sam braced himself for impact, but I somehow managed to push the Gray off me and fire off a lucky shot that clipped the Gray somewhere in the leg, just before he attacked Sam. The Gray spun before falling. Sam whacked the Gray with the butt of the rifle until it was clear he was no longer a threat.
�We gotta do somethin �bout �em shooters,� Sam said, struggling to load a fresh magazine into his rifle. His voice had a tremble to it.
I was dizzy from the attack, but I managed a nod.
Sam moved over to Tish. �Damn, girl, we gonna die if you don�t help us. Come on, girl.�
�Okay,� she managed. She slowly moved just to the left of me, near the lip of the berm.
We could see the blast from the shooters� rifles. They shot in such a manner that they never ran out of ammunition at the same time. They had superior firepower. Even if they couldn�t see us, they could put enough shots in our direction that it didn�t matter.
Having completely given up, Tish slid down the embankment, extricating herself from the fight. I didn�t say anything because I was hopeless at that point myself. There was no way to fire an aimed shot. They had us pinned. We resorted to blind fire, which was barely a deterrent, much less actually hitting one of them. Worse, we were almost out of ammunition.
�Behind us,� Sam yelled.
A deep growl penetrated the night and alerted us that a vehicle was entering the fray. Sam and I exchanged worried looks as we tried to see what the next unfortunate event had in store for us. Then I caught a glimpse of the beautiful machine that sped by just a couple feet from us.
In a manner of seconds, the night was still again. The only sounds evident were the hard breaths caused by fear and the hum of the Ripsaw. I pawed the ground for purchase as I scrambled up the bank, Sam and Tish following suit. Titouan was standing on the treads, looking at the broken bodies, Avery, of all people, had run over. They had saved us. I gave Titouan a nod, and Avery, a semi-exuberant thumbs up.
�Let�s get goin,� Sam said, trying to help Tish onto the treads. She angrily jerked away. Sam looked towards me. Not knowing what to say, I just shook my head. He put his head down and got into the cab without saying a word.
I took a moment to look over the dead shooters. They were both wore uniforms. Uniforms that had the same camouflage patterns as the radar dish. I bent down and picked up one of the rifles. It was damaged heavily. The other gun, however, seemed functional. I pocketed a few of the extra magazines.
Tish had come to stand close to me. �Why aren�t you in the truck?�
�We need to go,� she said, curtly. When I hadn�t replied quickly enough, she further freaked out. �We fucking need to go!�
�Okay. Okay, we�ll go.� I smacked something with the side of my foot. Holy shit, I thought. Another phone. I grabbed it with the same hand that held a spent magazine I had just retrieved off the ground. I did it smoothly enough, surprising, given how cold my hands were, that she hadn�t seen me do it. I shoved both in my pocket and then said, �Let�s go.�
She waited for me to walk in front of her before finally settling in behind me as I walked towards the Ripsaw.
Once inside, I thanked Titouan and Avery profusely. Avery was still in the driver�s seat, Sam in the passenger seat. Tish and I were in the second row of captain�s chairs, Titouan in the back.
Sam and Avery began bickering almost immediately. Something about �hands at ten and damn two.� The back of my head hit the padding of the headrest as we sped away. I heard Sam tell Avery to �Just drive in the direction I tell ya.�
I sighed deeply and then turned my head towards Tish. �Are you okay?�
I shouldn�t have asked. �You almost got us killed back there, and for what?�
I really didn�t want to get into a confrontation with her. I knew she was mad at me for what had happened back at Miley�s, but she was starting to wear my patience thin. I vowed to myself that I would stay calm, though. �For one, I got this rifle and extra ammunition. For two, we learned that we don�t have any help in the form of the military in Barrow. For three, I learned that we are in potentially much deeper shit than any of us thought. The thing that was on fire we saw was a dish of some sort, and it had Russian lettering on it.� I didn�t tell them about hearing the men speaking Russian.
�Really, William?�
�Really, what?�
�Russia and North Korea? How about China or maybe Iran?�
�We know North Korea is involved��
�No, we don�t.�
�Didn�t you listen to William just hours ago, Tish?� Titouan asked. �Bob and Kelley said as much.�
�How do you know they didn�t lie?�
Titouan began laughing. �I guess they learned Korean on the side, just for fun?�
�Alright. Enough, dammit,� I said. �This bickering is pointless. Does it really matter who is responsible?�
�Apparently it does to you. You�re spouting off like you know exactly what�s happening.�
�Come on, girl, I thank you need ta chill a little��
�You�re following him, Sam. You could�ve said no back there, but you didn�t. You�re just as bad as he is. He�s going to get us all killed.�
My patience was teetering in the direction of losing my shit. I thought it better that we had a quick change of discussion before I said something rash that would further the discord. �I take it we�re going to the place you were talking about before we left the Patch.�
He didn�t speak immediately. I was getting ready to ask him if he had heard me before he gruffly said, �Yeah.�
I refused to allow myself to dwell on Tish and Sam�s palpable anger towards me. I had more significant issues on my plate. I patted the side of my coat pocket, making sure the phone I picked up was still in there. Nothing was making sense. The Order; the EMP; the Grays; and now the Russians. My stomach ached and churned, and my head felt like it might explode. I needed to switch off for a few minutes but wasn�t sure I could. Everything was darting through my mind at supersonic speed. All the questions. More than anything, it was the repercussions of the issues that were so troubling. How Isolated was this attack? For all the irrational, or maybe not irrational, thoughts racing through my mind, I couldn�t allow myself to believe the US might fall�� or that it had already fallen. Fallen. It was unfathomable. But here we were. Jesus, I thought.
When I had trouble sleeping as a child, I counted. I allowed my head to fall back into the headrest. God, I was tired. I last number I remembered was 222.
* * *
�Wake up, son.�
I nearly jumped out of my skin. �What the hell, Sam!�
�Didn�t mean ta scare you.�
I wiped a gooey mess of slobber off my face. �Yeah, I bet.� I yawned and then began taking in what I could see of our surroundings. �Did the North Koreans nuke this place?�
�It�s safer �an �at air force base.�
�Yeah.�
�It�s all good. I still got your back.�
�Speaking of back. Mine�s killing me, but so is just about every other part of my body.�
�Get yer ass down here, and let�s find some shit ta make a fire. That�ll loosen you up.�
I half jumped half fell off the track. I tried to stretch a bit, but the pain was severe. I accepted the fact that I was just going to hurt. It wasn�t going away anytime soon.
I took another look at the surroundings. I�d awoken to the most forlorn, derelict, and foreboding looking places on earth. It wasn�t doing much at all for my mental state, that was for sure. I mean, imagine giving your kids a pile of junk wood � crates, plywood, wooden boxes, etc.�� and telling them to �Go build a cabin.� I�ll be honest, though, aesthetics didn�t mean a damn thing when you were as tired as I was. I couldn�t wait to rest my weary bones on the hard-ass floor of one of those janky cabins.
�Where the hell are we?� I asked, still trying to fully awake.
�A friend of Jim�s�� Sam shook his head at the thought of Jim. The sadness of our lost friends crept up at every turn.
�It�s all a nightmare,� I said.
He nodded. �Jim asked me if I wanted ta go huntin with him �is comin summer. He said we�d have ta stay at the cabin �cause our rotation would done be over, but his friend said it�d be okay. I ask him were the cabins was, and he told me. Jim wasn�t shit fer directions, but luckily Barrow ain�t very large.�
�Well, we can thank Jim for what will hopefully be a safe place to sleep tonight.�
Sam tugged on his mustache and tried to smile.
�I am sorry for what happened� or what could�ve happened. We got lucky again.�
Sam slapped me on the back. �We needed to know.� His smile faded. �We all in �is tagether, �ough.�
I nodded, but could tell something was eating at Sam. I waited for it. It came quickly.
�If we in �is tagether, we gotta make calls tagether.�
�I love Avery, Sam. I�d do anything for him, but he�s not ready to make calls like the ones we�re making. Titouan is better, but he hasn�t earned a spot at the table��
�I don�t like Tit, neither. What he thanks, matters, �ough. We a group. You wont ta keep �is group tagether, you have ta �clude everbody. Just sayin son.�
I sighed. �I�ve been doing this boss thing for a long time.� I stopped myself. I didn�t like what I was saying.
�Runnin a rig is a whole other damn thang �an �is. The decisions we makin are killers. Anyone can die at any minute. Everybody gets a vote �cause of �at. Just the way it�s gotta be.�
�I agree.�
�Do you?�
�Of course. I mean what the fuck,�
�Don�t gum up your panties, son. I�m just tellin you.�
He gave me a playful slap on my back. He made his dire point, though. �We�re on the same page here.�
I saw one of the windows in the largest cabin lit up with lantern light. �How long did you let me sleep?�
�We been �ere �bout an hour, I�d guess.�
�I told you I was exhausted.�
Sam smiled an earnest smile this time. �Yep. Sleep time�s over, �ough. Time ta earn your keep.� He then walked around to the back of the Ripsaw and produced two hatchets. �We need some heat. We gonna break up some kindlin.�
The first three cabins were completely bare of anything we might break up and use as firewood. The next one we came to was locked. That was a good sign as far as I was concerned. Seemed to me, you wouldn�t waste time putting a lock on a door if you weren�t afraid of losing something.
�You thank we should break the door in?� Sam asked.
�Do you really think anyone is going to care at this point?�
Sam waved his hands in an arcing motion towards the door and said, �You wanna do the honors, Bubba.�
Smartass.
I wacked the door handle a couple times with the hatchet before saying fuck it. I took a couple deep breaths and somehow managed to kick the door in on the first try. Apparently, I was a natural. About time I was good at something. I heard Sam stifle a laugh as I massaged a cramp out of my right hamstring.
There was furniture inside; well, furniture in form only. The table was constructed from a skid and sat on top of two crates. The chairs were made from two-by-fours and plywood. Not the essence of style or comfort, but I imagined they worked for intended purpose. They sure as hell were going to make good kindling.
We began to break down the chairs. Sam slammed one of them on the floor, and pieces of wood flew everywhere. �Easy. You about impaled me,� I told him.
With a very un-Sam like seriousness, and from a clear departure from just moments earlier, he apologized.
�What�s got your panties all gummed up, all of a sudden?�
He smirked. �Everythang.�
Breaking the furniture was therapeutic. Well, not for my injured shoulder, but otherwise, it felt good to get out some anger. I slung a chair against the wall, making a hell of a racket in the process. Cathartic as it was, it dawned on me that I shouldn�t be doing that, especially since my sleepy ass had left my rifle in the truck. I was sure my real old-world habits were going to eventually get me killed. �Could you be a little more specific?� I asked.
He stopped what he was doing, flicked off his hood, and said, �Startin off, I don�t agree with Tish. She�s wrong �bout what she said ta you back �ere. But just like you said, son� it�s a matter of time �fore �ey catch up with us. We ain�t gonna get away scot-free ever time. Our luck�s goin ta run out.�
�I know.�
�I don�t mean ta harp on it, so I won�t.�
�I appreciate it.�
�What �bout Avery drivin �at truck like �at? You believe �at?�
�He�s full of surprises, there�s no doubt about that.�
�You should treat him different�� He winced. �Sorry, son. No more bitchin�.�
I shook my head and laughed. �Thanks.�
We bashed and hacked our way through the furniture, and we had a hell of a pile as a result. It would be enough to at least last through the night, which was good because it was turning as bitter cold. Much more like the average Arctic temperatures you would expect for December.
I was getting ready to load myself up with wood when Sam said. �Tish��
I waited. �Tish?�
�She�s changed.�
�Bound to happen with everything that�s going on. She hates me.�
Through the lamplight, I could see his wrinkled brow. �She ain�t only bein an ass ta you. She�s treatin me even worse, cold shoulder and all.�
�Do you think it has to do with Tom?� I asked, wincing as soon as I realized what I�d said.
�I knowed Tish and Tom was close, but I talked ta Tom �bout it. He said, �ey was only friends. Me and her became close after �at.�
�Dude, it�s not exactly a secret.�
He shrugged his shoulders. �I feel weird talkin ta you �bout shit like �is right now. Hell, anytime� but �specially right now, with everthang goin on. It seems silly.�
�I don�t think it�s silly. Perspective and shit to live and fight for, you know?� I paused, thought about what I was going to say, before finally settling on, �She�s changed. Hated me since what happened at Miley�s. I guess I understand, but, yeah, I guess I don�t.�
�The baby�� He swatted me on the back. �Sorry, son.�
�Don�t be. I did it. I got to live with it, but I don�t know if I regret it. I mean, I didn�t want to kill a goddamn baby, but��
�But?�
�I guess it doesn�t matter. What�s done is done.�
�I�m not sure I could be �at cold �bout it, but �at don�t mean I thank any less of you. I can say all kinds of shit �bout this and �at, �bout what I would�ve did, but I don�t know. I ain�t judgin. Ain�t like I was happy �bout �em.�
�I didn�t ask for any of this shit, but neither did you or any of our friends. We have to make the best of it. More importantly, we have to stay alive by whatever means necessary.�
He filled his arms with the last bits of wood and was about to head out the door when he stopped. �Can I ask you, somethin?�
�Sure.�
�Why did you kill �em?�
�They were happy.�
�Huh?�
�After we finished talking, and I started pulling the tape off Kelley, I happened to glance at Bob. He was happy as a fucking fiddle, and Kelley was looking at him like he was her senior prom date. The next thing I knew my hand was in my waistband� grabbing for the gun. I didn�t say anything. I don�t even remember being mad�� may be crazy, but not mad. At that moment, it seemed like the right thing to do.�
* * *
The small wood stove wasn�t going to turn the cabin into a sauna, but it was a hell of a lot better than nothing. It also provided much-needed light that our quickly fading lamps couldn�t. We were going to have to restock on batteries soon, or we were going to have to evolve swiftly eyesight that allowed us to see in the pitch dark. Batteries weren�t all we needed. Food, water, diesel for the Ripsaw, and ammunition were on the shortlist of things we couldn�t do without.
Ammunition: the idea of a new reality where bullets for guns were right up there with food and water was something I really couldn�t square. I had killed three or four people with the bullets I�d used so far. How many more would I have to shoot and kill in the coming days? More bullets equated to more killing. That was something you didn�t usually have to think about.
I looked around at the haggard gathering. No one talked. Instead, everyone was content with eating their MREs, while staring aimlessly in a direction allowing them to avoid human interaction. What bothered me most, I think, was Sam�s pained face. On that day or night or however in the shit you wanted to classify it, he stared blank-eyed off in the distance. The only thing that defined him more than his mustache and colorful language was his infinite gregariousness. In that short moment of him letting his guard down, I saw the face of someone who was as afraid and affected by everything as the rest of us.
Then there was Tish. I was beginning to not trust her. Looking back, how she acted while I was gathering things up at the radar site fueled that distrust. I felt like she was watching me, making sure I didn�t have time to properly go through the soldiers� belongings. She didn�t see me get the phone, I didn�t think, and I was going to make sure it stayed that way. Still, I was aggravated for thinking such thoughts, and I told myself I wasn�t going to let my unproven suspicions dictate how I treated her. Everybody handled things differently, I kept reminding myself.
Avery had a seat next to me. In between bites of whatever disgusting MRE he seemed to be enjoying way too much, he asked me about what I had seen at the radar base.
Between bites of my then tasteless and very much lukewarm macaroni and cheese, I said, �Mainly just the radar dish.�
�You said you thought it was Russian? How could you know that?�
Tish sighed, but I somehow managed to ignore her. �Probably because it had Russian lettering on it.�
�What did it look like?�
�It was hexagonal and solid, maybe a half foot thick. The camo was a digitized pattern� white, light blue, and light brown.�
�Odd,� he said, after thinking about it.
�What does that mean?�
Rare for Avery, he looked befuddled. �I am not sure.�
I finished eating the nasty macaroni and cheese. Needing to stand up, I grabbed some of the trash on the floor around us and placed it along with a couple pieces of firewood in the woodstove.
�Did you take inventory?� I asked Avery, but his mind was somewhere else. �Earth to Avery.�
He jerked his head toward me. �Yes� Uh, we have six MREs, two gallons of water, thirty rounds of 9mm, ninety rounds of 5.56, and thirty rounds of 7.62. We also have a box of shotgun shells with no shotgun and a box of .45 caliber pistol ammunition with no .45 caliber pistol.�
�Sam, can you translate that?�
�We have four AR 15s and the one M4 you got from the radar site. They use the five, five-six ammo. That means we have �bout fifteen rounds each for �em. That ain�t shit. The 7.62 is for the AK you was shootin. Those thirty rounds will fill one magazine. �At�s it. We have, I think, three 9mm pistols.�
Avery interrupted. �We have two.�
Sam rolled his eyes. �I like how you pay �tention when you get ta be a dick �bout somthin.�
�What about batteries, Avery?� I quickly asked.
�What we have in the lanterns and headlamps is what we have. I believe one of the bags we left at Miley�s was a bag that held batteries and 5.56 ammunition.�
I sighed. �Great.�
�So, what are you working your way up to here, William? What�s the plan?� Titouan asked.
�I don�t have one yet, Titouan. That�s what we�re doing here, planning.�
Avery had Kelley�s phone out and looking at it. �With what you saw at the radar site, it is even more important that I be able to see what kind of information is on this phone. I need a charge cord and a Korean Language book from the library.�
Tish began shaking her head. �Miley had the right idea. I say we get diesel, head straight to Prudhoe Bay, and then jet on down to Fairbanks.�
Avery looked towards the ceiling, which was a clear sign he was doing math in his head. �As the crow flies, I would estimate Prudhoe Bay being two hundred to two-hundred-fifty miles away. That means we need a tank of diesel plus a little extra for good measure.�
�Well, let�s grab the diesel and go,� she said.
I slowly lowered myself to the floor, before saying the hell with it and allowed gravity to do with my body as it chose. The floor creaked as my ass smacked against the shoddy floor, Avery shouldering some of the blow as I nearly fell over on him. Sam chuckled. I mouthed �fuck you� to him before getting serious again.
�We�re on our own, Tish. There�s no one to save us. If we break down on the way without food and water, we�re screwed. Prudhoe Bay is a great idea, but only if we�re smart about it.�
�You think going to the library and getting a book is a particularly smart thing to do?� she countered.
�That phone has information that could potentially help us stay alive.�
She shook her head. �If we can go to Fairbanks, I�m sure there will be someone who could legitimately analyze it. There is a real military base there.�
�I don�t disagree.� Avery looked saddened to hear I was agreeing about letting someone else look at the phone. �But what if there are no bases in Fairbanks? Hell, what if there are no bases anywhere?�
She laughed. �In that case, it won�t matter either way, then, will it, William?�
�I don�t think it�s particularly funny, but, yeah, it matters to us.�
�What if we get killed trying to get the book?�
I rubbed my temples. I was getting a massive headache. �What are we going to eat when the MREs are gone, Tish? We have to go to Barrow anyway. Why not spend an extra few minutes getting the book?�
Avery chimed in. �If I didn�t have the access code, I could not break this phone. I am not sure anyone could. I have it. Not only can I read the messages on this phone, but I can also get to the underlying code. In my mind, I do not see how the added time looking for a book is not warranted, given the potential upside.�
�Sam?� I asked, wanting his input.
�If we can find one damn thang on �at phone that�ll help us smack �em in the dicks, I�m good with it. �At, and if we can take a break from eatin �ese damn MREs �at be real nice.�
Without meaning to, I locked glances with Sam for just a moment before asking Titouan what he thought. I needed to make sure I included everyone. �Titouan?�
�The library is next to the grocery store. I say we hit both.�
Tish stood up, dusted herself off, and glared at me before saying, �I suppose this is another time where I don�t get a vote. Just like back at the airport. You guys do whatever you want, and I have to go along with it.�
I sighed. �Come on, Tish. You know it�s not like that. But, look, I�m the one who has to make the final decisions.�
�Why in the hell don�t I have a say when my life is on the line like everyone else�s?�
�Come on, girl.�
�No, Sam. I�m sick of this. I want to make my own decisions.� She shook her head. �We need to go to Fairbanks.�
�I�m not making you go tomorrow. We�ll come back for you, but we�re not going anywhere without supplies. And like Titouan said, the library is next to the store.�
�But there�s a store in Prudhoe Bay,� she said, trying one more attempt at changing my mind.
�William�s right. We can�t go without supplies,� Titouan said.
Tish glared at Titouan before grabbing two of the blankets Miley had given us. She angrily flopped down on her behind, flashing me a little of the hate she gave to Titouan, and slung the blanket around herself before turning away from us. After a moment or two, she said angrily, �Wake me up when it�s my watch.�
* * *
We awoke late the next morning. I had next to last guard duty, so I hadn�t been asleep very long when it was time to wake up. My body didn�t like me at all. Every joint, muscle, and ligament screamed bloody murder. Hell, my wrists even hurt. The Grays wouldn�t have to kill me if my body gave out first.
Coffee, I thought. I needed coffee. I remember, as a kid, how some MREs had instant coffee. Avery and I always thought we were so grown up when we tried to drink it. We wouldn�t drink it, of course, because we thought it was nasty. I would�ve given just about anything to have had some that morning.
Avery was sitting by the stove, thumbing Kelley�s phone. Curious about something, I asked him, �If there was an EMP attack, how could Miley and the Order have working electronics?�
Not taking his eyes off the phone, Avery said, �They would have to be protected.�
I waited for a few moments before I said something about his detail-lacking attempt at explaining something I imagined was stupidly complicated. �And?�
�I was keeping my answer short. Is that not what you normally want from me?�
Sam smacked me on the back. �Damn, son� he finally figured it out.�
�This time, I�d appreciate it if you would elaborate just a tad bit more, please.�
He thought for a second before saying, �Civilian electronics will almost certainly need to be protected during such an attack. One specific way of protecting those types of devices would be to use a Faraday Cage, which, simply put, blocks the electromagnetic field associated with an EMP-type attack. If these are military-grade electronics, then they would not need the Faraday Cage. They would already be hardened against such an attack by design. I know most of our military�s electronics are designed to withstand such an attack. A good assumption would be that these would be, as well.�
Titouan sat on the floor next to Avery, still wiping the sleep from his eyes. �What I don�t understand is how they have a working network? If you�re right about the EMP, wouldn�t that have destroyed the network or whatever?�
�Satellites are extraterrestrial and would not be affected, I do not believe, by an EMP.�
�So, North Korea has its own satellites?� I asked.
�Doubtful.�
Like pretty much everything else, this wasn�t making sense. �Did they take over ours, then?�
He gave me the I�m a dumb shit look again. �No.�
I didn�t miss the overly verbose Avery, but I didn�t like this version either. �Come on, dude.�
�Russia has launched several satellites over the last two or three years. If what you said is true with the mobile radar, maybe they are using Russian satellites for their network. Seems plausible to me.�
�Shit,� I uttered.
�What?� Sam asked.
�I�m pretty sure the people shooting at us back at the radar base was Russian.�
A collective �huh� could be heard. Even Tish stirred. �I heard footsteps, and I called yours and Tish�s names. That�s when I heard them speak.�
��At ain�t good at all. Adds a whole nother layer of shit on �is �ere shit sandwich we gnawin on.�
Avery shook his head. �That would explain things. Dang.�
�Like what?� Titouan asked.
�It would answer specifically how they have a working network.�
We could ruminate for hours on the latest happenings, and that would benefit no one. We needed to formulate a plan to get us the hell out of Barrow. We would deal with the next step when we got to it. Worrying about all the things we had no control over would only sink our already cratered morale.
�Let�s concentrate on what�s at hand,� I said, interrupting Avery and Titouan�s conversation.
�This is exactly at hand,� Titouan said.
�We have much more pressing issues.�
Sam flashed me a look but didn�t hold eye contact. For Titouan�s part, he gave Sam a sideways glance but didn�t belabor the point.
�I just think we need to come up with a plan and get the hell out of here. That�s all I�m saying.�
�People just talkin. Ain�t sure why �at�s a problem.�
�it�s not, Sam. I just thought everyone would be ready to go.�
Tish sighed. �Now, you�re ready to go.�
Sam shot her a brief look. I didn�t bother a reply. Instead, I got up and grabbed a few MREs out of one of the bags, laid them on the floor, and took one for myself. I was done talking for a while.
We ate and were in the Ripsaw by around eleven a.m. Because there was no more wood for the stove, and we really didn�t want to bust more up, we formulated a plan in the Ripsaw. We�d time things so we would hit Barrow around twilight. That way, we wouldn�t need lanterns. It was safer that way. That and our batteries were almost dead.
We would make three stops. A gun shop on D Street, Miley�s because he would have easy access to diesel, and because it was just up the street from the gun shop, and on our way out of town, we would hit the AC Value Center. The library was a minute or two walk from the store. If all went well, we could be in and out of Barrow in less than forty-five minutes.

Chapter 3

The weather sucked, but it was far better than the blizzard we had endured the day prior. Titouan and I crept across the snow-swept street. The gun store lay just ahead, nestled in between two dilapidated houses. �Whoa,� I said, putting out my arm to stop Titouan from advancing. �The door,� I whispered. Blown snow had accumulated half-way up the wide-open door.
�Shit.�
�Yeah, shit.�
�What do you think?�
I motioned for us to move behind an abandoned car sitting just a few feet away. �I think we need those guns. Ammunition more than anything,� I said, unslinging my rifle. I dwelled on the issue for a long second before making my final decision. �We go.�
He glanced towards our left and then back at me. �Less than a half-mile, that way is Miley�s office.�
�Yeah,� I nodded in agreement.
�We ran away from a hell of a lot of Grays. Things are quiet, but they must be all around us. It�ll only take one shot. So maybe the wind blew that door open.� Never taking his eyes off the gun shop, he finished, �That�s possible. But, what if a Gray is in there?�
�We need that stuff.�
�I�m trying to be part of this group.� He paused. �Trying not to be who I was, but there are so many ways this could go bad.�
Since we didn�t have any radios or way of communicating, we came up with a system of blinks to coordinate with one another. One flash meant to get us the fuck out of here; two, was the area is clear; and three was come to get us. If we hadn�t blinked within fifteen minutes of leaving the Ripsaw, we were in trouble, and Sam was to come to get us.
�Any time now, Sam is going to start the Ripsaw and bust-ass over here thinking something is wrong. This won�t be an option then. We�re one gunfight away from being out of ammunition. I can�t have that.�
Titouan exhaled loudly. �Okay. Your call.�
I turned to face the barren expanse of ground to the south near one of the giant lagoons where Sam and the others waited in the Ripsaw. I blinked my headlamp twice. Sam let me know he�d seen the signal. With Titouan�s potentially prescient words echoing in my mind, we crept towards the store.
Titouan aimed his AR-15 at the entrance as I approached from the right. I called into the store, �Is anyone in here?�
We waited for a few moments with no response. �I�m going to check. Cover me.�
Titouan readied himself and nodded.
I flicked my headlamp on just before entering, it along with my rifle, worked in unison as they danced around the room. �Clear,� I said. I popped back out the door and into the street. I flashed my headlamp two more times. Sam, again, followed suit.
�Not clear,� came Titouan�s reply from inside.
I hurried back inside and saw precisely what I had missed. A man lay on the floor in the far right-hand corner of the room. A large pool of frozen blood extended out beyond him in a perfect circle. I was in too big of a hurry. Stupid, stupid, stupid, I thought.
�Poor bastard was executed,� Titouan said.
�What makes you say that?�
Titouan shrugged. �Let�s see. A bullet hole in the side of his head and no gun.�
Suddenly aware we hadn�t cleared the rest of the store, and willing to let go of Titouan�s always-present smart-ass temperament, I motioned towards the closed door behind the counter. �Let�s make sure that room is clear, and then let�s get loaded up and get the hell out of here.�
Without saying a word, he positioned himself to give cover if needed.
I grabbed the doorknob and gave it a turn. It was unlocked. I stood to the side as I gave the door a hard shove. I closed my eyes for a tick before entering, my gun up and in a firing position, my headlamp manically moving from side to side and up and down. Titouan was on my heels. It looked clear.
The room was full of guns. Lots and lots of guns. We could start an army with all the weapons in there. There were even more shelves of ammunition: green boxes, brown boxes, and a gamut of different sizes and types to go along with the hundreds of guns, ranging from pistols to big-ass sniper looking rifles. It was all overwhelming for someone like me who didn�t know shit about guns.
Titouan walked up one aisle. I another and was getting ready to call my side of the room, clear when I saw her. A girl, maybe thirteen or fourteen, sat in a recliner in a back corner of the room, frozen in place, cell phone, and a bag of chips in her lap, her eyes wide open, and face pinched in frozen sadness.
Titouan stood in ridged silence as I checked for a pulse. Her skin was hard as a rock, even cracking in places. It was covered in a similar mucous as lunch lady. The only difference seemed to be hers was more coagulated. I wasn�t sure what that meant, if anything. All I knew was, unlike lunch lady, the girl was clearly dead.
Part of me felt sadness for her. An equal share thought she was probably better off, especially if things were as bad as I was led to believe�� as bad as I feared. I didn�t have time to debate with myself about which part was right.
Introspection was for those people lucky enough not having to stare down the business end of a gun regularly or continuously run from gray bioweapons. As much as I didn�t want to turn cold, those who sought to kill us wouldn�t blink when it was time to follow through. I couldn�t either. Still, I didn�t feel comfortable trying to turn off my feelings as I stood there looking at that innocent child. But I did turn them off. Titouan and I did one more run-thru before signaling all clear.
As I was leaving the store, I gave a quick glance at the man on the floor. Something other than him being dead caught my attention. As I more thoroughly swept my headlamp over him, I caught a glint from something shiny obscured by his clothing. It was a barrel of a pistol. After pulling it out from under him, I fumbled with it long enough to figure how to disengage the cylinder. There was one spent cartridge. Maybe he wasn�t murdered after all. I snapped the cylinder shut with a flick of my wrist and then slid the pistol into my waistband and caught up with Titouan, who was already signaling Sam.
* * *
In less than thirty minutes, we had a veritable armory in the back of the Ripsaw. There were enough rifles for everyone two or three times over. We could adequately defend ourselves, assuming we didn�t shoot each other in the process. We also had, I guessed, a few thousand rounds of ammunition, several pistols, and other odds and ends. Avery got himself a pump shotgun. He said he always wanted to shoot one.
The only thing that concerned me more than Avery having a shotgun was what we had to do next. Miley�s office was just down the street from the gun store. There was a large three-hundred-gallon tank of diesel beside the garage. Unlike the gas pumps in town that needed electricity to operate, Miley�s tank had a hand crank that could be used to pump the fuel. Either we would have to use it, or we�d have to resort to looking for other sources, including siphoning vehicles, which would�ve been the absolute last resort.
The obvious concern was had the Order occupied Miley�s after we left? If they had, we would be entering the belly of the beast. And it made perfect sense for them to stay, considering it was, as far as I knew, the only place in Barrow that had a working generator. Needing fuel was forcing our hand. We were either getting ready to make a decision that would lead us to a quick fuel supply or something much worse.
Just play it smart, I thought. We can do this. I exhaled a large gulp of breath and told Sam to get some speed and then cut the engine and coast until we were alongside the tank.
We were rolling to a stop near the pump when Sam asked, �You got the key ta the tank?�
�What?�
�Knowin Miley, it�ll have a big ass lock slapped on the sonofabitch.�
�That might be a problem,� I admitted.
�You ever thank �bout East Texas?�
I laughed. �East Texas, West Texas� I even miss Indiana.�
Sam laughed. �Yeah, I �is shit makin me miss the holler.�
With everything we were dealing with, we mercifully had our share of good luck to go with the bad. While the lock was on the tank, whoever used it last had not clasped it shut. I gave Sam a thumb�s up, and we quickly went about filling the fuel containers. After they were full, there was barely enough fuel left for the Ripsaw. Apparently, Miley hadn�t topped off the tank in a while, but according to Avery�s calculations, we had enough fuel to make it to Prudhoe Bay with some extra to spare.
Once we were finished, Sam idled the truck down D Street until we got to Ahkovak Street. Once there, he feathered the Ripsaw forward, picking up speed while trying to keep the sound signature as low as possible. Aside from us and a few bodies scattered along the street, that side of town seemed deserted.
We followed Ahkovak Street over the Damn Road (as locals called it), which split Isatkoak Lagoon in half. The lagoon provided fresh water for many of the people in Barrow. The pipes of the Utilidor ran all along the Damn Road, as it was called. As we drove past the pipes, I couldn�t help wondering just how successful the Order would�ve been had they not managed to get the agent into the water system.
I scolded myself. Concentrate on the tasks at hand, I thought. No sense of worrying about things that already happened.
Sam slammed on the breaks in front of the AC Store. He then backed the Ripsaw within a few feet of the entrance. That morning, we had gone over exactly what we needed from the store. Everyone had a specific list of things they needed to get. The plan was to keep the shopping excursion to less than ten minutes. We were on the clock.
Still no sign of the Order or Grays.
Unlike Miley�s fuel tank, the AC Store was locked up tight. Sam motioned for us to get out of the way. He slammed the butt of his M4 against one of the four rectangular window panes. The glass spiderwebbed and, with one more bash, fell into thousands of pieces. Even with the windowpane gone, there were two metal supports that seemed to have been designed to limit entry under similar circumstances�� minus the end of the world shit, of course. It was going to be a tight fit trying to squeeze in between them, but we didn�t have time to get rid of them.
Damn, I was going to have to lose weight, I remember thinking.
The store was full of things we needed. Food, clothes, fuel containers, etc. With ten minutes to work with, we didn�t have time to be discerning shoppers. We would grab what we quite literally couldn�t live without, and we�d fit as much of it as we possibly could in the quickly filling cargo space of the Ripsaw.
Sam and Titouan oversaw organizing the supplies. I jerked my chin towards the library. Sam glanced over at a very much angry Tish before, saying, �Only take us a few minutes ta get �is stuff packed. We need ta get goin.�
�Should just take a minute,� I said.
Sam glanced at Avery and then me. �Just hurry.�
It�s hard to find a book when you have access to a card catalog and good lighting. It sucked, trying to find one without either. Avery, aggravated he couldn�t find what he was looking for, tossed a heaping armful of books across the room. I had to walk away. One, for safety sake, and two, my getting mad would only make a bad situation worse.
Not quite finished with his tantrum, Avery ripped the hood off his head. In the process of de-hooding, he knocked his headlamp off. He kicked at it, missed, then picked it up and tried to put it back on, but because the headband had become twisted, he was having a difficult time making it fit his head. Finally, after cursing and hollering and a lot of twisting and untwisting, he managed to get it to fit his big noggin again, over his shaggy hair and all. Shaking his head in resignation, he said, �There are other foreign language books in this section. Why are there no Korean ones? Stupid library. I should have known.�
Rummaging around in the books he had tossed, I saw something interesting. �Huh,� I said, �Korean Language 101. What about Learn Korean in Ten Days?� I laughed. �Will either of these work?�
Avery walked over to where I stood, glanced at them, and quickly grabbed one of them out of my hands. �I did not see these.� He then turned and left the building.
�You�re welcome.�
By the time I got to the Ripsaw, Avery was already inside. I would�ve gotten in too had Sam and Titouan not been acting like idiots outside. �Do you guys really think this is a good time for this?�
�There ain�t no more damn room in the truck for all the shit we took. This thang has a rack on the roof, but Tit won�t listen.�
�Just throw me the damn bungee cord, Sam. Jesus, this isn�t nearly as hard as treeing a coon back in the hollow.�
�It�s holler, ya damn moron, and I don�t coon hunt.�
�Come on, guys. Leave what we can�t carry. We don�t have time for this.�
There was a rustling in the truck. Avery wasn�t happy about something. �What did you do to it?� I hopped up on the tread and peeked in the passenger door to see what was going on. Avery flipped his hood back for the second time in as many minutes, his face twisted in anger. �You killed the phone. Why � how did you do that, Tish?�
Avery elbowed the windshield and slung the phone. It bounced up and hit the front dash, and I picked it up.
�Try to turn it on,� Avery said, his face flushed with anger.
Just like he said, it didn�t work. The word �shit� escaped my lips as I looked towards Tish.
�You need to calm down, son,� Sam said as he got situated in the driver�s seat.
�You say that�� Avery struggled for words. �� but I heard Tish push several buttons� maybe she was texting someone. It vibrated� I tried to grab it from her, but she would not give it to me. Now it will not turn on.�
�Tish?�
�I accidentally pushed some buttons. It just turned off. I didn�t do anything to the phone on purpose.�
I motioned for Titouan to grab her rifle. She flinched but didn�t try to stop him. �Did you get one of the pistols, Tish?�
She looked straight ahead, not bothering to make eye contact. �No,� she said, tersely.
Sam grabbed my arm as I opened my door to get out. �What ya doin?�
�Playing things safe.� I waited for Sam to unclench my arm. He didn�t. Ignoring his probing eyes, I jerked away from his bruising grip.
�I love you, Tish, but we can�t take any chances.� I pointed my rifle at her. �Get out of the truck.�
�You can�t be serious, William?�
�I�m dead serious. Please, get out.�
�Come on now, dammit, William��
I turned to face Sam. �We�re not taking any chances.�
Sam sent a string of curse words my way. Ignoring him, I waved my rifle towards her door. Tish�s hard demeanor ebbed softer as she looked towards Sam before settling in a much more ominous scowl towards me. �William, this is wrong��
�Just please get out.�
She did as I instructed. I frisked her and no other weapons. �Did you kill it, Tish?�
�I don�t know what Avery�s talking about.�
Avery stuck his head outside the Ripsaw long enough to say, �She wanted to look at it, so I let her. The next thing I know, she is in the interface, which would have been impossible unless she knew the access key, and you and I are the only ones who know it.�
�You know what he�s talking about. The phone doesn�t just suddenly stop working,� I said, my voice echoed through the dead streets. My head was on a swivel, looking and hoping no Grays were within earshot.
Avery was right. Kelley gave me the code after everyone else was out of the room. I gave Avery the code and told him to tell no one, and it�s not like he would�ve even if I hadn�t told him not to. That�s just how he was. �What do you have to say to that?�
Sam was out of the Ripsaw and standing noticeably closer to Tish than he was me. �What you goin ta do, William?�
Before Tish was forced to answer the question, the sounds of vehicles could be heard in the distance. �Was that you, Tish?�
Sam�s face turned sickly pale. He turned to Tish. �Dammit, girl� tell me �at wasn�t you.�
�Well, Tish?� I asked.
She stood up a little straighter�� proud of her actions, maybe � and stone-faced. We didn�t have time for a showdown. Not yet, anyway. �Get in the damn truck.� I made sure Tish was in before I finally climbed into the cab.
In a matter of a few seconds, we were speeding eastward. I wasn�t sure what street we were on at that moment because the GPS was charging, and it didn�t really matter. The only thing I needed to know was that we were headed roughly east and that we were getting the fuck out of Barrow.
�Shit, son, they on our ass.�
I just realized there was extra light in the cab. The beams of at least two trucks illuminated the cab of the Ripsaw. �If we get out of Barrow, they won�t have a chance of catching us,� I said.
The roads in Barrow were bad enough. The rough permafrost outside town was going to be too much for the regular trucks that followed us, especially with the amount of snowfall that had recently fallen. The downside was going to be if they knew they couldn�t catch us outside Barrow, they were going to do everything in their power to stop us from leaving. Damn you, Tish!
�They�re gaining!� Titouan yelled.
�Hold on!� Sam screamed.
I turned my head just in time to see a truck trying to ram us from one of the side streets. It missed our rear end by a scant few feet. After the driver of the Dodge got turned around, we had three trucks in pursuit.
�Fucker barely missed us!� Sam said, in a much higher pitch than usual.
Titouan opened his door. �What the hell are you�� He had his gun pointed out the space the gull-winged door once occupied, sending shots hurtling at our pursuers. I fired my entire magazine of thirty rounds into the closest pair of headlights I saw.
Titouan had just inserted another magazine in his rifle when he screamed out in pain. He mouthed something that came out unformed and nonsensical before falling into his seat, grasping his right bicep area. When he pulled his hand away, I could see that there was already a lot of blood.
He struggled to get his thick coat off, and Tish seemed in no mood to help. �I�m bleeding badly,� he said, clearly in shock. I leaned in and saw his white thermal was already soaked in blood.
�Fuck!� I yelled. I ejected the clip like Sam had taught me before emptying another clip or fucking magazine. I couldn�t remember.
With Titouan not belted in, and as rough as the terrain had gotten, I was afraid he would fall out. �Close his door, Tish�� Tish!� She didn�t move.
I turned to Avery. �Please close Titouan�s door.� After a moment of staring at me, he stumbled his way to Titouan�s side, buckled him in, and closed his door.
A bullet smashed through the back window and hit just above the LCD screen. If Avery hadn�t been leaning over and helping Titouan, he would�ve been injured if not killed. I leaned out the speeding truck and expended another thirty rounds. Those shots must�ve hit something. That or we were just that much faster, which was probably the case. The former was perhaps more hoping than anything.
All the city streets were behind us. Nothing but wide-open and rough terrain ahead of us. So rough, I knew I couldn�t continue firing without the risk of falling out of the vehicle. If we were struggling this badly, I knew it was much worse for our pursuers. The fact that they were falling more and more behind seemed to prove that assertion.
I turned my attention back to Titouan. He wasn�t okay. �Fucking work on him, Tish. What are you waiting for?�
She hesitated for a long moment before unbuckling herself.
�Sam, as soon as we get enough distance between them and us, we need to stop so Tish can look at Titouan,� I said.
�Okay.�
�He�s shot in the lower arm,� Tish said. �It looks much worse than what it actually is.�
�Okay,� I said.
Titouan shot Tish a look. �It�s a lot worse than that, dammit!�
�Of course, it looks bad. You were shot, but it isn�t going to kill you,� Tish snapped.
�Whatever,� Titouan said.
I was optimistic that we had left the Order far enough behind that it was safe to stop and check on Titouan, but I didn�t want to take any chances. I wanted just a few more minutes of distance before we stopped. Titouan seemed to be losing an inordinate amount of blood, so that was playing a large role in how much longer it was before we stopped. I needed to see with my own eyes how bad his arm was.
�William, I�m starting to feel light-headed as shit.�
�Just a few more minutes,� I told him. �Hang on.�
�I think we�re good,� Sam said, stealing glances at Titouan in the rearview mirror.
Sam was right. What Titouan had done had gone a long way in keeping the Order from closing on us earlier. We needed to make sure he was okay before continuing to Prudhoe Bay. The world was really upside down when Sam was worried about Titouan.
�Alright. Let�s stop,� I said.
* * *
Titouan stood just outside the Ripsaw, covered in thick wool blankets, his arm extended parallel to the ground so I could get a good look at his arm. I shined my headlamp on the wound; blood freely flowed from it. The bullet appeared to enter dead center between his bicep and triceps. It looked to be a clean wound from what looked like a small-caliber rifle. Small wound but bleeding badly, nonetheless.
�Tish, I�m no doctor, but this needs stitches or something. That bandage isn�t helping.�
�There�s nothing more I can do,� she insisted.
�Bullshit, now. I saw how you stitched Sam and Tom. You know how. You�re just not doing it,� I said.
�Gunshot wounds are different. I can�t do anything more with it.�
I looked towards Sam for support. He grimaced and slunk his head. I focused my attention back on Tish and said, �You can�t do anything or won�t do anything.�
�What do you think?�
�I don�t know, Tish. Help me out here.�
�You believe I�m one of them.�
�All I care about right now is helping Titouan. One thing at a time.�
�I help him, and then what?�
�Prove you aren�t one of them. Help him.�
She averted her eyes from me and seemed to stand just a little bit taller. She was preparing herself for what was coming, I thought. She wasn�t going to help him without the proper motivation.
There was a growing ring of blood below where Titouan stood, his face turning a worse shade of death with every heartbeat. �I promise nothing will happen to you, Tish. Just please help him.�
�You promised the same thing to Bob and Kelley. How did that turn out, William?�
�Come on, girl. You done know �is is different,� Sam pleaded.
�Please help me, Tish,� Titouan said, weakly.
Tish looked directly at me. �I don�t trust you.�
�We need to tourniquet his arm,� Avery said.
�Watch her,� I said. I ran to the back of the truck where my backpack was. I had slipped the dead man�s phone from the radar base into my pack when no one was looking. It was time to see what side Tish was on. Enough of the bullshit.
�Help Titouan now. I�m finished playing games,� I said.
�Are you going to shoot me if I don�t?�
�Maybe.�
�Come on, son��
I held my hand up and let Sam know that I needed him to be quiet.
�It�s time to come clean one way or another.�
�What are you talking about?�
�You know exactly what I�m talking about!�
Tish looked at Sam, her eyes suddenly swelled with tears. �I don�t know what he means, Sam��
Sam began to walk towards Tish, but I told him to get away from her. He shot me a gaze that was reserved for people he was getting knock the shit out of. I�d been in enough bars with him to know. I raised my index finger in the air, letting him know he should reserve judgment. He stopped, but his face was etched in a scowl. He was willing to give me the benefit of the doubt, but not much more.
�Avery, come stand by me.� Puzzled, but nonetheless compliant, he walked to where I stood. �Here, turn this on. Show Tish it works.�
�Fuck you, William!� She said as she lunged towards me.
Sam caught her and then turned her towards him. �Come on, girl� Please�� no.�
Her face twisted in a way I didn�t think possible. Her once beautiful brown skin furrowed in loathing and hate. Like a damn that suddenly broke, a torrent of anger was released in an instant, hurting the one person who would�ve defended her with his life. �Shut up, you bumpkin bastard. I�ve had enough of you hovering over me, with your stinking breath and stupid mustache.�
�Tish�� he released his grip on her. She lunged again, but this time Avery tripped her. He calmly aimed his shotgun at her chest before saying, �Stay down.�
�Give me the phone!� she yelled.
I pushed Avery away before he accidentally pulled the trigger. �Help Titouan, and I�ll destroy the phone.�
�You can�t do that,� Titouan and Avery said in near unison.
�Yes, I can. We take care of one another, at all costs, Titouan.� I looked back at Tish. �Deal?�
Her face remained lit in rage. �How do I know you�ll keep your word?�
�You�ll have to trust me. That�s your only hope.�
�Put it where I can see it and away from Avery.�
�Deal.�
* * *
Titouan cried out on multiple occasions as she worked on his arm. During that time, I couldn�t help wondering why she didn�t give him some of the pain medicine we took from Miley�s cabinet. As much as it sounded like she was torturing him, I hoped she wasn�t. After she finished, she tried to move to the back of the Ripsaw. Avery blocked her from doing so. She turned towards me and said, �I need pain meds and antibiotics.� I nodded. She grabbed a bottle of water and told Titouan to take the pills she gave him. �These are for pain and infection.�
�Now for your part of the deal,� she said.
�I think I�ll wait on that for a few minutes until we make sure he�s okay.�
She looked at me with hate in her eyes. �Very well.�
I looked at Sam. �Let�s get going.� We packed up and were on our way in a matter of minutes.
�Somethin�s wrong, son. We already down almost a half tank since we stopped,� Sam said.
�Dammit� and I smell diesel like crazy.�
�I�m gonna need ta take a look.�
�Let�s do it. I don�t want to be stuck out here without fuel,� I said, aggravated about having to stop again so soon after our last stop.
�You and me both.�
I tied Tish�s hands together with duct tape and told Avery to keep his shotgun aimed at her while we were outside. He nodded. �Keep your finger off the trigger,� I told him as I closed her door.
�I need some light down here,� Sam said, already under the truck.
I popped the back hatch to get a lantern for Sam and check our fuel cans. �Fuck!� One of the cans had taken a bullet and was now completely empty. I pulled down the back hatch, and I saw several bullet holes. After further inspection, I found that two of our rifles had taken rounds. The one that hit the gas jug was probably the same bullet that slammed into the dash. More luck.
I grabbed one of the lamps and slid it under the truck. �Gotta nicked line. Get me some of your duct tape, and I�ll try ta fix it.�
Once the line was jerry-rigged, Sam scooted out from under the truck. He shook his head and sighed as he used a handful of snow to try to clean the grease and diesel off his hands.
�I�m sorry, Sam.�
Without any warning, he grabbed the lamp and began bashing it against the ground. Having not got enough of his anger out, he then gave it a toss, nearly falling in the snow in the process. �Fuck �is shit, son.�
After his outburst, we stood in a long silence. I wanted him to talk on his terms. �Sorry�� I just feel like such a damn fool right now. I told a damn woman who aimed ta kill us �at I loved her. Can you believe �at?� He said, through pinched lips.
�We were all fooled by her, man.�
�Ain�t the same.�
�I know,� I said. �You need me to drive?�
He put his hand on my shoulder. �I �preciate it� I need somethin ta do.�
I nodded. �I�m going to check on Titouan, and then we�ll get going.�
Titouan�s head hung in a manner you automatically knew something was wrong. I checked for a pulse but knew the moment I touched his cold, blue skin he was gone. �Goddamn it, Tish!�
I backed away from the Ripsaw, never averting my eyes from his lifeless body. I�d like to say I felt grief or something akin to grief, but I didn�t. Instead, I felt a deep cold settling over me�� maybe even settling into me. It was the hard cold you got when too much came at you at once, like a scar from a deep wound.
I growled a hoarse, �Don�t let her out of your sight, Avery!�
I turned towards Sam and asked him to help me move Titouan. He gave me a pained nod. We carried Titouan several yards away. We didn�t have anything to dig into the permafrost, so we mounded loose snow over top of him. It was undignified, but it was the best we could do. I wasn�t much for praying, but I stumbled over a silent prayer for him. The wind seemed to blow extra cold at that moment.
I turned away from the mound of snow. �Fuck!�
�Maybe he was goin ta die�� Sam put his hands on his hips. �Damn, son, I know I should hate her. The Lord knows I�m tryin.�
�I know.�
�I don�t know what ta do. We goin ta kill her?�
�She doesn�t deserve to live. Not after what she�s done.�
Sam winced. �We get a say in how it goes down?�
�You tell me?�
�I ain�t sure I know what �at means.�
�I mean can you make the decision that needs to be made, given how you feel about her?�
�I don�t know.� He stared a long while at the ground. �I just wont ta know we have �at option. I ain�t even sayin I wont ta make �at call. I just wont ta know I could have say in it.�
�That�s the point, though. You don�t want to make the call. Just say. What the hell does that even mean?�
�You are the most damn stubborn bastard I know. You know what I�m tryin ta say.�
�Sam, I just know she can�t go with us, and sure as hell can�t be part of us. Whether I leave her here to freeze to death or shoot her in the head, she�s dead.�
Sam stifled a sniffle and clumsily pawed at his exposed face. �I know. It just my feelins and all� I know.�
�Whether you believe it or not, I�m sorry.�
�I know.�
* * *
After several miles, I finally turned to face Tish. �Why did you kill Titouan?�
�Because I knew you were lying to me,� she said bluntly.
�So, you poisoned him?�
She shrugged.
I nearly fell out of my seat as Sam punched the accelerator. I fought for balance before placing my hand on Sam�s shoulder. There was an appreciable decrease in engine noise and g-force. �You were one of us.�
�I was never one of you,� she said without hesitation, but not averting her eyes away from the darkness that lay outside her window.
�To us, you were,� I said.
�To me, I wasn�t.�
�What now, girl, you suddenly Korean? How in the Sam Hill does �at work.�
�I know exactly who I am and what I stand for. Do you?�
�Jesus Humphrey Christ, Tish. You sure as hell ain�t no damn Korean.�
�America�s time of beating down, starving, and oppressing other countries is over. A great power is rising from the east, and it�s going to make the world a better place.�
�North Korea starves its own people,� Tish, I said.
�Propaganda. Your media and leaders lie to you.�
Sam was seething. �It�s all just fuckin stupid. I can�t believe you dumb �nough ta believe all �at.�
Curious about something, I asked, �Have you ever been to North Korea?�
�That�s none of your business.�
�Tell William were you originally from, girl. Tell �im.� Sam paused for effect. After she didn�t answer, he said, �She�s from the ninth ward in New Olreans. North Korean my hairy ass.�
Seeing that Tish offered only a vacant look in reply to what Sam said, I asked, �How do you know what is and what�s not propaganda if you�ve never been there, much less lived there?�
�I said that�s none of your business.�
�How can you square this stuff?� I asked. �Weren�t we always kind to you?�
She thought about it for a moment. �Yes. But you elect leaders who oppress people�� my people. There are North Koreans who are starving right now because of American policy. If you were good people, you couldn�t support leaders like you do.�
�That little short, fat sonofabitch who�s runnin �at shithole� you reckon he�s doin without anythang? You thank if he�ll let people who live �ere starve, that he�ll give one rat�s puckered-butthole �bout one who ain�t even been �ere? You been fooled.�
�Your president lives in the lap of luxury, is driven around in bulletproof limousines, flies in jets that cost who knows how many millions of dollars, yet there are millions of Americans who don�t get enough to eat. Your entire system is geared towards the wealthy, and everyone below the elites works like drones for them. Capitalism is evil. Your society is evil. All of you are evil. You have no room to talk.�
�Your brainwashed mind might not see the difference, but there�s a clear difference between our two countries,� I said.
Her tone sharpened. She was really getting into the rhetoric. �Sam�s right, I did grow up in Louisiana. You remember Katrina, right?�
She was looking at me, so I decided to respond. �Who doesn�t?�
�I saw white people carrying stuff out of stores. They didn�t end up on the news. All you saw on TV was black people carrying big-screen TVs and jumping up and down like idiots. It�s the same narrative that�s gone on since, well, a long time ago.�
�And that�s bad. No one claims we�re perfect.�
�You�re sugar-coating it.�
�No. I know things have��
�You might not think I look Korean, but they�ve given me something to believe in and fight for. My family is Korean, though. So, I might not look like what you think I should, but that means absolutely nothing for me. I�ll die knowing exactly who I am.�
Sam busted out laughing. �Really? There�s some racist shit goin on in �is country, and �cause of �at, it�s alright ta kill us and turn us in ta �em gray bastards? Ain�t a racist bone in �is ol� boy�s body, but a damn racist don�t hold nothin on you murderin sonsofbitches.�

Chapter 4

�Anything you feel like saying?�
She continued staring out at the expanse of darkness that enveloped the Ripsaw. After several moments of silence, and without the slightest hint of emotion, she said, �All of us are going to die real soon.�
�Maybe.� I tilted my head towards her window and what lay beyond. �My guess is you�re going first. It�s freezing out there.�
�I can say I died for something. When you die, and you will, can you say the same?�
�I�m going to try really hard not to, but if I do, it�ll be me dying to protect people I care about.�
�We�re both fighting for something, then.�
Curious, I asked, �What exactly is it that you�re giving your life up for? The destruction of the only county you�ve ever known?�
�I will die with honor and for a cause,� she said.
�You will probably die of hypothermia,� Avery interjected.
Sam had had enough. He got out of the truck and slammed the door down so hard, I thought for the sure the glass would shatter. The muffled sounds of him letting out his frustrations in a curse-filled tirade soon followed.
I was about to tell Tish to also get out, as well, but then she did something unexpected. She began talking.
�I would�ve killed everyone in that room to keep Kelley from giving you that access code. They deserved the death you gave them. I just wish it had been me who had given it to them.�
�How is your failure any different than theirs?�
�I didn�t turn my back on the cause like they did.�
�But you failed. That�s the point.�
�I�ll make up for my failure one way or another.�
�How many of us would you have to kill to get back to being square? How does that work?�
�Failure is dishonorable. Carrying out the mission as planned is honorable. It�s pretty simple.�
�Actually, it�s pretty fucked up.�
�Because there are consequences for failing?�
�Seems to me if we give you guys long enough, you�ll just kill each other off. I mean, you mess up, you die. You think that�s okay?�
�Have you noticed how coddled and entitled Americans have become? How caught up they are in trivial things that don�t matter, while the rest of the world burns? Give an American a T.V., two or three unhealthy meals, some semblance of stability, and anything that goes on outside their rickety walls go unnoticed, injustice and all.�
I thought about arguing with her about it but decided not to. I didn�t feel like getting weighed down in a cultural studies debate. That and I really didn�t care. I was, however, curious about something else. I really didn�t expect to get an answer, but I thought what the hell. �Did you care about Tom?�
In the dim light of the Ripsaw, I could see her recently impenetrable veneer begin to tarnish and fade a bit. �He�s dead. Does it really matter?�
�So, you did care about him?�
�If things had gone differently, I would�ve killed him,� she said, so affected by what she said she shuddered at the thought.
I sighed. �You could�ve done that?�
She nodded.
�Can�t you see how bat-shit crazy this is?�
Ignoring my comment completely, she said, �I didn�t know when the attack was supposed to take place.� By the dim light of the LCD screen and a small lantern I had switched to dim, I could see Tish�s reflection in the window. She shook her head as if she just realized the significance of something, or maybe she was just coming to terms with things she already knew. Whichever, I was surprised by what she said next. �I was with Tom when the Order came down. I failed before I ever got started.�
She shifted uncomfortably in her seat as if she were sitting on a bed of nails, before continuing, �I had gotten an envelope in the mail a month earlier, with a letter letting me know I needed to meet someone in Barrow on a particular date.�
�Let me guess, that was the day you begged me for a day�s leave? The day I pulled strings to get the van from Barrow dispatched just for you.�
Coldly, she confirmed that that was indeed the day. �In the Order, you know who you know, and that�s it. Me not knowing him meant that whatever the meeting was about, it was important.� She nodded towards the phone Avery held. �I was given a phone, a box to place it in, and a large gym bag. I was told that orders would be coming soon and that I needed to be prepared.�
�What was in the bag?�
�I was told not to look until the order came.�
I thought about questioning her about why she didn�t look, but I knew she would give me the you�re-just-a-stupid-undisciplined-American spiel. I abstained. Instead, I just let her meander down whatever road she wanted to travel. And damn was it a windy road.
�The night before the power went out, Tom asked to see me.�
This was getting odder. I was glad Sam had stepped outside. He didn�t need to hear what she was saying, because, and while I wasn�t entirely sure about their relationship timeline, what Tish was telling me at that moment seemed to contradict what I did know, which was, Sam would�ve disagreed.
�I don�t know why, but I agreed. Tom wanted to be with me; he didn�t want to live without me. I told him I couldn�t give him what he wanted. He was drunk and said things he knew would hurt me. I sulked that night away plus the next day, crying like a silly fool. I allowed myself to get so messed up over it, I couldn�t focus on anything. I didn�t even look at the phone, much less keep it in the box like I was supposed to. When the power went out, so did it. I had no clue what I was supposed to do, but then you asked me to come along. You gave me another chance to redeem myself.�
The thing that kept bouncing around in my mind as she talked was how in the world didn�t our intelligence agencies not notice some of the things they were doing. After all, they were moving freight containers full of sophisticated electronics into the U.S., EMP weapons, and who knew what else.
Over time, though, I learned how they managed to keep their secrets. It was a combination of them using something as simple as hand-written letters and snail-mail, but also as complex and all-encompassing as them infiltrating and embedding themselves so deeply into our society that their reach had almost no bounds.
The Order had managed to infiltrate government at nearly every level, state, local, and federal. Not only that, but they also had people in critical positions spread out across every state, manning, and leading our infrastructure programs. They had people who were leaders in our power grid. Big wigs in civil engineering. Hell, they had high-ranking people in the military, not to mention who knows how many grunts. It was a colossal shit show that was seventy-plus years in the making. Needless to say, it was a bad deal for the U.S.
�The box you were given was a Faraday box, correct?� Avery asked.
She shrugged. �It was just a box, to me.�
Knowing Avery like I did, I signaled that I needed to ask the questions. Luckily, he was so enthralled with the phone and the trying to learn Korean, he didn�t put up much of a fight.
�So, what was your plan, then?� I asked.
�I didn�t have one. Just go along with things until the time was right.�
�It�s a shame Tom had to die in the meantime.�
�You don�t understand us. We�re willing to do anything for our cause. It�s what we live for.�
Avery being Avery, he couldn�t stay reticent. �But you failed your mission because you cared about one of your enemies.�
�It won�t happen again.�
�Tell us about the Grays,� I said, regretting having chosen to bring up Tom.
�I don�t know anything about them.�
�How� �What?�
�I was as surprised as you were.�
�How do I know you�re telling me the truth?�
�You don�t.�
�It doesn�t bother you that you weren�t told about them?�
�I believe I would�ve been had I not lost my focus. Everything I needed was probably in the bag I was given.�
Avery�s voice held an uncharacteristic hint of emotion, as he asked, �Why would you tell us anything if we are the enemy?�
I watched as Tish�s eyes grew colder. The anger dissipated as quickly as it came. Whatever her motivation was, she was trying to remain calm. �Just having a conversation.�
Avery�s stare lingered on Tish for an uncomfortably long while before finally turning towards me. His pinched lips and odd expression made me wonder exactly what he was thinking. He didn�t share. In fact, he decided to join Sam outside.
I heard muffled voices from the rear of the Ripsaw, followed shortly by vibrations through the floorboard. Sam and Avery were using the time to sure up the fuel line that had been nicked earlier. Me, on the other hand, I was struggling with Tish�s sudden loquaciousness. That her eyes rarely ever turned away from the empty darkness just outside her window told me she was either hoping someone would swoop in and save her or worse, she knew someone was going to. That or maybe I was just paranoid. But I guessed Avery had picked up on the same thing. Why he had chosen not to speak on the matter was almost as much a mystery as what Tish knew or hoped for.
It was time for me to do what I knew I had to do.
�Kelley told me you were part of the Order. I didn�t believe her. I couldn�t make myself believe her. So, I guess some of Titouan�s death is on me. I have to live with that. But I�ll get some little bit of solace knowing the longer you live out there alone in the darkness and cold, the longer you�re going to suffer. And I ain�t going to lie. I want you to live as long as possible.�
I remember her look to this very day. There was an equal measure of fear and surprise in her eyes. She thought I was weak. That I would fight tooth and nail trying to persuade her, she could still be one of us. She was so very wrong. She was past saving.
As Tish turned away from the window, the soft, beautiful features that defined her face were gone. Replaced with the hard lines shaped by hatred, I barely recognized her as she spoke. �You�ll be right behind me, William. You aren�t long for this world.�
�I�m coming around to it. You, on the other hand, well�� There was no reason to talk to her any longer.
I packed her enough food for a couple meals and water to last a couple days. I also gave her two blankets. Sam shook his head in disgust the entire time I was preparing her things. I think he was in shock by what was happening, not to mention heartbroken. She wasn�t just walking out the door and moving into an apartment across town. Tish was going to die. Sam had to wade through the emotions of anger, hurt, and despair before he could ever get to the betrayal that was lying on the back shelf. I hated Tish even more for what she had done to Sam.
I told her to get out of the truck. She complied without protest. I motioned for Sam to be ready, and then I removed the duct tape from her hands and handed her the backpack. She said she wanted to go to Barrow, so I pointed her in that direction.
We watched her walk as far as our headlamps cast light, her silhouette slowly overtaken by the darkness. I felt no sadness for her. As she faded away into the night, I couldn�t help feeling a little regret for not shooting her and leaving her bleeding like she had Titouan. I think I didn�t because of Sam and Avery. They weren�t ready for that yet. I turned and walked towards the Ripsaw.
* * *
According to the GPS we had Thirty miles left to Prudhoe Bay, but the terrible terrain and the two-time-jerry-rigged gas line was a horrible combination. We had leaked as much fuel as we had burned. All our fuel cans were empty. We had exactly what was in the tank and not a drop more. I glanced at the gas gauge and then the GPS before asking Sam what he thought about the fuel situation.
He didn�t bother looking at the gauge. �We good.�
I played along. �That�s good.�
He gave me a sideways glance and then shook his head. �Hope we done fixed �at line last time. Ain�t no more duct tape.�
�You remember that red light outside my office?� I asked.
�Why wouldn�t I? You griped �bout it all the time.�
�Yeah, I couldn�t sleep because of it.�
Sam waited a couple minutes. �Why you bring �at up for?�
�I don�t know. It just doesn�t seem that bad right now.�
�Thangs like �at, you know. I told you �bout where I come from, �ere in South Branch. �Is shit don�t much change �at �at place is still shit. �Spective or not, one thang don�t make �nother better or worse. �Ey still the same. �Is sucks. �At damn light sucked. And �at shitty place I growed up sucked.�
�That sounds funny from you.�
�Why?�
�Because you manage to be happy.�
��Cause I don�t thank one bad thing makes �nother one good. It�s less confusing when you just honest with your self �bout how thangs work.� He smiled. �Take �at �plexity outta your life, son. It�ll make you live longer.�
I hoped he could take all the ��plexity� of his life where Tish was concerned.
Avery moved up to the captain�s chair behind the driver�s seat. �Are we going to run out of fuel?�
Sam looked at me and shook his head. �Damn, son. It was better �fore he started talkin.�
I laughed for the first time in a long time. �It�ll be close, but we should make it.�
�Tell me how much fuel we have and the distance, and I will run the numbers.�
�How �bout you just worry �bout �em messages.�
�I have translated several of them.�
I craned my neck to look back at him. �Why are you just telling us this?�
�We have been attending to other more pressing matters.�
I let a few uncomfortable moments pass before breaking the silence. �Yeah.� I paused again, not exactly knowing what to say. �How about telling us what�s up with the messages?�
�Korean is a difficult language.�
�And?�
He then flipped through a notepad that he had apparently been using to keep record his translations. �The phone you found at the radar site belonged to a leader in the Order. I would go so far as to say he was the leader in Barrow.�
�Yeah, I don�t see how that�s possible.�
�The evidence is quite clear.�
�How is a damn Russian leadin �em fake North Korean sonofabitches? �At don�t make no sense.�
�The evidence is there to back up my supposition.�
�Maybe you mistranslated?� I asked.
He snapped his fingers several times. �It is all in the interrogative nature of the messages. Leaders are asked. Not told.�
Sam grunted his way towards a reply, but I cut him off before he could get it out. �What?�
�He was sent mostly questions. Most of which came in the form of short questions, which are not prone to misinterpretation.�
��At actually makes sense,� Sam said.
I still didn�t believe that a Russian would lead anyone in the Order. I didn�t have any doubts at all about the Russians offering their help. While I was certainly no expert on U.S. and Russian relations, I knew enough to know they lusted for their former glory. Knocking off the country that broke down the wall and crumbled their super-power status would go a hell of a long way in helping them rebuild their past glories. Which begged the question, and really buttressed my view that North Korea would be smarter than to let a country like Russia enter a leadership role when there was no way Russia would ever allow North Korea to grab the power that would surely come from taking down the U.S.
For the next thirty slow-going miles, we discussed his findings, including confirming some of what Kelley told me about the Grays. One thing became evident. There wasn�t complete agreement between the leader and those beneath him. This seemed very odd because anyone knows in these kinds of oppressive regimes, you knew better to dissent too much. Yet, they argued with one another.
Much of the disagreement stemmed from the Grays. One of the messages said, �Byeongsa kill us.� The leader said something to the effect of, �Then you shall die well for the cause.� The man or woman�� there was no way to know gender, because there were no names, just numerical identifiers�� replied, �There will be none of us left to carry out the mission if we all die.� That same person went on to say, �The Byeongsa is tainted and must be dealt with.� The reply was mostly just to do your fucking job.
Then there was endless squabbling over who was over what. There weren�t clearly defined leadership roles below the ones at the top. It seemed to me that everyone below the main leaders was jockeying their way into leadership positions, which frustrated the hell out of the guy we killed, whose numerical name, by the way, was 997231. Avery had translated just a few of the shorter messages between a couple people downstream from 997231. He was admonishing them for taking charge of an operation they had no part in. 997231 said, simply, to one of them, �STOP.� Avery said there were hundreds of messages like that.
Avery had an extra bit of exuberance talking about the last string he had translated. After listening to what he said, it was clear that the phone had come from a leader. �Terminate 9972315 and 9972316. They are traitors to the cause.� The reply was, �For the great leader.� I assumed he was talking about Kim Jong-un.
There were who knows how many more waiting to be translated. Avery just needed time. Time, I thought. It had taken on a completely different meaning. How much time would it be before we ran across more Grays or the Order. How much time before we ran out of fuel, or food, or water. How much more time before a bullet had your number�� had my number. Just a few days or so ago, a twelve-hour shift at the Patch was beyond terrible. I thought about what Sam had said just minutes earlier. I shook my head.
�What you over �ere shakin your head �bout?� Sam asked.
I decided to not rehash the relativity argument or my dark thinking. Instead, I brought up what I couldn�t shake loose. �I just don�t understand why a Russian would be leading the Order.�
Sam stared at my blankly. �Maybe �ey workin tagether. I can�t see �at little shithole of a country putting �is tagether. Ain�t no way.�
�Maybe.�
Avery cut in. �We provided both fighting and training in Vietnam.�
�I�m aware of this,� I said. �I just can�t see a guy like Kim Jong Un being okay with it.�
�I do not believe they have the technology to do any of this. They can barely lunch an ICBM without it exploding as it launches. I have zero confidence in them coming up with the biological agent that was so successfully used against us. I believe they are using Russian satellites, as well,� Avery said.
�Well, somebody did it. �At�s really all �at matters ta me.�
Sam turned to me and asked, �What if �em Russkies killed �em fellers?�
�That is very interesting, Sam,� Avery said, some surprise hinted by the unusual pitch in his voice. He then slunk back into his seat and concentrated on the phone.
�Either way,� I said, �him dying was a big deal.�
��Cause we got the phone?�
�That too.� I gathered the rest of my thoughts. �It created a power vacuum. Even if it isn�t going to have an effect outside of Barrow, we caused the bastards to fight each other. Anytime we can do that and cause them any amount of discomfort, it�s a good thing.�
Sam nodded. �Fuck �em.�
The alarm I set on the GPS went off. �Ten miles until Tesoro gas station.�
A red low gas light indicator began to glow. �We�ll make it.�
�The damn thing said we had thirty miles ta empty �bout ten minutes ago. Now it says five,� Sam said.
�We�ll make it.�
�You ain�t very good at math, son.�
�Those things are never accurate,� I pointed out.
�Praise be,� Avery said, again moving between the two seats. He pointed to somewhere out the front window.
�Holy shit,� I said. Avery muttered something, but I was too happy to worry about offending his intermittent religiosity.
Sam let out a sigh of relief and then smacked the steering wheel with the palms of his hands. The faint glow of lights could be seen in the general direction of Prudhoe Bay (or Dead Horse). After another mile or so, we began to see more lights off to our right. That was the larger part of town. If you could call Prudhoe Bay a town, that is. It was more of a work camp than anything. Much like the Patch, and Alaska in general, people came from all over to work in oil and gas. Demographics aside, damn was I glad to see, at least from the outside, what looked like a sliver of normalcy.
We pulled near the gas pumps. �Do you have a card?� Sam asked after we sat idling for a few moments, making sure there weren�t any Grays nearby.
I looked at Sam like he was joking. �Yeah, I really didn�t think to bring my wallet��
He wasn�t joking.
He punched the steering wheel again. This time for a different reason than last. Anger.
There were several trucks nearby. If all else failed we could siphon gas from them, but that would take time and energy. One of them we had a lot more of than the other. �Sam, you stay here. Avery and I will figure something out.�
I noticed him wiping his eyes. ��Preciate it.�
I patted Sam on the shoulder. �We got this.�
�Yeah.�
I turned to Avery. �Grab your gun, bud. Looks like we�re going to have to siphon some gas.�
�We are at a gas station.�
�Yeah, well, Avery, we don�t exactly have a way to pay for gas. We have plenty of cash, but there isn�t anyone here to take it.�
Avery rummaged through his pockets. �Use my card.�
If it weren�t for the fact that I loved Avery, and that I also was ecstatic that I didn�t have to go through all the trouble of siphoning fuel, I would�ve punched him. Still, I had to hold my breath for a few seconds, so I wouldn�t say anything hurtful. �Thanks� bud��
* * *
�Put the phone away. We have to watch each other�s back.�
The power might�ve been on, but the streets were empty. No one stirred. Prudhoe Bay was a ghost town. I hadn�t ever been there, but I imagined there had to be more people than we saw, which was zero. The only audible sounds were the howling of the wind and the occasional flap of a loose piece of tin roofing on a dilapidated building next to the gas station.
�There is so much�.�
�You can�t learn if you�re dead. Focus.�
He put the phone in his pocket and held the shotgun at a more formidable position. That was the good news. The bad news was without the phone occupying his time, he had time to share his thought processes with me. �I cannot believe you have not asked about something you surely have on your mind?� He asked, rotating his head back and forth too much like a radar dish, as he scanned the area.
Puzzled, I asked, �I have a lot of stuff on my mind.�
�If we were attacked with an EMP, why would there be power here?�
�I�ll be honest, Avery, I have lots of things competing for my attention, but since you brought it up. Why?�
�The container is full.�
�Thanks for the heads up,� I said, as I shook off the diesel that ran off onto my boot.
I wiped the containers off and put them in the back of the Ripsaw. I then wiped my boots before reluctantly reminding Avery about the EMP.
�Yes, well, I do not know why there is electricity here.�
�Really, dude, if you didn�t know, why would you bring it up?�
�I suspected you were thinking about it.�
�Well, now that we have that out of the way, I can clear that off my things to worry about list�� you know, now that I know as much as I did before.�
Avery flashed a rare smile. �I am working through a string of messages I believe answers the question of why Barrow and the Patch are dark. I believe there was either a test or perhaps more accurately, a feint that took place. Roughly around zero hour, when things went dark, 997231 received two messages. They both consisted of one word: �maengmog.� The word means blindness. 997231 then sent the same word to someone who I believe was higher up the chain of command.�
�We know they knocked the power out in Barrow and the Patch, but what exactly does that have to do with the power still working here?�
�A message was sent from 997231��
�Can we call him something besides the number?�
Avery sighed. �A message was sent to Donald from who I assume was his superior that read, �Enemy alerted. Mobilization eminent. Success.��
�So, you don�t believe there was an EMP?�
�I do believe there was an EMP.�
�Huh?�
�The power loss at the Patch and in Barrow, I believe, was the result of an EMP attack.�
�But why only attack�� Avery recognized that I was figuring out what he was getting at. He almost smiled. Not even smugly. He seemed genuinely happy. �It was all a trick to get our military mobilized towards a threat, but a smaller threat in the grand scheme of things?�
�Hence, why I used the word feint, formerly.�
�That means back home is probably as fucked as what it is here.�
Avery�s smile faded. �Most likely.�
Something else dawned on me. The radar dish in Barrow must�ve been important. The damn thing was on fire, yet those bastards thought it was important enough, even with bullets flying, to hitch it up and get it the hell out of there. �That radar dish� or whatever the hell it was. Could have that been the weapon?�
�I did not see it. I have no way of knowing, other than there must be a reason why, one, it was on fire, and, two, why the Russians were there and why they took it. It had to be important. That is all I can say.�
�Do you think any of that information would be on the phone?�
�Perhaps, there are thousands of messages I have not translated. If I had the internet, I could use a translator tool and expedite the process exponentially.�
�Yeah, wouldn�t that be great.�
�The power being on as it is, there stands some chance that the internet might also be on.�
�One of the hotels in town?�
�Yes.�
As soon as we had taken our seats inside the cab, Sam began questioning our conversation. �We can drive on down the road, away from �is shithole, and take a nap. Ain�t no sense of runnin over �ere ta �at side of town and take unneeded chances. Let�s get on down the road a bit, and rest �ere. We can go from �ere.�
�The internet would quicken the process, by magnitudes, of translating these messages.�
�With all �is shit goin on you really thank �ey goin ta be internet over �ere?�
�The power is on. Maybe,� I told him.
�What �bout you, boy? You thank it will?�
�I have no way of knowing. There is a possibility.�
�We gonna take �at chance on a possibility?�
�I think the reward is worth it, but I want this to be a group decision.�
Sam smirked.
�Sam, is there something you want to say to me? This would be a good time as any.�
�Nah, son� Just worried �bout thangs is all.�
There was an uneasiness in his eyes. �You have a say in this, Sam.�
�We good. We good.�
I shook my head and sighed. �Let�s go.�
We followed Sag River Road too far to the south. Apparently, I wasn�t smart enough to use the GPS because we inadvertently got on the Dalton Highway without my realizing it. Instead of backtracking, we made a hard right and drove over the runway to get to Prudhoe Bay Hotel, which showed up on the GPS as a local attraction.
Sam crashed over a small safety barrier as he sped across the airfield, the large tracks and powerful engine kicking up a hell of a plume of snow behind us, but inexplicably, the sound of that engine along with the speed in which we traveled, declined quickly before coming to a dead stop.
�You see what I�m seein?� Sam asked.
Hundreds of lumps in the snow were scattered randomly across the airfield and surrounding areas. �What the hell?�
�Sure as shit stanks, �em�s bodies.�
�Yeah��
We drove by several large containers before turning a street that, according to the GPS, didn�t have a name. Within less than a minute later, we sat idling again, unsure of what to do next.
�Have either of you noticed the lumps in the snow?� Avery said.
�You�d get off �at damn phone long �nough, you�d already seen �em.�
�They are I believe bodies. They are the correct size.�
�Just shut up, Avery,� I said.
Formed in more of a statement rather than a question, Sam said, �Maybe �is is our chance ta leave?�
�We�re here. We might as well have a look. No one seems to be alive to attack us.�
I was clearly testing Sam�s nerves and patience. �Son� you get me killed here, I�m goin ta be pissed.�
�You will be dead if you are killed here,� Avery said.
Sam sighed, shouldered his rifle, and without a word, got out of the truck.
Weapons ready, we walked towards the closest lump. Standing over it, I cleared some of the snow away. �Fucking Grays.�
�This fucker has his eyes poked out,� Sam said, slinging the bloody snow off his hands.
I rolled the other one over. �Well, this one�s fingers are bloody. I�d guess they didn�t like each other.�
�Damn, son.�
�You ever miss East Texas, Sam?�
�Hell, I�d take Kabuki at �is point,� he said, as he walked towards another lump.
�Kabuki?�
�He probably means Kabul, Afghanistan.�
�Just keep yer gun ready ta shoot at somethin.�
Every lump of snow contained a body or, most often, bodies. Almost all of them were Grays, but there was a smattering of non-afflicted people mixed in. There were knife wounds, throats torn out, eyes gouged, and whole litany of macabre and terrible ways of dying on display. I guessed there were a thousand or so bodies scattered in and around Prudhoe Bay, most of which centered around the hotel and airport.
We drove to the rear of the hotel. There were dozens of large shipping containers just yards away from the side entrance of the hotel. There were also at least two rooms we could occupy that provided a view of the containers, plus a quick retreat through the exit if we needed to make a fast getaway. I told Sam to hide the Ripsaw amongst them. We would check the place out, and, if it were safe, we�d take a much-needed break and sleep in a real bed.
* * *
Avery wasted little time reminding me incessantly about the internet. After trying the television in the room, we had taken occupancy of and getting nothing but digital noise, I had no hope it�d be any different. I knew he wouldn�t be satisfied unless we tried.
Sam wanted to stay behind and watch the truck while we were gone. Avery and I were about to leave the room when Sam motioned towards the wall. �You might want ta grab �at,� talking about the AR-15 rifle.
�Hopefully, I won�t need it.�
�Hopefully,� he said, scooting a recliner near the window.
The hallway that led to the lobby was immaculate, aside from a few patches of mud on the carpet and one pair of work boots sitting neatly outside one of the rooms. Avery craned his neck as he walked by, no doubt mulling over any number of scenarios in which they might�ve come to reside there.
The normality of the hallway belied what we saw once we opened the door to the main lobby. The sound of the wind blowing through at least two broken windows made it hard to speak in a conversational tone. A fine dusting of snow interspersed with office supplies and general debris covered the floor and the main desk.
We paused just inside. I smacked the wall two hard times and waited for a response. Nothing. Guns up, we made our way to the desk. A chair was turned away from us; a head full of shiny auburn hair covered the backside of the chair. �Miss?� No reply.
I knew this was going to be bad. I walked around the counter, training my gun on the woman�s head, but there was no need. The wounds on her face and neck made clear she was gone. �Fuck,� I said.
Behind her lay the bodies of two other people. The way they were tangled, it was clear they were engaged in a life and death struggle for which both seemed to have lost.
�Let�s make this fast,� I said, scanning the darkness that filled the void outside the hotel. We were lit up like Christmas trees in there. Anyone outside would have a perfect view of every move we made.
Avery tried to pull the chair the woman was sitting in away from the front desk, but it got caught on something, causing her to fall to the floor in a sickening thump. Unfazed, he grabbed one of her cold hands and gently dragged her the requisite few feet away so he could access the computer.
After he�d pulled her out of the way, I paid him close attention, making sure he was okay. He seemed utterly unfazed as he typed something into the address bar of the web browser. There was a long pause. �Redirecting.�
It took several minutes for the site to load in. Once it did, Avery and I looked at one another. The internet browser redirected to a website called happytime.com. The page contained an image consisting of a single picture of three people on a red and yellow background, a farmer, a soldier, and a man wearing a suit, pointing towards the west. The other two looked doggedly in the direction of the viewer. Every site Avery checked redirected to that page.
�I would expect something less overt than this,� Avery said, now sitting in the dead woman�s office chair. �While I am no expert, that seems to be North Korean iconography.�
�What is that?�
�An interpretation of their society, in this case, through their own lens.�
�Yeah, well� ain�t that sweet. There�s nothing we can do here. Let�s get back to the room.�
Without as much as a nod, he grabbed his shotgun that was leaning against a filing cabinet and headed back to the room.
Sam looked us over, as we entered the room, paying Avery extra attention. Without saying a word, Avery walked over to the bed, threw the covers to the side, kicked off his boots, and then threw his coat on the floor. He was asleep within minutes of his head, hitting his pillow.
I told Sam what we had encountered in the lobby and what we learned from trying to access the internet. His only reply was, �Shit.�
I had to agree.
* * *
Sleeping as deeply as I was, I nearly jumped out of my boots when I heard Sam yelling. Through matted eyes, I made out the blurry image of Sam and Avery crowded around the small window.
�Why didn�t you wake me up, boy, and what the hell are you lookin at out �ere?�
Clearing the sleep from my eyes, I asked, �What now?�
�Avery done let me sleep through my rotation.�
�So, what�s the problem?�
�Come look out the winder and see what the damn problem is.�
I did as Sam asked. �What the��
Not even bothering with my coat, I reached for my rifle.
�Why would you need that?� Avery asked.
�How long has she been out there, Avery?�
�She showed up ten minutes after my watch began. If I had a watch, I could tell you the exact time, but I am not sure you would care about that.�
�That�s like five hours ago. What were you thinking?�
I was reaching for the doorknob when Sam asked, �What you goin ta do?�
�I�m going to make us safe.�
�You cannot��
�Watch me.�
�She looks like a Gray, but I do not believe she is. She is different��
�It�s a trap, Avery.�
�If �at�s the case, maybe you don�t wanna go out �ere just yet. Maybe we thank on �is a little,� Sam said, scratching his thinning red hair.
I hesitated. I then walked back towards the window and watched the girl. She lifted her head and her dead eyes fell on us. It was near pitch dark in the room, but I felt her gaze on me. Like a rubber band stretched too far, I snapped. I took off out of the room with a primal vigor, Avery and Sam on my heels, and had my gun on her before I had time to think about what the hell I was going to do once I got outside.
�Son, she a baby.�
�Yeah, well, Tish was your lover.� Fuck, I thought. That was bad. �Sorry.�
Sam shook his head in disgust.
�Who are you?� I asked.
The girl turned her attention to me. Her big, dark eyes sized me up before finally moving on to Avery and Sam. She didn�t seem scared. More like confused and resigned to whatever fate might befall her, if she could even comprehend those types of things.
She was a diminutive five-foot-nothing and maybe a hundred pounds. She looked to be Japanese. Her face was oddly tinted. Not gray. Instead, more of a light peach color, which I thought was maybe normal. Her eyes, though, were anything but. They looked exactly like Lunch Lady�s.
Looking at me again, she said, �I�, I�m not sure.�
�Put your gun down, son,� Sam said, calmly but with conviction.
I hadn�t realized I had it pointed at her. Coming to my senses slightly, I did as Sam asked.
�Are you well?� Avery asked.
�Where am I?�
Sam and I gave each other startled glances. �Sweetie,� Sam said, �you in Prudhoe Bay.�
She looked down at the snow, then at her bony fingers, and said, �I don�t know where that is.�
�She is cold. She needs to be inside,� Avery snapped.
�Wait,� I said.
Avery began saying something. I don�t remember exactly what. Sam, on the other hand, was more forceful. �What ya gonna do, leave her out here?�
�I know it�s a trap,� I said.
�Come on now��
�Tish��
Before I could finish whatever dumb ass thing, I was going to say, Sam interrupted. �I know all �bout, Tish, son. �Is is different. She�s a baby, and we ain�t leavin her out here.�
Avery already had her up and moving to our hotel room before Sam was finished trying to talk some sense into me. Once inside, he covered her up with blankets, but she let him know she wasn�t cold. He asked her if she wanted something to drink or eat. She didn�t want either.
I walked closer to her, wanting to get a better look at what we�d brought inside, and she instantly began to wretch. �What�s wrong?�
�Are you sick?� she asked.
Sam flicked his chin towards a patch of the repellent gel that stubbornly clung to my coat, even though I had tried to clean at least three times by that point. Holy shit, I thought. I walked over to the sink and washed my sleeve off as best I could with the small bar of hotel soap. After wiping my coat dry, I moved closer to her. �Do you still smell it?�
�You still smell� smell like death.�
�How in the world you know what �at smells like?�
She looked at Sam. �I just know, I guess.�
She turned her attention to me. �I don�t want to make you feel bad. I�m sorry.�
I didn�t know how to respond, so I didn�t.
The girl remembered next to nothing. When I asked what had happened to her parents, she looked puzzled for a moment, like maybe she had forgotten about them. She didn�t seem to have a clue. I asked her what her name was. She shrugged. The only memories she had was what had happened after she had woken up from her hiding spot in the closet.
�When I first woke up, my eyes burned so much I could barely see, and my stomach hurt so bad I cried until I fell back asleep. I woke up again when I heard a loud noise�� your car. I dreaded opening my eyes because they hurt so badly last time, but I didn�t� I didn�t want to be left alone,� she said, before beginning to cry.
�We here, sweetie,� Sam said. He gave me a quick glance before continuing, �We ain�t gonna let anythang happen ta you.�
I didn�t want to be a bad person. But I also didn�t want my friends dying because they refused to realize that we were living by a different set of rules, either. Sam or Avery couldn�t see that. And that was after Sam had been burned by the very people who I thought probably was controlling this girl. Somehow, Sam was able to separate his feelings on the issue, whereas I wasn�t. Call me William Tecumseh Sherman, because I was going to burn the shit out of anything that got in our way.
��Is �at gonna be weird?� Sam asked, flicking his chin towards Avery and the girl.
Taken aback, I didn�t know how to respond, especially with Avery so close. �It�s complicated.� Shit, that sounded weird, too. �It�s not like that, man. We�ll talk about it later,� I whispered.
I started to speak but stopped. �Huh?� The distressed look on Sam�s face confirmed what I had hoped he hadn�t meant. �It�s not like that.� Avery and Quill were close enough to hear every word we were saying. �Let�s take this up later.�
Avery hovered a long, blank stare at most Sam and me, before returning his attention to his notebook.
Sam grimaced. �Yeah.�
We ate the fresh food we had looted from the A.C. Store in Barrow. Oranges, bananas, and trail mix for breakfast. It was a hell of a lot better than the stale MREs we had been eating. Speaking of eating, the girl said she still wasn�t hungry or thirsty. When I asked her how long it had been since she�d eaten, she said she didn�t remember.
Needing a few moments of privacy, Sam and I leaned against the hallway wall just outside the room. Before I had a chance to say anything, Sam said, ��At ain�t Tish in �ere.�
�Yeah��
�Listen ta me for a minute. I get it. �Ey some bad shit goin on. But killin a kid �cause you scared?�
�I�m not afraid of her,� I emphasized the word her. �I�m afraid I�ll lose you and Avery.�
Sam sucked air in between his teeth. �Could you kill �er? I mean, could you, really?�
�To save you and Avery? Yes.�
His eyes got wide, and he shook his head as he said, ��En what?�
�We live.�
�You even alive if you dead inside?�
�I don�t know, Sam, but you ain�t alive if you�re dead, either.�

Chapter 5

After the run-in with the people in the trucks and the Sniffers, I lost the ice road. Afraid to stop the loader and get my head straight, I guessed on a direction, and with a lot of hesitation, drove towards it. After what had to be close to an hour and not seeing any signs of Barrow, I began doubting my decision. So, I changed direction for the second time. Twenty or so minutes later, I was about to change the course once again when Aadesh started frantically waving his arms and pointing.
I opened the cab door and called out to him, �What?�
�Barrow is dad way!� he yelled, pointing back in the direction to our right.
Still not seeing what he was seeing, I asked, �How the hell do you know that?�
He furiously pointed in the opposite direction and yelling, �Dad way!�
�I don�t fucking see any� thing,� I said, before finally seeing what he was talking about. He began to calm down as I turned in the direction of the faint, hazy glow back to our right.
Within twenty more minutes, I saw evidence of the sea wall. The euphoria of having found it washed over me, but it was short-lived.
We ditched the loader and made our way towards the sea wall, the jagged shards of ice stabbed at our legs as we stumbled our way over the treacherous sea ice. The lone beacon lay somewhere off to our right.
No streetlights. No people about. Nothing but darkness lay before us. �Fuck,� I uttered as we shambled over the last, especially rough section of ice before reaching the sea wall.
�Jesus,� Aadesh said.
�Yeah.�
�Whad is wery much happening? Dis is crazy shid.�
�Same as the Patch looks like.�
�So, we have been addacked?� Aadesh asked as he stepped in place and rubbed the backs of his legs.
I assumed he was asking a rhetorical question. I focused on the fact that he had to be nearly frozen. �You going to be alright?�
�I am a liddle cold, bud I will most cerdainly be okay.�
�I think you�re a little more than cold, bro.�
�I am freezing, bud I�m drying do remain posidive.�
�We�d still be out there on the ice if it weren�t for you.�
Aadesh shuttered. �We god lucky. I could nod see shid oud dere.�
I laughed. �Well, you saw what mattered most.�
�Dad is drue, I am supposing.�
�What now?� I asked, clueless about what came next.
Aadesh shook his head. �Nod in my job descripdion.�
�Yeah, well, I ain�t nobody who should be telling anybody else what to do.�
Aadesh blew into his gloved hands and continued walking in place but didn�t speak.
A low rumbling sound came from somewhere to our left. �Get down,� I said, as headlights bathed the area in front of us with light. Two large trucks screamed unsafely past. Aadesh was about to speak when I shushed him. I patted him on the shoulder, cupped my ear, and pointed the opposite way the trucks had come. With the overcast sky and lack of a moon, it was impossible to see what I knew I heard.
First, it came in the form of pounding footfalls. Then one Sniffer, ten, and finally who knew how many. Some of them were running, but many more shambling their way past. A churning, grunting gaggle of bodies ambled by in a procession that lasted at least ten minutes. I lay, and I�m sure Aadesh shared the sentiment, there thinking any second would be my last; that they would be alerted to our smell, and, well, things would end badly. There was no place to hide and no place to run. We might�ve been able to make our way back to the loader, but the ice was rough going. I wouldn�t have bet very much on our chances, especially given Aadesh�s already frozen legs.
Frozen and demoralized, we waited them out. Once they were gone, we continued lying there, not saying a word until maybe a half-hour had passed. �Fuck this shit,� I whispered to myself as much to Aadesh.
Aadesh had had enough of being tough. �I am freezing.�
�I know. I know. So am I.�
The sound of shots in the distance rang out. �It keeps getting worse, doesn�t it.�
�Aboud as bad as my feed are killing me. I am dinking I will be having the frosdbide.�
I sighed. �Miley�s is three or four miles from here. You think you can make that?�
Aadesh thought about it for a moment. �I will wery much dry do do dad. I dink my legs will be feeling bedder if I were do move dem.�
I took a shot at a joke, but I didn�t feel it at all. �Get your running boots on, then.�
He looked down at his feet.
�Dude, it�s a joke. You know, haha?�
�I was playing pard in your joke. I know how dey work.�
I laughed. He smiled real big. �We�ll see if we�re still joking when we get to Miley�s.�
�I am dinking if.�
No smiles.
* * *
I had been in Barrow on several occasions. Usually, my visits there would be in the form of telling the guy who picked me up where to take me. I never once drove myself in Barrow, but because I had been there a few times, I knew the basic layout. I also knew that if we turned right from where we then were, we could follow Stevenson Street all the way to the airport. From there, we would just take whatever road or street that ran parallel with the airport straight to Miley�s, but that was a long way around. I just didn�t think Aadesh could hold out. He was too cold. Hell, I wasn�t even sure I could.
We could cut off a mile or so by trying to walk as the crow flies. That meant first finding the Top of the World Hotel, which wouldn�t be hard because it was the tallest building in Barrow. And then heading east on a diagonal line, over one of the many frozen lagoons, to the rear of Miley�s office building. That was the plan, anyway, or one of the plans.
I thought way too long about what to do, running scenario after scenario in my head until I�d lost track of what I was debating to begin with. Honestly, I didn�t want to make any of those decisions. I wished William was there. Hell, even Titouan. Aadesh rarely went to Barrow, so I knew he didn�t have much of a clue about anything. The call was going to be mine to make.
�We�re going to head in the direction of the hotel, okay?�
�I am nod even caring. I am ready do be moving.�
There were a few ramshackle houses just ahead. I was about to ask Aadesh if he wanted to see if we might knock on doors until we found someone who would help. With all the shit that was going on, I doubted we would get anything except a gun barrel pointed at us. I did have a few hundred dollars in my wallet. I was more than willing to part with some of it if they would just let us get warm. I�d give them all of it for some good news.
The notion of getting help quickly disappeared as we walked near the first shack. The door was wide open. Another house�s door looked to have been completely broken out of instead of broken in. Aadesh and I hurried our pace.
The glowing beacon that had saved our ass came into view. A truck looked to have collided into the side of a house and caught fire. The adjacent structure was also ablaze. There were three other buildings close enough that they weren�t safe. The whole goddamn town was probably going to burn, and I didn�t much care. At least we could see where in the hell we were going.
We were maybe fifteen feet away from the fire when I heard Aadesh Gasp. We had focused so hard on the burning structures that neither of us had seen the figures standing on the opposite side of the building until we were within a stone�s throw away.
�Easy�. Easy,� I whispered.
One of the Sniffers turned our way. She seemed perplexed, even to the point of turning back to the fire for a moment. I was hopeful the fire was too much of a distraction for her. But after a second or two, her head whipped back in our direction for a second look. Without warning, she raised her face to the sky, sniffed long and hard, and screamed a terrible high-pitched scream. �Fucking run!� I yelled.
Aadesh let out a whimper of pain as he fell into a semi-sprint behind me. �Come on,� I urged.
The woman was quick. She was on Aadesh. He turned around to slap her, grasping hands away from him. Howls came from back at the burning building. �Fuck!�
I wheeled around and slammed the butt of my rifle into the lady�s face, instantly stopping her head�s momentum. Her legs were another matter. They continued on their original path. The result was a wrestling dropkick that only landed when she smacked the ground with a thud. I smashed the butt of my rifle into her face multiple times.
�The hotel,� I said. �If we can make it there, we might have a chance.�
Aadesh grunted something in Hindi. Didn�t have a clue what he said, but it didn�t sound positive. Whether it was him just being so cold or whatever the reason, he was having a difficult time running.
We had one or two runners and several fast-walkers on our tail. One of the runners was going to have to be dealt with. I thought we could beat the other dude to the hotel, which was maybe a block away. I turned and was about to aim my rifle when Aadesh pushed the barrel down. �You cannod be fucking serious aboud doing dad action. All of dem will all be chasing us. Nod jusd dese.�
He was right. We needed an ax or knife or just something that was a little quieter than the rifles but more deadly and quicker to kill than the butt-end of a gun.
The man was in melee distance. I swung my rifle at him baseball style and missed so hard I spun in the slippery snow. Aadesh swung and connected just enough that the man fell to the ground.
A vehicle could be heard off in the distance. Several of the slow-walkers peeled off and headed towards the sound of the loud engine. The second runner was in play by that point because of our ineptness at killing the first one. He would also have to be dealt with and damn soon.
I was back on my feet in a couple quick moves. I slung a downward arcing blow at the first Sniffer�s face but hit him in the shoulder instead. The glancing strike did little to stop him from coming to his feet. He juddered his head back and forth between Aadesh and Me. I apparently pulled the short straw, both with that one, and another one I hadn�t even noticed.
Aadesh, to his credit, tried. He was just wasn�t in any physical shape to deal a hard-enough blow to do much damage.
For my part, I was being punched, kicked, and generally pummeled by the two attackers. The thing I will always remember about that encounter was the emotionless smile one of my attackers had as he flailed my head and face with long, bony fingers. Maybe he was smiling when he drank the water, or perhaps it was just a byproduct of whatever had poisoned him. Maybe the bastard liked attacking me. I didn�t care other than it freaked the hell out of me.
I fought back as hard as I could, but I was being overwhelmed. I did manage to knock one of them off me long enough for Aadesh to get a few delaying blows before he was back up and on me again.
My six-foot-five frame was big, but not big enough to stop my descent to the ground. With the slow-walkers just feet away from us, I was just delaying an almost inevitable fate. I was indecisive as hell when it came to making decisions, but I never backed down from a fight, especially a good one. I had enough scars on my face and head to back that up, too.
One of the infrequent times I came back home, and after an especially bad fight in a seedy place in Louisiana, I looked terrible. Cuts and bruises covered my face. My mother was beside herself when she saw me. �Ruffians,� she said. I wondered what she would think of me at that moment, being beat senseless by two braindead humans. But I guess that�s what she would�ve called my friends.
Two gunshots were fired. My ears rang like hell for a few seconds. I felt more than a little confused because of the beating I had received, but the murmur of slow-walkers caused my overworked adrenal glands to release a fresh round of adrenaline into my body. Aadesh poked his hand out at me. I rolled one of the bodies off me and grabbed his outstretched hand.
Aadesh pummeled one of the lead walkers in the side of his head with the rifle. �Dere was no choice in de madder. Id was you or dem,� he said.
I gave him a quick nod of appreciation, and we were running again.
* * *
The Sniffers still followed. We could, I thought, outrun them. The vehicles I heard a few blocks away was a more significant threat, primarily if anyone had heard the shots. The steps to the side entrance of the hotel was mere feet away. We crossed over the ground in between the post office and the hotel and hurtled the mounding of snow that resulted from clearing the street between the two buildings.
We entered the side door just as the Sniffers came into view. They seemed to be either really fast or really slow. There were very few in between. The group that followed us was of the really slow variety. All but two Sniffers stayed corralled along the snowbank and carried on in that direction, unaffected by having lost sight of us. The two who peeled off clumsily made their way over the snowbank and headed in the heading of the side door we had just entered. But then they just stopped.
We waited at the door for at least ten minutes for them to leave. Their bodies were completely still, but their noses were up and power-sniffing the air around them. Trying to regain our scent, no doubt. These two, while still slow, seemed to be smarter than the others that had chased us. Finally, they lowered their noses and walked off in the same direction as their snow-corralled brethren.
After securing a room on the third floor, we went about taking blankets from nearby rooms. While we were out clearing rooms, we also looked in every conceivable place for a kerosene heater, but the hotel only had small electric heaters, which were obviously not going to be of much help.
We were starving, thirsty, and freezing. We talked about breaking into the vending machines. After a few minutes looking them over, we decided it would be the option of last resort. It�d be noisy, and with not having thoroughly cleared the first or second floors, we couldn�t take that chance. I hadn�t planned to stay at the hotel very long, anyway. We would let the area outside the hotel completely clear of Sniffers and then finish the trip to Miley�s office as soon as possible.
Luckily, Aadesh had found a stash of food in one of the rooms. Not only that, but he also found an unopened bag of hand warmers, which at the time seemed like a big deal.
Neither of us talked for a long time after that. We sat there swaddled in our blankets, and even with the hand warmers close to our bodies, we were having a difficult time staying warm. I stood and began to walk around the room. Trying to keep my mind off being cold, I said, �Do you know anything about EMP?�
It took Aadesh a moment to come back to his senses. �Elecdromagnedic pulse?� He asked a rasp to his voice.
�Yeah. Avery told me he thought we were attacked by an EMP. He started jabbering about some other stuff, but luckily William began his speech, so I shut him up. I wish I�d let him speak.�
�I thoud aboud being an elecdrical engineer for a shord while, bud circuid analysis desdroyed my life, so I dropped de bidch and sdarded sdudying rocks instead.�
�But you know a little about it, then?�
�A wery liddle. I know an EMP gives off a pulse of energy dad can overload elecdronics. Id desdroys capacidors, chips, and de like, but dad is aboud whad I know. I preddy much know only rocks now.�
�You�re no help.�
�Dad�s why I smoke de weed.�
�Your parents must be proud.�
�Nod really.� He smiled. �Dey�re really quide disappoinded.�
�They�d seen you shoot those dudes attacking us� that might change their minds.�
�Dey would find someding do complain aboud. You can wery much bed on dad.�
�Family dinners must be a hoot.�
He sighed. �Yes, a real hood, as you say.�
That punctuated another long round of silence. This time, a gunshot off in the distance beckoned another round of conversation.
�Even if id were an EMP dad knocked out de elecdronics, dad sdill does nod explain de Sniffers. Whad is de correladion?�
I grabbed my third bag of chips. I hated Fritos, but whoever we took them from must�ve fucking loved them because whoever it was had a box of them. �I guess that�s the million-dollar question, isn�t it? Maybe someone got sick of us being the biggest kid on the block. Maybe they wanted to knock us down a peg or two.�
�Or worse,� Aadesh said.
�Seems to me it�s like a one-two punch: cut our power and send out crazed things to kill us while we cower in the dark. It seems like a good way to kick our ass.�
�I was home in India during the derrible power oudage in 2012. I saw firsdhand whad happens when de power goes oud for exdended periods. Dalk aboud desdabilizadion.� He thought for a moment before finishing, �If an enemy wanded do do harm, he would durn off de power.�
�So, you think Avery is right, then?�
�Dad guy is smard. I bed he could pass circuid analysis.� I think he felt guilty for making a joke. He paused, shrugged, and then said, �I do. Id explains many dings. Id is wery scary as hell, bud I am nod sure how else you could explain de dings we are seeing.�
�Yeah, that cat is smart. William treats him like he�s about ten years old.�
�Do you dink all de people are gone?�
�Killed? Turned into sniffers? For all I know, maybe they�re hiding in their houses.� I thought back at the houses with the broken doors. �But not a lot.�
�Hopefully, id is only Barrow.�
I sighed. �Awful lot of trouble just to screw over two or three thousand people in a place no one cares about.�
�Jesus, Jack, you used to be so posidive.�
�Yeah,� I laughed, �not feeling very positive. I�m not going to lie about that.�
* * *
I was exhausted, but I could only manage to sleep for a couple hours. The fact that Aadesh gave Tom a run for his money in the snoring department didn�t help. Most of it was I just needed a drink, a snort, or just about anything that would�ve quenched my cravings. And I was in pain. My head and face ached and throbbed.
I gave a quick glance at my hands. They weren�t shaking yet, but they soon would be. There had to be something in that hotel that would help. I just needed to find it. I wasn�t going to be any help to Aadesh if I didn�t. That was my excuse, I suppose. It worked.
The worst part about being sober was being trapped with thoughts I couldn�t drown out. As much as I tried to make sense of things, I couldn�t. I barely wanted to, but the point is still I couldn�t. The EMP crap Avery talked about. The sniffers. What had happened back at the Patch. People were dying, and for what? Aadesh had killed people. I had seen people die. I had fought monsters and lived. I had killed at the very least a Sniffer or two. They were people before. So, were we murderers, or did it even matter? Did anything matter? Society can�t judge if it doesn�t exist. You had to be your own judge. I felt guilty.
I glanced over at Aadesh, still sleeping. I could not for the life of me understand how he could sleep. Things, I thought, were much easier for people who had never dealt with addiction. That, or maybe he was just more tired than I was. I doubted it.
I was never one who allowed for much introspection. I was a mover, and that�s what I did. I got up and moved around, albeit slowly and unsteadily. After all, the room was completely dark. Everything was dark, though. And that was the very reason I had to move. I had to stop thinking. I had to act. I had to get a fix.
Like a fulfilled prophecy, my hands began to shake. I really needed to find that drink. I wanted to feel bad about feeling that way, but it was what it was. It wasn�t like my vices were going to disappear because things went to shit. That things had gone to shit made my addiction worse. At that moment, at least, it sure seemed like it had.
I grabbed a working lantern we scavenged earlier and began my search. The third floor was devoid of anything to fuel my needs. I already knew that. While we were looking for food and other needed items, my eyes were peeled. Nothing. I should�ve waited for Aadesh to wake up before going, but addiction isn�t known for making people do the right things. With all the dudes who worked in the oil fields, booze or drugs should�ve been easy pickens.
I worked my way to the backside of the first floor of the hotel. Nothing. It was like the entire town had become puritan suddenly. It made me wonder if puritans drank. I bet they did. If I were one, I would�ve, I thought.
A blink of light shown through one of the windows. Hoping I was seeing things, I moved towards the window where I thought I saw the light. I didn�t see them at first because the snow had picked back up, but then one of them pointed the flashlight towards the hotel.
At least two people looked over the Sniffers Aadesh had killed. One of them, I guessed, was a woman, pulled something out of her pocket, and began speaking into it. After a few moments, she turned to the person next to her, appeared to say something, before both began sauntering towards the hotel, rifles at the ready.
I hadn�t even thought about my own lamp until they began walking. �Dammit,� I said, barely above a whisper. The lamp was small, and the windows were frosted, but I couldn�t help but think they had seen me. I wasn�t even thinking. I was so damn stupid.
I had reached the landing to the second story when I heard reverberations of the entry door closing shut from below. I began bounding the steps by twos until I got to the third floor.
* * *
�Wake the fuck up, dude! People in the building!� I yelled, way too loudly.
�Whad de hell?� He murmured.
�Just shut up!�
There was only one way out, and that was the lone staircase, which led to the downstairs lobby. There was no means of escape that didn�t potentially cross paths with the two, armed searchers. We had to make the room as unlived-in as possible, and then maybe hide under the bed or something, and hope for the best. �Quick, the food, blankets, and whatever else� put it under the bed.�
Aadesh was up, moving one way and then another, with nothing in his hands. �Grab something, dude. They�re close, bro!� I growled.
That seemed to knock him out of his stupor. He began to help.
After we stashed as much of our gear as we had time for, we squeezed under the bed. Being the bigger of the two, I didn�t fit nearly as well under the bed as Aadesh had. It was dark, I thought. Maybe they wouldn�t notice, but then it dawned on me: the blankets. There was nowhere to hide all of them. There were so many giveaways in that room. I cradled my rifle. We were so fucked.
A rumbling noise could be heard off in the distance. Sounded like heavy equipment of some sort. Sure, that was a bad deal, but I had more significant worries, like the footsteps just down the hall, followed by the crash of a door being kicked in, and then another and another. All the while, the rumbling noise grew in intensity.
�How are we knowing dese people are bad?� Aadesh asked in a barely audible whisper.
Damn, I needed a drink. My brain was refusing to work. I was shaking badly. Either it was from lack of booze and drugs, or I was scared. Probably both. I settled on telling him, �They�re not cops, bro, and they�re kicking in doors.�
Aadesh pulled his rifle in tight.
The woman shouted in a language I didn�t recognize, from just down the hall. There were screams. The kind that was so high-pitched the gender-type was lost in the primalness of it. Aadesh flinched. I think I spoke, but I don�t remember what I said. There were two quick shots followed by a thud. There was a laugh and then more words spoken I didn�t understand.
At the time, I didn�t even think about us missing whoever was hidden in one of the rooms.
Then there was another door kicked in, followed by another. They were close as hell. Vehicles pulled up next to the hotel. The rumble of the large vehicle was also outside by this time. People shouted. That there were now more people outside sucked hope out of the room like we were in space, and someone opened a window. I began sweating a cold, terrible sweat. I readied myself for what was about to happen. I wasn�t, and by the way, Aadesh held his hunting rifle, he agreed, wasn�t going out with a fight.
�If they find us, shoot until you�re out of bullets,� I said, cocking the side-lever-thing on the side of my rifle.
�I am wery much afraid.�
�Me��
A man�s voice interrupted our final words, spewing angry words. The woman said something, then there was a pause, more words, followed by a raised and seemingly stressed voice, then pounding footsteps that grew inaudible over just a couple seconds, and then they were gone.
I exhaled deeply. �Jesus, dude. What the fuck.�
�I am nod knowing whad do say. I wery much believed we were dead.�
�We ain�t out of the woods, just yet,� I said, as another low rumbling noise became audible somewhere outside.
�Whad do we do?�
I shook my head, letting him know I didn�t have a clue.
We stayed under the bed for what seemed like a very long time, listening to the events taking place below. I had heard enough machinery over the years to know that whatever big piece of equipment was being operated, whether it was a backhoe, loader, or whatever, it was digging the ground.
The sounds of vehicles coming and going mixed in with shouts and lots of gunfire kept me from dwelling too hard on not having any drink or narcotics. A couple times, the barrages lasted several minutes. The constant fear of the gunfire caused me to think about drugs less. I suppose that was a positive.
Finally, I had had enough of hiding. I needed to see for myself what the hell was going on. Aadesh seemed to share my sentiment. We both crept over to the lone window and peeked out the sides to get a view of what was going on. An excavator dumped large buckets of permafrost in a rapidly growing pile. At the same time, twenty or thirty armed men and women huddled in two or three different groups. Scattered all around their perimeter were dead bodies. Sniffers. Lots of them. In some places around the perimeter, piles of them laid sprawled out on the ground.
* * *
Several hours had passed. Most of the armed men and women were gone. Only three people remained. The operator in the excavator and two people in a running truck that I could see anyway.
�I am feeling like we need to ged de hell oud of dis premises.�
�All those people could come back at any moment, and then what?�
Aadesh shrugged. �I am ready to dake my chances. I am nod liking being drapped in here.�
�Me either, man, but we�re still breathing. A hell of a lot better than,� I pointed in the direction where the person was shot, �whoever got those bullets.�
Aadesh nodded his head in agreement. �Nod disagreeing wid dad.� His affirmative headshake morphed into dissension. �Bud whad if dey come back here and dake up residence? Dey clear dis building and we,� him pointing this time, �become dad formerly alive person?�
�I don�t know what you want me to say, dude. We�re fucked either way. I just know we�re safe now.�
�I am nod wanding do disagree wid you, bud I am dinking dad sdaying here is nod a wery good idea. I am wanding do leave de conversadion dere.�
�Bro� I promise if you come up with a plan, we�ll do it. I have no clue if this is wrong or right� They might storm this place fifteen minutes from now, and we�re dead in sixteen minutes. Have no fucking clue. I�ll gladly let you make the decision. Go for it.�
We didn�t talk much after that. Aadesh didn�t want to stay but didn�t have any better ideas than I did. So, we did the only active thing we both could agree on, which was looking out the window, like it was the best, worst movie we�d ever seen. We were watching our own destruction, and we were apparently powerless to stop any of it. Being powerless sucked, especially being powerless and sober. What was worse, the movie got even worse.
Three trucks pulled in initially, followed by three more several minutes later. Within a half-hour, there were at least ten running trucks below us, plus two passenger vans that carried at least twenty people, all of which were armed like the ones who had been digging the pit. The vans weren�t the big passenger vans, either. They were packed in like sardines, but I imagined comfort wasn�t high on their list of priorities.
Several sniffers straggled in behind the vehicles and were shot just like the others. The guy operating the excavator, having finished his digging, throttled towards a Sniffer and made bug goo out of her. He then parked it before running over to the pit and waiting, rifle in hand, for whatever was getting ready to happen.
I watched a woman try to take a bead on a fast Sniffer who had flanked the group from almost the same direction we had come from earlier. She missed the first couple shots, but the third found a home, and the Sniffer tumbled to the ground in a heap.
Minutes later, there were shots fired from what sounded like several blocks away. Then there was a pause, followed with the sound of the herd again. More shots punctuated with hundreds if not thousands of snow-crunching footfalls. The shots were very close now, but so was the source of the footsteps. The last barrage of shots was just outside. Several men ran close to the lip of the pit. They fired their guns one last time, and we finally saw what we had been hearing. A wave of Sniffers ran up to the gun-toting men but skidded to a stop several feet away. There were a couple Sniffers that got a little too close to the men and were met with the butt ends of their stocks.
�What are dey doing?�
I had no words to offer, so I just shook my head.
From below us, a large group of men and women formed up in a jagged line with weapons at the ready. A man holding only a pistol seemed to bark an order. Aadesh and I stood in silence as they fired magazine after magazine into the crowd of Sniffers.
Many of which broke ranks and ran into the hail of gunfire.
Most were cut down before they reached the line of executioners, but some of them made it through and were causing chaos amongst the people in the line. I saw several of the gunmen go down. No one helped them. Instead, those who remained standing kept firing into the Sniffers, completely ignoring their fallen comrades. The man with the pistol walked behind them and fired at the downed gunmen, apparently not caring if he shot the Sniffer or one of his own. I saw on two occasions the man firing directly on an injured non-Sniffer.
After they had killed the sniffers, including some laggards, an old decrepit looking bulldozer began pushing the bodies into the pit. The dead amongst the firing squad found themselves in the same pile as the Sniffers.
Within moments, everyone was scrambling towards vehicles. They were in a hurry to do whatever it was they were doing. In just a few minutes, the only thing that remained in the area was the bulldozer and the excavator. Everyone and everything else were gone.
We were surprised, then, when within moments, a truck pulled up to the pit. Two people jumped out of the cab and began throwing their grizzly cargo into the hole in the ground. Bodies contorted into rigid poses were being tossed in. Truck after truck dumped hundreds of bodies in the quickly filling pit. So many hours had passed that we started taking shifts, so both of us could get some sleep.
�Jack!� Aadesh yelled in my ear.
�Shit dude, come on,� I said, still half asleep. There was no way of knowing how long I had slept, but my burning eyes told me I hadn�t slept long as I wanted and needed.
�You will wand do be seeing whad is happening.�
�Fuck,� I said, as I angrily swung my feet over the side of the bed.
Apparently, much had happened in the short time I had slept. The bulldozer had filled the pit with dirt and was now parked to the side. A tracked vehicle and two trucks sat idling near the pit. The man with the pistol from earlier was standing outside the tracked vehicle, and by the way, he was moving his hands, he wasn�t happy about something. After several minutes, he walked back towards the large group of people who were uncomfortably close to the hotel.
Several people piled out of the vehicles, including someone who had been tied up and gagged. I couldn�t help noticing how the new arrivals were the only ones who were dressed the same. Everyone else we had seen up until that point wore regular clothing. These new people were dressed much more like you would expect soldiers to dress. It was a worrisome development.
The woman, who looked weirdly familiar, addressed the crowd. It was impossible to read the moods of the other people gathered, but the dude with the pistol wasn�t happy at all. He shook his head and waved his hand, dismissively at her.
Ignoring his gesticulations, she walked towards him confidently. The four-armed dudes following closely behind her no-doubt bolstered that confidence. Still, the man stood his ground, pointing at the people behind him as he spoke.
The woman did some pointing of her own, back in the direction of the gagged woman, who had been stripped down to thermal shirt and panties, was being tied to an electric pole. She would freeze to death in a matter of minutes, I thought.
I saw Aadesh shaking his head out of the corner of my eye.
All hell broke loose below. My attention was on the woman being tied to the pole, so I didn�t see who shot first. Most of the fire seemed to be coming from the new arrivals� trucks. At least three or four gunmen fired relentlessly towards the crowd. The woman and her four protectors added plenty of their own lead as they retreated towards the tracked vehicle. One of them was killed during their retreat.
I saw a woman crawling towards the entrance of the hotel, trying to get away. The unformed woman saw her and pointed her out. Two of her goons opened fire, shooting many more times necessary to get the job done. It was a massacre. A massacre that was not yet over. The woman waved over her accomplices. Before they could take more than a few steps in their direction, they were also mowed down.
The horror painted on Aadesh�s face said it all. We were dealing with some bad people. Bad people that had it out for one another as much as they apparently had for us.
The woman conspicuously eyed the woman tied to the pole. She then got into the tracked vehicle, followed by her goons, before speeding off towards the east side of town. Before I had time to process all the things I�d just seen, Aadesh was getting his things ready. �What are you doing, bro?�
�I am going do help de person died do de pole.�
�How about waiting for me before you go out there and get yourself killed.�
Aadesh�s thick eyebrows furrowed. �Okay.�
The woman only had minutes to live, assuming she was still alive. We quickly gathered our weapons and were standing in the lobby in less than five minutes.
The wind howled through the then shot-out windows of the lobby. The smell of smoke and death was thick in the air. The sounds of it could also be heard. They would either die from their wounds or from the elements. We couldn�t do anything for them, and I�m not sure we would have even if we could. This was of their own making. I guess it made me sad. Death wasn�t something you just got used to, even if the dead were the ass bags who wanted to kill you.
�How�� what?� I couldn�t believe my eyes. My hands worked that much faster, trying to untie her. �It�s going to be okay, Tish. We�re going to get you inside.�
I scolded myself. We had so many damn blankets we almost died because of them, but we didn�t bother bringing one of them with us to cover her up.
Aadesh was in the process of untying her. She was barely responsive. Her usually dark skin had gone pale. She was clearly dying. She tried to say something. It was very faint. I moved closer to her. �Miley�� her voice trailed off to a wisp of air that carried no words.
A truck sat idling behind us. They weren�t going to need it, I thought. I helped put her into the cab of the truck. I told Aadesh to crank up the heater. There was nothing for us at the hotel. There was a spark of hope within me that William and the others were at Miley�s.
* * *
Tish was out of her mind. She kept muttering, �I� I�m sorry. My family. My family.� She also kept saying something about an Order. She wasn�t making any sense at all. We were almost to Miley�s. I hoped we would find the answers there.
The first obstacle was clear. The tracked vehicle that the murderous bitch took off in wasn�t there, but neither was a front door. No matter what, everything had to have a little bad sprinkled in it. I told Aadesh to get in the driver�s seat and be prepared to get the hell out of there if things went wrong.
The lamp was nearly dead back at the hotel. At Miley�s, it provided just enough light to make me an easy target inside the dark building. I called out to anyone who might be inside. No answer, but after I did it, I realized they probably wouldn�t, especially if they meant to do me harm. It�d be like a pig ringing a buzzer at a slaughterhouse. I took a heavy breath and entered the first-floor opening.
I knew where the stairs to the second floor were, but I had never been anywhere else in the building. We lowly people never made it to the second floor, much less the third. That was for people like William and Titouan. I only met Miley once or twice. I would recognize him in the crowd, but only barely.
Bodies littered the entrance to the building. There was no room to step over, so I did the next easiest thing. I used them as stepping stones as I moved inside. The first floor was completely dark. A metallic copper smell filled the air. It was too cold for decomposition, so there was that positive bit.
I raised my dim light above my head, trying to get a better look at my surroundings. More bodies at the stairs. Those I had to physically move out of the way. One of the bodies I moved looked normal. Normal enough to carry a pistol. I shouldered my rifle for it. It�d be easier to try to shoot it than the unwieldy rifle in the close quarters I found myself in. I hoped I wouldn�t need it. I shined my light on it, trying to see if the safety was on. It wasn�t.
Speaking of close quarters, the stairs were oddly narrow. Two broad-shouldered people could not walk shoulder to shoulder up them. As I looked at the dead on the ground, I couldn�t help but wonder if that was the purpose of the stairs. Whether it was intended or not, it worked like a charm.
I noticed something off to the side of the stairs. A sizeable bent metal door. Shining my light towards the top of the stairs, I could see that there was no door, and half the wall was missing, as well. Someone blew the hell out of it. My light�s dimming illumination caused me to end my sightseeing.
Something was off about the second floor. It felt warm, or at least warmer. I slapped my lamp. Why not, It worked for Avery. I figured I�d try it. It came back on for a second but then petered out again. I froze in place. The room was pitch dark. I hoped the staircase was on the opposite end of the rectangular building. That at least gave me a direction to travel in. I thought about leaving, but the unknown was as intoxicating as the fear I was feeling. I had come that far.
I fumbled across the room. A small amount of light I first thought was from the moon provided just enough light I could see the silhouettes of desks and other office furniture scattered across the long open room. But there was no moon that night. I wasn�t even sure if it was night time. I mean, it was dark twenty-four hours a day, so to me, it was always nighttime.
�Holy shit,� I muttered. Jagged light met me at the top of the steps. Heat too. A large part of the wall had been blown out, and the only thing remaining was the door and some charred 2�x 4�s. A large section of thick, like 5/8-thick, drywall was blown out, and it had settled in charred tatters on the bodies littering the stairwell.
I aimed my pistol at the opening and called out, �Anyone up there?�
I watched as the pistol danced in my outstretched arm as I waited for a response. With everything that had happened, I had almost forgotten I was an addict. My hands never let me down. I slowly walked up the stairs. It seemed clear.
The first door I opened was just bare office space. The second door, however, opened into a scene from hell. Two people sat at a conference table. One was a woman. The other, I had to study a moment before determining it a man. After walking around the room, I also saw something wrapped in a blanket on the floor. I walked over to it. I had unwrapped a corner of it when I saw small blue fingers. I recoiled.
Goddamn it.

Chapter 6

It was mine and Avery�s last summer as high school students. We were enjoying it as much as two nerds like us enjoyed summers. While other kids went to the beach, socialized, and dated, we sat at home playing Mario on the Nintendo 64.
Avery�s sister turned sixteen earlier that same year. I remember the night. I was at Avery�s when the call came. In all the time I spent with Avery�s family, I never remember Avery�s dad losing his temper once. That night he screamed and threw the phone against the wall. Freaking out about what his dad had said and done, Avery and I quickly made our way to the living room just in time to see his dad fall to the floor. We soon learned the phone call had been from the hospital. Avery�s sister had been in an accident.
Her accident had caused Avery�s dad to have a heart attack. His dad would initially recover, but his sister died on the operating table after surgeons were unable to repair the massive amount of internal injuries. The day I went with Avery and his mom to pick up his dad from the hospital was not a happy one. His dad, although recovered enough to come home, had lost feeling in both his left leg and left arm. He had also had a stroke during his time in the hospital. His dad died two weeks before school started.
The happy home was turned into something of a hull of its former self. His mom tried to hold things together, but she took to drinking and taking prescription drugs for most of his senior year. Avery began spending a lot more time with me at Palm Villa, which only added to his behavioral and emotional issues. My home wasn�t the most nurturing of safe places.
I awoke one night by the sound of someone talking. Avery was having a very frank conversation with someone in the bedroom: himself. I listened for a few moments, trying to understand what was being said. I couldn�t make out most of it, but he seemed to be having a conversation with his dad. Once he realized I was awake, he switched to snapping his fingers.
Avery�s ticks increased during that period. He always had milestones he had to reach�� like having to snap his fingers x amount of times before he could leave his bedroom. The amount grew substantially after his dad and sister passed. He would wake up a couple hours before school just to get in the extra repetitions. They seemed to have a calming effect on him. I never said anything. It was just what he did.
It wasn�t all bad. Avery�s mom ended up fighting her way out of her addiction and depression. Avery�s struggles continued, but his ticks lessened, especially after his mom got better. He poured his energy into school and finished valedictorian.
I had taken four years of vocational school. Because of that, I was able to graduate early. I didn�t wait around, either. I got the hell out of Indiana as soon as I could, but I stayed in contact with both Avery and his mom. When I heard about his successes, I just figured he�d go on and do his thing, probably end up being a tech CEO, and I�d rarely if ever see him again.
Then his mom called. She said he wasn�t doing well at all; that he freaked out about having to make a speech at his graduation commencement. Worse he�d outright refused, saying he�d rather not graduate than speak. Luckily, the salutatorian stood in for him, or he would�ve been a high school dropout.
That was the only beginning of his post-high school issues. He refused to take any of the scholarships he�d been offered. His mom said all he�d do was sleep all day, and he seldom came out of his room. When he did, it was to grab some food or use the bathroom, and then it was right back to his room.
I was working construction at the time, and I had neither the time nor money to travel back to Indiana. Instead, I offered to put him to work doing something while he came to grips with his journey into adulthood. She agreed, and he was on a plane and in Texas three days later.
Miley knew a guy who owned a small networking and custom computer shop. He talked to the guy, and Avery started working for him two days later. He worked his way up from sweeping the floors to building custom computers before finally working on the networking and programming side of the business. When I got the drilling superintendent job, I put him to work doing the geeky electronic stuff. He was happy as hell, and so was I.
�I didn�t know any of �at. It�s big of you takin care of �im.�
I turned around to make sure Avery was still sleeping. �Avery is my brother. I owed him and his family a lot� making my life bearable like they did.�
Sam nodded. �You must�ve had it rough, son.�
�Preparation for this, I guess,� I said, trying to smile.
Sam leaned his head against the headrest and looked out the window for several minutes before speaking again. �What I said �bout Avery was wrong. �At�s on me.�
The beeping of the cell phone meant Avery was awake. It was past time for Sam and me to shut down the conversation. Avery detested being talked about, which if you knew his past, you�d understand why. As guilty about airing all of Avery�s dirty laundry as I was, I needed to make Sam understand where Avery was coming from and where he�d been. Avery was different, but he wasn�t a pervert�� or worse.
Some people have argued over the years that I was overly protective of Avery. They said I was part of the reason he never really grew up�� that at forty-six, he acted like a fifteen-year-old. Part of that was right. Part of it, though, was he needed someone to make sure he was alright. Was I overly protective? Yeah, but I couldn�t sit back and let people crap on him, including Sam.
Luckily for us, Avery�s sole interest at that moment was the phone. He angrily mumbled something as he thumbed through the Korean language book we got from the library. His frustration stemmed from his inability to read the longer messages to and from Donald (the leader we killed at the Radar installation) and who we guessed was Donald�s boss.
That didn�t mean he didn�t learn anything new, because he had, but what we learned made very little sense.
Donald received messages after we killed him, and they weren�t kind. The person sending them accused him of being a traitor. Not only were the messages sent to Donald, but they were also sent to the same person Donald had been communicating with up the chain of command. So whoever was sending the messages wanted it known far and wide that he was a traitor.
The Korean word bimil was used in a context Avery didn�t understand. It means secret in English, but the way Avery was reading it, the message said, �The secret is involved,� which doesn�t make any sense. So whoever was calling out Donald, was also saying someone or something else was involved with what was going bad in Barrow.
Another part of what was sent up the command was that Donald had killed and buried the Grays. That in of itself was traitorous enough from what we had found out about the Order to justify something happening to Donald.
Then there was the fact that Donald seemed to be Russian, which made the least sense of what we had found out by that point.
�What if that� that damn Korean word��
�Bimil,� Avery said.
�What if �ey was talkin �bout �em Russians we killed?�
�They wouldn�t need to send that message, because they would know a Russian was involved. After all, he was the leader in Barrow,� Avery said in a scolding tone.
�Well, smartass, who �en?�
�I cannot say.�
�None of us can,� I said, trying to keep the peace. �You can�t make sense of something that doesn�t make sense.�
Avery mumbled. �That goes without saying.�
What I was trying to say was, none of it made any sense. There were all these different disparate parts. There was Russian involvement. We knew or was pretty sure, they provided the EMP weapon, assuming that�s what it was. I know what I heard back at the radar base. They were speaking Russian. Given the nationalistic bent of the Order, it was hard for me to square them being part of the leadership. Technical and otherwise, yes. But not a leadership role. But, the reality of things seemed to point out that they were. So, as unlikely as it was until we found otherwise, we had to assume the Russians had a seat at the Order�s table. That left�
�CIA,� I said, without fully fleshing out why I even thought it.
�Damn, son� you pull �at out of your protruding butthole or what.�
I shook my head and rolled my eyes. �It just makes sense.� I turned to Avery. �You said that one of the messages said the Agent was tainted.�
�Specifically,� Avery turned to his ever-present notebook, �I said one of the people in the messages said, �The byeongsa is tainted and must be dealt with.��
Feeling more confident in my assertion after hearing that, I said, �If the CIA is involved, the government is still standing. That� that�s potentially very good.�
�I don�t know, son. I thank you goin a long way �round �ere ta get back ta the beginin.�
�I am trying to agree with Sam,� Avery said, �But his hillbilly vernacular is making it difficult.�
Sam grunted. �Thanks for agreein, you little sonofabitch.�
We left it at that. Where else could it go?
�Are you writing text messages?� Quill asked, a few miles down the road from where we left out last conversation.
�No. I am currently trying to translate a message that was written in Korean into English, so I can read it.�
�Why would you have to do that?�
�The people this phone belongs to are not good. We need to know what the messages say so we know what is happening.�
�Are they the people who did this to me?�
Normally, Avery had a two-question threshold before becoming agitated. Not so much with Quill. He patiently answered all her questions, and without even the slightest hint of agitation. It reminded me a lot of Avery I knew twenty years prior.
�Yes, I believe so,� Avery said. �But you are not so different. You will be okay.�
�It�s okay,� Quill said. �I know I am.�
Avery sat the phone down. �So am I.�
She smiled and nodded at Avery. She then asked, �Can I see the phone?�
I stiffened as Sam gave me a questioning look�� as in was I really going to let Avery give her the phone. Deciding to take a gigantic gamble that the girl was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, I allowed it.
With minimal hesitation, Avery said, �Sure. But do not touch any of the buttons. The wrong combination of button presses can have dire consequences.�
�It�s pretty cool,� she said. �I don�t know what any of those lines and house-looking things mean, but it�s still pretty cool.�
�I would agree with that.�
She handed the phone back to Avery. �Thanks.�
�You are welcome. Maybe I can teach you how to read Korean?�
�If you teach me that, will I sound like a cool robot like you when I talk?�
Avery tilted his head to the side as he thought about what she had said. �Do you think I sound like a robot?�
She smiled. �Yeah.�
�I had never really noticed. I guess I would not, though, would I.�
* * *
One of the last things I wanted to do before I left Alaska, oddly enough, was driving the Dalton Highway�� from Ice Road Trucker fame. I guess if there was something positive to glean out of things, I was getting to do something I wanted to do. The thing is, though, most people interested in the scenery didn�t make the trip in the dead of winter. Not much to see except darkness and snow. Not only that, but the snow and inclement weather caused the highway to be nearly undrivable. Not that we would expect anything less. Most people didn�t have a vehicle like the Ripsaw, either.
Having gotten tired of staring at the darkness, I turned my attention back to the GPS. I started following the highway several miles forward. From my prior planning before the Order, I knew the essential order of places we�d come to before arriving in Fairbanks. Once we left Prudhoe Bay, we were looking at virtually nothing until after we crossed the Atigun Pass. If you�re curious, the Atigun Pass is a mountain pass through the Brooks Range of mountains. After passing through the Brooks Range, there is a camping area and Cold Foot, and that was it. Even before the Order showed up, you were on your own for most of the trip.
I saw something I hadn�t seen during my earlier planning. Toolik Field Station was the name of the place. I didn�t know what it was, but it was a place, and we were getting close to being there. It was just off the road, so it wouldn�t be a big deal to check out, I thought. That, and as tired as I was, I didn�t want to drive through Atigun Pass. Sam hated heights. He said he would drive the entire way except for that part. I agreed. Worst case scenario, we got off the road for a while, ate, and got a bit of rest before taking on the mountains.
I told Sam what I�d found. I�d barely gotten out a word on the matter before he said he would like nothing more than to pull off the road for a while and take a break. We had been on the road for over five hours by that point. That wouldn�t have been so bad if we had been getting regular sleep and rest. As it was, everyone was ready to eat, stretch our legs, and catch a few winks.
We made a right turn on a road that the GPS said was there, but for all intents and purposes, we were just driving on snow in a direction the GPS directed us. There was no road or evidence of a road; just snow and lots of it. Up ahead, though, there were lights: four yellow beacons laid out in a square. It was, oddly enough, a helipad with a helicopter that looked to have been moored to the pad.
The helicopter was a Robinson R44. The only reason I knew that was because I got to fly (and crash) in one during one of my early trips to the Patch, and the pilot nearly killed me in the process. All I remembered was bells and whistles and him shouting over the radio to �brace for impact.� I passed out on the way down. When I awoke, the first thing I got to see was his one-tooth smile, followed quickly by a huff of his rancid breath as he said, �It got a little hairy, didn�t it, feller?�
�What the hell is �is place?� Sam asked.
I nervously shrugged my shoulders. �A place to rest, I hope.�
The snow-covered path diminished as a frozen brown dirt and gravel one took its place. With the way having been cleared as far as it had, someone to had to have been there. Fifty yards ahead lay two large, gray, rectangular objects. Before I could know for sure what I hoped I was looking at, Avery loudly confirmed it for me: �Generators.� That explained how there were working helipad lights. It also explained how the whole damn place was lit up as it was.
Sam glided the Ripsaw to a stop in front of a building that had an old rough-cut board with �Community Building� painted on it. To the south of the community building were several small, green, tent-like structures. The place was speckled with several buildings, all of which were of different sizes, shapes, and materials. Some were outdated and old, like the community building. In contrast, others looked modern, by most standards, but especially for that part of Alaska.
Sam clicked the gear shifter to park and began checking over his rifle.
�I take it you think this place is too good to be true, too,� I said, following suit.
�Don�t know.� Sam pointed his finger at an approaching figure. �Looks like we �bout ta find out.�
I told Avery and Quill to stay put while we felt out the welcome party.
�Whoa� whoa, fellas. What�s up with the guns?� the man said as he walked towards us.
�Who are you?� I yelled, much louder than I meant to.
He stopped and put his arms in the air like it was a traffic stop gone wrong. �This is my place, or at least this is where I work. Maybe you should be the one telling me who you are.�
�I�m William, and this is my friend, Sam. Yours?�
�Daunte, Daunte Green. What are you all doing all the way out here?�
�Well, Daunte, we just wanted to pull off the road a bit and rest,� I said.
�This isn�t exactly a rest spot, you know.�
�Yeah, but with the way things are at the moment, the rules have changed a bit��
�Those things must be bad if they allow you to show up on private property with rifles?�
Sam let out a nervous laugh. �You don�t know �bout what�s goin on?�
Duane nervously shook his head. �Apparently not.�
�You gotta place we can sit down and talk? I got a teenage girl and another friend in the truck who would like nothing more to stretch their legs and use the bathroom,� I said.
He ventured an untrusting glance towards the Shining before speaking again. �Yeah, well, I don�t know. I�m not supposed to let people come here who don�t have reservations.� He looked back towards a row of cabins, �Since no one else showed up, I suppose it wouldn�t hurt.�
I offered my hand for a handshake, but he wasn�t having it. Finally, I awkwardly said, �We would appreciate it.�
�I need you to put up the weapons, though. They aren�t allowed.�
�That�s not going to happen. Not until we know this place is safe and that you are on the up and up,� I said, �And you can put your hands down. We�re not here to hurt anybody.�
�Easy enough for you to say. Where I come from, you don�t bring guns unless you�re going to use them.�
�I assure you we won�t use them unless you make us. Take us someplace we can talk, and we�ll make you understand why we�re carrying these. I promise you.�
�I guess I don�t have much choice in the matter, do I?�
I smiled. �We could tell you here, but we�re cold and tired. We don�t mean you any harm.�
Duane thought a second. �Yeah, alright� just follow me, then.�
* * *
Duane showed us around the community center. �Bathroom is over there. Water and a few snacks in the fridge. Lots of places to sit over there. Make yourselves at home,� he said, not overly enthused about any of what he was saying. If it weren�t for our guns, we�d been out on our asses. I was pretty sure about that.
�Thanks,� I said, walking over to one of the walls. �Huh,� I said to myself. I rubbed the God-awful ugly wall covering. Bad memories seemed to greet me at every corner. The paneling on the walls of the community center was the same, even down to having the weird black faux wormholes as the single-wide trailer I grew up in. It was a 1979 Starlight single wide. I remember mom talking about how the guy who pulled the trailer to our lot marveled about how heavy it was. �Damn solid trailer you got there,� he�d said.
The clank of a serving tray broke my reminiscing. I grabbed one of the cups and poured it full of hot tea. A few sips and a couple minutes later, in the comfortable recliner, and I forgot about the damn horrible paneling. That was some of the best tea I ever drank.
Not everything was as good as the tea and recliner. By the way Duane nervously stared at Quill when he thought no one was looking, it was as apparent to him, as it was us, that something was wrong with her. That she had found a Miley Industries trucker hat in the Ripsaw and had it pushed down low over her brow trying to block light from her eyes only made things worse. At least with the trucker�s hat pushed down so low it was hard to get a good view of her eyes.
Duane motioned towards the guns. �You care to finally tell me what the world is going on?�
I told him he might want to sit down and get comfortable. He did so with a sigh, and I wasted no time explaining what had happened during the last couple of days. He sipped his tea as he listened intently; any reserve he might�ve had about anything I said wasn�t at all apparent, given the smile slowly forming on his lips.
�Is this a joke, guys? I know it�s my tenth anniversary working here, but that seems little too short a time for everyone to be putting this much effort into a goof. Shit, now, y�all.� He scooted back from the edge of his seat, apparently waiting for us to yell surprise. After seeing the looks on our faces, his smile began to fade.
�I wish ta hell it was a joke, son,� Sam said. �It ain�t, �ough.�
Avery walked over to Duane and showed him the phone I told him about. The phone being a tangible connection to an otherwise unbelievable tale quickly eroded whatever notion that remained that what we were saying was part of an elaborate joke.
Duane sat there, shaking his head for a good while, trying to take in what all I had told him. �I guess I knew something was wrong when our replacements didn�t show up.�
�Our?� I asked.
�I�m camp manager here. We finished our three-month rotation and were waiting for our replacements, but no one showed up to replace us. Finally, I told my people to go ahead and go home to their families. I�d stay until our replacements finally showed up. Sounds like I shouldn�t have let them go.�
Duane was a big man, older, and had impressive cornrows. He reminded me of a soft-spoken version of Ving Rhames. �No way for you to have known what was going on,� I told him.
�Have you talked ta anybody outside here?� Sam asked.
�No. The internet went down almost three days ago. Nothing since. That�s the main reason people left in the first place. They don�t like it much when they can�t call back home, you know.�
Avery glanced at me. I shook my head. I assumed he wanted me to ask specific questions about the internet, but I shook my head. I didn�t want to throw too much on at one time.
Sam looked at me before saying, ��bout the same time the power went out back at the Patch.�
I nodded in agreement.
Duane had a seat and drank the last bit of his tea. Quill asked Avery if he wanted to play a video game. I hadn�t noticed the television and gaming systems until then. Avery mad-dashed a few more quick inputs into the phone before finally asking Duane if that would be okay. Duane nodded that he didn�t mind.
I waited for Avery and Quill to get settled in before saying, �I�ve noticed you looking at Quill.�
�Yeah� Sorry, I didn�t mean to stare. It�s just, well� is she okay?�
Sam looked at me, sighed, and shook his head. I assumed he was trying to let me know he thought we should keep what we knew about her under wraps.
Duane eyed us both nervously. �I take it that�s a sore subject?�
I savored the last couple of drinks of my tea as I tried to decide how I�d go about telling him about her. �Just with about everything else, there�s uncertainty in what I�m about to say. I�m pretty sure she was given the agent, but for whatever reason, she didn�t turn completely into a Gray. She�s something different��
Duane�s eyes got huge. �What you�re trying to say without actually saying it is she�s one of the monsters?�
�No� Well, I don�t know for sure,� I said.
�Assuming I believe your story, why should I let her stay here, then? She could be dangerous.�
He was right, and I knew it. The fact of the matter was, I didn�t know. The agent affected people differently. That was obvious in both Prudhoe Bay and in Barrow. The spectrum ran a full course, from spinning idiots all the way up to Quill. Part of me even worried that she was what the prototypical Gray was supposed to be. It was terrible to think that, but I couldn�t shake it.
�I�m not going to piss on you and tell you it�s raining. She could be, but I�m hoping you�re like us where this is��
�What, stupid like you?� Duane interrupted.
�I�m just going to lay it all out for you�� make it simple. If I knew she was a threat, she wouldn�t be here right now. I�d take care of it myself.� I�ll admit that what I said wasn�t exactly true. I thought she was a threat, but I wasn�t going to override Avery and Sam on the matter.
Sam gave me a sharp glance.
�Whatever, man.,� Duane said, his arms held up in a submissive pose, �You have the guns. I don�t think it matters exactly what I think of the girl or you guys, for that matter. You got the power.�
�We�re not trying to take over this place. We just need a little while to rest. That�s it. If you want us to leave after that, we�ll get the hell out of here.�
Duane drew his hands up into steeples and nervously blew air out between pinched lips as he rocked back in forth. �Just like that, you�ll leave?�
I ventured a look at Sam. He nodded his approval. �Just like that.�
Laughter broke the uncomfortable silence. Duane turned his attention away from picking at his fingernails just in time to see Quill fall back into the sofa. She apparently died but had a hell of a lot of fun leading up until that moment. Even Avery had a smile plastered on his face. She handed him the controller, and he took off where she left off, smiling all the while.
For those brief moments, nothing shitty managed to find its way into the community center. Quill was just a teen having fun playing a game. Avery was just an oversized kid enjoying his distraction from the perfunctory role as the guy people wanted to shut up until they needed him to answer a question. Quill didn�t judge him, and he sure as hell didn�t judge her. It was that exact same reason he was so close to his sister. When she died, it left a gaping void in his life. It changed him forever. I tried to fill that role, but I wasn�t good enough. I wasn�t innocent. I was judgmental; most of all, I was selfish.
�I don�t like making decisions on an empty stomach. How about we talk about it after we�ve had supper?� Duane said, not taking his eyes off the two of them.
�Sounds good to me,� I said.
�Yeah, I�m so hungry my asshole�s startin ta gnaw on �is cushion I�m sittin on,� Sam said.
Duane gave Sam a questioning glance. Sam just smiled real big and innocently shrugged his shoulders. I had a feeling it would take Duane a little while to become accustomed to Sam�s Samisms.
* * *
I helped Duane prepare food. It was a way for me to talk to him one on one, without all the Grays and end-of-the-world apocalypse shit. He was a good guy, and I think he was beginning to realize we were good people, too. I�m not sure how I would�ve handled a scraggly group like ours randomly showing up at the Patch and heralding the doom and gloom we had.
The beans and franks we ate were about the best thing I�d ever had in my life. The rush of endorphins I felt as I scarfed down spoonful after spoonful was nearly enough to make me forget just how shitty things were. By the looks on everyone else�s faces, they felt the same. I savored the time as much as I did the beans and franks. Because In the near recesses of my mind, I knew that moment was fleeting.
The jovial atmosphere, aside from raising everyone�s spirits, had the secondary benefit of brightening the dark cloud that followed us to Toolik. The lighthearted conversation seemed to have erased much of the bad initial impression Duane had gotten from us. I can�t take credit for that. Sam was the source of good tidings. Aside from laughing at the idea of him in a suit and tie, I always said he�d be a perfect salesman. He knew how to turn on the charm when he needed to. He made Duane feel like he was the most important person in the world. That was a talent I didn�t have. While he regaled Duane with past debauchery not fit for Quill�s ears, I drifted off to darker contemplations.
I suppose my job as the leader didn�t allow for the same allotment of joy, and staying happy and positive really wasn�t my forte to begin with. I laughed, smiled, or interjected when called for, but my mind was slowly wandering back where it was before we met Duane. After all, I was the one who had to decide what we needed to do next.
��member �at time when Joey tried ta pass �at fake money ta �em strippers, son?�
I laughed. �Yeah, he tried to lie his way out of it by saying his daughter put the money in his wallet without him knowing.� Before I could finish, Sam took the conversation back over, which was fine by me.
�He took his kids ta one of �em kids pizza places the night �fore. At the end of the night, his girl cashed in �er tokens and gotta cash register �at had all kinds of play money in it. Since the broke-ass done spent all his money on pizza and tokens the night �fore, he got the bright idea he�d just use some of his kid�s fake money when we got ta the strip club. The idiot reckoned no one would notice.�
Avery cut in. �Joey was incarcerated for trying to pass counterfeit currency. When he told his wife what had happened, he blamed it all on his daughter. His wife did not find humor in Joey�s childish actions. She was angry.�
Okay, Sam had told the story a bunch of times. I wasn�t sure if Avery�s retelling, which, let�s just say was lacking vibrancy, was a result of him mocking Sam for the number of times he told it, or if he was trying to be funny. Either way, it was a good ending point for the night. It kept me from entering a downward spiral, and it stopped Sam from talking the rest of the night.
Duane showed us where we would be sleeping. He said there were showers, which was beyond wonderful to hear. There was also a laundry room where we could wash our clothes. The only issue was the showers had to be kept under five minutes because the water truck never showed up for the new rotation water delivery. Some shower was better than no shower, I thought.
There was still some unfinished business to attend to before we could take those much-needed showers. We needed to set up a watch rotation. When I asked Sam if he wanted to flip for the first watch, he sighed before saying, �Don�t know why.� As inexplicable as it was, Sam almost always lost a coin toss, and that night was no different. �You gotta be riggin �at shit somehow, son.�
Sam pulled the Ripsaw within a short running distance of the cabin, just out of sight from the main entrance, that all of us besides Duane would be sharing. He said we could all have separate cabins if we wanted, but we decided that might be a bad idea; after all, there was safety in numbers. I believed Duane was a good guy, but we weren�t going to put all our marbles on belief alone, especially with what happened with Tish so fresh on our minds. He was going to have to prove himself before he earned our trust.
Duane stopped me as I was looking through the clothes I�d taken from the AC Store in Barrow. �Is that absolutely necessary, William?�
�Is what absolutely necessary?�
�The watch. We�re in the middle of the middle of nowhere. There�s nothing around us for hundreds of miles,� he stammered.
�I believe it�s absolutely necessary,� I said.
Sighing, Duane said, �I would feel better if I could take part in the first watch, then.�
�I don�t think Sam would mind.�
�I appreciate it.�
* * *
I was startled awake from a deep slumber. I initially thought I was dreaming, but as the cloudiness of sleep lifted, it became apparent the sobs I heard were real. There was just enough light in the room from the outdoor pole-light that I could see Quill sitting up in her bed and hugging her pillow. I threw the blankets off and sat up.
I let my eyes adjust to the darkness before slowly walking to Quill�s bed. For a brief instant, I thought about waking Avery and making him deal with her since they were closer. I told myself I could handle it. That and I thought it would be beneficial if I talked to the girl. Up until that point, I had not said more than a few words to her. I needed to vet her as much as form a relationship with her.
�I�m not going to hurt you.�
Through sobs, she said, �I know.�
�Why are you moving away like that then?�
She shook her head.
�Talk to me. It�s okay.�
�It�s really not okay,� she whispered.
�We�re safe here. We have Sam and Duane just outside the door there in the truck. We�re good.�
�Yeah, I know that.�
�Then what is it?�
She wiped her eyes. �I�m a monster, aren�t I?�
�Huh? No. I mean� No, you�re not.�
She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her long shirt. �If you knew how I felt, you wouldn�t say that.�
�How do you feel?�
She wiped her mouth again. �I can�t tell you. I don�t want to be alone again.�
�We�re not going to leave you.�
She began to cry again in earnest, spit running out of the corner of her mouth. �I�m hungry.�
Puzzled, �That�s great. I�ll take you over to��
�No!� She yelled.
Avery rustled but didn�t wake up.
�You can�t get me the kind of food I need.�
�What kind of food do you� need?�
�I don�t want to be alone� and I don�t want to feel this way. Please, make it stop�� the feelings. Make them stop.�
�You have to tell me what those feelings are. I can�t help you if I don�t know.�
�I had a dream. My hands were in fists, and I was beating something. I was so mad, but I don�t know why I was mad. I remember the blood. But in my dream, it didn�t have a name. I didn�t think of it as yucky blood. It was natural. When I woke up� my mouth was watering. It still is.� She began smacking herself in the face.
I grabbed her arms. �It�s okay. It was just a dream. That�s all it was.�
She began to shake her head. �No, it wasn�t. When I woke up, I wanted to eat something� I wanted to eat you.�
I backed away from her bed.
�I told you,� she said. �I don�t want to feel this way.�
I was halfway between my bed and hers when I looked to my left, where Avery slept and wondered if our relationship would ever be the same. We wouldn�t have a relationship at all if he was dead. Quill might not have been in the Order, but she represented a clear danger to our group. She was a child, and that was what it was, but danger was danger. Age didn�t mean anything where that was concerned, especially if you had to worry about going to sleep. I eyed the bag in which my silver revolver lay on �Fuck,� I said, as Quill whimpered.
Avery had awoken.

Chapter 7

Aadesh and I were at a loss as to how to help Tish. We had a short training session on hypothermia and frostbite during our first-day orientation at the Patch. I was drunk, and Aadesh stoned, so neither of us remembered much other than the trainer lady was this beautiful, Inupiat woman. At least with hypothermia, we knew we had to increase her body temperature. The frostbite was in a whole different league we weren�t prepared for.
The hypothermia was supposed to have been the easy part. Tish was acting out in such a violent way, we couldn�t do something as simple as keeping her covered with blankets. To make things worse, she ripped and tore at her face, forcing us to initially tape gloves on her hands so she wouldn�t scratch her eyes out. When that didn�t work, we tied her arms to the couch with duct tape.
The hope was always that she would be able to help us treat her once she got better. Even when the threat of hypothermia had passed, and she seemed to be in her right mind, she wasn�t willing to help. She would blankly stare off into space or just break into sobs when we asked her for help. At one point, I forced her to look at her toes. �You�re going to lose your damn toes if you don�t help us.� It didn�t affect her in the slightest. No response. Nothing.
It was only after she had succumbed to the pain that she finally asked Aadesh for something to help with it. Miley seemed to be prepared for almost anything. He had a cabinet full of medical supplies, including a liberal amount of pain medications. Luckily for her, she got all the pain meds she needed to help with her pain. Unluckily, I got all the pain meds I desired. But goddamn did I feel so much better than I had in a long time.
Time passed, and we settled into a routine: sleep, eat, care for Tish, and sleep some more. Aadesh handled it much better than I did. He cataloged things, made lists, and went on supply runs. I helped for a while, but that soon changed as I fell back hard into old habits. There was a reason William and I became such good friends: we were both addicts.
After a few days, Tish�s hands and face had gotten much better. The only indication of frostbite that remained was the pink skin that covered a good portion of the affected areas. Her feet, though. They were a different story. Her big toes were black, and several of her other toes didn�t look much better. Even with as hateful and angry as she had been with me, it was painful watching someone essentially give up on living.
Looking back now, it�s ironic that I felt that way about Tish. Introspection was not a particularly strong point of mine during those days.
I used my terrible relationship with Tish to escape responsibilities. I mean, I didn�t want to upset the patient and make things worse for her, especially since she seemed to be teetering on having a breakdown. On some intellectual level, Aadesh agreed it might be better for me to stay away from her. Still, he also knew that I was quickly reaching the summit of what would be a fast, downhill decline. He also knew that if I wasn�t helping with Tish, that meant he would have to take care of everything. He didn�t have the energy to fight me over it. That left all the time in the world to indulge myself in an almost never-ending supply of drugs that Barrow offered.
There was plenty of booze in Barrow, but I chose prescription drugs over drink. And why not, there was an endless supply of medications available in the deserted drug stores and hospital. There was morphine, OxyContin, Adderall, and, well, just about anything else you could imagine, and I did imagine. Did more than imagine, in fact. Best of all, it was all free and without legal consequences. It was an addict�s paradise. To most people, the end of the world sucked, but I was uncommitted in that regard.
My drug use got so bad I spent hours and hours at a time passed out or near comatose in my makeshift bedroom. When Aadesh forced me out of the room long enough to show me the secret passage in Miley�s office, I was so high I could barely keep my eyes open, much less pay attention to or care about what he talked about. The only thing that half-assed got my attention was Miley having turned his garage into one big EMP-proof Faraday Cage.
It seemed to me there were two likely reasons Miley had taken the precautions he had. He knew what was going to happen, which seemed unlikely. Or that he was just a paranoid rich guy who had too much free time on his hands to dream up ways the world could kill him off before he got to spend his money. In reality, I barely cared at that point. I remember Aadesh showing me assorted bits of working electronics he had found. The entire time the only thing I could think about was did I have enough morphine to last until the next supply run. The fear of sobering up was almost as scary as the Sniffers. Shit like Faraday Cages and working electronics barely showed up on my radar of things I cared about.
Then Aadesh decided he thought I needed to stop taking drugs. Since I wasn�t leaving my room by that point, I relied on him making the supply runs. He began bringing me less and less of what I asked for, using the excuse that the supply was running out, which I knew was complete bullshit. As one might expect, that caused a great deal of tension between us. On more than one occasion, we got into shouting matches. To his credit, he always deescalated our fights, which meant he ended finding a way to get me what I needed. Our arguments were one of the few things that seemed to make Tish happy. I hated her by that point.
During the rare times when I was sober enough to communicate, Aadesh would try to tell me things he had and hadn�t gleaned from talking to Tish. He told me he had real concerns about her. He couldn�t understand why she refused to talk about any of the period after leaving the Patch. Not only would she refuse to talk about it, but she would also get super angry with him when he asked. All of that was part of another world that I wasn�t much interested in anymore. I had moved on.
Then the day of reckoning came. Aadesh cut me off completely. He let me know in no uncertain terms he wouldn�t be making any more drug runs for me. That I would either clean up and get sober and take part in trying to survive in the new world, or I would continue taking drugs and flounder in it. I went crazy. I threatened to kick his ass, amongst other things, but fortunately, I hadn�t quite sunk low enough to beat up the dude who was keeping me alive. I took a bunch of sleeping pills, thinking that somehow when I woke up, things would be better� or something like that.
By the third day, the withdrawals were so bad I had to do something. I would get dressed and prepare to leave, but when the willpower wasn�t there, I�d take more sleeping pills. I did that several more times before I ran out. I was finally forced with having to leave the safety of Miley�s cocoon. With untied boots and one glove, I ran out the door, so I wouldn�t have time to think about my decision. I was in the van and speeding towards Samuel Simmonds Hospital before I felt the dread of exposing myself to reality.
I couldn�t even wait until I was back at Miley�s office. I sat in the middle of the dark emergency room with a lone lamp and a pile of drugs. At first, I was just going to have a little snort of morphine, and then go about my merry way. But as any addict will tell you, there is no such thing as moderation when you have a pile of dope in front of you. Before I had even realized it, I had taken more Adderall and morphine than I�d ever taken at one time. After all, why wouldn�t I, I had to make up for lost time. Within minutes, I was overtaken by the concoction.
I fell back on the cold floor. Waves of emotions, images, and an outpouring of lousy shit flashed through my mind. All of what I�d seen since the lights went out mixed in with a wicked composition of bullshit pre-blackout: Cold, blue skin of the infant. The rancid smelling sniffers. The loss I felt for my friends at the Patch. How I let my parents down most of my life. The cherry on top was my general inadequacy, not to mention my then-current state of dereliction. I began to cry.
The drugs facilitated moments of honest, unhesitant introspection mixed with bouts of rage. The rage stemmed from the un-hindered self-appraisal: after all, who wants to be honest about oneself, especially when the main reason for taking drugs in the first place was to forget what you already knew. I wiped my tears. I remembered why I was angry with my parents in the first place. They were overbearing assholes. They weren�t going to make my decisions for me, tell me who to hang out with or decide for me which school I went to. I�d be precisely the damn loser they said I would be, probably worse. You know what, though? I�d make the damn decisions myself.
The irony of the situation wasn�t lost even on me, even with my addled mind. I laughed at the notion of my parents making my decisions for me. They would�ve almost certainly never chosen, as an option, me lying in my own piss, in a cold-ass emergency room, teetering on the edge of an overdose while in the midst of a nervous breakdown. Maybe I needed them. It�s a shame they were probably already dead.
The more significant issue with my parents was I�d never dealt with any of the problems I had with them until that moment. There I was a forty-two-year-old man, dying inside over things that happened over twenty years ago. Not to mention how the world seemed to be falling apart all around me, and there I was dealing with daddy and mommy issues. I was a damn mess, but that goes without saying.
My eyes were getting heavy. No, I told myself. I can�t go to sleep. If I did, I probably wouldn�t wake up. Maybe that was okay. No more bullshit. No more worrying about anything. It wouldn�t matter how good or bad or how much of a disappointment I was. I was going to die. Maybe that�s what I wanted the entire time. It just took the ridiculous scenario unfolding for me to know it. To understand it. Fuck it.
My parents were probably dead anyway, so even if I did need them, it wouldn�t matter. That made me sad. I don�t remember anything else after that.
I woke up on my pallet. Aadesh must�ve come and gotten me. �Dammit,� I mumbled. That was about all I could get out.
My head felt like it was going to split in two, and my mouth and throat were so dry they might as well have been old leather. I grabbed my coat and began to go through the pockets. �Shit!� I didn�t remember a large percentage of what had happened that night, but the one thing I had was stuffing the oversized pockets of my coat full of big bottles of narcotics. Aadesh must�ve taken them. The hell with feeling gratitude for him bailing my ass out. All I cared about is the bastard took my shit, and I wanted it back.
On wobbly legs, I made my way to the small kitchenette. I grabbed two bottles of water and a couple granola bars and walked over and had a seat at the conference table. Aadesh was seated directly across from me and was pretending to read a magazine, so he didn�t have to deal with me. Tish had her feet propped up on a chair, staring into the abyss for all I knew. For all I cared.
Aadesh lowered the magazine. He took a long, probing look at me. He must�ve not liked what he saw because he returned to reading the magazine.
I tried to calm myself before speaking. After a time I felt was sufficient, I decided to speak but only managed a faint croak. I downed one of the bottles of water and began on the other before trying again. �I appreciate you bailing me out back at the hospital. That was on me.� I waited for a reply, but none came. Instead, he offered the slightest of nods.
That irritated me. On some level, I knew I was irrational. I knew the drugs, or lack of, were screwing with my mind, but I was in a place where I didn�t think I could deal with things without them. To go along with the massive headache and terrible sweats, I had started to shake again. I needed them back.
My knees bounced as I sat there, waiting for him to say something. When he didn�t, I finally broke the silence for the second time. �So, I guess you aren�t going to talk to me?�
He shrugged. �Of course, I will dalk do you, bud I am dinking you do nod really wand do dalk do me now. If you would, jusd cud id do de chase.�
�Okay� Alright� you didn�t have the right to take my shit.�
�You were being passed oud in de floor of a deserded emergency room, in a deserded down, afder Jesus knows whad happened, and you wand do be delling me whad I did nod have do be doing? Jesus, man� ged a grip upon yourself.�
�I want them back.�
�I do nod have dem anymore. I lefd dem back at the hospidal, where dey belong.�
A wave of heat roiled over me. On a wicked impulse, I scraped my arm across the table, knocking everything in my reach off into the floor. The room spun unmercifully; my skin burned red hot; this wasn�t going to end well. �Tish has some,� I finally said.
Aadesh shook his head, not bothering to give credence to my idiotic comment and irrational behavior.
�Fuck you, Aadesh! I�ll just go get more. I went once, and I can go again.�
He tossed the magazine on the table. �I can nod and will nod dry do sdop you, bud I promise dad I will nod come and ged you, if you are nod showing up again. Whad you are doing is nod good. Id is sdupid� and I am sick of daking care and worrying aboud you��
I was out of my chair and around the table before he finished his thought. I grabbed him by the collar and lifted him out of his seat. I don�t remember what I said to him, or, well, I want to forget what racist bullshit I said to him. It�s all so embarrassing. So much for the chill dude, I thought I was. I was just a damn brain-dead addict, enraged because someone was trying to save me from myself.
All the years of undealt with inner turmoil and self-loathing boiled to the surface, again. The fun-time guy fa�ade I spent so many years crafting was gone. The roil of pain, fear, insecurity, and addiction churned its way to the surface in a fit of rage and violence. I slung Aadesh to the floor. I was in the process of rearing my fist back to punch him when I heard something out of place. Tish�s voice.
�I knew you had this pistol.� She never looked away from it as she spoke. �I had a hell of a time finding it. You were so screwed up. You didn�t even move once while I rummaged through your things looking for it.�
I rolled off of Aadesh and came to a crouching position. �What the hell?�
She waved the pistol at the chairs. �Have a seat.�
�Whad is dis, Dish?�
Tish popped several small, yellow pain pills. I could�ve used some of those about right then. Sweat was pouring out of every pore, and my head was throbbing to beat hell. My face was flushed and hot, my blood pressure quickly rising, and if things didn�t come to a quick end, I was probably going to do something stupid. I didn�t like pistols being pointed at me, especially by someone who I pretty much hated; by someone who also had a large bottle of pain pills sitting out in the open so I could jones over them.
She began to speak. It felt like she read all the hateful thoughts I had on my mind. �Jack, you are the epitome of what�s wrong with your country.� I tried to interrupt, but she pointed the pistol at me again. �For as long as we�ve been here, you�ve only thought about yourself. While you waste away, tending to your personal desires, Aadesh has been selflessly taking care of both of us. You represent America perfectly: you have yours; the hell with everybody else.�
What a crazy bitch, I thought. �You give up your citizenship, I guess,� I said with a smirk.
Aadesh shot me a look of stop poking the bear. �Are you okay, Dish?� he interjected before she had time to say something to me, or worse.
�No,� she said, trailing off.
�We can help you, Dish. Dere is no reason do be doing dis,� Aadesh pleaded.
�No one can help me now. I�m alone.�
�We are wery much here��
She slammed the pill bottle on the table. �No,� she said. �My family is dead� my people have left me for fucking dead.� She then struggled to remove the lid from the pill bottle. Once she finally managed to finagle the lid open, she popped at least three more of the forty-milligram OxyContin�s.
�Dammit, I�m not playing the guessing game with you. Can you just tell us what the fuck�s going on?� I said as I wiped my brow.
Aadesh tried to speak again, but she shook her head at him. �No,� she said, now slurring. �You can�t keep saving him, Aadesh. Even if I don�t kill him, he�s going to die.�
�We are all having de sdruggles, Dish. Jack jusd is especially so.�
I placed both of my hands on the table. My head spinning a hundred miles an hour, not to mention my legs still bouncing, I said, �Talk to me. I�m right here, you know!�
Tish ignored my comment. Her eyes were almost closed. My problem was I needed meds, and her problem was she had taken too many. I hoped she would pass out, or, better, just die. I�d take the pistol and the pills. Fuck her. After a few moments of waiting, I began to get up. Her eyes were closed, but just as my ass lifted off the seat, she began to speak.
She said she was part of the Order. She said she had lived an honorable life and always tried to bring honor to her family, but that she had also failed. Then she started stammering about a woman named Janna, and how she was ruining everything because she was like me. She was too westernized and that she eschewed the values of her countrymen and replaced them with western ideals of selfishness. She called her a traitor and that she had single-handedly destroyed the Barrow operation.
�She killed them all�� she said.
�Janna was the woman dad did dad?� Aadesh asked.
She nodded. Her eyes nearly closed, she barely managed saying, �Yes.�
I took a few moderating breaths, trying to calm myself before speaking. �What do you want with us, Tish?�
The medication had taken her over, her irritated state replaced with just fighting to stay upright. She grabbed a notebook out of her jacket pocket and dropped it on the table. �I want you to take this to Fairbanks��
�Why?� I asked.
Her eyes jerked open. �Because that�s where Janna is going.�
�Not to be a smart ass, but why would we do that?�
�Because William is there� he escaped� and left me to die� That bitch Janna picked me up. I should�ve died out there�� She said.
�You are wery much delling us William is alive?�
�For now� Probably.�
�What do you mean for now?� I asked.
�He has one of our phones. Everyone is going to be looking for him. He�ll die; Avery will die; Sam will die; and my Tom has already died,� she said as she began to sob.
I couldn�t believe what I was hearing. �How did he die?�
Because of the pain medication Tish�s face up until that point was expressionless, almost comatose even. When I asked how Tom died, the muscles in her jaws flexed as her hatred for me swelled. Through grinding teeth, she yelled, �Why do you care? You don�t care�� She pointed the pistol at me. It shook. I honestly thought she was going to shoot me, and I was frozen in place, waiting for what I hoped was a quick death.
�Please, Dish. Do nod do dad. We will dake de nodebook. Who is id dad you are needing us do dake id do?� Aadesh pleaded, his hands on his heart.
�I don�t know who he is. I wasn�t good enough to know who the leaders are. I had to just sit back and take orders.� Her eyes nearly closed as whatever assortment of emmotions swelled inside her. �All I ever wanted to do is bring honor to my family and people.�
�Okay. Give me de gun, den, Dish? We will be daking care of dis, okay,� Aadesh said, extending his hand for her to give him the gun.
�NO!� She screamed. �You don�t know where to take the note!�
�Dell me where to dake id, Dish. I will dake id��
She waved the gun at both of us this time.
She stood up. Even with the potent amount of pain medication coursing through her body, it still wasn�t enough. She cried out in pain as she stood. Her nostrils flared, a long tendril of snot hanging from one of them. �I hate you, and I hate what you represent. I should kill you right now,� she said, her hand shaking uncontrollably as she retrained the gun on me once again. �You�ll die, though. It�s only a matter of time,� she said, tired sobs.
A half-smile formed on her lips as she closed her eyes. She used her left hand to steady herself against the table, raised the gun to her head, and pulled the trigger in one quick and efficient motion. Her soon to be lifeless body fell to the floor; a large portion of the right side of her head gone, as a result. She took two weak breaths and died there, just a couple feet away.
* * *
I tried to read over what Tish had written, but I couldn�t focus. I threw the notebook on the table, grabbed the bottle of water, and thirstily finished it. Aadesh and I hadn�t said a word to one another since deciding what to do with Tish�s body. It was probably better that way. He saw me take the pill bottle Tish had left behind and looked at me with utter disgust. I hadn�t yet taken a single one of the pills because of that, but it was only a matter of time.
Having finished reading the note as best as I could, I slid it across the table, towards him. �Well?�
�Well, what?� I asked, rubbing my temples.
�Well, whad do we do?�
�I don�t fucking know, Aadesh,� I told him, wiping the sweat from my face with the sleeve of my flannel shirt. �It�s not like we have a whole hell of a lot of options.�
Aadesh angrily picked up the notebook and shook it. �Our friends are alive!�
�You heard what she said. If they have those bastards after them, they probably aren�t now.�
�So we sday here, den?�
�You want to take the note Tish wrote to our enemy in Fairbanks?� I asked, a sarcastic laugh followed.
�No� I wand do look for our friends.�
�Come on, man, Fairbanks isn�t safe. If the Order has the base, they also have the town. There aren�t any Sniffers here. We�re safe here.�
�Nowhere is safe. Dish gave direcdions do a wehicle we can used do drive to Fairbanks. I say we dake id and leave.�
�I�m not going. Our friends are already dead. We have food, electricity, and everything else we need here to last for a long time.�
Aadesh flicked his chin towards the bottle. �You have dem. I guess dad is all you need.�
�I�m losing my sanity right now, talking about this goddamn shit,� I said. I stood up and angrily pushed the chair under the table.
�I do nod know who you are,� he said, shaking his head in disgust.
�This is who I�ve always been, an addict and an asshole. You could ask my parents if they weren�t most certainly dead. They�d tell you.�
He sighed deeply. �Your drugs are hidden behind the udder medical supplies in Miley�s office. Dake dose pills; dake all of dem for all de shid I give. I will be leaving soon.�
I threw a plastic bag full of pill bottles on the table and opened the water bottle I had gotten while I was up. I took one of the pills Tish had left behind and sat back down at the table. From the look on Aadesh�s face, I think he was under the impression that I wouldn�t retrieve my drug stash after he told me where they were, that I would just magically change my mind about things. I was in the wrong frame of mind for that.
But I knew he was going to chase after William, and I also knew he was going to have to take the van from the garage to go look for the vehicle Tish wrote about in the note. I didn�t want to have to look for another vehicle to get around town. I would go and help, and then I would wash my hands of the whole damn thing. �Look, Aadesh, I�ll help you get the Snow Trac� but then you�re on your own. It�s stupid to leave here.�
Looking down at the table, he nodded.
* * *
The directions Tish gave us sent us to a part of Barrow I�d never been. As much snow as there was on the road and the fact that it hadn�t seemed to be plowed even before things went dark, meant the way was treacherous and slow going. The desolate landscape was not good for my mood, either. The further we drove down that isolated stretch of snow-covered road, the more my mood sank. The Oxycontin I had taken was doing little to improve that.
Just up ahead lay a single small house, literally out in the middle of nowhere. Beside the house sat an orange tracked vehicle. It looked straight out of the sixties, which it probably was.
We got out of the van, leaving our weapons inside. In those days, we hadn�t yet learned the importance of always having a gun or knife nearby.
I peeked inside the truck, hoping the keys were in it. They weren�t, of course. I didn�t really want to explore the house, but Tish didn�t tell us where the keys were. Aadesh�s worried look told me he felt the same. There was just something about that house that spooked the hell out of me. Darkness enveloped it from every direction. Without the lights from the van, there would�ve been no light to speak of. I couldn�t imagine living there, especially in the winter months. I don�t even remember seeing a security pole outside.
Broken appliances littered the front porch, making the front door inaccessible. We cautiously walked around to the rear of the house, where we found the door busted open. The first thing that came to mind was someone must�ve looted the house. But then after spending just a couple seconds inspecting the door, it seemed that someone had broken out of the house. Not in.
I wanted to turn tail and leave. Get the hell as far away from that place as possible, or at least back to the warm confines of Miley�s office. There was no damn reason to leave, but I knew Aadesh had it in his mind that he was going, and I knew him well enough to know that when he made his mind up, he did something. He had already taken several steps into the house. I cursed him before following him in.
His headlamp focused on a small picture on the living room wall. It looked to be of a young Tish, flanked on both sides by a white man and woman. Other than the one small picture, there didn�t seem to be any decorations of any sort anywhere. Austere as fuck, I thought, as I scanned my surroundings.
�I�m pretty sure they aren�t her biological parents,� I said, thinking aloud more than conversing with Aadesh.
�How are you knowing dad dose people are her parends.�
�I figure if you�re only going to have one picture in your house, it�d be a family photo.� I lingered for a moment longer on the picture before changing the subject. �Let�s just find the damn key and get out of here.�
�I agree.�
In one of the bedrooms, there were some men�s and women�s clothing. Specifically, there were three sets of men�s work clothes; the guy apparently worked at the North Slope Borough, and oddly enough, the name on the work shirt was Eddie. That wasn�t a name you might envision someone having who detested everything about America, but I guess neither was Tish. The woman of the house had maybe three outfits that were very plain and very similar in appearance.
There were two other rooms connected by via the hallway. One of them was empty. When I say empty, I mean completely empty, even devoid of dust. I wondered if it used to be Tish�s room. I didn�t linger on the thought too long or on any section of the house. I really wanted to just get the fuck out of there.
We had one more room in the hallway, a tiny bathroom, and the kitchen left to check for the key. I assumed it wasn�t in the bathroom, so we moved on to the last room beside the kitchen. I began to jiggle the door handle. It was locked. I motioned for Aadesh to stand back, and I kicked the hell out of the door. The only thing that wasn�t shoddy about the entire house was the damn lock. I had to kick the door at least five times to get it to open. It made a hell of a crashing noise when I finally busted the door off its hinges.
�Jesus, dis is wery much like liddle Korea.�
�Little North Korea,� I corrected, taking in what he was seeing.
I�m not sure if it was the drugs or just the ridiculousness of the room or both, but I couldn�t help on at least a couple occasions laughing out loud as I looked over the various Korean iconographies. Wow, I thought.
�Id is a propaganda room, man,� Aadesh said, walking around the room looking at different things.
On three of the walls, they were covered from floor to ceiling with all things Korean. One of the walls, though, was completely bare other than a large tapestry that took up much of the wall. On it was the image of three chubby men prominently in the center of the wall hanging. One of them I recognized as the current douche-nozzle leader of North Korea. The glorious leaders were flanked on all sides with happy children, proud soldiers waving the flag and touting their AK 47s, and my personal favorite was a worker with a shit-eating grin handing a bundle of wheat to happy parents. What a bunch of bullshit, I thought. The food got shared alright: shared right down the oversized gullet of dear leader.
My stomach was bothering me. I had a seat at the table. I felt like I was going to throw up. Some of that was the amount of drugs I�d taken on a near-empty stomach, but some of it was the realization of what I was seeing. It all came together in vivid form what was happening: it was real.
My initial amusement was gone; it being replaced with contempt for the people who would hang stupid shit like that up in their houses. How many of these people were in our country, and how many of them were as deranged and brainwashed as Tish, I wondered. Up until that moment, I was either too busy trying to survive or too high to think about the bigger picture. Not that I was ever prone to that type of thinking, anyway. At that moment, though, everything seemed to come together. It was real as that big-ass tapestry hanging on the wall.
It also gave me more time to think about Aadesh and what a dick I had been to him. I thought about William and Sam, too. The thing was, though, I didn�t want to go Fairbanks or anywhere for that matter. If what Tish said was even close to being accurate, I knew it was a suicide mission. My mind wasn�t really being changed by the rush of anger and partial epiphany.
We were safe at the moment in Barrow, so it wasn�t altogether apparent why we should leave. What did we have to go for? Our friends? They were probably already dead. What if they were alive? What then? Try to make it to the lower forty-eight? There wasn�t an endgame I saw other than ending up at the barrel of a gun or some stinky-ass Sniffer beating the hell out of us. I wasn�t having any delusions of grandeur sitting at that table, and I sure as hell didn�t have any grand designs on saving the world or some stupid shit like that.
Footsteps aroused me from my thoughts. �Fuck was that?�
Aadesh stood rigid, eyes large, and silent. He shook his head like he didn�t know. He did, though. We both did.
The creaks of feet on old boards could be heard from the living room. Slow footsteps. Calculating footsteps, even. And sniffing and grunting. Of course, we didn�t have anything between us to use to take it out. I looked for something to use as a weapon. On a small table opposite the wall of chubby leaders, there was a long, thin metal piece of what looked like smooth rebar. It would�ve given a hell of beating to someone. I hoped it would do more than that.
I picked it up. It had just enough rigidity that I hoped I could stab with it. I would soon find out, as the footsteps were now in the hallway. �Stay in here,� I whispered. �Grab something heavy just in case.� I wasn�t feeling like a hero at all. The fear in Aadesh�s eyes let me know I had to man up on this one.
I stepped out into the hall just in time to see the woman. Her skin looked shiny as my light reflected off it. Her eyes met mine. They were large and black as coal. I hesitated just long enough that she rushed me. She closed the last several steps fast. I mean fast. I barely got the metal switch up in time, as I aimed for the only part of her anatomy that I thought I could damage with it. A sick sucking sound could be heard as I buried the metal bar into her throat. Blood flowed down the piece of steel and onto my hands. Something about how the blood felt and the implications of that blood and what I had done made me come to tears as the woman took two more steps towards me before falling to the floor.
I cried a long cry, tears streaming down my face as I looked at her dead body on the floor. Aadesh put a hand on my shoulder before walking towards the kitchen. I continued standing there locked into that pose, looking at her, until Aadesh told me that he had found the key.
He felt something shaking beside me. It was Aadesh. �Dis is all doo much, Jack. I am nod knowing if I can do dis.� He paused for several minutes before speaking again. �And I am sorry dad I condinued gedding you dose drugs. I enabled you wery much. I am sorry for dad.�
I wiped the tears still streaming from my eyes. �You didn�t make me a drug addict. I did that all on my own, many years ago.�
�I am hoping Fairbanks is bedder.�
In that moment, and I understood what an about-face it was to change my mind like I had in just those few seconds, I knew I had to go. Some of it was I felt like I needed to help Aadesh, but again some of it was me taking care of me. Barrow wasn�t safe. The woman I had just killed was proof of that. I could not expect, then, that Miley�s would be safe, either. Not all the Sniffers had ended up in that pit. All it would take is me passing out one time, and one of them finding me, for things to end very badly. Fairbanks was probably fucked, but then everything seemed fucked. Aadesh could at least be there to watch my back if I went with him.
�Hope so,� I finally said.

Chapter 8

Listening to Duane talk about God, as Quill and Avery sat raptured next to him, left me unimpressed. I was unaffiliated before the Order showed up, and they�re sure as shit wasn�t anything afterward that would change my mind.
Duane, Avery, and Quill had been having daily discussions on the topic since the day after we had gotten there. I spent my time reading outdoor magazines or staring blankly into space, which was undoubtedly a better alternative to listening to Duane.
I noticed Quill, on many occasions, while Duane spoke, stealing glances at me as he droned on about hope and a merciful God. I really think she was there as much as anything because I didn�t take part. She was there because Duane and Avery protected her�� protected her from me. Which was a bit odd, considering Duane�s outrage over her the first night we arrived.
It�s a bad deal, really, the whole damn thing. I almost did kill her. Not that I couldn�t or wouldn�t. I just didn�t. I was in the process of pulling the trigger when Avery called out to me. Sadness, disappointment, and anger reverberated through his words. I hesitated long enough to see his face. His look along with Quill�s will forever leave my memory branded with horrified faces and the moment, right or wrong, where I destroyed years of trust, where Avery and I were concerned.
Even if I had been affiliated, God and I probably wouldn�t have been on speaking terms after that. Probably better off, I wasn�t. Less guilt to feel, I guess.
Aside from the issue with Quill and as a result, Avery, things were going well. Over the last several days, we settled into what almost felt like normal life. Normal as could be expected, anyway. We had food and drink to last several more weeks. We had learned how to shoot, clean, and reload our guns. Avery had really taken to the shotgun. He could disassemble it, clean it, and have it back together in a short minute.
Avery had dug into learning Korean but was growing frustrated by the difficulty of translating the longer messages. He suggested that software scrambled the longer messages just enough that the context was jumbled. I asked him it was a dialect issue. Maybe the Korean in the North was different than what was being taught in the book. His answer was typical Avery. �We can understand Sam, even though he butchers the English language.�
I guessed that it was a valid point.
He had, however, translated most of the short ones, which weren�t very helpful. They reiterated many of the things we already knew about the Order, like the infighting and general chaos caused by the Grays and the disagreement about how to deal with them.
One of the most interesting bits was what wasn�t written. Donald had received numerous messages in the hours before we got to Barrow, but he hadn�t replied to any of them. He had gone silent. Obviously, that didn�t make sense, because he had had the phone on him when we killed him at the radar base. So, either that wasn�t Donald, which seemed more likely by that point, or he had talked directly to the people who had sent him messages (some of which were nasty�� like the ones calling him a traitor). There was no way of knowing.
Loud beeping awoke me from my ruminations.
�What the fuck?� Avery said as he pushed several combinations of buttons on the phone. �It is dead�� FUCKING DEAD!�
The door nearly came off its hinges as Sam busted in. He gulped for air as he yelled, �Get your stuff, ready, boys. Shit�s �bout ta get real!�
�What?� I yelped, as I quickly came to my feet.
�Some of �em Order fellers and a bunch of damn Grays is unloadin down �ere by the generators. �Ey gonna be on us in just a couple minutes.�
Seconds later, something metallic smacked against the door. �Barricade the�� Before I could finish, Quill covered her ears and screamed in pain. �It�s over there! It�s over there! Please, it�s over there! Please, get it�� get it!� She cried out, pointing towards where the metallic sound came from.
A thunderous rumbling of footfalls off in the distance made Quill�s unexplainable sudden discomfort less relevant. �Get ready!� I yelled.
The first wave smacked against the entrance. We hurriedly turned over two of the larger dinner tables for cover, as the sound of flesh pounding on the exterior walls multiplied exponentially. There were no gunshots, just bodies slamming, fist-pounding, and feet kicking at the walls. It wouldn�t do the Order any good to kill their own weapons. Nonetheless, I knew if we killed enough of the Grays, the gunfire would come soon enough.
A pane of glass fell to the floor in a crash. Hands protruded through the empty space, teeth chattered, as Grays violently sniffed at the air. I turned my attention towards Avery. I just needed to make sure he was okay one last time before the Grays got inside.
He was tending to Quill, who up until seconds ago, was trying to escape Avery�s grasp, trying to get at some object outside. At that moment, though, she was lying almost paralyzed with fear or exhaustion or some other cause I wasn�t aware of. He made sure she had plenty of cover between the two overturned tables. I saw his lips moving, but the din was so loud, I couldn�t make out what he was saying. In that short moment, I felt complex feelings welling up. I had grown so accustomed to it being just he and I that I felt sad that I might not get to say goodbye to him, but I also felt something akin to pride watching him care for someone else. I thought about yelling out to him that I loved him, but Sam�s shouts took precedence.
�I need some extra ammo, son,� Sam repeated. I slid him the bag we had stored most of the ammunition in. He quickly grabbed several magazines and then pushed it back to me. I took what I needed before sliding it to Duane.
Duane was a mess. He dropped a magazine at least three times before he finally fumbled it around enough that it fell into his back pocket. His eyes were wide as he managed a nod in my direction. I think Duane hadn�t taken us seriously up until that moment about just how bad things really were. I had mixed feelings about him to be sure, but watching him was a mirror into the past. I�m sure my eyes were that big when I first saw a Gray.
Speaking of Duane, he had said the community center, where we prepared to battle, started off being just a single room but grew in chunks as Toolik became more popular with scientists. Because of this, the building was composed of a hodgepodge of different building materials, and rooms seemed to jut out like growths along the once singular rectangular building. There was a long hallway connecting the kitchen with the new dining hall and several other rooms, most of which were still under construction.
When I asked Duane about the wonky building, he told me he was a superintendent, not an architect. And it showed. There was a silver lining to the ad hoc design: there were only two windows large enough for someone to fit through and only one entrance door in what was the largest building in Toolik. The best part was those windows were on the same wall. We only had to defend two windows and one door. If we could clog the doorways and the windows with dead Grays, we might have a chance against them overrunning us. We would then worry about the Order later.
I was in the middle of changing mags when the second window was broken out. Sam reloaded at the same time. Because of all the practice before that night, we were all decently proficient at loading and firing our weapons. However, we still needed some work on coordination. Because Sam and I weren�t firing, and because of the newly opened ingress point, the Grays were entering faster than we were picking them off.
Just as I was lining up for a shot on the three Grays charging Avery and Duane, I heard four quick blasts from my right. Avery�s shotgun inflicted terrible damage to the Grays from that distance. They fell to the floor in a bloody heap. If I had time to worry about the long-term side effects of what he had to do, I would have. Instead, I concentrated on the snarling Grays, who were about to overrun mine and Sam�s side.
With a little luck and the last five bullets in my magazine, I dispatched the two charging Grays. I heard Sam curse as he frantically worked with his jammed rifle. I dropped the empty mag and slid another in place with a metallic click. No sooner had I primed the charging handle on my M4 did the front door give way with a thundering crash. Perfect timing, I thought. I emptied one entire mag into the tangle of bodies before Sam had his weapon up and firing again. We were losing ground quickly. We were going to have to more efficiently direct our fire, or we were going to die. It was that simple.
I was yelling before I even realized it. �Duane and Avery fire through the windows. Sam, concentrate on the door. I�ll switch back and forth.� There was no time for confirmation. Everyone understood the consequences of not doing what they were told.
Initially, I thought my orders had been a difference-maker. But then things were never that simple. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Quill sit up. Shots rang out in the distance at roughly the same time. Then as quickly as it had begun, the Grays were gone. Only the remaining cries of the dying remained. Oh, and Quill.
�It�s calling to me�� Quill said, crying, �Something� I feel like� God, my head hurts so bad.�
Everyone shared long, frightened glances. Avery held Quill. Her sobs and odd behavior only enhanced the terror everyone was feeling.
It got worse.
The night came alive with gunfire. The front fa�ade of the building was obliterated by an ineffable number of shots fired. Dust, debris, shrapnel, and bits and pieces of dead and dying Grays. As quickly as it began, the Order�s firing squad ended.
I looked towards Sam. He shook his head, his eyes wide with terror. �What the hell comes next? They gonna burn us out?� he snorted.
It had apparently crossed his mind, as well. �Jeeesus.�
I quickly turned back to Avery. He still held Quill in a tight embrace. �She going to be okay?�
�I have no way of knowing, given I do not understand what is happening to her.�
�Quill, are you okay?� I asked.
�I don�t know,� she said, still sobbing, �I don�t feel right.�
That was a fucking understatement. I told Avery to, �Pay close attention to her.�
A scowl formed across his face, Duane�s, too. �Just fucking do what I tell you, okay.�
�Chill, son. That ain�t helpin.�
I took a deep breath and waited.
The death rattle from the remaining Grays filled the void that gunfire had occupied only moments earlier. The empathy I felt for them as they lay there dying was the single connection they had left to their humanity. The last gasps of mine, entangled and entwined in theirs, faded as their life�s blood emptied from them. I was growing colder than the Alaskan night.
�Check your ammo, Boys,� Sam said.
The fact that Sam was quickly reloading spent magazines as he spoke meant he was underplaying the severity of the situation. In reality, he was saying, �Load the fuckin magazines, boys.� Duane tossing several empties our way further pounded the point home.
As I reloaded, I told Avery to, �Check his shotgun ammo.� He gave me a curt nod in reply, but he didn�t lesson his embrace on a still sobbing Quill.
�Do you think that was all of the Grays?� I asked Sam.
He laughed manically. �Not even close�� not even close, son,� he said nervously, dropping as many rounds of 5, 5-6 as he was able to load into the magazines. I�d never seen Sam that rattled.
�Shit,� I spat. �We�ve got to get out of here.�
�How the Sam Hill we gonna do �at?�
�There�s a way out,� Duane said. �Through the kitchen, but I don�t know if��
�If what?� I asked.
�The door won�t open the entire way.�
Before I could feel bad for being the fat bastard I was, Quill gripped her ears and began to cry loudly. The metallic clang of the trailer latch could be heard, followed by the rumble of fast footfalls. It was the second wave of them.
�Show us, Duane! Now!� I yelled.
He blurted a one-word reply: �Kitchen!�
I flipped every light switch I came to hoping the darkness would slow the Grays down. As I ran down the long hallway, I heard Duane pleading for help moving the fridge. I entered just as Sam and Duane managed to topple the large double-door industrial fridge. The loud bang of the fridge coincided with the first signs of Grays entering the community building. I shivered as howls erupted down the hall.
An old door stood hidden behind the fridge. There was a metallic clang of a latch, followed by the sound of a wooden door vibrating to a halt as it hit against one of the new laboratories. Damn the people who had designed the layout of that place. I wasn�t fitting through that exit. That much I was sure of. I flipped all the remaining light switches and whispered to Sam that he needed to get the hell out. �And shut Quill up if you have to.�
He shot me a look of disappointment and or disbelief I will always remember. I wasn�t sure if I meant to kill her or not, and maybe that was the problem. It was the instant disregard of speaking so easily about something that should be so difficult.
The sounds of slow shambling footfalls and probing sniffs could be heard from just down the hall. Sam and I alone stood by the broken door, locked into a silent debate. I handed him what mags we had managed to reload, minus two, and nudged him out the door.
Sam�s face softened as he peered back through the half-opened door. He sighed and said, �I ain�t leavin without ya, son.�
The community center went utterly still. No movement, sniffing, or shambling footsteps. Only recognition�� the recognition that their prey was a mere twenty feet away, in a dark kitchen.
Clenching his left arm, I pleaded for him to leave. �I have a plan,� I whispered. �Just take care of Avery.�
The wisp of hope I gave him, coupled with how he knew I felt about Avery, was enough. With Grays within spitting distance of the kitchen, Sam turned and whispered, �Boat dock.� He quickly faded into the night, leaving me alone with a building full of monsters.
* * *
I half jumped half fell over the overturned fridge. More sniffing and shuffling. I began rummaging through the backpack as soon as my ass smacked the floor. I froze. Something was rolling across the floor. It sounded like a can of vegetables or maybe a soft drink. It rolled for what seemed like an eternity before coming to a halt against the center island. A Gray had accidentally kicked something across the floor. I was no longer alone in the kitchen. I redoubled my efforts.
Breathe, I thought. I sucked in a breath and quietly exhaled. I continued my search for the metallic tube. One of the Grays must�ve been injured. His foot dragged along the floor as it walked. Its raspy breaths were just feet away, his stench reaching long before he did. I finally found the tube of gel. My hands shook so violently that I nearly dropped the cap after I managed to unscrew it. I squeezed the hell out of the small amount that remained, trying to get every drop possible. It was going to have to be enough. Please be enough, I thought.
Then I thought about how the Grays at the radar base hadn�t seemed to care about the gel. Were they evolving, I wondered. I wasn�t taking any chance. I rubbed it on my coat, hands, and the last little bit on my face. I gagged. A little went a long way. I gagged some more but managed not to throw up. I shouldn�t have put the stuff on my face. I then fumbled around until I found two remaining full magazines for my rifle and quietly sat them on the floor. I hoped they were full. I couldn�t remember.
I sat there waiting. The Grays weren�t doing what I had expected them to do, which was bum rush every part of the community center until they found what they were looking for: me. They were slow and calculating. Then something occurred to me. A tingle moved from my scalp and terminated at the base of my spine. The second trailer might�ve been full of the smart ones. Or hell, maybe all of them had been.
I told myself I was okay. It was dark, and I had Kelley�s gel. I could make it through this. I gripped the rifle tightly as I pressed myself against the overturned fridge. Part of me just wanted to stay there until it was over, but I knew if I was going to live, I had to move. I knew I had to get the hell out of there. There were no other options.
I felt the floor for the two mags I had sat down beside me. I grabbed them one at a time and put them in separate coat pockets so they wouldn�t knock against each other. I then slowly and methodically slipped the strap of my backpack over my shoulder, trying my damnedest not to make a sound. I was in my version of stealth mode.
Although the Grays weren�t tearing through the building, it was quite clear it was full of them. Their hallmark stench was pervasive. The smell of urine and shit filled my nostrils. Trying to get my mind off the stench, I ran through my plan one last time. Okay, plan was strong. It was more like a hope, a dream, and fantasy rolled all together and wrapped with my lucky Powerball numbers.
I had to leave the way I came; you know, make my way back through the building full of Grays. I closed my eyes and concentrated. It was now or never, I thought. The plan went from zero to fucked after just one step. The old floorboards creaked loudly as I shifted my weight to take a step. Shit! The sounds of searching Grays stopped and were replaced with those of agitated ones.
Something was wrong. Well, everything was wrong, but something was wrong on top of all the wrong I�d come to expect. Although there was a lot of variance in how Grays moved, none of them moved like a trained dancer. It was imperfect and jerky, and certainly not the buttery smooth movement that came from directly behind me. The only reason I knew he was in the room, besides the barely audible creak of the same floorboard I had stepped on, was because the motherfucker had bathed in the last week. I caught just a hint of deodorant that stood out amongst the rank ambiance filling the room.
I knew there was an island counter somewhere to my left. I also knew there was a block of kitchen knives sitting somewhere on the island�s countertop. If I was going to make it out of there alive, I was going to have to make my kills up close and personal. One shot from my rifle and all the repellent gel in the world wouldn�t do anything to stop the Grays from doing whatever their misfiring minds desired.
I took a lateral step to my left, followed by another and another until my left hand brushed up against the cold laminate of the island�s cheap countertop. I slowly moved my hand to the location I hoped the cutlery block might be, and I found it. Not exactly how I wanted to find it, though. I felt the glass as my middle finger speared it, but it was too late. My clumsy ass had knocked it over. The glass bounced two times off the laminate, making just enough noise to give away my exact position. He was on me before I could face him.
He grunted once from his exertion, and that was the totality of noise he made. I saw stars as the corner dug deep into my left hip as he drove me hard into the island. The pain was tremendous, but I miraculously managed to stifle the scream on the tip of my tongue, while also staying upright. I knew if I fell, the resulting noise from my falling to the floor would open the flood gates.
The pain was too much. I broke free from his grasp and rolled away from the edge, losing my balance along the way. As I fell, I managed to scrape my arm across the table, knocking off everything that sat on it, including the block of knives. The clang of the metal on metal thoroughly roused the Grays that hadn�t joined in after I knocked the glass over, and they piled on like a rugby maelstrom. I couldn�t tell who was who, so I punched and kicked like a caged beast, trying to disentangle myself from the quickly piling bodies. It was futile. The gaggle of wretched bodies pressed hard against me as I lay trapped at the bottom.
The rustle of bodies piled together, their probing hands and constant sniffing, seeking out, even if they didn�t understand why the destruction of anyone who wasn�t one of them. Their never faltering desire to satiate their inhuman desires caused them to wail in anger as they sought their quarry. The Grays would keep going in their quest until they were killed or otherwise successful. There were no other options.
The stink of urine, body odor, and other bodily excretions filled my nose, including the stench from an especially rancid Gray whose face pressed hard against mine. I threw up a little in my mouth. Fearing to spit, I re-swallowed the putrid liquid. I tried to push him off, but he was too strong�� too heavy. He sniffed violently while flailing his arms in protest.
A female Gray shrieked in pain. The sick sound of a knife stabbing flesh, followed by another shriek. More meat and bones were added to the quickly growing madhouse of bodies. Whoever was in the room with me was stabbing randomly, hoping to find me. I frantically probed the dark void with my loose hand, hoping to find one of the knives that had fallen to the floor. I needed just a little bit more luck if I was going to survive. It came in the form of cold steel. I had found one of the knives. A big one at that.
I stifled a scream as the attacker finally found his target. Instead, I gave my rendition of a Gray�s grunt. I fought unconsciousness as he struggled to pull his knife out of my leg. I swore to the Gods that I was going to kill that bastard real soon.
The knife now in my hand, I knew who my first victim was. The stinky, slobbering squatter who had occupied a portion of my face for way too long, was getting ready to feel my wrath. Another stab to my leg; that time I let out an uncontrolled whimper. He hit a nerve or bone or both. My leg was ablaze with pain and heat.
Neighbor stink ass was now on to me. Because of the press of new bodies, he didn�t have a free arm to flail me with. He used the next best thing. I moved my face as humanly far away from his as possible. His teeth chattered as they sought flesh. I grunted as the first arc of the knife was sent towards him. The chattering teeth stopped long enough for the monster to yell out in pain. He tasted my blood, and I his. Several more knife strikes and the chattering teeth were quieted. On to the next bastard.
The squirming of bodies diminished as I used every bit of energy I had, bringing knife blow after knife blow mercilessly down on them. I�d killed a lot of Grays, but I knew I was quickly stabbing my way toward another kind of confrontation. At least one person in that room was going to try to stab back. He obviously was aware of the same thing, because he was killing as many Grays trying to get free of the tangle as I was. Gunfire erupted off in the distance.
I slit the throat of a Gray that was, repellent gel or not, beating the hell out of me in his pursuit of a quarry who didn�t smell just like him. I tried to stand, but a grasping hand latched hold of my coat. I stabbed him for his trouble. I had to get out of this pile, but the slippery mass of bodies made it almost impossible to move. I finally managed to pull my uninjured leg out from under a heap of bodies and was getting ready to test the other one when I heard the squeak of a floorboard. My assailant was standing, and I wasn�t. Advantage him. I was sure he wasn�t going to wait until I stood to even the score.
On one hell of a gambit, I tucked my elbows into my gut and held out the knife. I was a one-man phalanx. In his mad rush to attack first, he slipped on blood-covered skin, his out of control body did all the work for me as he skewered himself on the long blade. He cried out in surprise and agony as the knife dug deeper and deeper into his body. Feeling no pain at that moment, I stood up. I then pushed him backward, and he fell with skin on skin slap against the cold linoleum. My knees followed him to the ground. I was on top of him when he whimpered something. I waited for him to speak, but there were only gurgles. In a fit of brutality and hate, I lashed out with the knife repeatedly until I had, myself, been satiated. I reconciled who I used to be with who I had become. I was a fucking killer. I was okay with that.
* * *
The numbness I had been blessed with just moments earlier had passed. I stifled a cry as I kneeled. One of the wounds to my leg didn�t seem that bad�� painful, but not that bad. The other, well, I wasn�t a doctor, but it was bleeding badly. I put the pack on the ground and rifled through it until I found what I was looking for. I packed the hole in my pants with as much gauze as I could and then took the duct tape and wrapped it tightly around the wound. I became dizzy for an instant. My stomach then alerted me via the esophagus that it needed to spill some of its contents. I wiped my mouth with my blood-covered hand.
After I regained my senses, I slung my rifle over my shoulder and opted instead to carry the butcher knife, as I made my way back through the community center, which was, to my surprise, empty.
Once outside, I craned my neck back towards the generators; besides the two tractor-trailers, everything looked normal, including the Ripsaw, which was a real concern. That was a bit of good news. I was glad Sam had the idea to hide it out in the open like that.
I turned my attention forward. Over the wind, I swore I heard crying. Fucking Quill, I thought. That it was in the direction of the boat dock caused a lump to form in my throat; that it was one of the most secluded places at Toolik only made sense to make it our designated rendezvous area. Duane said Toolik Lake was beautiful during the summertime. I�m not sure why I thought about him telling me that.
I slowly made my way between two of the numerous, small laboratory buildings dotting Toolik Station, the deep chill of the by then ferocious wind digging deep, as it whipped and churned through the narrow passageway. The wind carried something besides cold air. It ferried the sounds of pain and suffering. The first thing that came to mind was my friends, but that idea quickly faded as I listened more carefully. �Grays,� I uttered, not meaning to.
I was just about to move in the direction of the source of the wails when I noticed something out of place just up ahead. A faint humming sound could be heard. Then out of the shadows, a woman walked between two of the smaller laboratory buildings. She had a rifle slung over her left shoulder and something in her right hand. The way I saw it, I had two choices: either back up and hope to not get spotted while trying another path forward, or I could begin doing what I knew was required, which was to kill as many people necessary to save my friends.
It was an easy decision. I wasn�t wasting any more time.
The wind provided cover as I assailed my target. My leg pleaded with me to slow down, but I was on a mission. She still hummed even when I was close enough for her to feel my breath on the back of her neck. I was ready to grab her when she sensed something wrong. She turned just before I had a chance to slit her throat. Her eyes had only a moment to grow large as I adjusted my plan. I stabbed her as hard as I could in the chest.
People never die as quickly in real life as they do in movies. I thought she would just fall dead. Instead, she kicked and punched at point-blank range. Her head fell back, and I thought she was going to scream. I pulled her face close to mine. �Shhhh,� I uttered, looking her dead in the eyes. There was a moment of uncertainty, and I took advantage of it. I pulled her mouth in tight to the cheek the Gray mangled with its teeth. My face burned with pain, but she wouldn�t be able to scream. I then stabbed her until she was gone.
I quietly laid the woman on the ground. The agony that came as a result tempered any remorse I might�ve felt about what I had done. The moans and wails I heard more clearly further disenfranchised that guilt. I peeked around the corner of the green laboratory trailer, and what I saw trumped even the craziest of crazy things I had seen up until that point. There was a huddle of maybe thirty grays to my left, standing in a rough circle, underneath a security light. They smacked, beat, cried, and moaned, but didn�t move outside the ring. More than one looked at me with their dark, inhuman eyes, but whatever kept them imprisoned in the tight circle, worked well enough that my presence didn�t have any effect on them.
I had taken several steps when I, for whatever reason, ventured one last look towards the stricken Grays. That�s when I saw several green blinking LEDs at their feet. Upon further scrutiny, I saw a ring of dark-colored cubes, all blinking in synchronization with one another. It couldn�t be, I told myself. Kelley said they didn�t work. I sighed deeply. At least some Grays were controllable. That sure as hell wasn�t good news. The worst part was the bastards could be released at any moment. I needed to get moving.
* * *
I had checked the boat dock. They weren�t there, though. In fact, they didn�t seem to be anywhere. Hell, the whole damn place seemed deserted, but I knew that wasn�t true. My friends were there, and so was the Order. We were playing a game of demented hide and seek. I needed to find the Order before they found my friends or me assuming they hadn�t found them already. I only heard the couple gunshots while I was in the community center. I hoped all my friends were still playing.
I peeked around the corner of a long, rectangular building that Duane had said scientists experimented on birds for whatever reason, while he was giving us the grand tour of the grounds. The building was part of a smattering of structures that dotted the perimeter of what was an expanse of ground separating the scientific buildings from an old housing dorm on the other side.
I rubbed my cold hands as I looked in the direction of the housing dorm. Considering the proximity of the boat dock, I hoped that maybe they were in there. I was about to head in that direction when I heard faint noises somewhere close to the dorms.
My stomach sunk at the sight of someone being led by a rope. There were two shots earlier, and I had three friends. As the group got closer to a security lamp, though, and as my visual acuity improved, It became clear that what was on the end of that rope wasn�t one of my friends. I cursed again. I was almost positive that what was on the end of that leash was a Gray.
There was no time to square the absurdity of what I was seeing. If my calculus was correct that my friends were in the dorm, and the Gray was sniffing his way to them, like a sub-human bloodhound, then I had to stop it from happening.
In the dark confines of the trailer, I took a quick inventory. I had two full magazines for my M4 left, plus the one in the gun. I sat the two extra on the windowsill. I also made sure the butcher knife was handy.
�Fuuck.� They were just outside the entrance of the dorms, and the Gray was going crazy. This sent the group scrambling back away from the building, leaving the Gray to its own devices, which was to furiously pound on the closed door.
What a bunch of pussies, I thought. They weren�t very tough without their Grays.
Another bit of bad luck. I could see someone holding something up to his or her ear. It was hard to tell precisely what the person was doing, but I guessed that he or she was talking into a phone or walkie-talkie. Instantly, I was reminded about the guard I had killed. There was gesturing, and a man began to walk across the open space, gun at the ready, towards where I had killed the woman. �Shit, shit, shit,� I said.
I had my first target. I remember Sam telling me to, �Don�t try ta shoot somebody in the damn head. Shoot �em in the chest.� The red dot of my scope found the man�s center mass. I took two breaths and fired a single shot. He fell to one knee before falling face-first in the snow. Wasting no time, I fired the remaining bullets in the mag into the startled group. I know I hit at least one of them, but no one fell. At least the Gray who was pounding on the door was no longer a threat. He charged the group as they tried to return fire and was blown to bits for his efforts. Other than that, I had managed to kill one of them. I silently cursed.
I ejected the mag and quickly slid another into the receiver. Now what, I thought.
After a minute or so of waiting, I saw a light blink from the upstairs of the dorm. That was confirmation that my friends were okay. I would�ve blinked back, but I didn�t want to make it easier for the Order to kill me. Instead, I waited out the unknown. I felt like I was playing a game I�d never played before. Like being asked to play chess without instructions. Except in chess, the pawns didn�t have machine guns. These bastards did.
I was about to fire as I saw a figure leave the cover of a building to the left of the dorm. I didn�t because her hands were over her head in a submissive pose.
She yelled out, �I would like to talk to you.�
�How about you stop right there,� I replied. I made the mistake of allowing her to pass into the center of the unlit space between us. There were security lights intermittently spaced around the perimeter of that part of Toolik, but there was a dead zone in the middle where there wasn�t much illumination. She was over three-quarters of the way to me by the time she came back into view. I cursed again.
She zigzagged as she charged my trailer. I took several shots at her but couldn�t manage to hit the moving target. Shots erupted. In the chaos, I wasn�t sure from where and from whom.
The walls around me began to splinter. I dove to the floor, falling hard on my injured shoulder, trying to find cover.
Footsteps could be heard from just outside the trailer. I readied my weapon. The only way in was the door at the opposite end of the building, which is where I trained my rifle. I waited. The door slung open, and an audible metallic clunk could be heard, as something was tossed inside. The door slammed shut. The green glow from the LED let me know just how screwed I was about to become, but that wasn�t all. That was the main dish�� I�d have to wait for a second or two for that. I had this fucking hors d�oeuvre I needed to gnaw on real fast first.
The woman fired wildly into the building, screaming in Korean the entire time. Luckily, in her moment of patriotic vitriol, she wasn�t paying attention to where she was firing. Her bullets flew harmlessly over top of me.
A lock on the door would�ve been great, but most of the scientific buildings didn�t have locks on them, just the residential buildings. I probably wouldn�t have had time to make it to the door anyway. These Grays were fast. Many of my assumptions based on the Grays I had seen in Barrow would probably need to be adjusted if I managed to live through that.
The cube went dark, but only for a second. It quickly came back to life and began to blink. Maybe a second later, I heard the main course coming. But like I said, I still had that hors d�oeuvre to finish. There were several harsh words, followed by action. Action in the form of the woman busting through the door and unleashing a torrent of both gunfire and vitriol in and around my position. I ended that quickly. I double tapped her in the chest. She fell to the floor, her body falling in such a way the door was held half-open. Like the fuckers needed any help with that, I remember thinking.
The first Grays presented themselves, and I quickly mowed them down as they fought one another to gain entrance. I finished the magazine with a double tap to a Gray who had gotten uncomfortably close. I had thirty more rounds.
I dispatched the next two Grays who gained entrance. I heard movement just outside the shot-out window above. I knew there were at least twenty-five more Grays outside, but for whatever reason, they didn�t all charge in at one time. Sure, they were screaming and waling outside, but they seemed almost hesitant to come in the same way the others had. It was almost like they realized the doorway was a kill zone.
A wave of goose pimples formed as incoherent words were muttered outside. That couldn�t be, I thought.
Two hands grabbed at the windowsill above me. At the same time, bodies entered through the doorway. I shot two quick times at the wall just below the two hands. The walls were thick, but the body thumping against the ground told me not thick enough to stop a round of five, five-six. I quickly turned towards the doorway, but there were already four or five Grays inside.
I fired until I expended the last of my ammunition. I thought about using the rifle as a club, but the space was so tight it would be nearly useless. I grabbed for the butcher knife and came to my feet as quickly as my injured leg would allow.
A woman Gray stopped in front of me. She looked confused just for a second as she sniffed the air�� sniffed me. All the time I needed. With my good arm, I brought the butcher knife down towards her as hard as I could. �Fuck!� I screamed. My knife got lodged in the woman�s chest. She flailed and cried as I tugged with all the energy I had left, but I couldn�t dislodge it. The Grays behind the woman surged forward. The best I could do was bear hug her and use her as a buffer in case any of them had weapons. The breath was literally being squeezed out of me as they began compacting me against the wall.
I remember wanting to just slide down the wall and let go, but I couldn�t even do that. There was too much weight pressed against me. I thought I heard more gunshots nearby, but the Grays were so goddamn loud. I remember feeling dizzy and then seeing bright lights. I was going in and out of consciousness. My eyes opened one last time, and with the last flurry of strength, I fought hard to move the press of bodies. Nothing.
I closed my eyes and let the darkness envelop me, allowing calmness to wash over me like a gently flowing stream. There was no fighting for survival. No pain. No more being afraid. No more anything. I was glad my oxygen-deprived brain had allowed me a few moments of peace before I transcended to the ethereal plane or whatever the fuck happens to wicked people like me. All I knew was there was peace, and I felt like I had earned it.

Chapter 9

The trip from Prudhoe Bay to Fairbanks was a kid-in-the-candy-store, drug-induced, four-hundred-mile trip that seemed to take only a few minutes. Aadesh�s slack face and bloodshot eyes told me his experience was different than mine. Still, he managed a half-smile. Being self-absorbed and generally loathing, his gesture did nothing but piss me off. I popped several more Percocets.
A solitary point of light off in the distance grew as we drove towards it. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Aadesh stealing a long stare. After I refused to utter a solitary word or glance towards him, he pegged the accelerator, causing the old beater to sputter and lurch before finally picking up a couple extra miles per hour.
Not sharing any of his exuberance, I leaned my head back into the worn headrest and waited for the opioids to further cloud my already dimmed expectations of what lay in store for us in Fairbanks.
The sparse landscape of spruce trees, barren, snow-covered landscape, and darkness faded away. It was replaced with big-box stores, expressways, and all the amenities of a large city�� large by Alaska standards, anyway. Up ahead lay a long serpentine line of red lights, intermingled with white ones. Aadesh cursed under his breath as we neared what appeared from the distance to be an ordinary traffic jam. It wasn�t.
Cars were scattered all around the freeway and in all manner of directions, some of which were still running. Many more had dead batteries and empty fuel tanks. Some looked to have come to a stop in relative control, while others in much more spectacular fashion. Aadesh meandered the truck in and around the carnage, many times having to leave the road for clear passage. The one thing missing from the scene was people or bodies, for that matter. I didn�t see anyone dead or alive in the wreckage.
Movement near a big-box store off to our left arrested my attention from the maze of broken and deserted cars. �Turn in. Turn in,� I said, after just a few moments on the expressway.
Confused and paralyzed by my sudden break in non-verbal protocol, Aadesh overshot the entrance. �Hurry, damn it,� I told him. He whipped the truck around hard and crossed over the crowded median to get to the parking lot.
�Jesus Christ, man. I am nod knowing whad I am doing here,� he said as he fought the wheel of the power-steering-less vehicle.
�That way, dude,� I said, pointing in the direction where I thought I�d seen them.
After several minutes of fruitless searching, I told Aadesh to just stop, and we sat idling outside a giant Walmart. The parking lot held maybe twenty cars, most of which were nestled neatly into parking places. One near us looked to have the windows busted out, but nothing else of interest.
�Whad did you see?� Aadesh asked quietly.
�Huh?� I asked, still scanning our surroundings for signs I wasn�t hallucinating.
�Whad did you see?�
�Something.�
�All of dad yelling for only somding? Should we nod condinue our looking, den?�
I shook my head in disgust. �Can we fucking just sit here a damn minute. I need to think.�
�Sure ding. But your being an asshole do me is nod helping dis wery shiddy siduadion. Your addidude condinues being a wery much big problem.�
I felt a stab of pain in the palms of my hands. I looked down to see I had four fingernail-sized slits cut into both of my palms. I had squeezed my fists into such tight balls that my unclipped nails had dug into the skin. Before I had realized it, I yelled, �I said, let me think for a minute!�
Aadesh had learned when he needed to back off. He gripped the steering wheel and focused intently on nothing in particular outside the front windshield. That wasn�t going to work. I was spoiling for a fight. Channeling my best Sam, I vented and vented hard. �You know we�re fucked, right?� I paused, hoping for a reaction. When one didn�t come, I continued, �I mean like a hundred-person gangbang kind of fucked. Snot and tears fucked, man. Can�t you fucking see that?�
�Yed you saw someone, did you nod?�
�Does it really matter what I think I saw? Look around and then tell me that it really truly matters. This ain�t fucking normal, dude. Barrow and Prudhoe Bay weren�t fucking normal either. What I think I saw doesn�t change shit.�
�If you saw someone, Id madders do me. Dad is all I am knowing.�
I began raking my stubbled face. I then sighed before taking another stab at communicating. �I saw maybe two people running away from Walmart.� I traced a horizontal line in the direction in which they had run. �But, for all we know, they were Sniffers. There�s no reason to think otherwise.�
�But we need do know for sure. Dad is all I am say� ing��
I returned his questioning look, and then verbally acknowledged that I had heard it too. �Yeah, I hear it.�
Feint intermittent pops mixed in with louder, more rapid ones could be heard over the noisy-running truck. Aadesh began to cut the engine, I guessed to get a better listen, but I let him know very quickly not to do so. You never knew if the truck was going to start, which is why we left it running pretty much all the time. We heard gunshots. That�s all we really needed to know.
Over the next half hour, there were thousands of gunshots mixed in with at least three audible explosions. One of which lit up the night sky and giving us a pretty good idea in which direction the battle was taking place.
Aadesh and I never once looked at one another during that time. We were caught in a silent reverie, where each seemed to have latched on to a different notion about what the takeaway was from the gunfire. It confirmed for me just how bad things were. My stomach grew tighter, and my head hurt just a little more with each shot and explosion. For Aadesh, it meant hope. It said there were still people in the fight, that we weren�t alone, and that we needed to join that fight.
�I am saying we go.�
�Yeah, where?�
He pointed in the general direction the battle was taking place. �Dere.�
�You�re crazy. Why the hell would we do that?�
�Safdey.�
�Safety? There ain�t no safety over there, man.�
�Well, whad do you dink we should do since you are having answers?�
�I don�t know shit, bro, but that�s a damn war zone over there. No way.�
�You are nod being curious?�
�Curious about what? Don�t we already know what�s happening? The Sniffers are attacking Fort Wainwright. They�re probably being mowed down in droves. If the soldiers have enough bullets, they might even win. There were a lot of people in Fairbanks, so they�ll need a lot of bullets. I really don�t want to be here when they run out.�
�So, we ascertain supplies here and leave?�
�That�s a damn good plan.�
�Whad, I drive while you dake your drugs. I am needing your help here, Jack. Jesus. I am nod knowing whad do do or where do go.�
�Canada. Hell, anywhere besides here.�
�Fuck, man. I am nod even having a clue where dad is.� He sat there, shaking his head, muttering unintelligibly, utterings in Hindi that I couldn�t understand, and I assumed what I wasn�t supposed to understand. He was losing it.
�What do you want to do?�
�Why do you care whad I fucking wand do do?�
�God damn it, Aadesh, I know you�re struggling right now.� I shook my pill bottle that was never far away. �And so am I. I didn�t fucking ask for any of this, either��
�How can we make any decisions aboud whad do do nexd when we have no clue whad is happening over dere?�
I sighed. �I promise you, Aadesh, if we wait long enough, we�ll find out. I�m not going to drive through a warzone to quench your curiosity.�
He spent a long time looking towards Walmart before finally saying, �I have an idea. We will nod have do drive do dey fort. Nod even close do id.�
�I�m fucking listening.�
�We are needing supplies,� he said, pointing towards Walmart. �You ged dem, and I will ged whad I need.�
I didn�t even ask what he meant. I didn�t care. I was going to humor him as much as possible because I didn�t want to drive. I didn�t want to think much about anything past a certain point. I just wanted to sit back and bake myself to oblivion while everything happened around me. I just needed him to be content and stable enough to drive.
* * *
Gunfire still rang off in the distance as we made a couple test laps around Walmart. Nothing or no one seemed to be lurking, so we parked in front of the entrance. We readied our weapons, ran over a mental list of things we needed, and got out of the still running truck.
�Are you good?� Aadesh asked.
�I�m�� It took a moment before I could compute what exactly I was seeing. There was what looked like a red carpet extending the entire length of the main aisle, which obviously didn�t make sense because Walmart didn�t have carpeted isles. That I knew of, anyway.
�De ground.�
The parking lot glinted an ominous red sheen in the dim moonlight. I swiped at the red slush with my boot. Before I realized it, I was stating the understatement of a lifetime. �Something terrible happened here.�
The front doors slid open as Aadesh entered the store. He grabbed a cart and was set to go thru the next set of double doors when I stopped him. �What the hell are you doing?�
�We have a plan. I am gedding whad we are needing.�
I drew a pattern with my boot in the blood. �For real?�
�You know how all of dis works. De Sniffers are going do be drawn do the gunfire. Dey will nod be in or around dis wicinidy.�
I tasted and smelled blood as much as I saw it. It was thick in the cold air. And we had just gone through the first set of entrance doors. We hadn�t gotten to the bad part yet. Through the next set of double doors, I saw things. A shoe resting on the floor. Just a couple feet away was a purse. Not one of Walmart�s either. A shopping cart with a bear riding up front, half-full, and near the checkout for a reason. People stuff everywhere. Just no people.
I paused for a moment, focusing my attention on the far-off sounds of gunfire. Taking one more look at the scene inside before answering, I said, �fifteen minutes. Then, we�re outta here. Got it?�
He didn�t take the time to utter a word or even nod before he had entered the store. I followed quickly behind him.
* * *
Aadesh stood at the front of the store. The shopping cart next to him had a couple large boxes mixed in with a few smaller ones.
�Dude, what the fuck did you get toys for?� I said, not sure what he was thinking.
�Dey are nod doys. Dey are drones. We are going do be using aerial surveillance.�
�Huh� That�s not a bad idea.�
�Dad way you can condinue wid your self-desdrucdive behavior unabaded by hawing do surveil de area around de base on food.�
He dead-panned that motherfucker. I wasn�t sure if he was joking or not. Considering how bad our relationship had gotten, I assumed the worst, but I didn�t feel like fighting about it. I was generally curious about something, though. �It�s dark, dude. How will we be able to see shit in the dark?�
He peered out the two sets of double doors, to the mostly empty parking lot beyond, and lingered on whatever he was pretending to look at.
�What are you doing? Do you see something?�
�No,� he said. �I am drying do dink up a way in which you will nod be judging my characder.�
�Well, hurry.�
�When I was in Universidy here in the sdades, I god sick of asking my parends for money. Dey wanded a general accounding for every cend of my expendidures.�
�Okay,� I said, not forgetting the dangers our surroundings presented, but still having to know the ending to this story.
He started and then stopped. �Come on, dude,� I said.
�I used do film women widoud deir acknowledgemend. I did dad wid a special lens dad allowed me do see dere pandies drough deir apparel. I den sold de images and wideo do pornographic websides.�
�Holy shit, dude. You�re a fucking creeper.�
�We all have our wices.�
He managed to work in a good jab there. I guess his vice was no worse than mine. I liked drugs, and he, well, was a peeper who wanted to film women without them knowing it. And look, if you ever saw Aadesh, the last thing you would say was he was a perv. He wore these expensive glasses and dressed impeccably well. His parents were wealthier than mine. He seriously looked like a GQ model. A GQ model who liked to smoke weed and wack-off to voyeur shit.
�Yeah, now let�s get the hell out of here.�
He sheepishly nodded.
We were near the truck when I noticed, to our right, near the edge of the parking lot, what I first thought were three figures. That was until I noticed a crouched fourth figure hanging back several feet from the others. My first thought was that these were the people I had seen earlier, which was probably right, but I wasn�t sure they were what I initially expected or at least hoped for.
�Whad are you doing?�
I had stopped. �You see what I see?�
He stopped as well, not bothering to reply. Just looking.
One of the figures seemed fidgety like she was on a good batch of meth. I didn�t see any odd characteristics with the other three, other than them sharing the same curiosity with us as us with them. Their eyes seemed to bore holes into us. I imagined if they had the same ability for critical analysis, they�d say we were doing the same.
After maybe a minute into the stare-down, the figure in the back motioned to one of the others. Sniffers didn�t do that, I thought. Watching her move towards the crouched figure who had beckoned her, though, made my tensions skyrocket. They did, however, walk like that.
�I� think we should be getting out of here,� I said, beginning to walk faster towards the truck, but not breaking the sight-line with the figures.
Aadesh was way ahead of me, literally. He was in the driver�s seat and ready, already having stowed his loot as I haphazardly threw the supplies into the back. A loud screeching wail erupted just as I was closing my door. I mean, this thing reared her head back and belted the loudest, most terrible thing I had ever heard up until that point. She then ran off in a direction to the east of us. The crouched figure then motioned to the two remaining men. They took off in a sprint towards us.
�Go, goddamn it.�
The thing we had come to know about the Snow Trac, was, if you got on the gas too hard, it sputtered. Sometimes it would die, but many times it would rattle its way from the grips of death and motor through it. Not this fucking time.
Aadesh looked at me with wide eyes before saying, �Fucking hell.�
�Fucking re-start it dude.�
�I am wery much drying to fucking re-sdard de bidch.�
The truck tried to start but sputtered out. They were thirty yards and closing. I had my rifle in hand and was ready to step on the tracks for a shot when the damn thing fired to life with a plume of smoke and a backfire.
�GO!�
The men got close enough that I could see the pained expressions on their gray faces but no further. As fast as they were, the truck was just a little bit faster. Even after we had passed several other stores and covered a lot of ground, they were still running behind us at what seemed like full speed.
�Whad do we do now?� Aadesh asked.
�Get as far as we can away from these two first.�
�De damn ding is being pegged.�
�Well, keep it pegged. They can�t run at full speed forever.�
By the time we reached Illinois Street, we had covered a lot of ground, but somehow one of the Sniffers had managed to stay close enough that we could still see the tiny figure off in the distance, yet far enough we wouldn�t have to worry about him.
�Dose Sniffers were nod of dey variedy we were seeing in Barrow,� Aadesh said nervously.
�No� No, they sure as hell weren�t.�
We had driven with no destination in mind for several minutes before something occurred to me. Actually, a few things occurred to me. �How close do you need to be to Fort Wainwright to fly the drone?�
�I will be honest. I am nod knowing for sure. Id as been a long dime since I have flown one of dem. I god de besd one dey had, dough. So, I would say widhin dwo kilomeders.�
�Yeah, I don�t how many miles two kilometers is, dude.�
�Of course you do nod.�
�Yeah, so.�
�Id is roughly a mile and a half, Jack.�
�Okay, why didn�t you just say that to begin with?�
Changing the subject, he said, �Are you having a plan?�
I left him hanging for a few moments, while I began to take in our surroundings. I�m not sure it was the first moment that things really hit home just how terrible things were, but it was another milestone along the way, especially given how fucked I was most of the time. And the fact was, I was probably more sober at that moment than I had been since I was at the Patch, days earlier. I was dealing with the brunt of reality.
Aadesh spoke, but I put my hand up to let him know I was thinking. He sighed but gave me my moment.
We passed by businesses and houses, most with their lights still on. There wasn�t, as far as I could see, anyway, a solitary person in or around either of those things. Aside from the damn Sniffers, and with any luck, a well-staffed garrison at Fort Wainwright still in the fight, we seemed to be very, very alone.
We passed by a very nice house. It was well maintained. There were no bomb craters or pockmarks. Hell, there wasn�t a single thing out of place that would lead anyone, if anyone was there beside us, to believe something catastrophic had happened. We had been attacked, and I dare say beaten without a solitary shot fired.
As always, I had the pill bottle in my hand. I began to take the lid off but stopped. I don�t know why, really. There was no moment of come to Jesus, as I proved shortly after. But I think I wanted to feel just a little longer what Aadesh was feeling. I didn�t want to lose complete sight of what my good friend was feeling. I then unscrewed the cap and popped several pills.
�Up ahead, there will be a highway. Turn left there,� I said.
�Aboud dime you speak.�
�Sorry.�
No reply.
We followed a street whose name I didn�t remember. I�m not sure that I ever knew its name. I had only been to Fairbanks a few times. I usually went with Tom when he had one of his routine checkups because of his heart condition. With him being a veteran, he always went to Basset Army Community Hospital, near Fort Wainwright. I figured that would be as good of a place as any to take up residence. We just had to find it. I knew the street we were on or was pretty sure, because it ran south, that it should terminate close to the highway. �There should be a highway that runs east and west up ahead.�
After a minute or so, the street dead-ended. �Dere is no highway up ahead, as you say.�
�Drive over that fence. It�s on the other side.�
He gave me an odd look.
�We�re not going to get a ticket, Aadesh. Just do it.�
He muttered something unintelligible. I�m not sure the issue was going over the berm. The problem was what was I getting him into next, and why wasn�t I telling him.
There were legitimate reasons why I chose the location I had. I suppose at least one of the reasons should be obvious, but not all of them were self-serving. The hospital was multi-storied. It was in close vicinity to the base. Hopefully, far enough away to be safe, but close enough to see what the hell was going on. I was pretty sure there was an observatory on top you could access, which seemed to me to be a very safe place to launch a drone. Not to mention, I had been to the hospital.
* * *
Aadesh, as you might expect, wasn�t happy with the choice. When he saw where I was taking him, he cursed loudly and told me I was an idiot, then stopped in the middle of a subdivision. I then went about explaining to him my reasoning. That helped a little, but he was still unconvinced. I even made sure to point out the observatory at the top of the building, as we could see it from the subdivision, but all that did was make things worse.
�I can fly de fucker from nearly any locadion. I do nod need such an accommodadion. You are wery much making up excuses do ged more drugs.�
Then I told him we about the electronic doors leading to the ER. We could barricade all the other doors besides those, and we would be safe. No one could easily get in if we didn�t want them to. Plus, the spiraled staircase that accessed all the floors would make a perfect funnel point and Killzone if it came to it, and it would probably come to it. **This needs to be changed slightly� they are on the ground floor in the third book. Maybe have Jack talk about the stairs as a fallback and killzone. There were ladders off the building from the top�
�It�s perfect, dude. Or as perfect as anything can get.�
�Whadever, Jack. I am being fine wid id.�
�Are you?�
�Does id madder?�
�Yeah. I mean, why wouldn�t it?�
�I know whad you are wanding. Dad is all.�
�Yeah, okay� What do you want me to fucking say? I�m a drug addict?�
�I am nod needing dad confirmation.�
I probably screamed. �I AM!�
Aadesh pounded the steering wheel. �Den do you believe dis is de besd of ideas, given your issue?�
My eyes were growing heavy. �It isn�t just about that,� I pleaded.
We sat there for a long time before Aadesh slammed the shifter roughly into drive. We sputtered our way through the subdivision, crossed a highway, and was in the parking lot at the hospital within just a few minutes. Without saying a word, and taking the time, even though gunshots rang out much closer now, to make sure it was safe, Aadesh grabbed his gear, including the shopping bags from Walmart, and waited for me to get out of the truck.
�Afder you,� he said, smugly.
I sighed, grabbed my things, and headed into the hospital.
In many ways, the hospital resembled Walmart. There were signs of things having gone very badly: trails of blood smeared the floors throughout the three levels, but again, no bodies. It was clear that the Sniffers had been at both places, and they had gone on a rampage. The good news, if you could even call it that, was, the Sniffers seemed to have been mostly concentrated at the military base. So, if the fort hung on, I hoped we would stay reasonably safe at the hospital. Damn, we were close, though.
Just like I had hoped, we were able to lock the entrances into the surgery ward. It took us a little time, but we found the switches that operated the electronic doors. As soon as that was squared away, Aadesh began working on the drone. During that time, I did my usual thing and passed the time mostly fucked up. We had enough food from our trip to Walmart that we didn�t have to go on any supply runs. All considering, aside from the constant reminder, the near-endless gunfire represented, that time at the hospital was not terrible.
One of the few conversations Aadesh and I had during that time dealt with the drone. He explained that he had to take the camera apart to place a filter inside. He also said that he had found some other useful stuff in the maintenance room, a few doors down from where we were staying, including a bank of IR LEDs, which I had no clue what was, and was in no state to ask too many questions, but he said it might increase the ability to see in the dark.
When he was finished, it looked like it had a tumor hanging from the bottom, the camera had several turns of what looked like electric tape holding it together. I doubted it would ever get off the ground. I was wrong. We had to wait a day or so for the wind to die down before taking it on its maiden journey, but the damn thing worked. And it worked better than I ever expected.
* * *
Aadesh and I took the drone to the roof. We wouldn�t have to be out there during the actual flight, which surprised me. In fact, Aadesh piloted the drone from the warm confines of the ER. He did, however, take the first flight with the drone he hadn�t done all the work on to make sure the electrical noise from the various pieces of equipment wouldn�t interfere with the controls. Once he deemed it safe for flight, he switched out drones.
It was quickly decided that the bank of extra IR LEDs wasn�t needed because of the amount of lighting around the base. That was good because running the LEDs, Aadesh estimated, would use several minutes of flight time. Without the modifications, the drone could stay in the air for roughly thirty minutes. The first time out, Aadesh plotted a preset course for the drone to fly, mainly because he was too nervous about flying it himself.
Aadesh pressed a button. I began to worry something was wrong, as there was no image coming through on the laptop. He flicked a switch on the controller, and a picture of the hospital and the surrounding area began to materialize into a bright green hue. Aadesh grunted something as he tabbed through the user interface on the laptop. He mumbled something about a Fstop. Within a couple seconds, the image began to darken slightly to the point where there was enough contrast in the feed that a discernable, albeit grainy, image of a large H for hospital appeared on the screen.
�I hope dis works,� Aadesh said, not taking his eyes off the laptop. With one push of a button, the drone began to move. After maybe a minute of flight time, it settled over a sizeable hanger-type building. The surrounding area slowly resolved, Aadesh, again, expertly changed the camera settings. He also increased the elevation of the drone so we could see more ground real estate beneath it. The runway, and the blinking lights associated with it, slowly came into view, along with several other buildings.
�Are you seeing whad I am seeing?�
Aadesh had warned me that I was to be sober during the first flight. I mostly accommodated his wishes. I was coherent. Still fucked up, but coherent. �Shit. How could I not see it?�
Hundreds if not thousands of bodies littered the two large runways. There were what appeared to be large craters pocking the ground. I assumed that the area had been shelled by mortar or by some other means. It was hard to put words to what I was seeing, but warzone seemed apt.
What looked like a roughly straight line of flashing Christmas lights facing the opposite side of the drone�s location and extended the entire length of the runways, ended up being gun emplacements. Looking closer, or as close as possible, given the altitude of the drone, there seemed to have been a fence erected around the perimeter of the base. Dotting that perimeter were the gun emplacements. They were hard to see, but I counted ten in all, that we could see, anyway.
The thing is, I couldn�t see what our guys were shooting at. There didn�t seem to be anything moving below. �Can you move the drone, here?� I asked, pointing to a point on the screen. Only three of the ten gun emplacements seemed to be firing. The center and the left side of the line.
�I am delling you. I am nod ready to fly dis ding yed.�
�Dude, there�s like ten more of these back at Walmart. It ain�t a big deal.�
�Dere are more drones, yes, bud dere are no more of de lenses I need. Dis is being de only one.�
�So the damn things is just going to hover and we won�t be able to see what we need to see. Real big help.�
�I would dell you do fly id, bud I see you did nod lisden do me. Your eyes are delling de sdory.�
�Stop being a pussy.�
He cursed me in Hindi. I�m pretty sure, anyway. He listened, though, but before doing so, he switched to English, �If I crash de bidch, id is on you.�
�You won�t.�
Aadesh took the controller in his hands and began actuating the thumbsticks, or whatever they�re called. The drone spun around quickly and seemed to dip hard to one side. �You are being a bidch, Jack.�
I suppressed a laugh. His hands were shaking. I guess if I had been totally sober, I might�ve felt differently, but I wasn�t, so there was that.
After the drone spun and dipped a couple more times, it leveled out. Aadesh gave me an annoyed look. I had managed to suppress the laugh, but the smile had remained. That smile faded as the drone seemed to race to the earth and then along the ground until it was close to where I had wanted him to go. I looked away from the screen and saw a shit-eating grin nestled on Aadesh�s bearded face.
�Fuck,� Aadesh hissed. The controller jerked like he had missed-timed a jump in a video game.
The ground beneath the drone expanded as Aadesh expertly dodged the figure it nearly slammed into. �Dad was doo close, you asshole.�
I was about to tell him to stop being a dumb ass. He was the moron who had decided to say fuck it and Evil Knievel the thing. Instead, I watched a line of crouched sniffers slowly make their way towards the left flank of the defensive line.
�Get some altitude, dude. I want to see something.� Aadesh flew the drone upwards until I told him to stop. �Now, let�s just watch.�
�We are only having one battery bar left.�
�I�m betting this is only going to take a second.�
Aadesh sighed.
Within seconds, tiny figures raced towards the center part of the defensive line. The resulting barrage could be seen on the screen but also heard in the distance. Most of my attention was paid towards the Sniffers sneaking up the left flank. I had a sick feeling they were getting ready to get into the attack. Not more than twenty seconds later, my prediction came true. They charged. While they weren�t instantly cut down, the center diversion had gotten them farther than they would�ve gotten, otherwise, I thought, without it.
I grabbed the bottle of pills and took several of them. I can�t tell you how many, but it was more than usual. I was made ill by what I was seeing. We had seen them coordinate back at Walmart, even though it never really registered at the time, and we saw again as they planned their attack. These were not the mindless fucks we saw in Barrow. These Sniffers could communicate and plan out actions. These bastards were dangerous.
�I am going do be bringing de drone back. I dink we have seen enough, yeah?�
I raised the pill bottle like a toast. �Yeah, you can say that.�
Two beams of light shot across the ground, before slowly rotating to the right and then disappearing after only a couple seconds. �What was that?�
�I do nod care. De battery is blinking. I have do bring id back.�
�You�re the one who wanted to check this shit out. So let�s check it out. Battery life is like gas. You always have more than the gauge says,� I said, hoping it was true.
�If id crashes, I will need some of your drugs.�
�I�ll give you some� now��
�I am recognizing dad wehicle,� Aadesh interrupted, as he brought the drone around, and focused the camera on a tracked vehicle.
�Yeah� can you go a tad lower?�
Soldiers pointed guns at the vehicle as it slowed to a crawl before finally stopping feet short of the double gated fence. A woman jumped out of the tracked vehicle and was grabbed roughly before being quickly released. She pointed back towards the truck. The soldiers then ran up to the vehicle and pulled the occupants out, and very roughly, I might add. With everything that was going on, I imagined they wouldn�t take any chances.
Without being prompted, Aadesh zoomed the camera in slightly more, giving us just a little bit better of a view of the scene. �Jesus Chrisd, Jack� How can dis be?�
�William,� I said. I was pretty sure Sam and Avery were there, as well. The other three I didn�t recognize, including the woman who was now gesturing harshly at a man who had met them inside the gate.
�What the hell are you doing?� I asked.
�Id is ad cridical baddery life and is coming back do de hospidal on ids own.�
�Fuck!� I yelled. �Let�s get the battery changed and get it back in the air.�
Aadesh nodded.
�I�ll grab it,� I said. �Just make sure it doesn�t crash.�
I didn�t wait for an answer. I ran down the long hallway from the breakroom we had taken up occupancy in. I flipped the door switch. �Come on, you fuck,� I said as I waited for the doors to open wide enough for me to fit through. I ran outside and saw the blinking drone above me. I grabbed it out of midair and was running back into the hospital in moments.
For the first time in days, I felt actually good about something. We had a nice little place at the hospital, our friends had somehow made it to Fairbanks, and the military had what seemed like control of the situation.
Looking back now, I wondered what I had been thinking.

Chapter 10

I gasped breaths that weren�t possible moments earlier. Familiar voices were close. A yell came from further away. Footsteps were outside, as well as maybe inside the trailer. I stabbed at a Gray that was digging its elbow into my ribs, trying to wiggle its way out of the maelstrom. As hard as I tried, I only had enough room to move my knife just enough to do superficial damage.
Every second that passed, breathing became easier. I could see the beam of a headlamp. Then the bastard who was digging into me was pulled off.
�Dammit, son,� Sam said as he dispatched the Gray, and with a terrible trimmer to his voice, he added, �You had me worried somethin� awful.�
I tried for words, but none came. I coughed and spat before garbling, �Is everyone okay?�
�Yeah, we good. We even got two of �em sonofabitches ta surrender, sayin� �ey don�t wanna fight no more.� His eyes cast downward slightly like he didn�t want to tell me a secret. �We killed some of �em, �ough. �Ey didn�t give us no choice.�
A sudden burst of energy hit me. �Help me up. I want to,� I had a coughing fit that lasted several seconds. After wiping my mouth with my bloody sleeve, I finished, �I want to talk to them.�
��Ey bein took care of. We got �em at gunpoint.�
�Please,� I said, extending my hand towards him for help.
Pulling me up, he muttered something about me being a stubborn SOB, but I barely remember the words. I had other things on my mind. The weight of the butcher knife in my hand was comforting. I didn�t put it away.
Duane�s eyes grew large, followed by Avery�s, and of course, Quill�s, as I limped past. I knew I looked like death. I didn�t need to see my image reflected in their looks.
Two people, a man and a woman, stood next to one of the horticulture trailers, a flicker of fear showing on their faces as I came closer. Both wore military-like garb, much like the white uniforms the Russians wore back in Barrow. �Who is the leader?�
The man looked towards the woman. �She i��
Without a word, I stabbed him. He fell to his knees, his hands grasping at his throat, trying feudally to slow the tide of blood flowing from his body. I then faced the women, her eyes meeting mine. She didn�t try to shrink away from her impending death. She was going to take it head-on. I admired her bravery. I was curious about how long it would last. Sam grabbed me by the shoulder and turned me around to face him before I could find out. �What did you do, son. Why the Sam Hill did you do �at?�
�Look at me, Sam.� He shook his head. �No, fucking look at me.� I pointed the knife at the woman while never averting my eyes from Sam�s. �Do you fucking see me, Sam? Do you not see what they did to me?�
Sam�s face showed a complex mix of feelings somewhere between sadness and anger. �I done know, son. We ain�t been in no party, neither, �ough.�
�I was afraid they would kill us,� the woman pleaded.
I turned my head towards her. �I don�t care.�
�You can�t just kill �em, �ough �Ey gave �emselfs up.�
The man�s gurgling had stopped.
�The only difference between the ones you killed and the ones standing here is, these two were smart enough to live to fight another day. They weren�t giving up because they had a change of heart�� not these fucking people. No way.�
�Maybe so� but how we �posed ta know �at for sure?�
�I don�t fucking care.� I thought for a second, trying to mitigate my callous attitude. �How about if they don�t attack, we don�t kill them. That�ll work, won�t it?�
Sam twisted his mustache, spat, wheeled on his heels, and walked away from me. I suppose he was absolving himself from whatever I was getting ready to do.
The woman sobbed. �My family� I never wanted to kill anybody. I had no control over what happened. I�m a nobody.�
�I don�t fucking care.�
Duane had come to stand next to Sam at this point. He barely was able to take his eyes off the man on the ground. Good, I thought, he needed to see what had to be done to keep us safe.
Duane, clearly upset, said, �You�re going to interrogate her?�
I didn�t bother to look at him. I did, however, give him a curt, �Whatever you want to call it.�
�Now, I done know you been through a lot��
�I�m not fucking crazy.� I looked down at my bloodied self. �I might look it, but I assure you I�m good.�
I heard Avery mumbling something in the background. Quill was sobbing. I wasn�t sure if he was tending to her or referencing what I had said. It didn�t matter. I knew what had to be done. The Order had proved it over and over.
�Tie her hands, Duane,� I said.
Duane eyed Sam. Sam sighed and nodded his half-ass approval.
�I don�t really have anything to tie her with,� he said, still stealing glances at the dead man on the ground.
�Let�s just take her to the maintenance shed. They�ll be something in there.�
Duane�s face told the story. He didn�t want to be part of taking her to be questioned, but the way he sympathetically dealt with her, I think he wanted to be there to talk me down if I tried to do something too horrible. Like I would listen to him.
�This way, please,� he said.
I turned to Sam. �There�s a chance they�ll send reinforcements. We need to be ready to bugout.�
�No one else is coming,� the woman said as she walked away.
�Please, Sam,� I told him, ignoring her.
�I thank I should be with you when you talk ta her.�
Pointing at the dead man, I said, �That was to make a point, Sam��
Duane, still within earshot, said, �Murdering someone who just surrendered is a pretty serious point.�
I wanted to tell Duane what a fucking pussy he was, but instead, I significantly moderated my reply. �Just take her to the fucking shed.�
�Just get the stuff ready to go. This isn�t going to take long.�
An amalgamation of different feelings bled through Sam�s rough exterior as his eyes lingered on mine. �Alright.�
I nodded and quickly caught up with Duane and the woman.
Whispering voices ceased as I neared the maintenance shed. I opened the door and flicked on the light. I knew there were some folding chairs somewhere inside. The room was a wreck, but I managed to find two. Duane wasn�t any help whatsoever. He didn�t even bother to tie her hands. Instead, he stood behind me and watched everything I did.
I plunked the woman down in the chair. �What�s your name?�
�Janna Th��
�Don�t care. First name is good enough.�
�I surrendered��
�How did you find us?� I interrupted.
�We� we were able to track the phone. We thought you were the lideo�� leader, I mean�in Barrow. It didn�t make sense for you to be here, so we assumed the worst.�
�Track the phone, huh?�
�She nodded.�
I paused for a moment before I asked another question. �Why would you attack without asking questions if you were worried about the leader?�
�I never said we were worried. We got word that Barrow was a disaster. The only reason he�d be here if it were against his will, in which he�d be compromised. That or he had disserted. Either way, it was unacceptable.�
�So, you don�t even try to talk to him?�
�There was no talking. He had to be taken out.�
�Why did you surrender?�
�I watched your friends enter the building they hid in. All I would�ve had to do is tap the trigger. I didn�t. I surrendered because I didn�t want to kill anyone.�
�But, your mission was to kill, and you accepted it.�
�By going, yes, I accepted it. It�s not like I had much choice in it, especially given my job.�
�Which was?�
�I was the local leader of the security branch. The leader going missing was exactly in my job description, especially since there was no one in Barrow to do it. Whether I wanted to do it or not, which I didn�t, I was just following orders.�
�I�d say that if I were in your shoes, too.�
�I�m saying it because it�s true. There are many people exactly like me in the Order. They were born into this. They, we, want a normal life, not soldiers in a grunt army. And like I said, I didn�t have to be here right now. I could be where you�re standing.�
�Do you know about Russian involvement?� I asked, ignoring her.
She sighed. �Just rumors.�
�What if I told you we got the phone we have from two dead Russians?�
�Can I ask you something?�
I nodded.
�How do you know they were Russian?�
�Because they spoke it.�
She nodded and then said, �Like I said, just rumors.�
�What about the radar device at the military base in Barrow?�
She looked puzzled. �Don�t know anything about it.�
�Well, what was written on it was in Russian. I can�t imagine an American military base having Russian equipment lying around.�
�I�m not saying we didn�t have their assistance. I�m not anybody. Just a grunt in all this. I really don�t know.�
�You guys really don�t know much about anything, do you?�
�It was our biggest strength, but now it�s destroying us from within.�
�Is that why you want to switch sides?�
�I never wanted any of this. I sure as heck didn�t want to kill anybody.�
I knew she was lying, but I wanted to ask her more questions. I was sure she would sprinkle in some truth with the lies to try to keep herself breathing. She was smart. I was damn sure of that. �The Grays� the ones that attacked us here were a lot different than we�ve seen. Why?�
�Grays? Oh� Byeongsa.�
Again, she looked nervous. �There are some who were as designed. Many others, for whatever reason, were not.�
�How did you round these up?�
�We used the sound devices. Those who came, we knew, could be used. The ones who didn�t, well��
�You got these from Barrow?�
�No. Fairbanks.�
�So, the Grays there are mostly like the ones you brought?�
�No. Most of the Grays, as you call them, are not very smart. It took us a long time to round these up in Fairbanks.�
�Who controls Fairbanks?�
She hesitated. �Your army still controls Fort Wainwright and some of the city.�
�So, you�re losing the fight up there? But you somehow manage to put together enough resources to hunt down a single person, who happens to be in the middle of nowhere, and hurting no one?� I shook my head before finishing, �Your story is garbage.�
She brushed a stubborn strand of red hair out of her eyes as she said, �Whether it was stupid or not, I didn�t make that call. People above me did.� She sighed angrily.
I really think she initially thought that her words could sway me, make me change my mind about her. She was failing, and she knew it. �The people above me and those who still believe, place a very high value on loyalty. In my culture, if you break that oath, you risk death.�
�Just for the record, I believe very little of what you�re saying.�
I heard Duane rustling behind me. He had been reticent until that moment.
�In fact, I don�t even know why in the hell I�m even still talking to you.� I took a step towards her.
�My job was security. I know things not very many people in the Order know.�
�Okay. And?�
�Every one of us has tracking devices embedded in our skin.�
�Show me,� I said.
She held her right palm out. �I always put them in the palm or the inner-thigh, depending on how fleshy the palm was.�
She flinched ever so little as I moved in to have a look. �You can feel it if you press lightly on the skin.�
I did. She seemed to be telling the truth about that, anyway. �So, you can track anyone in the Order,� I said, moving back a few paces from her.
Her blue eyes grew large. �I can only track people in my small group, which was about twenty-five people. I have no means of tracking anyone outside of that group.�
I had had enough. She was lying. I knew it from the very moment she told me she had tracked the cell phone. Avery had known from very early on that the phone could be tracked. He also knew from Kelley and then later confirmed in the code that the phone had a self-destruct feature that could be either initiated by remote or locally. He was able to disable the tracking module due in part because it needed the GPS to function. The self-destruct worked differently. It was so embedded in the source code, that if he tried to remove it, the phone would be bricked because of the code that would have to be removed.
I pulled the other folding chair over to where I had been standing and had a seat. My leg was throbbing, and there was a pool of blood on the floor. I would need stitches to be sure. I needed a bath, too�� a long one. I smelled literally like death.
�You�re lying.�
�What are you talking about?�
�The tracking was turned off on that phone.�
�Impossible.�
�You don�t know, Avery. He did that very early on,� I said, running my finger along the edge of the butcher knife.
She eyed the blade and then me. She closed her eyes and recomposed herself. She was about to say something when I stopped her. �You don�t have to hide the hate you feel towards me. We�re square.�
�I don�t hate anyone.�
I ignored her. �So, if you can�t track the phone, how did you find us?�
She thought so long, I wasn�t sure she was going to answer. �You.�
�What the fuck are you talking about?�
�Your gout��
�What the fuck about it?�
�It got really bad, right?�
When I didn�t answer, she continued.
�It was lanced by one of our people. He slipped it in while he was doing the procedure.�
�Doctor Kimmik?�
She nodded.
Taken aback, I asked, �Why?�
�Why you were tagged to be tracked?�
�No shit. Yes, that�s what I�m asking.�
�I was� I��
�So you�re in Fairbanks, and none of you fuckers know anything, but somehow you find out I have a tracking device in my skin. How? Why?�
A single bead of sweat ran down her face. �I was told after the Order came down that you had left Barrow, and that you might have been responsible for killing the leader. That meant you probably had a phone, and we couldn�t allow that.�
Nevermind, she was changing her story. I had to know why I was being tracked. �But fucking, why?�
�I just know that you were making a name for yourself in Barrow. So much so that it made its way all the way to Fairbanks. The implant was probably initially put in because of your seclusion at the Patch. I obviously do not know specifics.�
How in the hell did she know it was called the Patch, I wondered. �Where is it?�
�I can help you. I can take it out.�
My left foot had been lanced, so I knew it had to be that one. I unlaced my boot, pulled both pairs of socks off, and presented her with my already bloody foot.
�I will need to touch your foot.�
I nodded for her to move to the floor. She did. She ran her thumb across my foot until her hand stopped. �It�s here.�
I wondered why my foot had itched something terrible after that procedure. I just thought it was the remnants of the gout flare-up. I pulled my pistol before handing her the knife. �Take it out.�
�It will hurt.�
�Everything hurts. Do it.�
She positioned the knife as if she were using it like a pencil. She thumbed my foot one more time before moving in close for the cut. I gritted my teeth as the knife cut into my skin. She produced a very tiny metallic capsule. I took it and the knife, and bashed it with the butt of my pistol, before placing the gun back in my waistband, again favoring the knife.
No one spoke as I laced back up my shoe. My leg hurt so bad, I barely felt the pain in my foot. To be fair, I hadn�t tried to walk on it yet. I stood, checked my footing with the bad foot. Yeah, it hurt like hell. I had other things on my mind, though.
�If you were what you say you are, why would you lie? Why not just tell me that in the beginning?�
�I didn�t think��
�You aren�t who you pretend to be. I don�t know your game, but this ain�t it.�
Her eyes flicked towards Duane, before settling back on me. �There is a scientist in Fairbanks. She�s very uncomfortable about what she�s helped create. That, and she realizes she�s being blamed for the massive failure that has been the Grays. You help her escape, and she�ll help you make this right.�
I laughed. �You�re a liar. You�ll tell me anything to stay alive.�
Duane stepped forward. �We have to take this seriously.�
I turned towards Duane. �If she was who she is pretending to be, she would�ve knocked me over to get to my stinky-ass foot and take that out. She lying.�
�Can she fix the Grays?� Duane asked, looking around me, to where Janna sat.
�Yes. I believe she can.�
�You need to leave, Duane.�
�William, she can help. You need to calm down.�
�I�m fucking calm, Duane. Now I need you to leave.�
�Dammit, William, you aren�t listening.�
�No, Duane. You�re the one who hasn�t been listening. She�s fucking playing games with us. You�re playing right into it, too.� I took a calming breath. �You need to leave.�
He glared at me but seemed to turn around and was headed to the door. I had just returned my attention to Janna when I heard fast footfalls from behind. All I remember from that point was Duane screaming, �Stop, William! She is offering to help us! You can�t kill��
* * *
If you have ever taken a whack to the head, and I mean one that knocks your ass out cold, you feel its effects for a long time. Over three or four days, my brain had received a lot of trauma. Waking up to the latest and greatest of those traumas, I was struggling with just about everything you could imagine. I had a pool of slobber on the collar of my coat, where spit had drained out of my bobbled head. My neck was so stiff. I must�ve been out for a long time.
My eyes would hardly open. I was sending impulses, but they didn�t seem to be received. Finally, one of them cooperated. For whatever reason , I felt like I was alone in a dark room, but then I began receiving enough auditory signals to know there was engine noise. No, I was in a vehicle. I tried to lift my head and take in more of my surroundings. Goddamn, it hurt. I gave that up as dizziness swarmed over me like a hive of bees.
More signals sent out. I rubbed the back of my head with my ungloved hand. A big, scabbed-over knot, protruded from almost dead center of the back of my head. More evidence I had been out for a while�� evidence that something shitty had happened to me. Except, I didn�t remember said shitty thing.
Through a single squinted eye, I saw a soft, blurry, blue glow emanating from somewhere in front of me. I also heard a muffled whine of an engine under load from someplace else. It was hard to tell: to the front of me, to the rear of me, everywhere. I didn�t know.
I took slow, even breaths, as I tried to ease the tension welling up inside of me. Inhale. Exhale. I was like an apocalyptic version of a Lamaze coach. Inhale. Exhale.
With each breath, more of my faculties were coming online. Even so, a large segment of time was missing from my collective memory, or sure as hell seemed to be missing. And for whatever reason, I was angry. I was pretty sure head trauma could cause that, but I didn�t think that�s what it was. Enough cluttered artifacts were passing through my synapses that a mosaic of the events leading up to that point had slowly begun to form.
Jesus, I thought. Had Duane attacked me?
I craned my neck towards the snoring in the back. Avery was nestled on one side of the bench seat, while Quill sat on the other side, her hands tied and her face was covered with a Balaclava. After the night of the dead, where Quill tried to eat me, everyone agreed, even Quill, to that concession. She was to be restrained at night. At least there was that, I thought. I wondered what had happened to the ball cap she had been wearing.
I panned my head back and settled on the captain�s chair next to me. A familiar but somehow still unfamiliar woman sat in the chair, her features hard. The edge of her lip seemed, even in the shadows, to twist upward into a smirk. �Fuck,� I hissed. She was why I was mad.
A shuffling from the front could be heard. �Son, now just calm down��
�Where are we� and where are we going?�
�Fairbanks,� Sam said. �Were we was always goin.�
�Not with her, though. Not fucking with her.�
Duane cleared his throat like he hadn�t spoken in a while. �She can help us��
�You�re a gullible son of a bitch, Duane. She isn�t going to help us.� The events that had happened back at Toolik were coming back in waves. �She might know a scientist in the Order, but she isn�t going to help us. You can bet your ass on that.�
�It�s done, son. We here. She the only hope we have,� Sam said, his voice completely missing its usual assertiveness�� the same swagger.
�She isn�t the answer��
�You don�t know that,� Duane interrupted. �Your impulse is to just kill everyone. You�re crazy. Maybe you were normal before, but you�re off your rocker now.�
�You�ve not seen what we�ve seen, Duane. You don�t know shit about anything. I might be crazy, but I�m not completely fucking na�ve, either.� I sighed. �Sam, you should know better. Did Duane tell you about the tracking device.�
�I done know I gotta a little hope right now. �At�s better �an I could say just a little while ago.�
�The tracking device. Did he tell you?�
�Yeah, and she did too. Said she didn�t do it. She even took it out.�
I should�ve killed her when I had the chance. At that point, it wasn�t an option. If I had tried to do something to her, I�m not sure what would�ve happened, but it wouldn�t have been good. At the very least, it would�ve only hurt my relationship with my friends�� friends who had obviously pinned their hopes on this woman to save them. I didn�t bother trying to talk after that. Why would I? We were going into a hornet�s nest. I needed to keep my shit as calm as possible.
* * *
Curt voices startled me awake, and I felt a draft of freezing air blowing in from the open door adjacent to me. Janna was not in her seat. �Where�s the bitch?�
More shouts outside. First, in English, but changing quickly to Korean. Several men and women dressed in white fatigues trained weapons at the Ripsaw�� more specifically, at us. It was hard to hear anything over the automatic gunfire in the background, not at us.
Part of me wanted to rub in what was happening. Call the ignorant bastards out for their incredibly gullible move� but I loved my friends. �Stay calm,� I whispered.
The soldiers rushed by Janna and pulled us roughly out of the Ripsaw. Duane wept as a soldier was extra rough with him. I got a punch to the gut for doing absolutely nothing, but we were all pretty much-punching bags to them.
Over the gunshots, I swore I heard the howls of Grays. Another round of gunfire subdued my ability to hear anything after that. It didn�t let up. We were in a war zone. A warzone that, for us, seemed to be separated by double razor wire fences and double gates. We were in the open area between those two fences, on our knees, and waiting to see what fate befell us, as we watched Janna give an emotional oratory to a gathered crowd inside.
A man came from somewhere to our left, maybe from one of the buildings, several armed gunmen surrounding him. He stopped just feet away from her and began to yell in Korean. She didn�t back down at all. In fact, she moved towards him, getting mere inches from him. He smacked her in the face, nearly causing her to fall to the ground. That�s when things went crazy.
In one quick movement, she nailed the guy in the balls with an open palm punch that, well, had to have hurt more than all the wounds on my body combined. As he fell, she smashed an elbow into the side of his face. He was out. One of his soldiers charged her but was taken down immediately by someone in the crowd Janna had been talking to. The others dropped their weapons, but that didn�t stop Janna�s lackies from beating them to death. Apparently, there was a new leader in town.
Janna then screeched some orders, and we, along with the Ripsaw, were brought inside the interior gate. We were strip-searched right there. Our possessions were taken, including our coats, shoes, weapons, and anything else we might�ve had, but mainly our dignity.
We were then made to run towards a small structure that would become our new home. Two quick gunshots caused all of us to flinch. I saw Janna with the pistol I had taken from the dead person back at the gun store. She tucked the gun in her waistband, glared at me. I was next, I thought. It was only a matter of time.
* * *
The small building was dark, dank, and cold. There were two mattresses on the floor, which obviously wasn�t enough for all of us. As cold as the room was, and considering they had taken our coats and boots, it really didn�t matter. We wouldn�t be sleeping much unless we wanted permanent sleep. I was surprised we were still alive. For the life of me, I couldn�t understand why they just didn�t kill us. We offered nothing of value, that I knew of, anyway.
I paced the floor. Quill sobbed, as did Duane. Sam and Avery sat in absolute quiet. No one knew what to say, I was sure, but it was, I think, a matter of everyone coming to terms with our newest situation. Duane might�ve felt guilt or something akin to it. For me, I felt nothing. When your life is no longer yours to control, why does it matter? That�s how I felt at that moment, anyway. Luckily, I didn�t have time to come to a different conclusion, as guards stormed in and grabbed both me and Quill.
�Avery! Please, stop,� I cried out, as he struggled with a guard who was dragging Quill by the arm, as she screamed, across the floor to the exit.
�YOU FUCKING BASTARDS!� Avery screamed at the top of his lungs.
Sam grabbed hold of him, saving him a severe beating at the least.
The look on Quill�s face, while they half-dragged her in a different direction, was one of resignation and sadness. I looked away. What was I supposed to do? I was being dragged in another direction, towards something just as sinister.
I waited in what I thought was an interrogation room. I mean, I was sure it had a different purpose before the Order, but its repurpose was perfect: claustrophobically small, downright austere, and only one way in or out. Fuck, I thought. It�s really come to this.
I was in there for what seemed like an eternity before the door finally opened. Janna walked in alone, and gracefully sat across from me. She seemed confident that I posed no threat because no one bothered to restrain me. After watching what she did to the guy earlier, I can�t say I really wanted to tangle much with her. That and I knew there were guards outside. I heard them outside as Janna entered the room.
Her stare was as potent has her blazing red hair. She wasn�t an exceptionally attractive woman. She was thick like a bulldog but somehow feathery and swift as a dancer. Not fat, just thick like she had worked for a living. She had intelligent and piercing eyes, and I felt, as she looked over me, like she was reading my every thought.
�How does it feel?� She asked.
�What, being on the other side of things?�
She nodded.
I had no intention of letting her know just how scared I was. �What did you do with Quill?�
She lingered on a smirk. �Do you remember the scientist I was telling you about? She has a keen interest in her.�
�So, she�s real?�
�You seem surprised.�
�I assumed you were trying to save your ass.�
�Almost everything I told you was true to some extent or another.�
�Yeah, well, except the part about not wanting to fight for the Order and tracking the phone.�
�I did lie about tracking the phone, but I didn�t lie about not wanting to fight for the Order. It�s nothing� just a mirage to get us pissants to fight and die so people in power can have more power. We were used.�
I shook my head in disbelief. �Yet here you are still fighting for them.�
�No,� She said, laughing. �I�m fighting for me� fighting to stay alive. We�re a lot alike like that.�
�I�m nothing like you.�
�The Order has taken everything from me, my parents included. Why in the hell would I fight for them?�
I shook my head. �You�re still fighting against me. I don�t see a difference, whether you don�t see yourself fighting for them or not.�
�I only know this way. I would never be accepted into your culture. We�re too different. I�m here dealing with the lot I was given, and I�m going to make the best of it.�
�You aren�t North Korean. You�re a fucking white woman, Janna. A fucking soccer-mom looking white woman at that. I�m pretty damn sure you could find a pretty easy path into our culture if you wanted it. You don�t, though.�
�It isn�t that easy.� She seemed, for whatever reason, to want me to understand how they could be the way they were. She thought for several moments, her eyes cast to the table in thought, before speaking again. �If I told you red is blue once you would laugh at me. If I were to tell you that ten-thousand times, you might start second-guessing yourself. Add a metal rod into those repetitions and see what you think about blue. You would fight someone if they argued red wasn�t blue.�
I honestly didn�t give a care about their brainwashing. �So, where does that leave my friends and me?�
�I�ll be blunt,� she said, looking me directly in my eyes, �You are going to admit to sabotaging the agent in Barrow and Prudhoe Bay.� Then, without a bit of hesitation, she finished, �You will then be executed.�
�And my friends?�
�The scientist needs Quill��
�No��
�I�m exposing myself by not having already executed you. You have absolutely no say in what happens from here on out.�
I sighed. �My other friends?�
�After the scientist figures out a way to further control the Grays, then we will need to begin rebuilding. We will need labor for that. I�ll make sure your friends are treated humanely under the circumstances.�
�But if I�m supposedly CIA, won�t that make my friends guilty, as well?�
�CIA?�
We translated the messages on the phone. �The secret.�
She looked genuinely surprised. �Bravo. I set that up nicely, didn�t I? I warned them about you before I knew exactly how to use you.�
I shook my head. Everything was so fucking crazy. I stifled a laugh before saying fuck it and laughing loudly. �That was you in the messages?�
�I�m assuming.�
�You�� this Order shit. Every fucking thing. I�m tired, beat the fuck up, and ready for this shit to be over. If you can save my friends, I will do whatever the hell you ask of me. I don�t even care. Tell me what to do.�
�I will make it quick for you.�
Again, I laughed.
Before I knew it, she was out of her seat, and the brightness of the room seemed to alter like I was high on psychedelics. She had hit me so many times that I had lost count. She finally stopped, and calmly said, �They will need to think I had to beat information out of you. You will say you�re CIA, and that you sabotaged the agent. Do that, and I will do what I can to keep your friends alive. If you don�t,� she shook her head, punctuating the fact that she meant what she was about to say, �I will make sure your friends, especially Avery, die a terrible death.�
Blood and spit dripped from my swollen lips. I tried to say something, but I was so dizzy I felt like I�d throw up if I opened my mouth. Finally, and I�m not sure why I chose to ask what I did, other than morbid curiosity. After the dizziness faded, I asked, �Why did the Order kill your parents?�
�Because they did sabotage the agent. They knew the Grays were not a weapon for us, but instead a weapon to be used against everyone, including us.�
�I save their honor� fucking great.�
A dark smiled crept over her lips. �And you cement my leadership here.�
I hacked a reply. �So glad I can help.�
�It does not feel good to be on the other side of this conversation, does it?�
�You didn�t die. There�s hope for me.�
�None of us have enough hope about the future to do anything as irrational as what your friends did. You were right, William. You should�ve killed me.�
�I still might,� I said, wiping my bloodied face.
�If that is my fate, I welcome it,� she said, as she opened the door, �but your fate is sealed.�
She was gone. I cried out in pain as one of the guards, by accident or not, kneed me in my injured leg, as they rushed in to subdue me. I say subdue, but I never offered a fight. Neither fact mattered much to them as they pushed and prodded me down a dark corridor and ultimately through a door and into an empty courtyard.
* * *
The one thing about the Order you could count on: they didn�t waste much time. They had me and two other men, who I had never seen, strapped to poles that had, by the mound of freshly dug dirt, been recently put into the ground. There were only three of us and ten poles. This wasn�t their first rodeo.
One of the men cried. The other one was more on the angry side of the fence, yelling out in Korean whatever the hell he was saying, to anyone in the slowly growing throng of angry-faced bastards, who surrounded us.
Shots rang in spits and sputters. Nothing like what I had heard earlier. The slow punctuated gunshots made me think of my eventual fate. What would it feel like to be shot? I�d like to lie and say I stood death in its face and laughed. The reality of it was much different. I was so scared I had pissed my pants without knowing it until my pants had frozen. Every second seemed to last a minute, and every minute magnified the horrid nature of it all. How absolutely senseless it all was. It cleaved every ounce of dignity from you and left you a nothing but a sub-human bag of meat and bones.
I was freezing. My feet, still uncovered, probably was on the verge of frostbite. If they didn�t hurry, I�d probably die of hypothermia. That would�ve taken the zing out of Janna�s party, I thought. I imagined several people hanging on the poles afterward. It would make things easier for me.
I heard murmuring and shuffling from somewhere behind me. After several seconds, I saw Janna and two guards walking towards us and coming to a stop near the angry man. She pulled a chrome revolver�� my chrome revolver�� out of a holster�� not mine �put the gun barrel against his head and waited. He spat in her face. I thought that would be the end of him, but she didn�t pull the trigger. The voice that came from her mouth didn�t sound anything like the woman who had talked to me just minutes earlier. Her timbre had lowered to a growl as she spoke to the man. There were roars from the crowd. They liked what she was saying.
Recognizing their rising zeal, she smacked him with the pistol. This seemed to have the opposite effect. He began yelling over her. Trying to get him back under control, she hit him repeatedly. He somehow kept at it, even after he had been walloped several times. He was stealing her energy, and she didn�t appreciate it. Not one bit. Worse for her, whatever he was saying seemed to have some resonance with those gathered. As a result, she hit him harder and harder, and he yelled louder and louder.
She pulled the hammer back and shot him in what I thought was his leg. He cried out in pain, but within a few seconds, he was back at it. She must�ve hit an artery. With every beat of the man�s heart, he lost more blood, but that didn�t cause her to ease up her assault. She hit him in the face again. His nose was practically torn off with the force of the impact. I was sure I heard her gasp, but she had to continue�� had to prove that she had the resolve to lead these people. She came in close to him, whispered something. He seemed to nod. She then put the gun to his forehead and pulled the trigger.
The man beside me had cried himself out. He couldn�t bear to see what was about to happen, so he didn�t look, but that didn�t mean he had wholly given up. I didn�t need to speak Korean to know that he was pleading with her. She ended his suffering quickly with a bullet to the top of his head. There was no value in torturing him.
The spotlight was on me, literally and metaphorically. I was the final act. I inhaled deeply as she stood before me. She began to speak, but as odd as it may sound, something else, a buzzing of some sort, held my attention. I couldn�t understand her, anyway.
I thought maybe I was going crazy. More sporadic gunfire startled me back to my senses, or so I thought. Janna seemed to be aware of the buzzing as well. She stopped. We shared a glance. Seeing that I heard it too seemed to take the energy out of what she was saying�� to dampen her despotic pep-rally. Murmurs filled the gallery, and Janna shouted something towards her guards. They began looking into the dark sky.
Shots came from a direction other than the front of the base. Confusion filled Janna�s face. She yelled something before slowly pointing the gun at me. The end was near. As much as I wanted to stare the bitch in the face as she pulled the trigger, I couldn�t. I began to close my eyes when I heard it. It was as if a million bees had launched themselves at us. A fast whoosh then followed before finally a loud WHACK!
Janna was on the ground, kicking her feet, and screaming. What the fuck, I thought. A large drone lay next to her, two of the propellers still spinning. Her guards quickly grabbed hold of her and dragged her away from the courtyard and towards cover. I could see her face, even though her hands were grasping at a loose fold of skin and trying to keep it in place. If she lived, she�d be severely deformed.
Gunfire flared up. The sounds of pops and whizzes let me know they were too damn close. All it would�ve taken was someone aiming at my copious self, and I was doomed.
The courtyard had emptied entirely. All that remained of the gathering were the ones who hadn�t managed to find cover before they were gunned down. By whom, I had no clue. All I knew was if they were killing the Order, they couldn�t be that bad.
I saw the headlights of a vehicle: its engine revving hard, heading in my direction, followed by the sounds of what I knew were Grays. They were in the base. The vehicle locked up its tracks as it slid up beside me. A man quickly opened the door and hopped over the tracks to the ground in a single bound. Without saying a word, he began to cut the ropes that bound my hands to the pole. Even after my hands were untied, I continued standing there, unsure what to do�� what the hell to think. And completely surprised by who I was seeing. But goddamn did it make me happy.
�Jesus, man, you are needing do ged your ass moving,� Aadesh said, crouching behind the truck for cover. �Quickly, drough dis side of de cab.�
The sounds of bullets hitting the side of the truck could be heard over the din of the gun battle. �We can�t leave� where the hell is everyone?�
�You have do drusd me, man. Bud led�s go.�
�Behind you, Aadesh!� I yelled.
Aadesh spun around and fired two rounds into an incoming Gray. Two more were on her heels. �Go, dammid.�
I struggled to get onto the tread as Aadesh dispatched the two Grays. He then swung the rifle over his shoulder and gave me a push. �Fuck,� I yelled, as my leg twisted on the slippery treads. I managed to make it to my seat without further aggravating my wound. Aadesh, for his part, had taken out another two or three Grays in the meantime.
�Dere is a rifle in the back sead,� Aadesh said, panting for air.
�Where are we going?� I asked, as reached for the rifle.
Before he could answer, at least three Grays had launched themselves on the truck. In short order, one pounded on the front windshield, while two others bashed the passenger and driver�s window. Aadesh swerved hard, back and forth, trying to dislodge them but to no avail.
I took a deep breath before grabbing the door handle. I exhaled hard as I pulled up on the handle and pushed the door open with every bit of energy I had left. The Gray swung wildly as the door flung open. He fell to the ground. I then stepped outside and aimed my rifle towards him. I�m not sure how, but his head went missing after just one shot.
The truck swerved hard to the left, nearly causing me to fall all the way out. I hung on precariously as the truck whipped violently in the other direction. �Ged dis ding off me!� Aadesh yelled.
�I can�t get a fucking�� Before I could finish my sentence, he lay over the best he could considering the Gray had him by the hood of his coat, trying to pull him out through the broken side window.
Don�t raise up, I thought, as I both stabilized myself as best I could and aimed down the site of the rifle. The first shot missed. The second, though, put him permanently out of commission.
We made it to the small building we had been kept in when we first got to the base. Apparently, that was the rendezvous point. The door came open, and a head popped out. It was Sam, and he was screaming for us to get inside.
I told Aadesh to completely shut down the truck, and we were inside in short order, the howls and calls from countless Grays muted slightly as we closed the door behind us.
* * *
I quickly hugged Jack and made sure to check on Avery, who was asking me question after question about Quill. I finally had to tell him to be quiet. We had things to do. �Janna wasn�t lying about the scientist.�
�Okay,� Sam said, �we got bigger problems, �ough, like how in the hell we gettin outta here.�
The one massive bit of luck, aside from Aadesh and Jack saving our asses, was the building the Order put us in when we arrived. The thing was made from brick, had no windows, and had a thick metal door. It was meant to be hard for us to get out of, but now it was going to be even harder for someone, including the Grays, to get in. One of the two dead guards outside had the key to the door. We, for the first time in a long time, had an actual door that locked protecting us. The highly ironic thing was, we had to leave. And fast.
�We can�t leave without the scientist. She�s too damn important.�
�We cannot leave Quill,� Avery countered, his zealotry on par with mine.
I placed my hands out in a placating manner. �Wherever the scientist is on this base, Quill will be there with her. Quill is vital in all this. The scientist needs her.�
Sam shook his head. �Our best bet is ta get in �at truck parked out �ere as fast as we can and leave. They�s thousands of �em Grays out �ere.�
Avery began to speak his mind when I told him to hold on for a second. �Sam, have you seen our getaway vehicle? The windows are busted, and, in case you didn�t know, there�s six of us now. We ain�t fitting in that little Snow Trac. There might be room for four. That�s it.�
�I say we get the girl,� Duane said. He then looked at me. �I�m sorry, William. I should��
Completely ignoring him, I said, �I�m going to get the scientist.�
�Yeah, ta hell with Quill,� Sam said. �You doin �is for yourself, too.�
�Jesus, Sam, Quill is with the woman. What the hell else do you want from me?�
I heard the rattled of a pill bottle. I then saw Jack pop several oblong, white pills before saying, �As much as I�d love to, we can�t stay in here. We might as well try to do something good, I guess.�
�I ain�t tryin ta run off, boys, but I ain�t runnin into �is stupid-like, neither. William ain�t thankin �is through. �At�s all I�m sayin.� He lingered on me for a few long seconds, before continuing. �Ain�t got no shoes on even, and he�s goin ta take off and get �is damn scientist, who he ain�t never seen. Jesus, Humphrey Bogart, you gonna get yourself killed. If we go with you, we dyin too.�
�For fuck�s sake, Sam, I�ve kept us alive this entire goddamn time.� I limped over to him, my face no farther away than a couple inches. �You saw what happened when we did things yours and Duane�s mother fucking way.�
Sam was about ready to throw a punch when Aadesh stepped between us. �If de sciendisd can fix dis, why would we nod find her. Dis is all I am saying. Id does nod seem wise do leave her in de hands of dese people. William could be off his rocking chair, bud he is nod as crazy as dey are.�
�Well, the only damn problem is, she part of the Order, Aadesh. You thank she goin ta help us?�
A took a couple steps back from Sam. �She�s better in our hands than Janna�s.�
��At might be the case. I just don�t see �is goin anywhere but bad.�
I looked around the room. �I don�t have all the answers. I do know something, though. Our old-world way of thinking is over. I was a second away from being shot dead out there.� I switched glances between Jack and Aadesh. �Which one of you two flew that drone into Janna�s face?�
�Dad was being me,� Aadesh said.
�Did you ever think you�d have to do something like that?�
He shook his head that he did not.
�What about you, Jack? You killed those two guards, right?�
�Yeah.�
�The same,� I said. �Things have changed, and we have to change with them. Whether we like it or not, it�s kill or be killed. There can�t be another Toolik, where we assume the best. We�ll never see the end of this if we don�t change our way of thinking.�
Avery snapped his fingers and looked at the floor as he said, �You wanted to kill Quill. Intellectually, I understand why you thought that necessary.� He snapped his fingers ten times before continuing, �She posed a threat. If you had summarily killed her as you wanted, we would have never known who she really was.�
�I just gotta know you can pull it back when the time comes, son. We can�t kill everbody,� Sam interjected, a tinge of sadness in his voice. �I just can�t be part of �at.�
�I�ll take that under advisement. Now let�s get ready.�

Author�s note:

I really enjoyed writing this book. But as a new writer, I�m still learning the ropes, so to speak. I hope to get better and better at building a story, characterization, creating tension, and Jesus, all things writing. I�m quite sure I will fail along the way�� quite sure some of what I�ve written has been kind of a freaking fail.
Some of the feedback I got from the last book was I needed more action. While I would never write something into a story where it didn�t belong�� like trying to force action into a story just for the sake of action�� I understand many people in this genre, including me, expect certain things.
Oh, one other thing before we go on. The cursing. Yeah, I won�t ever apologize for that. It�s hard to write a story about the kinds of people in this story without them cussing� A GREAT DEAL. Honestly, if you don�t like cussing, I imagine you won�t like any of my books. I just, well, cuss.
For me, this story was always going to be about the characters. They are a motley crew of diverse personalities, exactly none of them you would probably want to survive next to in an apocalypse, the exception being Sam. Any one of them would probably die alone. Put them together, though, and you have an unlikely force to reckon with.
Now, there were plenty of instances where action was called for in the second book (even more so far in the third), and I really enjoyed writing it. Character development and action can certainly coexist.
Anyway, I really do appreciate everyone who has read my book (now books). Something like this really is a labor of love. I never really thought about anything coming from it. I really didn�t. But then my first book made it to the top ten in sales in the suspense action fiction category, albeit if only shortly, and that gave me a bit more confidence that anything is possible.
I learned one very huge thing: reviews freakin matter. The first book has had thousands of reads, but I currently have two reviews. Many of my family members have bought it, but I told them not to review it. I mean, they couldn�t be partial�� well, a couple of the bastards probably could be (they know who they are!).
I want only honest and impartial reviews. I need to know what I am doing wrong, and what I am doing right. But if you like my book (or don�t), and you want more books from me (or you couldn�t care less), it would really mean the world if you would leave me an honest review. The way Amazon works essentially is, no reviews equate to lower rankings. As of late, my first book has dropped in the ranking, even though it�s still selling, because of that, or that is at least my assumption from what I know.
It�s kind of funny, and goddamn is Karma a bitch, but I never reviewed anything. Seriously, I have bought a ton of books off Amazon and never reviewed any of them. I�m in the process of rectifying that, as we speak. I also almost always leave likes on Youtube videos now, too. Anything that can get a review, bad or good, gets one. Anyway, I appreciate you guys. And remember, don�t be like me: review people�s crap.
Thanks for reading, and please connect with me on my Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/B.J.FarmerAuthor/ While I have been slightly lousy keeping up with posting, I plan on getting better, now especially that most of the first draft of the third book is nearly finished.
My website is still in its infancy because yours truly also takes care of that, but here is the address, just in case: billyjoefarmer.com
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