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Аннотация
For decades, Nuclear Armageddon hanged over us like a mighty sword.
Some said it would be the war to end all wars.
They were wrong. The real battle against extinction was just beginning.
This is how the world ends. Not with a bang, but with many nuclear bombs detonated around the planet. It was no longer a topic of conversation around the dinner table as in years past.
Nobody was prepared, including the world�s governments. Yet the threat was always real and the devastation was predictable.
The damage was incalculable. Millions died at the points of impact. Nuclear Winter spread across the globe. A rapidly cooling climate shocked humanity and all living things� to their death.
This is more than the story of nuclear conflict. It�s about the devastating effects wrought by Nuclear Winter. Our possible future is seen through the eyes of the Albright family whose roots stretch back to the early settlement of the Florida Keys.
While they fight for survival, they trek across a rapidly deteriorating landscape wrought with danger from both the elements and their fellow man.
It was not our fight, but it became our problem.
Bobby Akart has delivered intense, up-all-night thrillers that have you whispering just one more chapter until the end.


Bobby Akart
NUCLEAR WINTER II
ARMAGEDDON


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Creating a novel that is both informative and entertaining requires a tremendous team effort. Writing is the easy part.
For their efforts in making the Nuclear Winter series a reality, I would like to thank Hristo Argirov Kovatliev for his incredible artistic talents in creating my cover art. He and Dani collaborate (and conspire) to create the most incredible cover art in the publishing business. A huge hug of appreciation goes out to Pauline Nolet, the Professor, for her editorial prowess and patience in correcting this writer�s same tics after fifty-plus novels. Thank you, Drew Avera, a United States Navy veteran, who has brought his talented formatting skills from a writer�s perspective to create multiple formats for reading my novels. Welcome back Kevin Pierce, the beloved voice of the apocalypse, who will bring my words to life in audio format.
Now, for the serious stuff. Accurately portraying the aftermath of nuclear war required countless hours of never-ending research and interviews of some of the brightest minds in the world of planetary science.
Once again, as I immersed myself in the science and history, source material and research flooded my inbox from around the globe. Without the assistance of many individuals and organizations, this story could not be told. Please allow me a moment to acknowledge a few of those individuals whom, without their tireless efforts and patience, the Nuclear Winter series could not have been written.
Many thanks to the preeminent researchers and engineers at the National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colorado. Between responses to my inquiries and the volumes of scientific publications provided, I was able to grasp the catastrophic effect a regional nuclear war would have upon the Earth and its atmosphere. They impressed upon me the danger of inundating our air with the results of these massive nuclear detonations. It would result in a climatic event akin to the eruption of the Yellowstone Supervolcano.
A shout-out must go to Brian Toon, professor of atmospheric and oceanic sciences at the University of Colorado � Boulder. He has been a tireless advocate warning all who�ll listen of the consequences of nuclear winter. This quote had a profound effect on me and led to the writing of the Nuclear Winter series�It could potentially end global civilization as we know it. In other words, TEOTWAWKI.
At Rutgers University, Distinguished Professor and acclaimed climatologist, Alan Robock, has been studying the potential threat of nuclear winter with a particular focus on the human impact. The incredibly fast cooling of the planet would trigger global famine and mass starvation. His models of fires and firestorms in the aftermath of a nuclear war provided me detailed estimates of the extent of wildfires as well as the timeframes associated with the smoke and soot lofted into the atmosphere.
Now, to the special friends and acquaintances who helped make my characters realistic. Admittedly, my exposure to teenagers is non-existent. Yet, from time-to-time, I have teen characters who speak a different language, sort of. In order to add a sense of realism to their dialogue, I call upon a number of resources to enlighten me on their own unique vocabulary.
Thank you to Pam and Tim Johnson who reached out to their teenage grandson, Simon Andrews. He�s credited with a number of phrases in the Nuclear Winter series including�Yeet! Dear reader, this interesting term will be explained within First Strike, book one.
Thank you to Jessica Devenny, referred to me via Pam Johnson and her bestie, Betsy. Jessica�s sons, Jacob and Parker, also helped to fill my teenspeak dictionary.
Also, Dani�s followers on Instagram were up to the task. Instagram is one of the few social media networks where the vast majority of your interactions are positive compared to Facebook and the downright nasty Twitter platform. When called upon, hundreds of terms and phrases were offered. Thanks to you all!
The cigar selections in Nuclear Winter First Strike were suggested by my friend Brad Levy. Brad has read all of my novels, twice, in most cases. He always looks forward to his day on the lanai, enjoying a fine cigar and a good book. Thank you, my friend!
Finally, as always, a special thank you to my team of loyal friends who�ve always supported my work and provided me valuable insight from a reader�s perspective�Denise Keef, Joe Carey, Shirley Nicholson, Bennita Barnett, Karl Hughey, and Brian Alderman.
For the Nuclear Winter series, several avid readers volunteered to make my writing more better: Martin McDonell, Cody McDonell, Leslie Bryant, Tim Coppess, Caryl Lynne Honea, Mike Neubecker, Colt Payne, Pete Steffens, and Kelly Trone.
Thanks, y�all, and Choose Freedom!

DEDICATIONS

With the love and support of my wife, Dani, together with the unconditional love of Bullie and Boom, the princesses of the palace, I�m able to tell you these stories. It would be impossible for me to write without them in my heart.
Freedom and security are precious gifts that we, as Americans, should never take for granted. I would like to thank the men and women, past and present, of the United States Armed Forces for willingly making sacrifices each day to provide us that freedom and security. Also, a note of thanks to their families who endure countless sleepless nights as their loved ones are deployed around the world.
They are the sheepdogs who live to protect the flock. They bravely and unselfishly confront the wolves who threaten our country, our freedoms, and their brothers in arms from those who would bring destruction to our door.
Choose Freedom!

AUTHOR�S INTRODUCTION

February, 2021
Since scientific discoveries in the late 1930s made nuclear weapons a possibility, the world began to realize they posed an enormous threat to humanity. In 1942, with the secretive research effort in the U.S. known as the Manhattan Project, a race toward nuclear supremacy began. Since their very first use in World War II, different leaders and organizations have been trying to prevent proliferation to additional countries. Despite their efforts, more nation-states than ever before have obtained nuclear weapons.
Following pioneering research from scientists in the early 1980s, the world was introduced to the concept of nuclear winter. Researchers had known that a large nuclear war could cause severe global environmental effects, including dramatic cooling of surface temperatures, declines in precipitation, and increased ultraviolet radiation.
The term nuclear winter was coined specifically to refer to atmospheric cooling that resulted in winter-like temperatures occurring year-round. Regardless of whether extreme cold temperatures were reached, there would be severe consequences for humanity. But how severe would those consequences be? And what should the world be doing about it?
To the first question, the short answer is nobody knows with absolute certainty. The total human impacts of nuclear winter are both uncertain and under-studied. The aftereffects of the twin atomic bombs dropped on Japan to end World War II were not analyzed in depth. More research on the impacts would be very helpful, but treaties have limited nuclear weapons testing. Therefore research, other than theoretical conclusions, has been limited.
As to the question of what the world should be doing about it, all nations agree non-proliferation is a start. However, there are still more than sufficient nuclear weapons capable of being launched to bring the world to the brink of Armageddon.
Today, nuclear winter is not a hot topic among the world�s leaders. When the Cold War ended, so did attention to the catastrophic threat of nuclear winter. That started to change in 2007 with a new line of nuclear winter research that used advanced climate models developed for the study of global warming.
Relative to the 1980s research, the new research found that the smoke from nuclear firestorms would travel higher into the atmosphere causing nuclear winter to last longer than previously thought. This research also found dangerous effects from smaller nuclear exchanges, such as an India-Pakistan nuclear war detonating only one hundred total nuclear warheads.
Some new research has also examined the human impacts of nuclear winter. Researchers simulated agricultural crop growth in the aftermath of a hundred-weapon India-Pakistan nuclear war. The results were startling. The scenario could cause agriculture productivity to decline by around twenty to sixty percent for several years after the exchange.
The studies looked at major staple crops in China and the United States, two of the largest food producers. Other countries and other crops would likely face similar declines. Following such crop declines, severe global famine could ensue. One study estimated the total extent of the famine by comparing crop declines to global malnourishment data. When food becomes scarce, the poor and malnourished are typically hit the hardest. This study estimated two billion people would be at risk of starvation. And this is from the hundred-weapon India-Pakistan nuclear war scenario. A larger nuclear exchange involving the U.S., China, or Russia would have more severe impacts because the payloads are much larger.
This is where the recent research stops. To the best of my knowledge there have been no current studies examining the secondary effects of famines, such as disease outbreaks and violent conflicts due to societal collapse.
There is also a need to examine the human impacts of ultraviolet radiation. That would include an increased medical burden due to skin cancer and other diseases. It would also include further losses to the agriculture ecosystems because the ultraviolet radiation harms plants and animals. At this time, we can only make educated guesses about what these impacts would be, informed in part by research surrounding enormous volcanic eruptions.
A note on the impact on humanity, we can look to society�s reaction to recent political events. Imagine what U.S. cities would look like if the triggering event for protests and riots was based on lack of food. The social unrest would quickly spread into suburban areas as the have-nots would search for sustenance from those who might have it.
When analyzing the risk of nuclear winter, one question is of paramount importance: Would there be long-term or even permanent harm to human civilization? Research shows nuclear winter would last ten years or more. Would the world ever be able to come back from the devasting loss of billions of lives?
Carl Sagan was one of the first people to recognize this point in a commentary he wrote on nuclear winter for Foreign Affairs magazine. Sagan believed nuclear winter could cause human extinction in which case all members of future generations would be lost. He argued that this made nuclear winter vastly more important than the direct effects of nuclear war which could, in his words, kill only hundreds of millions of people.
Sagan was, however, right that human extinction would cause permanent harm to human civilization. It is debatable whether nuclear winter could cause human extinction. Rutgers professor Alan Robock, a respected nuclear winter researcher, believes it is unlikely. He commented, �Especially in Australia and New Zealand, humans would have a better chance to survive.�
Why Australia and New Zealand? A nuclear war would presumably occur mainly or entirely in the northern hemisphere. The southern hemisphere would still experience environmental disruption, but it would not be as severe. Australia and New Zealand further benefit from being surrounded by water which further softens the effect.
This is hardly a cheerful thought as it leaves open the chance of human extinction, at least for those of us north of the equator. Given all the uncertainty and the limited available research, it is impossible to rule out the possibility of human extinction. In any event, the possibility should not be dismissed.
Even if people survive, there could still be permanent harm to humanity. Small patches of survivors would be extremely vulnerable to subsequent disasters. They certainly could not keep up the massively complex civilization we enjoy today. In addition to the medical impact, the destruction of the power grid, the heartbeat of most nations, would likely occur due to the electromagnetic pulse generated by the nuclear detonations. It would take many years to rebuild the critical infrastructure ruined by the blasts.
It would be a long and uncertain rebuilding process and survivors might never get civilization back to where it is now. More importantly, they might never get civilization to where we now stand poised to take it in the future. Our potentially bright future could be forever dimmed, permanently.
Nuclear winter is a very large and serious risk. In some ways, it doesn�t change nuclear weapons policy all that much. Everyone already knew that nuclear war would be highly catastrophic. The prospect of a prolonged nuclear winter means that nuclear war is even more catastrophic. That only reinforces policies that have long been in place, from deterrence to disarmament. Indeed, military officials have sometimes reacted to nuclear winter by saying that it just makes their nuclear deterrence policies that much more effective. Disarmament advocates similarly cite nuclear winter as justifying their policy goals. But the basic structure of the policy debate unchanged.
In other ways, nuclear winter changes nuclear weapons policy quite dramatically. Because of nuclear winter, noncombatant states may be severely harmed by nuclear war. Nuclear winter gives every country great incentive to reduce tensions and de-escalate conflicts between nuclear-capable states.
Nation-states that are stockpiling nuclear weapons should also take notice. Indeed, the biggest policy implication of nuclear winter could be that it puts the interests of nuclear-capable nations in greater alignment. Because of nuclear winter, a nuclear war between any two major nuclear weapon states could severely harm each of the others. According to intelligence sources, there are nine total nuclear-armed states with Iran prepared to breakthrough as the tenth. This multiplies the risk of being harmed by nuclear attacks while only marginally increasing the benefits of nuclear deterrence. By shifting the balance of harms versus benefits, nuclear winter can promote nuclear disarmament.
Additional policy implications come from the risk of permanent harm to human civilization. If society takes this risk seriously, then it should go to great lengths to reduce the risk. It could stockpile food to avoid nuclear famine, or develop new agricultural paradigms that can function during nuclear winter.
And it could certainly ratchet up its efforts to improve relations between nuclear weapon states. These are things that we can do right now even while we await more detailed research on nuclear winter risk.
Against that backdrop, I hope you�ll be entertained and informed by this fictional account of the world thrust into Nuclear Winter. God help us if it ever comes to pass.

REAL-WORLD NEWS EXCERPTS

INDIA SUFFERS WORLD�S BIGGEST BLACKOUT AFTER POWER OUTAGE
~ Associated Press, July 31, 1912
India�s energy crisis cascaded over half the country Tuesday when three of its regional grids collapsed, leaving 620 million people without government-supplied electricity for several hours in, by far, the world�s biggest-ever blackout.
Power Minister Sushil Kumar Shinde blamed the new crisis on states taking more than their allotted share of electricity.
�Everyone overdraws from the grid. Just this morning I held a meeting with power officials from the states and I gave directions that states which overdraw should be punished. We have given instructions that their power supply could be cut,� he told reporters.
�The situation is very grave. We are doing everything to restore power,� the Power Minister said.
TEXAS POWER GRID WAS MINUTES AWAY FROM TOTAL COLLAPSE
~ KHOU*11, Houston, Texas, February 24, 2021
Last week, the Texas power grid was �4 minutes 37 seconds away from a total collapse,� meaning a statewide blackout, Electric Reliability Council of Texas (ERCOT) officials said at an emergency board meeting Wednesday. Had it happened, Texas would have been in the dark for weeks if not longer.
�This was a devastating event,� one official said in his opening statements. �Power is essential to civilization.�
ERCOT officials said controlled outages were implemented to prevent a statewide blackout, saying the storm was unlike anything Texas has experienced before.
Three-hundred and fifty-six generators were knocked offline during the storm event.
ISRAEL IS PREPARING TO ATTACK IRAN�S NUCLEAR SITES
~ Fox News via American Military News, March 5, 2021
In his first sit-down interview with an American news outlet, Israeli Defense Minister Benny Gantz said Friday that Israel has updated its target list and is preparing to strike Iranian nuclear sites if the world does not act to stop Iran�s nuclear development. Gantz said Israel has found numerous targets in Iran that would slow its nuclear development if attacked.
Gantz said Israel has identified thousands of rocket sites targets along the Israeli border with Lebanon, including many that are in civilian areas.
NUCLEAR WINTER WOULD THREATEN NEARLY EVERYONE ON EARTH
~ Science News, August 28, 2019
If the United States and Russia waged an all-out nuclear war, much of the land in the Northern Hemisphere would be below freezing in the summertime, with the growing season slashed by nearly 90 percent in some areas, according to a Rutgers-led study. Indeed, death by famine would threaten nearly all of the Earth�s 7.7 billion people, according to a study in the Journal of Geophysical Research-Atmospheres.
Lead author Joshua Coupe and other scientists used a modern climate model to simulate the climatic effects of an all-out nuclear war between the United States and Russia. Such a war could send 150 million tons of black smoke from fires in cities and industrial areas into the lower and upper atmosphere, where it could linger for months to years and block sunlight.
�This means that we have much more confidence in the climate response to a large-scale nuclear war,� Coupe said. �There really would be a nuclear winter with catastrophic consequences.�
In both the new and old models, a nuclear winter occurs as soot (black carbon) in the upper atmosphere blocks sunlight and causes global average surface temperatures to plummet by more than 40 degrees Fahrenheit in some cases.

EPIGRAPH

In any large-scale nuclear exchange between the superpowers, global environmental changes sufficient to cause the extinction of a major fraction of the plant and animal species on the earth are likely. In that event, the possibility of the extinction of Homo sapiens cannot be excluded.
~ Dr. Paul Ehrlich, Stanford biologist, 1983
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If the greenhouse effect is a blanket in which we wrap ourselves to keep warm, nuclear winter kicks off the blanket.
~ Carl Sagan, Planetary Scientist and Author

[image: ]
The unleashed power of the atom has changed everything save our modes of thinking and we thus drift toward unparalleled catastrophe.
~ Albert Einstein, theoretical physicist
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To live is to suffer, to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.
~ Friedrich Nietzsche, German Philosopher
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Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds.
~ J. Robert Oppenheimer, theoretical physicist and Father of the Atom Bomb


NUCLEAR WINTER II
ARMAGEDDON

In 1961, President Kennedy issued a letter to all American citizens, warning them about the threat of nuclear Armageddon. His solution was to build fallout shelters. The letter read, in part:
�We owe that kind of insurance to our families and to our country. The time to start is now. In the coming months, I hope to let every citizen know what steps he can take without delay to protect his family in case of an attack. I know you would not want to do less.�


PROLOGUE

Friday, October 25
North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD)
Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado

DEFCON 1. The cocked pistol.
The North American Aerospace Defense Command�commonly referred to by its acronym, NORAD�was the nerve center of the U.S. military, especially during times of heightened tensions around the world. Two days following the nuclear exchange between Pakistan and India, the entirety of the nation�s defense forces was elevated to DEFCON 2, the next step in preparation for nuclear war. U.S. armed forces were ordered to be ready for immediate deployment, a status that assured they could engage the enemy in any manner within six hours. Once before, the U.S. had reached DEFCON 2 during the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. The nation had never reached DEFCON 1, the maximum state of readiness indicating a nuclear missile attack was imminent, until that morning.
Referred to as the cocked pistol, military personnel operated at DEFCON 1 every minute of the day. Around the globe, as well as from space, ground-based sensors and satellites transmitted data to NORAD�s advanced artificial intelligence systems for evaluation.
Like the operation of a human brain, NORAD�s AI collected information from these various sensors and compiled the data in one place for analysis. The military strategists located within Cheyenne Mountain pulled it together, made sense of it, and then passed it along to the commanders who made the decisions that defended America.
Cheyenne Mountain was truly the dragon that never sleeps. Native American folklore claimed Colorado�s Cheyenne Mountain was a sleeping dragon that saved the Ute Indians from a massive flood that invaded the valley surrounding the mountain. The Utes believed they were being punished by the Great Spirit, but after they repented, the dragon was sent to drink the water. The dragon then fell asleep, became petrified, and thereafter became known as Cheyenne Mountain.
Unlike the legend, Cheyenne Mountain, which was located outside Colorado Springs and just south of Denver, hadn�t slept in over half a century. Once made fully operational in the spring of 1966, the country�s most important military installation was home to NORAD.
The stress levels in the operations center were high for the airmen, whose focus was on detecting and tracking incoming nuclear threats to the U.S., but not from what might happen if a nuclear attack was initiated. The nerve center of NORAD was determined to detect a possible attack in order to give the nation�s defense network maximum response time.
Everyone in Cheyenne Mountain knew a nuclear missile fired from North Korea could reach the U.S. mainland in approximately thirty minutes. At DEFCON 1, nerves were frayed, creating an atmosphere of controlled chaos within the operations center.
America�s finest military commanders descended upon the battle cab, a dedicated operations center and meeting room used by the commander and senior members of the staff. If this state-of-the-art command center was the brain stem that gathered information from the sensors around the globe, the battle cab was the brain, which analyzed and made decisions based upon the information.
It was just after midnight local time when the dreaded, robotic words thundered through the command center.
�Launch detection! Launch detection.�
The suddenness of the announcement over the speaker system startled the NORAD team. Most were intently monitoring their computer screens while others chatted about the events of the past week. Even the lieutenant colonel on duty was casually sipping coffee while scrolling through news reports.
�Repeat. Confirmed launch detection. Coordinates are forty-one degrees, fourteen minutes, nine seconds north latitude and one hundred twenty-eight degrees, thirty-four minutes, thirty-nine seconds east longitude.�
The commander�s first reaction was to glance up at the digital clocks mounted throughout the operations center. Half an hour, he thought to himself. He knew the next few minutes would be the fastest of his life.
The team sprang into action. They�d repeatedly practiced for this moment. Only some were given the authority to speak aloud unless otherwise addressed by their commander.
�Source?� The colonel shouted his question.
�North Korea, sir,� replied one of the U.S. Air Force personnel monitoring a spy satellite. He added the precise location. �Mount Komdok.�
�Sneaky bastards,� the colonel muttered to himself. The Central Intelligence Agency had disclosed in the President�s Daily Brief that satellite reconnaissance indicated North Korea had built ballistic missile silos underneath a beachfront resort at Komdok-san. It was the closest point to the U.S. mainland from North Korea. �Do we have confirmation from our nuke sniffers?�
�Yes, sir. Positive confirmation from Constant Phoenix,� replied the same airman. Constant Phoenix was the name given the Boeing WC-135 aircraft specifically designed and deployed to monitor missile launches. Previously used as KC-135R tankers, they were upgraded and transformed into what was known in the military as nuclear sniffers. They were constantly deployed near America�s nuclear-capable enemies to provide the earliest possible information on a ballistic missile launch. Over the years, the old KC-135s had been replaced with new aircraft and the original nuclear sniffers were sent to the boneyard at Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Arizona.
�Deploy defensive measures,� the colonel sternly instructed. He turned around to address his aide. �Get me the secretary of defense. Now!�
�Sir! We have a second launch. Repeat. Second.� The airman paused. �Correction, sir. We have a second and third launch detected.� He emphasized the word third with trepidation in his voice.
�Coordinates?� asked the colonel.
�Confirmed coordinates are thirty-nine degrees, zero-eight minutes, fifty-one seconds north latitude and one hundred twenty-seven degrees, twenty-six minutes, forty-six seconds east latitude.�
The colonel glanced at the digital map of North Korea that now revealed three flashing red beacons. The second and third launches had come from Wonsan Missile base on the eastern side of the Korean Peninsula.
The colonel had studied the North Koreans� capabilities more than China and Russia. In his mind, they were the loosest of the loose cannons when it came to nuclear powers. He scowled as he analyzed the Kim regime�s plan of attack.
�They�re using their fixed positions first.�
The clock was ticking. He�d war-planned this scenario a thousand times. Defensive maneuvers were a given. Their retaliatory response was another matter. Only the President of the United States could make that call.
�Sir, we have the defense secretary on the phone.�
The colonel reached for the phone and cupped the mouthpiece with increasingly sweaty palms. His heart was racing as pure adrenalin coursed through his body. Before he addressed the secretary, another airman in the command center spoke excitedly.
�Sir, another launch detected. Strike that. Multiple launches detected. Four, five, six. Check that! We�re up to nine, ten ��
The colonel�s mind tuned out the remainder of the airman�s announcement. God help us, he thought to himself as his mind raced to process what was happening. They�d emptied their fixed missile locations first, the ones America�s intelligence community were aware of. Now they were utilizing their road-mobile ballistic missile launchers, moving targets that were near impossible to track.
The colonel didn�t wait for the final count. He pressed his left index finger into his ear to block out the airman�s announcement and turned his attention to the defense secretary.
�Mr. Secretary, we have multiple ballistic missile launches from the DPRK. Our count is above a dozen, sir. They�re sending everything they�ve got.�

PART I
Day eight, Friday, October 25
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CHAPTER ONE

Friday, October 25
Interstate 66
Fairfax, Virginia

Peter Albright was paralyzed, his eyes transfixed on the rearview mirror as the spectacle unfolded behind him. The phenomenal destruction inflicted by the nuclear explosion could only be described as an enormous hurricane coupled with an intense firestorm of unprecedented proportion.
He was briefly blinded as the fifty-kiloton bomb detonated somewhere in Washington, DC. The precise location didn�t matter at that moment. Only survival.
Peter had the presence of mind to grab his sling backpack before he flung open the door. He frantically stumbled out of the car, rolling across the rough asphalt pavement of Interstate 66 until he hit the concrete divider with a thud.
He knew what was coming. As if to confirm his fears, he looked back toward the nation�s capital. He blinked twice in an effort to awaken himself from the horror. The conscious act only forced his adrenaline to kick him in the ass.
Peter began to run away from the blast at a pace he didn�t think he was capable of. Stranded motorists, their vehicles� electronics destroyed by the immediate surge of electromagnetic energy, stood in awe of the spectacle. He didn�t waste his energy on warning them. They�d find out what was coming soon enough.
He zigzagged across the five lanes of traffic, dodging panicked Virginians and stalled cars. A few ran near him. Others stood holding their arms over their eyes to avoid the blinding light that could be seen for a hundred miles.
Then he heard it.
It was a low growl at first. The sound of a beast warning any living being around it that it was dangerous.
Then the growl grew louder. A roar coupled with the rumble of a massive avalanche. It was deafening as it approached faster than Peter�s athletic body could flee it.
Run! Dammit! Run!
He began to stumble just as a wave of searing heat radiated outward from the detonation some eighteen miles away. The scorching wind generated by the massive fireball, the core of which reached tens of millions of degrees, as hot as the sun, swept outward in all directions.
By the time it reached Peter, it was no longer deadly, but it was certainly powerful. It struck him in the back and sent his helpless body flying forward. It was a stroke of luck or the hand of God that saved him.
The wind, coupled with the gravity of the Earth, body-slammed him into the gravel of the highway shoulder. He rolled over and over through the tall grasses, avoiding the steel guardrail because a prior accident had split it into two twisted parts.
Seconds later, Peter found himself facedown in a drainage ditch covered in warm, muddy water. His skin smelled warm. Sunburned. Like he�d spent too much time at Virginia Beach on a scorching August day.
Instinctively, he tossed and turned in the shallow water, covering himself with moisture. His mind thought he was on fire. He wasn�t, but the blast of heat he�d endured had certainly incinerated others closer to Washington.
Peter couldn�t recall how long he�d lain in the ditch. It could�ve been seconds or minutes. Eventually, the worst of the heated air had passed, and the roar that accompanied it had quietened. It was replaced by the sound of despair.
People screamed for help. They cried with angst. Others shouted instructions as if they were experts in surviving a nuclear explosion. Still more stood in awe, mouths open, watching the mushroom cloud rise to the heavens, illuminated by the flames roaring uncontrollably outward from the blast along the surface of the earth. Hungrily devouring buildings and vaporizing people in a flash, their charred bodies crumbling into ash onto the scorched ground.
As the fireball traveled outward from ground zero, the intense heat set gas lines, fuel tanks, and power lines on fire. The electromagnetic pulse destroyed anything electronic within two hundred miles of the ground detonation.
The colossal pressure wave hurtled outward at five hundred miles per hour, crossing the Potomac River, demolishing everything within seven miles. Houses made of wood were torched. Sturdier block, brick and steel construction might have remained standing. However, only their naked and warped steel structural supports remained. Utility poles snapped like toothpicks. The wave whipped through green space, snapping trees and leveling landscape. People were flung through the air and pummeled by deadly projectiles of brick, glass, and metal.
At the point of detonation, a crater fifty feet deep with a diameter stretching beyond the Pentagon was quickly filled with the now-boiling water of the Potomac River as it rushed to fill the void where the heart of America�s government once beat.
All of this happened within the first few minutes.
Peter had suddenly become hyperaware of his surroundings. His mind raced as he tried to recall everything he�d learned about the aftermath of a nuclear explosion. Living in the DC area, the thought of being the number one target of nuclear-capable nations made him more than a casual reader of news reports leading up to that night. A word kept popping into his head.
Fallout.
The moment a nuclear bomb detonates, several forms of radiation instantly permeate the surroundings. For those near the point of impact who were fortunate enough to survive the incendiary effects, the threat of radioactive fallout was very real. As the pulse of radiation surged away from the blast, the bodies of every living being who was outside or in inadequately insulated buildings were prone to the fallout. Radiation wreaked biological havoc on the human body. At the molecular level, it immediately began to alter human DNA, impairing the ability of cells to replicate and repair themselves from damage.
Within minutes to hours, based upon proximity to the blast site, most people exposed would begin to show signs of acute radiation syndrome, including nausea, headache, dizziness, and vomiting. Within several days to two weeks later, new symptoms would emerge. In addition to purple blotches and lesions occurring on the skin, diarrhea, hair loss, fever, seizures, and bleeding from the mouth were common. In the most severe cases, people would become delirious and mentally incapacitated.
One thing would be certain. The majority of humans with radiation sickness would die because they no longer had enough immune cells to fight off any sort of infection or because their digestive system was too damaged to function properly.
Regardless of the cause, death was guaranteed.
Peter Albright didn�t want to die. He lifted his battered body out of the drainage ditch, adjusted his sling pack, and stumbled up the embankment toward the hard surface of the highway. Others were scurrying down the slope, splashed through the ditch and up the other side toward an apartment complex.
Just as Peter reached the pavement, he glanced over his shoulder as several people began cursing in frustration. A ten-foot-tall chain-link fence had thwarted their efforts to reach the residential area.
Joining dozens of others who raced past him, he mustered the strength to begin running once again, ignoring the scrapes, cuts, and bruises his body had endured. He needed to find a place of safety. A shelter of any kind to protect him from the radiation that would soon be raining down all around him.

CHAPTER TWO

Friday, October 25
Fair Oaks Mall
Fairfax, Virginia

Peter glanced at his yellow Casio G-shock dive watch, a gift from his father when he graduated from high school. It had been his constant companion for years, but now, like his car, it had ceased to function. As he began to pass the pack of frightened motorists, he glanced up at the steel structure holding the interstate directional signs. Ordinarily green with reflective lettering, they were now scorched and difficult to read. Not that it mattered because he planned on taking the exit anyway.
The asphalt turned to unforgiving concrete, much to the chagrin of Peter, who enjoyed running. His daily four-mile jogs were paying off if he could only put the pain of the fall out of his mind. There was no time to lament the fact his muscles were begging for a rest. All Peter could think about was the radioactive fallout.
At the end of the exit ramp, he saw a hulking structure perched on a hill before him. He�d been to the Fair Oaks Mall on one other occasion to purchase a pair of Asics running shoes at Dick�s Sporting Goods. The mall seemed like a good place to hunker down. It was a large structure with plenty of walls protecting him from the environmental disaster that was surely headed his way.
He rushed across the median separating the east- and westbound lanes of Lee Jackson Memorial Highway. He glanced up at the mid-rise Marriott hotel. People were standing on their balconies, staring toward DC. Some had flashlights while others lit candles that flickered wildly in the heated air.
Peter hustled up the embankment into the mostly empty mall parking lot. At nearly four in the morning, he expected it to be devoid of activity. He was wrong.
There were only a few sporadically parked vehicles left behind from the night before. There were, however, dozens of people racing in and out of the plate-glass doors of Macy�s. Some were dragging children by the arms, urging them to hurry to safety. They waited for an opportunity to push through the broken panes of glass to enter the building.
Also, there were the opportunists. The inevitable thieves and looters who took advantage of a catastrophe to seemingly enrich themselves. They rushed out of the store, their arms wrapped around piles of clothing, into the open arms of a cloud of nuclear radiation they�d never see until the effect on their bodies revealed itself.
Peter followed a young family through the opening into the darkness of Macy�s men�s department. Shouts filled the air. A fight had broken out in the shoe department. Names were called out as loved ones searched for those who�d gotten lost in the mayhem.
Peter got his bearings and tried to remember the mall layout. His first thought was to find his way to the center of the complex as far away from these breached doors as possible. He presumed, rightfully so, that if the looters had opened up Macy�s, they�d done the same to the other retail stores.
Like a running back breaking tackles in pursuit of the end zone, Peter bowled over anyone in his way. He was in a battle to save his own life and didn�t care about those who impeded him. After a minute, he�d made his way into the center atrium of the mall.
Fair Oaks had been built forty-five years prior, when tall glass entries and skylight atriums were in vogue. For Peter, neither suited his purposes although it was still his best option. As he walked briskly through the center, he came across groups of refugees huddled in the dark recesses of the mall. Children were crying. Parents were trying to comfort them. They all tried to make sense of what was happening outside.
The sounds of breaking glass and shouting permeated the air. Peter was astounded at the dichotomy of reactions by those who�d entered the mall. Some, like himself, sought refuge. Others took this opportunity to steal.
He tried to avoid coming into contact with the frantic looters who searched for the most high-end retail stores to improve their lot in life. Peter pushed toward the back side of the mall where Dick�s Sporting Goods was located. It was far away from the two-story, all-glass main entrance that was being used by the majority of people coming and going.
As he fumbled through the mall in the pitch darkness, his mind wandered to his family. He tried to be logical as he considered the top nuclear targets in the U.S. He was comfortable his father and uncle were safe from the effects of a nuclear blast. It was possible Miami had been attacked because of its population, but doubtful. He couldn�t think of any strategic military interest in the Miami-Dade area that would rank above the more high-value options on the West Coast.
He took a deep breath as he thought of Lacey, Owen, and Tucker. Had they heeded his warnings? Did they leave as he�d subtly suggested? Should he have been more forceful in his warnings? Peter had to believe his sister and her family were safe. There was nothing he could do about saving them.
Suddenly, chaos broke out outside Champs, a sports retail store specializing in footwear and apparel. People were rushing down the escalators, holding six or eight boxes of sneakers. One lost his balance and fell forward, losing his loot and knocking down several of his compatriots in the process.
Peter shook his head in disbelief, but the overall scene reminded him of a simple fact. Other than his sling backpack, which contained his handguns and ammunition, he had nothing but the sopping wet clothing he was wearing. He would also have to become a looter. Not just to wear dry clothes, but to survive.
For it was in that instant that reality hit him. He mumbled to himself, �Exactly what, pray tell, Mr. Peter Albright, do you plan on doing now?�
He reached the entrance to Dick�s, where a logjam occurred as people tried to slide under the storefront�s grilled gate that had been forced open. A concrete planter had been overturned and jammed underneath to prevent it from closing.
Peter secured his sling pack and decided to join in the fray. He crawled underneath the gate and made his way into the dark, two-story sporting goods store. To his left, voices shouted to one another. From prior visits, he remembered footwear and workout clothing were located there. He�d come back to it when and if the fight over sneakers subsided.
He briskly walked into the center of the store, where a mountain-like display with a pond had been constructed. The water had stopped flowing due to the power outage and had filled the catch basin to capacity. Peter immediately wondered if it was drinkable.
He made his way to the far end of the store where guns and ammunition were once sold. The hunting rifles had been replaced with archery equipment and an indoor archery range. In the dark, he could make out the crossbows. He shook his head as he considered whether he should add one to his personal arsenal. Only guys named Daryl can shoot one of these, he thought to himself. And all he could kill was something that was already dead and stinkin�.
Nonetheless, he ran behind the counter where the crossbows were sold. He fumbled in the dark until he found the handle of a hard plastic case and grabbed it.
With his crossbow in hand, Peter made his way past the hunting and fishing equipment until he found camping gear. He hesitated as he approached the darkest part of the store. Suddenly, two young men rushed past him, inadvertently striking him in the back until he spun around and crashed to the tile floor. He lost control of the crossbow case, which could be heard sliding down the floor until it struck something with a whack. Abandoning any thought of retrieving it, he sat there for a moment to catch his breath.
The impact had knocked the wind out of him, and it reminded him of the damage his body had endured during the blast wave. It also gave him an opportunity to get his priorities straight. The looters weren�t shopping in the departments Peter had identified as the most important�survival gear. They were after clothing and shoes. He needed to find a windowless part of the mall to shelter in place for a couple of days until the radioactive fallout dissipated.
As morning came, the daylight would illuminate enough of the mall stores for him to procure what he needed to survive another day.

CHAPTER THREE

Friday, October 25
Placer High School
Auburn, California

In the basement of Placer High School�s gymnasium, after winding down three flights of concrete steps, a single ominous door made of steel was embedded in the filled-concrete wall. Once painted a forest green color, time had peeled away the paint and revealed its true battleship-gray exterior. On the wall, there were several screw holes where the yellow-and-black nuclear fallout shelter sign had once been posted. Now it was either hanging in a mischievous student�s bedroom or had been passed from one person to another via eBay.
Behind the door, chaos reigned.
The bunker had been a symbol of the Cold War era dating back to the sixties, but eventually diminished in importance during the Reagan administration. The Auburn Union School District quickly found more important things to spend their budgets on, and the fallout shelter was mostly neglected.
The last time its electrical wiring, backup batteries, or supply rooms had been maintained was eleven years ago. What was once meant to be the Auburn community�s Noah�s Ark against the deadly effects of radiation was now an empty concrete shell that was more coffin than shelter.
The dark, dingy, and run-down basement had been crammed full of safety-seekers. Originally, it was designed to serve about one hundred people for two full weeks. Once fully stocked with Meals-Ready-To-Eat, or MREs, provided by the U.S. military and barrels of drinking water, its supply closets had not been replenished or updated in more than a decade.
At that moment, none of that mattered inside the fallout shelter. After the rolling thunder that shook the building to its core, the lights went out, and the emergency lighting system powered by backup batteries failed to function.
Nearly two hundred people, twice the shelter�s capacity, were packed like sardines standing upright in a can. Shoulder to shoulder, they could barely move much less panic.
Yet they tried. Their screams of primal fear coupled with shouts demanding someone do something reverberated off the completely enclosed concrete structure. Many began to push and shove one another in an attempt to create a little more personal space. Some, either afraid of the dark or curious as to their surroundings, lit their Bic lighters. This drew fearful screams from the others who were concerned a fire might break out.
Lacey McDowell, her husband, Owen, and son, Tucker had fortuitously made their way to the back of the shelter into the corner. The natural inclination of the agitated refugees was to press forward toward the door through which they�d entered. Minutes prior, they�d knocked one another over to get inside. Now, despite the massive shaking of the ground they�d just experienced, they begged to be released.
The local police officer and the high school coach had barely closed the door when a blast wave from a nuclear explosion swept over Auburn. It felt like an earthquake, which, unbeknownst to them, it was. As the concrete pieces and accompanying dust fell on the occupants of the shelters, their screams were from surprise. When the lights went out, their primal shrieks were deafening in the enclosed space.
The officer tried to regain order. Normally assigned to traffic duty and supervision of crosswalk patrols, he was one of the few police officers to carry a whistle at all times. It was loud and shrill, but it worked under the circumstances.
He blew it repeatedly. The unexpected sound caused the vociferate refugees to immediately silence their emotions.
�Everybody! Please! You have to calm down!�
�We can�t see!� someone shouted back.
The officer pulled his flashlight from his utility belt and shined it upward to reflect off the ceiling.
�Better?� he asked sarcastically. �See, the sky is not falling, and neither is the ceiling.�
�Were we hit?� a woman asked.
�We�d be dead, you idiot!� a man replied rudely.
�Enough of that!� the high school coach admonished the man. �We don�t know what happened. For now, we have to remain calm and wait.�
�How long?�
�I can�t breathe!�
�I need to pee.� The young boy�s statement immediately sent a new wave of panic over the occupants. They could barely move. Where were they supposed to go to the bathroom?
�Me too!� shouted an older woman.
While the coach began answering questions and did his level best to assuage their concerns, Lacey leaned in to Owen. �This is never gonna work. These people are already losing their minds.�
Owen whispered back, �Maybe the cop oughta grant their wish? Let�s send half of them back outside.�
�I bet there are still a hundred more in the stairwell to replace them,� said Lacey.
The other refugees continued to push their way toward the only exit door, which provided the McDowells a little extra breathing room. Each of them stretched their arms and legs, which helped ease the tension somewhat.
Tucker walked along the back wall in the dim light. Another refugee had illuminated a flashlight and was shining it upward. He walked as far as he could before coming upon a group of people huddled on the floor, blocking his progress. He returned to his family.
�There are three steel roll-up doors,� he explained what he�d found. He turned to his father. �Dad, there�s not a lock on the handles. I don�t know what�s in there, but if somebody figures out they�re not locked, this place will go nuts.�
�You�re right, Tuck. There�s no way those two can control this mob.� He pointed his thumb over his shoulder as he referred to the police officer and the coach.
Lacey was concerned about the mood of the refugees. �I don�t trust a panicked mob. If they open the door, should we leave?�
Owen grimaced and shook his head. �I don�t think so, honey. Everything I�ve read says the worst of the fallout is in the first forty-eight hours.�
�Plus, we don�t know if they�ve finished,� interjected Tucker. He gulped and continued. �You know, um, nuking us.�
Lacey�s tough exterior broke down. She began to cry as she reached for Owen�s hand. �That had to be our home, right?�
Owen closed his eyes and sighed. He nodded.
�Dad, that felt like an earthquake.�
�I know, son. You know, I�m just guessing, �cause it�s impossible to say for sure. But the Hayward Fault runs right by our house and just to the west of Sacramento. I suppose it�s possible a nuke near Silicon Valley could trigger quakes along Hayward.�
�But we�re east of Sacramento,� countered Tucker.
�That�s true, but you know how earthquakes can be felt for miles. When San Andreas shakes, we feel it all the way up on the ridge in Hayward.�
�So we didn�t take a direct hit?� asked Lacey hopefully as she wiped her tears.
�Here? No,� Owen responded. �Listen, I can only speculate, but we all knew Silicon Valley and San Francisco were likely targets for a nuclear attack. We�re just over a hundred miles or so from the city. If the bomb was big enough, I imagine it would shake the earth for at least that distance.�
The police officer and two men were now shouting at one another, causing the crowd to grow even more apprehensive. The two dads were demanding to know who they should hold accountable for the poor conditions in the shelter.
Lacey returned to her immediate concern. �Then maybe we�re safe to leave? I just don�t feel good about being in here with these people. They worry me more than the radiation.�
Owen reached out to his wife and wrapped his arms around her. He held her tight and whispered in her ear, �For now, we may not have a choice. We�ll stick to our corner in the back and let the others knock each other over the heads at the front. Okay?�
Lacey nodded. She reconciled herself to the fact they were better off inside the shelter than facing radioactive fallout. Then someone changed the topic of conversation.
�Hey, these doors open! There�s food and water in here!�

CHAPTER FOUR

Friday, October 25
Placer High School Fallout Shelter
Auburn, California

Inside the fallout shelter, a massive scrum was created in the center of the square-shaped space. Those who wanted to get their share of whatever was available behind the storage doors pushed and shoved their way to the back. Others, intent on being the first ones out of the dark, damp space, fought against the tidal wave of people toward the front door. Arguments teed off the melee, which soon turned into men muscling their way through, clearing a path for their loved ones in tow. A few punches were thrown, and several of the weaker refugees were knocked to the dusty concrete floor, only to get trampled by their fellow man.
The police officer incessantly blew into the whistle in an unsuccessful attempt to restore order. The coach shouted at those in the back of the shelter to leave the doors alone. It was, as he insisted, an unauthorized area.
To the panicked refugees, law and order had collapsed, and a survival-of-the-fittest mentality had set in. The doors were quickly rolled up, and those closest to the storage rooms rushed in first, including Tucker.
Despite his father demanding he stop, Tucker was determined to grab whatever he could see to help his family. Next to him was the man who�d turned on his flashlight moments ago. As he held off the crowd with his broad shoulders and his legs spread wide, he illuminated the shelves for him and Tucker to see.
There were stacked barrels of drinking water and cases of boxes labeled food. Each case indicated it was enough for seven shelter occupants together with five pounds per person. On wire shelving, smaller boxes caught Tucker�s eye. Medical kits, high-calorie MRE bars, and personal hygiene kits. Because they had plenty of food in the truck, Tucker grabbed these three items and wrapped his arms around the boxes to keep anyone from snatching them away.
He turned to join his parents and was met with a throng of people trying to force their way into the storage space. He lowered his head and bulled his way past as the high-pitched shrill whistle could be heard getting closer to him. The officer was now screaming threats ranging from using his pepper spray to arrest.
Nobody cared.
Soon, refugees were exiting the three storage spaces, clutching boxes of food and barrels of water. One person even carried a wooden chair high over his head that had once been used in the gymnasium. Another held two battery-operated Coleman lanterns in each hand, with a dusty box of batteries tucked under his arm.
�Hold these,� said Tucker as he handed his haul to his dad. �I�m going back for more.�
The officer shouted at the top of his lungs. �Back off, everybody! I said back the hell off!�
When more people pressed forward, he followed through with his threat. Alarmed, he pulled his SABRE law-enforcement-grade pepper spray and deployed a quick burst into the crowd in front of him.
This panicked the group, who quickly turned away. Now a stampede of people was forcing their way back toward the front as if an otherworldly being were teasing a dog with a cookie. As they crashed into one another, they began to lose their balance and fall. Some tried to assist their fellow refugees up. Others knocked those in the way to the ground and trampled over the fallen.
The whistle continued to blare. The officer continued to order the occupants of the shelter to stand down. The McDowells continued to stand in the corner, making every attempt to avoid physical or verbal contact with the crazed mob.
�Would everyone please calm down?� shouted the coach. �Stop where you are! Please!�
Perhaps it was his begging, or the simple fact that he asked nicely. But the crowd suddenly calmed itself. Following the crowd was a natural human tendency. Human nature lent itself to living and moving in groups. All at once, it seemed, the refugees seemed to work as one. Fortunately, it was to establish calm rather than turn their stay in the shelter into a deadly riot.
Coughing and sniffling could be heard by those directly affected by the pepper spray. Some removed their coats and waved them over their heads to cause the propellant to dissipate. Most everyone covered their nose and mouth with their shirts.
�Thank you,� the coach said calmly, in a slightly elevated tone so he could be heard. �If we all work together, we can decide what to do next, and also we can figure out a way to get comfortable.�
�Are you gonna open the door?�
�What about a bathroom?�
�Do you have anything for my children to eat?�
The coach raised his hands and spoke louder. �Those are all good questions, but let�s take one thing at a time. First, I wasn�t trained on how to operate this facility. I was simply the man with the key to the door. However, after what happened overseas, I studied up on what to do.�
�Shouldn�t we stay here?� asked a woman in front.
�Yes, ma�am. I believe we should. Of course, we don�t know what happened outside. However, I feel confident we didn�t take a direct hit here. That doesn�t mean we�re entirely in the clear. There could be more nukes, and then there�s the fallout.�
�The fallout can�t reach us in Auburn!� a man shouted from the center of the room.
�Sir, we don�t know that because we don�t know where the nuke was detonated. Plus, I learned there are a lot of factors, including winds, humidity, and the size of the warhead.�
�I heard we need to stay in here for two weeks,� another man chimed in.
�Well, that may be true if Sacramento was the target,� countered the coach. �I personally don�t think it was high on any of our enemies� lists. The more likely scenario is the Bay Area. That�s two hours from here.�
�What does that mean for us?� a man next to the McDowells asked.
�Two days,� the coach replied.
The chorus of experts began to dominate the discussion.
�No way! Fourteen days at a minimum!�
�You�re nuts! Even in the movies, seven days is the max!�
�I don�t want to stay in here another minute!�
�Same here. If it hit the coast, we�re safe.�
�Didn�t you feel the ground shake?�
�That doesn�t mean shit!�
The officer began to blow the whistle again, and he held the canister of pepper spray high over his head. He lit it up with his flashlight to show the group he meant business. He weighed in with his opinion.
�Our department has trained for this scenario in the past, and the coach is right. Forty-eight hours is the bare minimum. We can handle that.�
The crowd turned in unison to address the officer.
�What about the food and water?�
�Are there sleeping bags?�
�How about pillows?�
�There�s no room to lie down, morons!�
The officer blew the whistle again. Tucker covered his ears and shook his head in disgust. His ears were starting to ring.
The officer ignored their questions and shouted, �Make way in the middle to allow the coach to get through! He and I will divvy up what we have. First, we need to take inventory, and to do that, everyone who grabbed something earlier needs to bring it back.�
Lacey and Owen shared a glance before surreptitiously hiding their packages behind their backs against the wall. Tucker noticed what they�d done, so he stood in front of them to give them cover.
Reluctantly, the people who�d carried off drums of water and cases of food brought them back. The crowd cooperated and made way for the coach to join the police officer at the back of the shelter. Together, they took a quick inventory. With the help of some of the more cooperative refugees, they reorganized the three storage rooms.
The first room, located farthest away from the McDowells, was used as a latrine. Several toilet-height barrels marked SK III Sanitation Kits were lined up along the back wall.
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The coach tried to use a Coleman lantern to provide some light for the users of the latrine, but the batteries� useful life had expired. The man who had been near Tucker earlier volunteered his flashlight for the toilet users, who would roll down the door for privacy.
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The middle storage room was used for food and water distribution. The cases of freeze-dried food were divided into groups of six or seven. Because the shelter held twice as many occupants as its capacity, each person was allocated one meal per day. The meal was supplemented with a sleeve of saltine crackers that seemed to be in abundance.
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Finally, the third storage room nearest Lacey and her family held a variety of supplies, including the items they�d already retrieved. Lacey was confident they�d packed everything they needed into the Expedition and their vintage 1967 Ford Bronco. If there was something useful, they�d take backups from what the fallout shelter offered.
It was nearing three in the morning on the west coast, and exhaustion had set in for most of the refugees. Tucker was hyped up, so he suggested his parents sleep. He�d take the first shift, as he called it. Using their lightweight jackets rolled up around the small boxes Tucker had obtained, they stretched out against the wall while their son made sure nobody stepped on them.
It was gonna be a long, uncomfortable forty-eight hours until the doors reopened.

CHAPTER FIVE

Friday, October 25
Driftwood Key
Marathon, Florida

Hank Albright pushed his way past his brother, Mike, and slowly approached the television mounted behind the bar. Normally at this hour, CNN would be replaying one of their Special Report segments from the night before. Now, CNN International anchor Michael Holmes had taken over the network�s regular broadcasting. The Aussie was visibly shaken and fought back tears as he reported on the events.
�I want to remind our viewers that we are receiving secondhand reports of the events taking place in the United States. We have lost all contact with our newsrooms on the West Coast, New York, and Washington. Our colleagues. Our friends. Their loved ones. We have no way of knowing �� His voice trailed off as the tears began to flow down his cheeks. He gathered himself and continued.
�The images we have been repeating on your screens are from archived streaming footage via our security cameras outside CNN studios in Washington and New York. They depict the horrific effects of a nuclear attack at the moment of detonation.�
Holmes paused and held his hand to his right ear to adjust his earpiece before continuing.
�We are receiving information from our sources within the Ministry of Defense. This is not official; however, it is deemed reliable. A dozen, maybe more, nuclear bombs were delivered by North Korea toward the United States. There were at least five massive impacts. Washington, DC, and New York on the east coast. Seattle, Washington, in the Pacific Northwest. In California, the first strikes took place in San Diego in Southern California. Simultaneously, San Francisco in the northern part of that state was hit. I must caution��
His words were muted by the wails of despair and agony coming from Hank. He gripped the bar with both hands and dropped his head to the shiny, lacquered teak wood that was covered in bubbles of tears.
�Nooo! No! No! Nooo! God, no! Not both of my children. You can�t do this to us!�
Mike and Phoebe rushed to his side. Everyone was sobbing as they tried to comfort one another.
Hank fell to his knees and collapsed into a fetal position between two barstools. He began to shake and gasp for air as he cried uncontrollably. He repeated the same words over and over again. He begged and pleaded through his voice and tears.
�No. No. No.�
CNN continued to repeat the information, speculating now as to the number of dead and the cost of the destruction. It was Sonny Free, the Albrights� longtime caretaker of Driftwood Key and family friend, who turned down the volume. Hearing the news multiple times was like being bludgeoned with the same sledgehammer. It was already painful. There was no need to continue inflicting the misery.
Mike and Sonny helped Hank sit upright. Phoebe and Jessica knelt down in front of him. Sometimes, a man suffering an excruciating loss can only be comforted by his mom, or the closest thing to her.
Sonny handed his wife, Phoebe, a bottle of water and a clean bar towel. Hank was suddenly cold and sweaty. His eyes, drenched with tears, darted around the room as his mind tried to process the immense sadness he was feeling. Mike�s wife, Jessica, a trained paramedic, noticed the likely symptoms of shock. As Phoebe lovingly patted his forehead and neck, Jessica whispered in his ear and comforted him with a familiar voice.
After a couple of minutes, Hank had recovered enough to recognize where he was and what was happening around him. His eyes sought out his younger brother. Growing up, he�d always been the one to take care of Mike. As Mike matured to become a homicide detective, Hank found himself drawing strength from the younger man.
There was a time after Hank�s wife passed when he was having difficulty coping. Mike was more than his rock. He was a pillar of granite to lean on. In this moment, he sought Mike out again.
Hank spoke softly and slowly, his words separated by sniffles. �Mike, this can�t be happening.�
His brother reached out his right hand, and Hank grasped it, the two men locking them together to become one. Mike pulled Hank to his feet. He took a deep breath and looked his brother in the eye. Then Mike gently patted his brother on the chest.
�What does your heart say, Hank?�
Hank couldn�t respond as the tears flowed again. Mike leaned down and tilted his head so he was eye to eye with his brother. He gently placed his hand on Hank�s cheek.
�Listen to me. Forget what you saw on TV. What does your heart say? Does your heart tell you that they�re gone? Does it?�
Tears flowed out of Hank�s eyes as he locked them in a stare with Mike�s. He began to blink rapidly. He shook his head side to side and whispered, �No.�
Mike allowed a slight smile as he placed his right hand over Hank�s heart again. He, too, was crying, and he didn�t try to stifle his emotions. He continued. �Hank, they�re not gone. God would not take them from us. They�re not gone. I�m as sure of that as I am anything else.�
Hank laughed nervously, wiping his tears off his face. �You�re right. I�m such an idiot. We�re talking about Peter and Lacey here.�
Now Mike and the others joined in laughing as they allowed their tears to flow at the same time. It was spontaneous. Natural. From the heart.
�Nine lives,� muttered Phoebe as she moved in to hug Hank.
�Well, eight for Peter,� said Jimmy Free with a chuckle. He and Peter were like brothers, having grown up together on Driftwood Key, although Jimmy was several years younger. �Remember the time I pulled him up from diving? We had to buddy-breathe the last sixty feet because he ran out of oxygen.�
�What? When was that?� Hank was genuinely confused. �I never heard about this.�
�Oh, shoot. I thought he told you.�
�No, and besides, it�s seven now. He used one or two up in Abu Dhabi.�
Mike started laughing. Now the tears had dissipated, and everyone was coping through their loving recollections of the lives of their family.
�Listen. If Peter can get himself out of that pickle with car bombs and crazed terrorists firing automatic weapons everywhere, he can dodge a freakin� nuclear bomb.�
This brought a roar of laughter from the group. Hank was recovering from his emotional devastation.
�Don�t forget, Mr. Hank,� began Sonny. �Lacey is a survivalist. You could throw her in the woods with nothing but the clothes on her back and she�d come out of there just fine. Tucker has that survival mentality, too.�
�And Owen?� asked Jessica.
Hank responded to that one. �My son-in-law fights his battles against the tech giants. He�ll be fine.�
Mike patted Hank on the outside of his shoulders with both hands. Then the two men hugged.
�See, now tell me. What does your heart say to you?�
Hank was now beaming with a smile that evaporated the tears. �It tells me we�d better get the guest rooms ready. I don�t know when they�ll get here. But I know they will.�

CHAPTER SIX

Friday, October 25
Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center
Northern Virginia

�We didn�t start this shit!� President Carter Helton shouted as he wandered through the operations center deep in the underground bunker at Mount Weather located in Northern Virginia. He was sweating profusely. He�d lost all sense of decorum expected of presidents. His jacket had been slung in a chair, his tie was removed, and his sweat-soaked shirt was only partially tucked.
The president was accurate in his statement that the United States did not fire the first shot that led to nuclear Armageddon. It was the Iranian government that opened up the floodgates by sending nuclear ballistic missiles into Tel Aviv, Israel. Naturally, the Israelis returned the favor, and the result was the near total destruction of Tehran.
After that, the house of cards known as MAD, the deterrent based upon mutually assured destruction, fell apart.
However, it was not necessarily the launching of the nuclear missiles that ultimately drew the U.S. into its own fight for survival. Many argued at the time of the Iranian-Israeli exchange that the president should defend America�s staunchest ally. President Helton remained out of the fight, allowing Israel to fend for themselves.
This was seen as a sign of weakness by many world leaders and even within the ranks of the U.S. military. Whispers persisted that the president lacked confidence in America�s ability to fight a war overseas. In their minds, the president�s mettle had been tested, and he�d failed.
Then the Islamabad government upped the ante by retaliating against India for air strikes on military sites deep within Pakistan. Their response was a steady barrage of ballistic missiles detonating nuclear warheads in heavily populated India. Once again, India fought back, and as the regional nuclear war broke out, the U.S. remained on the sidelines.
As the Helton administration was now perceived as weak by the world�s bad actors, the Kim regime took the events as an opportunity to flex the Hermit Kingdom�s muscles on the Korean Peninsula. They amassed troops in the demilitarized zone with South Korea. They exercised their first-strike capabilities against Seoul and military targets as a precursor to invasion. Yet that was not enough for the brutal dictator of the Democratic People�s Republic of Korea, which was anything but democratic.
Pyongyang immediately declared war on Japan and launched nuclear missiles toward Tokyo. America�s Aegis missile defense system posted in the region took out all but one of the ICBMs as they sailed over the Sea of Japan.
At this point, the North Koreans went all in. They launched their remaining fixed ICBMs toward high-value targets within the United States. America�s ground-based interceptors, known as GBIs, performed as well as could be expected, but to do so, it had to exhaust multiple defensive missiles per ICBM.
The North Koreans� barrage overwhelmed the U.S. defenses, and their Chinese-supplied, five-hundred-kiloton warheads wreaked havoc in America. The Kim regime focused on large population centers as well as government and technology centers. On the west coast, San Diego, San Francisco, and Seattle took direct hits. In the Eastern United States, New York and Washington, DC, were decimated.
Before North Korea�s remaining ICBMs could strike America�s own nuclear silos in the Northern Rockies, the president retaliated, resulting in the near total destruction of North Korea�s cities and military installations.
The nuclear exchange was over, but the aftermath of Armageddon was just beginning.
Finally, President Helton stopped pacing. He was handed a dry towel to dab the sweat off his face. His chief of staff, Harrison Chandler, patted him on the back and gave him a reassuring smile. The nukes had stopped flying, and it was time to get to work.
�Let�s start with a damage assessment,� said Chandler, allowing his boss to regain his composure.
The director of National Intelligence, who�d remained with the president throughout, took the lead on the intelligence briefing that was uncharacteristically held in the open forum within Mount Weather�s operations center. The president didn�t want to leave, as he was still skeptical of China�s promise to stand down, and he wanted to be present if they retaliated against the U.S. on North Korea�s behalf.
�Sir, it would be impossible to discuss casualties at this point.� He began the grim assessment in a sullen tone of voice. �Comms are down in every region that received a direct hit. Our appraisal of the situation is based primarily on satellite imagery.�
�Understood,� said the president with a nod to his DNI to continue.
�As we�ve learned, San Diego, San Francisco and Seattle were all likely struck with a one-half-megaton warhead based upon our calculations of the crater�s size in each location.�
�How big?�
�Five hundred kilotons, sir.�
�No. I meant how big was the crater?�
�My apologies, sir. Other than San Francisco, they were similar in size. Roughly two hundred to three hundred feet deep with a diameter in excess of a thousand feet.�
�San Francisco was different?� President Helton asked.
�Yes, sir. Ground zero for that warhead was at the lower end of San Francisco Bay near Santa Clara. It struck just at the water�s edge, destroying much of Silicon Valley and sending a tsunami-like wave away from the blast site toward San Francisco, Alameda, and Oakland. The coastal areas of San Francisco Bay are currently covered with thirty feet of water.�
�Jesus,� the president mumbled to himself. His forehead instantly became covered with sweat again, and he mopped his brow with the towel he clutched in his left hand. �Denver?�
�Denver�s situation is both a blessing and a curse, sir.�
�None of this is a blessing, Mr. Director,� the president interjected in an angry tone.
�My apologies, sir. That was out of line and a poor choice of words.� The director shuffled his feet and looked down before continuing. �Sir, Denver avoided a direct hit like the three westernmost cities. That was what I was referring to. There have been no reports of loss of life as a result of the detonation.�
President Helton took a deep breath and exhaled. He wiped his forehead again and patted his DNI on the upper arm. �I�m sorry, too. That part is a blessing. Please explain.�
�Yes, sir. One of our ground-based intercepts struck the incoming nuclear missile approximately seven miles northwest of Boulder. The likely target for that ICBM was Cheyenne Mountain. When the two missiles collided, the nuclear warhead detonated and sent out an electromagnetic pulse in all directions.�
�How far?� asked the president.
�Unknown at this time. However, if the weapon was similar in payload to the other warheads that struck the west coast, based upon the height of the collision at an altitude close to thirty miles above the planet�s surface, we can expect a radius of four to five hundred miles from Denver.�
Chief of Staff Chandler stepped toward one of the aides and pointed toward a screen. �Can you give us a graphic illustrating a five-hundred-mile radius of Denver?�
�Yes, sir. Just a moment.�
Less than half a minute later, a map of the United States appeared with two concentric circles appearing around Denver as their center point. Within the largest ring, the cities of Salt Lake City, Albuquerque, Oklahoma City, and Kansas City were either included or close.
The director of National Intelligence continued. �Based on the science and our computer models, electronics in the area extending five hundred miles from Denver would no longer be operable. Again, this is preliminary based upon our best assessment of all relevant factors.�
The president ran his hand down the front of his face and covered his mouth. He took a deep breath through his nose and exhaled into his hand, causing his cheeks to puff out.
The DNI continued. �Sir, the fiery debris from the collision rained down upon the Rockies just west of Denver. With the dry conditions, wildfires have broken out along the eastern slope of the mountains from Cheyenne Mountain north toward Fort Collins and south toward Pueblo.�
�What about in the east?� asked Chandler.
The president had to steady his nerves to get an assessment of New York City and the nation�s capital. Minutes later, his worst fears had materialized. Many millions were dead. Most of Washington, DC, had been obliterated, as was New York City. And fires from the superheated blast were spreading outward, devouring everything in their path.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Friday, October 25
Fair Oaks Mall
Fairfax, Virginia

On the upper level of the mall immediately adjacent to Dick�s Sporting Goods was an empty space being remodeled for a jewelry store. The interior was still under construction, but the glass wall units and display cases had already been installed. The exposed drop ceiling was partially in place, and the HVAC ductwork was in the process of being installed.
Peter needed a space that was completely unattractive to the looters or any refugees. An unfinished space with nothing to steal in it was a plus. One that was under construction with nothing to provide comfort to the refugees was a huge bonus.
First, he set about making it appear even less desirable. He broke out some of the glass windows at the front of the store. Then he gathered up some building materials that were ideal for what he had in mind to limit his exposure to any radioactive fallout that found its way into the mall through the breached entryways.
All of the glass cases and displays were covered in heavy-duty plastic sheeting. The six-millimeter-thick plastic was attached with duct tape, a case of which was found behind one of the counters. After he gathered up all of the plastic and duct tape, he secured it in the storeroom. Then he literally trashed the place.
He broke out most of the glass cases. He retrieved garbage from the large receptacles just outside the storefront and emptied the bags onto the floor. He took a neatly stacked pile of ceiling tiles and broke them in half before throwing them around the store�s interior as well as outside the entrance.
Anyone with an idle curiosity about what was inside the vacated retail space would immediately move on to more lucrative options. For Peter, it was perfect.
Once the space was adequately defaced, he set about covering the back wall with plastic to seal it off. Using the ladders left behind by the workers and the duct tape, he wallpapered the drywall with the sheets of plastic, sealing it up as airtight as possible. To enter the storeroom, he simply peeled back one corner of the sheeting near the single entry door and then resealed it from the other side.
He was able to lock the door to deter anyone from entering, and he used a flat-head screwdriver to jimmy open the lock when he needed access. It wasn�t a perfect place to hide out, but it was better than the other alternatives in the mall. It gave him a place of solace where the chaos within the mall was only a dull roar.
Until dawn, he managed a fitful sleep. His mind recalled the events as they unfolded. He fell asleep only to relive the nightmare again, except this time far more vividly, as if he were at ground zero himself.
He awoke with a start at the sound of voices inside the retail space where he�d been hiding.
�What�s back there?� a young man asked loudly. A flashlight illuminated the plastic sheeting, allowing a slight glow to appear through the crack beneath the locked door.
�Who gives a shit, man? Look at this place. If there was anything here, it�s gone now.�
The other man was persistent. The light swept across the door frame and then away. �Look at that plastic. It seems somebody put it up there.�
�Yeah, no kidding. Some construction worker did it. I�m leaving.�
Good idea, thought Peter as he pulled his handgun out of the sling pack. He sat up. Using his feet, he pushed himself away from the door toward the other end of the storeroom.
Peter sat in the dark with the gun pointed toward the door. He nervously held it with both hands. He knew how to kill. He�d done it in Abu Dhabi. But that was different. It was reactive. In the heat of the moment. A kill or be killed situation. Was he prepared to shoot a kid with a flashlight simply because he was scared of what the kid might do?
The plastic sheeting was rustling. One of the young men was slapping it with the palm of his hand. Then he heard words that made him sigh in relief.
�Screw it. I�m comin�.�
Peter closed his eyes and exhaled. He didn�t need the aggravation of shooting someone armed with a flashlight and a poor decision to indulge their curiosity. After a couple of minutes during which time several deep breaths led to calmed nerves, Peter opened the door and peeked into the store. Sunlight flooded the mall through the skylights. It was time to gather up a few things.
But should he? Peter began to weigh the risk of being exposed to the radioactive fallout versus going out of his semi-protective shelter in search of survival gear. If he didn�t leave the relatively safe confines of the storage room, everything he had on his mental wish list might be taken by others who were thinking along the same lines he was.
Peter pulled his tee shirt over his nose and mouth, hoping it would offer a modicum of protection against inhaling any radiation. His clothes were still wet, but they�d have to wait. He placed his gun into the sling pack and emerged from the storage room. After scanning the space and the entrance for anyone observing the store, he stepped out into the mall and immediately headed for Dick�s.
He�d formulated a plan as he�d lain awake earlier. Shelter. Water. Food. Security. He would start in the camping gear and go from there.
He smiled to himself as he made a beeline for the large backpacks and sleeping bags. The athletic shoes and casual apparel had been picked over. Some were looking through the archery equipment. Peter focused on the things that would keep him alive.
He selected a hunting backpack that had several different sized pockets and attachments for bows or rifles. It was also lightweight at only a few pounds, unlike the framed backpacks most campers used.
Peter resisted the urge to grab everything he thought he might need to cram into his backpack. He was prepared to walk thirteen hundred miles to Driftwood Key if that was what it took. A heavy pack would make that all the more difficult.
He gambled on being able to find shelter along the way even though it might mean he�d have to cut his day short if the weather was bad or his stamina gave out. He did choose a ten-degree mummy-style sleeping bag that could be rolled up and attached to the bottom of the backpack. This style sleeping bag would alleviate the need for a tent and would keep him warm in the event colder weather set in as he made the trip south.
He also picked up a tarp and some 550 paracord. In the camping section, he added a couple of different knives, a Gerber multi-tool, and several tactical flashlights with batteries. He was pleasantly surprised when he tried one and found that it worked despite the EMP.
Finally, he turned his attention to nourishment. Dick�s sold LifeStraws, a water filter designed to eliminate contaminants from most any source. The LifeStraw removed cells and germs as well as potentially harmful chemicals.
With his backpack full of camping and survival essentials, he went to the camouflage clothing section and changed out of his jeans and tee shirt. He had to think of living outside, in the elements, under all conditions. He recalled the homeless people of Washington he�d encountered for inspiration.
Despite the time of year, the homeless of America wore everything they owned. Countless layers of undergarments, pants, shirts, and jackets would ordinarily be too hot for most in the summer. When you don�t have a closet, your body served that function.
Peter picked out several packages of boxers and white tee shirts. He chose socks that were appropriate for his running shoes as well as boot socks if needed. He layered himself in matching camo. Khaki material for pants as well as a bulkier outer shell in the event of cold rain or snow. His shirts ranged from short-sleeve tees to long-sleeved heavy cotton. Finally, he added a jacket with a zip-out fleece liner if it became too hot. In Peter�s mind, he could always peel off layers and carry them. If he was underdressed, cold, damp nights would take their toll.
After filling his arms with gear and having a firm plan on deciding what to take and what to abandon later, he made his way back to his hiding place in the storeroom. He laid everything out and considered what items he wished he had. Then he thought about the unthinkable.
What if he�d been exposed to the radiation already? What could he do to stave off the harmful effects of the radioactive poison that would destroy him from within?
He was gonna have to go back into the mall. But first, he needed more sleep.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Friday, October 25
Mount Weather Operations Center
Northern Virginia

Deep underground and protected from the carnage above, President Helton was exhausted as the day came to an end. He stood stoically at the head of the conference table, dark circles around his eyes and his hair mussed. His advisors from the Department of Homeland Security and his national security team had gathered in the conference room to provide him a more up-to-date assessment of the nuclear exchange. As the military leaders and intelligence personnel gave their reports, he soaked it in. With each new assessment, the news became grimmer. He wasn�t sure if he could take any more.
The secretary of the Department of Homeland Security tried to respond to the president�s repeated requests regarding the death toll. In an attempt to provide the president accurate information, he made matters worse.
�Sir, admittedly, it�s impossible to have an accurate death toll. That may take many months if we�re able to do it at all. Frankly, part of the problem may have been the ballistic missile warning apps and the overall system employed by governments at all levels.�
�What do you mean by that?� asked the president as he furrowed his brow.
�Well, Mr. President, after the first false alarm initiated by Sacramento that was also sounded in Oregon and Washington, many residents failed to heed the warning when a real threat was inbound. By the time they tried to react like their neighbors and coworkers, it was too late.�
�Their hesitation may have resulted in their deaths,� added the chief of staff.
The president shook his head in disbelief and buried his face in the palms of his hands. The stress was taking a toll on him, and many in the room privately had chatted outside of earshot about his ability to perform.
President Helton turned to the team from Homeland Security. �What are we doing to help people?�
�Sir, at this time, nothing,� responded the FEMA administrator.
This response nearly brought the president out of his chair. �What?�
�Well, sir, there are multiple reasons for this. Our vehicular assets in the affected regions were disabled by the EMP. However, even if they were not, the superfires surrounding these cities are covering vast areas of the surrounding terrain, much worse than our simulations ever imagined.�
�And at a faster rate, sir,� added the DHS secretary. �Weather satellite data indicates winds at ground level have reached hurricane force, and current infrared imagery reveals air temperatures within the zone of fire can exceed two hundred degrees, near the boiling point of water.�
�Sir, if I may explain?� said Dr. Theodore Pascal, a scientist with the United States Geological Survey, or USGS. �This is my first opportunity to attend a briefing of this nature. I am the leading volcanologist for the USGS.�
�Volcanoes?� asked the president.
�Yes, sir. Although my area of expertise has routinely been applied to nuclear detonation analysis.�
�Okay, proceed.�
�Mr. President, at the period of peak energy output, a one-megaton nuclear weapon can produce a temperature of one hundred million degrees Celsius at its center. That�s four to five times the temperature at the center of the Sun. This sudden blast of energy results in enormous emanations of light and heat for hundreds of miles.
�The light can cause blindness, but the biggest threat, in addition to the direct impact, of course, can come from the ferocious hurricane of fire pushing away from ground zero. These fires, once initiated, will not only destroy everything in their path, but they will, very efficiently I might add, heat large volumes of air near Earth�s surface.
�As this heated air rises, cool air from beyond the vast burning area rushes in to replace it. The ground-level winds will reach a hundred miles per hour or more, forcing the superheated air into the stratosphere. This air will be full of radiated debris together with lethal toxic smoke and combustion gases.�
The president held his hand up, directing Dr. Pascal to pause for a moment. �I assume this happened in South Asia and the Middle East to an extent.�
The volcanologist nodded. �South Asia especially. The nuclear warheads may not have been as strong as what North Korea delivered, but the sheer numbers have resulted in a climate catastrophe unsurpassed since the last eruption of the Yellowstone supervolcano.�
Chief of Staff Harrison Chandler asked, �This is devastating, to be sure, but how does it factor into casualty estimates?�
Dr. Pascal responded, �Sir, the standard model for calculating deaths and even nonfatal injuries from hypothetical nuclear attacks assumes the same casualty rates will occur from blast overpressure as those which occurred at Hiroshima at the end of World War II. We call this the blast effect or blast scaling. It�s standard methodology used by government agencies to estimate casualties in nuclear war.
�I maintain this methodology is wholly inaccurate because the Hiroshima death tolls didn�t take into account the deaths resulting from the superfires and contamination of the atmosphere. I and most of my colleagues at the USGS and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena believe the death toll will be four to six times what the generally accepted methodology allows.�
�Mr. President, if I may,� interjected the secretary of Homeland Security. �This issue is important because the natural inclination is to rush into the blast zone to look for survivors and provide them medical assistance. This may sound callous, but we can�t help them, sir. We can, however, as Dr. Pascal will confirm, help those outside the immediate blast area.�
�That�s correct, Mr. President,� added Dr. Pascal. �In our estimation, as it relates to the fires, those within a one-hundred-mile blast radius cannot be helped. It�s possible to provide assistance beyond that on a city-by-city basis.�
�What do you mean by that?� asked the president.
�Sir, by way of example, each of the West Coast cities have been subjected to a fireball so hot that it began to violently expand outward from ground zero at several million miles per hour. It was slowed only by its hunger for combustible materials. As this shock wave pushed farther away from the point of detonation, it expanded for hundreds of miles, an unstoppable force immune to any form of firefighting methods.�
�What can we do?�
�Find a way to notify survivors of what is coming their way.�
�And tell them what?� asked the president as he leaned forward in his chair.
�Run.�

PART II
Day nine, Saturday, October 26
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CHAPTER NINE

Saturday, October 26
Fair Oaks Mall
Fairfax, Virginia

After making another run into the mall, Peter Albright slept until the next day. He woke up refreshed but very sore from the beating his body had taken when the bomb was detonated in DC. He lay there in the dark, doing a medical self-assessment. He put his body through an examination, searching for any feeling or sensation out of the ordinary. He breathed deeply in a prone position and then standing with his arms high over his head. He really didn�t know what he expected radiation poisoning to feel like, but thus far, he wasn�t showing symptoms of anything other than muscle soreness, hunger and an incredible thirst.
Before he urinated in the store�s toilet, he opened up one of the LifeStraws and tried it out. He removed the tank lid of the toilet and partially submerged the plastic device into the water for about twenty seconds. Then he primed the pump, so to speak. He took five quick sips through the opening to get the water flowing. Once it was filled, he took a tentative draw on the capped opening. This was his first time drinking toilet water, and he wasn�t overly eager about the concept.
The taste was musty and somewhat chalky, but it didn�t repulse him. He took a longer sip this time, even swirling the water around his mouth to reach every parched area.
�Not bad,� he said with a laugh. As he peed, he blew the excess water out of the LifeStraw to keep the filter clean. He glanced down at the toilet bowl and wondered if the LifeStraw would filter his urine. He hoped it would never come to that.
In addition to waking up refreshed and well rested, Peter had a new sense of clarity on the situation he faced. He also was able to recall some of the things he�d learned about a post-nuclear world over the years. His mother had suffered from hyperthyroidism before she passed away. This occurred when the thyroid gland produced too much of the hormone thyroxine. She didn�t even know she suffered from an overactive thyroid until her body�s metabolism began to accelerate, causing an irregular heartbeat and unexpected weight loss.
Her doctor had suggested she take potassium iodide to treat the hyperthyroidism. He recalled her saying at dinner one night that it would come in handy to block radiation. It was the same medication, she�d told the family, given to people who�d been exposed to radiation.
Peter was now on a mission to locate a GNC or other vitamin store that might be located in the mall. In addition to taking the potassium iodide, if he could find it, he would stock up on other basic vitamins and minerals to supplement his diet. He expected to be missing quite a few meals.
Stealthily, he ventured out of his demolished store and into the mall corridor. He�d wrapped a shemagh around his face. A shemagh was an Arab scarf adopted by many American soldiers when serving in the Middle East. It was an effective way to protect their faces and necks from the sun, wind, and sand. Apparently, hunters used it for protection in rainy and cold weather. Peter added two of them to his pile of supplies, as well as a couple of gaiters, to use as a preventive measure against ingesting fallout.
As he made his way into the center of the mall, he was astonished at how things had changed since the day before. A veritable tent city had been established in the center of Fair Oaks. Furniture had been pulled together, and sheets were stretched over it to create a sense of privacy for those who slept underneath. People were consoling one another, and some were passing out days-old food that had been found in the mall�s food court.
There were still looters, but their stores of choice�athletic shoes, jewelry stores, and high-end handbag retailers, had been emptied. Peter carefully made his way to an information kiosk in search of a vitamin and supplement store. There wasn�t a GNC, but he did see a listing for the Vitamin Shoppe. The kiosk map had a red sticker with an arrow pointing at the location with the word NEW written on it.
Peter smiled. He glanced around at the refugees, who seemed to be from all walks of life. They were most likely stranded motorists seeking shelter. Their eyes darted in all directions, partly out of concern for the threats from others and partly because they expected help to arrive at any moment. Peter sighed when he considered their fate. They had no idea. Help was not coming.
He casually strolled through the mall, allowing the dim light streaming through the skylights to lead him. The day before, the sun had barely shone through the clouds and smoke. Today, a layer of blackish soot covered the skylights, almost obliterating the sunlight. Peter closed his eyes and shook his head in disbelief as he realized the sooty substance was a sign of things to come.
He reached the Vitamin Shoppe and cursed under his breath. Unlike the steel-grate roll-up door at Dick�s Sporting Goods that had been pried open, nobody had found vitamins worthy of the effort. He stood back from the entrance to examine the stores on both sides.
On the right was a store called BCBG Maxazria. He scowled as he wondered why any retailer would call themselves a name that nobody could pronounce, much less make sense of. Regardless, the BCBG store was certainly popular with looters. The women�s clothing store had been hit by a swarm of female locusts, who�d taken everything except the racks and a few hangers. The only clothing left behind had been trampled beyond recognition.
To the left was a hallway with the symbols for the men�s, women�s, and gender-neutral restrooms. Peter rolled his eyes and started down the hallway. He pulled one of the tactical flashlights out of his camouflage cargo pants and lit up the hall. He flashed it upwards and traced the drop ceiling full of square fiberglass tiles.
The first door was marked with the gender-neutral sign. Basically, it was the men�s sign with the women�s sign combined with the universal symbol for handicapped accessible. Inside, it looked like any other men�s restroom except everything was enclosed by stalls. He shrugged, not sure what the point was, and made his way to the toilet. He stepped onto the seat, and then after another step up, he was able to stand on the tank.
He reached up and forced the ceiling tile upward so he could take a look around. Using his flashlight, he lit up the enclosed ceiling and directed his attention toward the vitamin store. There wasn�t a block partition wall separating them.
Peter placed the illuminated flashlight in his mouth and grabbed the block wall to hoist himself up. He pulled his lean frame upward, and with a slight kick, he landed on his belly on top of the wall. He squirmed until he was sitting cross-legged on a steel I-beam.
With his fingertips, he pried up a ceiling tile over the Vitamin Shoppe. His flashlight allowed him a good look at the store�s checkout counter. He was in business. After he replaced the ceiling tile in the restroom, Peter dropped into the vitamin store and looked around. It was remarkably untouched and in the same condition as when the employees had left it the night before the nuclear attack.
Peter exercised light discipline by directing his flashlight away from the entrance so he didn�t attract any attention. When the time came, he�d manually roll up the steel-grate door so he wouldn�t have to play Spider-Man again. Besides, he planned on loading up on what he needed. These supplements might warrant picking out a duffel bag at Dick�s to carry them.
Like any shopper, he located a plastic basket with handles to make his selections. His first stop was the section offering mineral supplements. After a moment, he located a 240-count bottle potassium iodide with a strength of 32.5 milligrams. He tried to read the dosage label. He had no idea how many to take to stave off the effects of radiation poisoning. Peter opened the bottle and swallowed four of them. This would give him a sixty-day supply.
He was about to move on to other supplements when he stopped himself. The EMP had destroyed the power grid, at least in the Mid-Atlantic states. That meant no hospitals. No doctors. No diagnostic equipment. And certainly no pharmacies dispensing potassium iodide.
�This shit�s worth its weight in gold,� he said aloud as he cleared the remaining bottles off the shelf.
He then began to add vitamins and minerals that gave him a four-month supply of everything. He�d calculated it would take him at least three months to get to the Keys if he had to walk the whole way. However, he had a plan for that, too.
Before he left, he�d consumed two bottles of electrolyte water and half a dozen energy bars. He now had two baskets full of nutritional supplements, energy bars, and protein powders. He transferred his haul into three tote bags offered for sale by the store. This concealed what he�d procured and hopefully wouldn�t encourage anyone to try to steal it from him.
After an hour in the Vitamin Shoppe perusing every item offered, he casually rolled up the grated door and slid underneath. Nobody noticed as he nonchalantly walked through the mall as if he�d been shopping on any other Saturday.

CHAPTER TEN

Saturday, October 26
Driftwood Key

The Albrights and the Frees had spent the day before trying to gather information via the DirecTV satellite television network and a crank NOAA weather radio made by Eton. The radio was a staple of every resident in the Florida Keys. Hurricanes were a regular occurrence, as were power outages, which was why Hank had spent an inordinate amount of time and money preparing for a sustained power outage.
The group had remained glued to the television and CNN International, the only cable news network that was broadcasting. All other programming was off the air, a direct result of their network locations in California and New York.
It had been more than twenty-four hours since the U.S. and North Korea had exchanged nuclear volleys. From all reports, North Korea no longer existed. Its government, major cities, and military installations had been reduced to rubble. The nations they�d attacked initially, Japan and South Korea, were trying to pick up the pieces.
The situation, as the CNN news anchors called it, was more dire in the U.S. and confusing. Americans were faced with millions of people who had been killed instantly at the detonation sites, as well as widespread power outages. Just as the network was about to explain the grid failure in detail, power to Driftwood Key was lost.
They were no longer able to receive any signals from local AM or FM stations. The emergency broadcast system was working, but it hadn�t been updated since the initial warnings to shelter in place due to the nuclear attack. For nine hours from Friday night into the early morning hours of Saturday, they�d lost all contact with the outside world.
Hank was physically and emotionally exhausted when he�d tried to go to bed the night before. After an hour of tossing and turning, his mind full of concern for the safety of his kids, Hank got up to walk on the beach. He heard voices and made his way to the water�s edge. The grayish, cloudy skies blocked the moonlight as well as the sun, so it was extraordinarily dark on the gulf side of Driftwood Key. He recognized the voices as being Mike and Jessica. The three of them stayed up for hours, passing a fifth of Jack Daniel�s around until Hank found his way into a hammock to pass out.
That day, he woke up because his biological clock summoned him, not because the beautiful Florida sunshine made its daily appearance. At first the dark, cloudy canopy made him think rain was on the way, but his mind and body told him otherwise.
As a lifelong resident of the Keys, Hank had the innate ability to feel weather. Years spent on the water and in a tropical environment taught him how to sense changes in atmospheric pressure, winds, and moisture in the air.
This was different. It was as if the Florida Keys were on fire and covered in a blanket of soot. The gray skies had turned to a mixture of black smoke and ashy white. The air had become thick with the toxic mix, causing Hank to begin coughing.
Without any sense of modesty, he took his morning pee at the water�s edge. It was a crude thing to do but one that made sense under the circumstances. With the power outage, water would be a precious commodity that shouldn�t be wasted on flushing toilets.
Hank found his way up the stairs toward the porch. He cocked his head to listen for the generator, surprised that it wasn�t running. Then the ceiling fans on the veranda caught his eye. They were turning like always. He shrugged, thrilled that the power was back on.
�Phoebe! Sonny! You guys around?�
�Back here!� Phoebe shouted back. He glanced into the other rooms and noticed they�d closed all the windows. Late October was usually a great time to open the main house to let the ocean breezes flow through.
�Good morning, Mr. Hank,� greeted Sonny, startling Hank somewhat. It was the first time the proprietor of the Driftwood Key Inn realized he was hungover. He rubbed his temples and cursed the Tennessee whiskey as if it were Gentleman Jack�s fault he�d consumed so much the evening before.
�Hi, Sonny. What�re you up to?� He pointed at his caretaker�s hands, which held rags and a bottle of Windex.
�Mama isn�t too happy with all the soot in the house. Look.� He showed Hank the black-streaked towels. �As soon as the power came back on, she had me scramble around to close the windows and wipe everything down. She�s running loads of laundry while the power is up and running.�
�When did it come on?� asked Hank.
�About an hour ago when Mike and Jessica left.�
�Left?� asked Hank as he looked around the house. �To where?�
�Mike said both of their radios began to squawk as soon as the electricity was back. They�ve been called in to work.�
Hank managed a laugh and shrugged. A cop is never off duty.
�Mr. Hank! Come get your breakfast before it gets cold!�
Hank pointed toward the kitchen. �How�s she holding up?�
�Believe it or not, pretty good,� replied Sonny. �It helps her to stay busy. Maybe she�s hiding it, I don�t know. One thing is for certain, she has a million things on her mental to-do list while the power is on. She seems to think we could lose it again.�
Hank grimaced. If Erin Bergman was correct, they could count on it.
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The rest of that day was a busy one. Information was still spotty, and mostly what they gathered was a repeat of the reporting the night before. The electricity situation was beginning to be a concern for Hank.
Without a doubt, the regions around the blast zones were experiencing massive blackouts, large-scale power outages that might go on for many months, if not longer. In the Florida Keys, the brownouts were an indication of the utility company�s inability to keep up with demand. To prevent blackouts in more populated areas, they reduce delivery of electricity to rural areas or places like the Keys.
As the brownouts began to occur more frequently as that Saturday wore on, everyone on Driftwood Key began to prioritize their chores to take advantage of a precious commodity they�d all taken for granted in their everyday lives�electricity.
Sonny and Jimmy focused on the greenhouses and hydroponics, the two sustainable food-growing processes that were an integral part of the inn�s operations. Phoebe worked to prepare meals and shuffle stored foods from one refrigerator to another. Those items that required freezing were prepared first because the inn�s portable generators weren�t strong enough to maintain them for the length of time necessary to keep the food frozen. Not to mention the fact that gasoline for the generators was also in short supply.
Hank took this opportunity to check on Driftwood Key�s Sol-Ark solar array. It was first installed seven years ago, and he�d upgraded and expanded the array every year since. Florida ranked third in the country for solar potential, with the Keys being the most viable candidate for solar energy. Between tax credits and other government incentives, he�d managed to power their sustainable gardening buildings, several of the inn�s bungalows located near it, and Phoebe�s supply storage building, including the refrigerators.
However, as the skies continued to darken from the effects of nuclear winter, Hank was becoming concerned that the stackable lithium-ion batteries attached to the array might not hold their charges as the sunlight was blocked.
The batteries cycled daily, meaning they charged, drained and then recharged. Over time, the battery�s ability to hold a charge gradually decreased, eventually requiring replacement. The original batteries from seven years ago were now operating at seventy to eighty percent of their original capacity. The newer ones performed better. Like many things around the key, he wished he had more of everything Sol-Ark offered.
It was getting late, and he was becoming concerned about his brother. He made a mental note to have Mike secure a sheriff�s department radio for them. If not, he�d have the Monroe County Sheriff�s Department frequencies on their Bearcat scanners, another staple of boaters in the keys.
Hank was beginning to see why Phoebe had been in a frenzy throughout the day. They had to prepare for every possible contingency, including a permanent blackout. It helped Hank put his worries in the back of his mind. He tried to convince himself that he was preparing for the day Peter, Lacey and her family walked across the bridge leading to Driftwood Key. It was a vision he�d hold onto until that day arrived.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Saturday, October 26
Placer High School Fallout Shelter
Auburn, California

By day two in the fallout shelter, many of the occupants were beginning to notice that something seemed to be wrong with the ventilation system. First, the temperature, although not measured with any device, had risen dramatically. Everyone had stripped off unnecessary clothes and were still sweating. Those who were overweight suffered the most, coupling excessive perspiration with heavy breathing. This only served to make it warmer in the cramped space.
One of the benefits of placing a shelter deep into the ground was that dry earth was a reasonably good thermal insulator. The Placer High shelter was approximately thirty feet below ground. The walls were cool to the touch, although moisture had taken a toll in the past, and the paint was peeling off in many spots.
Large air ducts traversed the ceiling and then led upward through the ground or parts of the gymnasium. Round commercial air vents were located equidistant throughout the space, with one in each storage room and four in the main room. If you could reach these vents located twelve feet off the floor, you�d be unable to feel any air blowing through them.
There were no operable fans because the power grid was down. The only transfer of air was through the vents and provided via a Kearny air pump. Developed at the Oak Ridge National Laboratory in Tennessee when nuclear bunkers were first designed, the air pump system was designed to be operated by hand.
A filter was installed into an opening above the shelter on a swinging hinge. The design allowed the user to pull a rope to begin the swinging process. Air is sucked in from the outdoors and filtered of contaminants. It would then swing freely back, essentially creating a one-way valve that operated to force air to flow in only one direction.
When constructed, the fallout shelter at Placer functioned perfectly. Four nylon twenty-eight-foot-long pull cords were affixed to the Kearny air vents at the end of each duct. Minimal effort was needed to pull the cord and operate the pump, supplying a more than sufficient supply of fresh air to the shelter.
However, like everything else in this shelter, maintenance had been lax or nonexistent since the 1980s, and the rope cords had disintegrated over time. There was no fresh air flowing into the space. As a result, the carbon dioxide expelled from the occupants� lungs remained mostly within the shelter, and the lack of oxygen resulted in their breathing becoming more labored.
After twenty-four hours, the effects were noticeable, and many became concerned. Especially when a heavyset man collapsed while sitting on the latrine with the door pulled down. He�d been inside the latrine for an inordinate amount of time. He�d entered the shelter alone, so there was no one familiar with the man or his health conditions.
At the time, there wasn�t anybody waiting their turn to use the latrine, so his presence in there for nearly fifteen minutes went unnoticed. Then a loud crash followed by a thud was heard by those sitting on the floor nearby.
A man jumped to his feet and began to pound on the corrugated steel door. This woke up everyone in the shelter, and soon the group was chattering excitedly. When there was no answer, he tried to pull up on the brass handle to open the door, but he was unsuccessful.
�Help me open this door!� he shouted to two men who stood nearby. They brusquely shoved their way past a woman and her three children, knocking them to the side. �It�s stuck.�
They slid their fingers into the groove of the door and, after a count of three, lifted it up until it rolled into itself. The man sitting on the latrine had passed out. He�d collapsed onto the floor with his pants around his ankles and his hefty body rolled up against the door. The latrine barrel he�d been sitting on had toppled over and spilled excrement on top of him.
It was a very undignified way to die, if dying could ever be considered dignified.
The police officer rushed to cover his dead body with a blanket. He used another towel to throw over the top of the urine and feces that covered the floor around the man.
People closest to the latrine immediately complained of the stench while others began to sob at the sight of the dead man. Some surmised the lack of fresh air must�ve triggered a heart or lung ailment. Regardless, the increasingly hot and stuffy shelter now smelled of sewerage and death.
People started to grumble again. Arguments broke out between one know-it-all and another. The coach was being pressured to let some people out who wanted to leave, but several people objected to that, as they were certain enough radiation would enter through the open doorway to kill them all or turn them into zombies.
Yes, zombies. A handful of people were firmly convinced that death by nuclear radiation would result in zombie-like creatures roaming the earth. When others countered that it was physically impossible for the dead to walk, the pro-zombie contingent countered that the planet had never been through nuclear Armageddon either, so nobody really knew for sure.
Oddly, the McDowells found the interaction between the other occupants of the shelter to be humorous. They made a game of labeling the most vocal among the group with nicknames from cartoon characters. With the zombie discussion, Walking Dead character names were being used to identify the other refugees.
The death of the man cast many in the shelter into a solemn yet sober mood. People had died in the nuclear blasts. For all they knew, the people locked out of the shelter the day before were lying dead in the stairwell. Suddenly, the cramped quarters and uncomfortable concrete floor didn�t seem so bad.
The conversations quieted down, and the man�s body was moved to one end of the latrine. It was surrounded by several empty meal boxes and water barrels to segregate it from those who had to do their business. However, several people made it known that his body would start to rot within twenty-four to seventy-two hours. As his internal organs began to decompose, his body would begin to leak fluids from all its orifices. It would stink and become a health hazard for everyone in the cramped space with no outside ventilation.
The coach and the police officer gathered in the corner of the storage room nearest the McDowells. They talked in hushed tones in an effort to prevent their discussion from being heard by the refugees.
�Are you sure about forty-eight hours?� asked the coach.
�Yeah, I think so. Listen, between us, we weren�t trained on this stuff. I made it up so these folks would believe me. I really have no idea, but I think I saw it on a news report last week. Anyway, with the dead guy, we�re gonna have to do something in the next day or so.�
Lacey, who was closest to the two men, rolled her eyes. She almost interrupted them to give them a piece of her mind, but she held herself back. The coach continued.
�You realize the air isn�t working, right?� he asked the officer.
�I figured that out already. It was the first thing I thought about when the power went out. We just need to figure out a way to hang on for another day.�
The coach caught Lacey eavesdropping, and he quickly turned his head away from her. She did the same out of embarrassment, so she didn�t hear what he said next.
�We�ve got another problem, one that you can only smell near this vent,� he said, pointing over his head.
The officer shrugged and asked, �What?�
�I smell smoke.�

CHAPTER TWELVE

Saturday, October 26
Placer High School Fallout Shelter
Auburn, California

�Owen, wake up.� Lacey hesitated to bring her husband out of his restful sleep. She�d debated for several minutes because she wasn�t certain her senses weren�t betraying her under this pressure-filled environment. She�d stood to stretch her legs and moseyed into the storage room next to the corner where they�d remained since their arrival.
At first, she thought she was simply smelling the clothing of someone who might�ve been smoking a cigarette before they entered the shelter. Or maybe they�d taken a few puffs while in the latrine because they were addicted to nicotine, and withdrawal forced them to light up.
However, her rational mind ruled out those two possibilities. Others would�ve noticed another refugee sneaking a cigarette. She even wandered toward the latrine, hoping to catch a whiff. There was nothing.
Until she returned to the supply closet, as the coach called it. It was stronger than a cigarette. It had a burnt chemical odor mixed with the smell of their fireplace after a long weekend of split oak logs and pine kindling being turned into ash.
Lacey had no idea what time it was. Those with wind-up watches had stopped announcing the time on the hour out of respect for those asleep. She assumed it was nighttime, as so many were sleeping, their biological clocks dictating when it was time for rest.
She found a folding chair stashed between the boxes of MREs. She opened it up and set it under the vent. After a look around, she climbed onto the seat and stretched as high as she could on her tiptoes without falling over. That was when she confirmed her suspicions.
There was a strong odor of smoke coming through the vent. She wasn�t sure if it applied to all the ventilation in the system, such that it was, in the shelter. She only hoped it was coming from outside and not due to the gymnasium being on fire.
Owen finally stirred awake and sat up against the wall. After rubbing his eyes and getting his bearings, Lacey explained what she�d learned. He stood and made his way to the chair that she�d left under the vent. He took in a deep breath and smelled the odor. He closed his eyes and shook his head in disbelief. Owen took another deep breath and furrowed his brow.
He lovingly placed his hand behind Lacey�s head and placed his cheek on hers. He whispered, �It reminds me of the East Bay fires in the summer of 2020. The smell is exactly the same.�
That summer, dozens of fires had burned out of control in Santa Clara County and Alameda County near their home in Hayward. Twenty-two vegetation fires and seven structure fires kept emergency teams busy as they fought to protect the neighborhoods along the ridge overlooking the Bay Area. It was nip and tuck for the McDowells for a while until the East Bay firefighters, together with volunteers from all over the state, got the blazes under control. Owen would never forget the smell of the danger that had approached them that July.
�It�s not the building, right?� she asked.
�I don�t think so, but it might not be that far away.�
Tucker woke up and stood next to his parents. �What�s going on?�
Owen held a single finger to his lips to encourage him to keep his voice down. �Don�t react. Okay?�
Tucker nodded his head, indicating he understood.
Owen whispered to his son, �There may be a fire nearby.�
Tucker grimaced and scratched his shaggy hair. �That sucks.� Two words that spoke volumes.
�What should we do?� asked Lacey.
Owen looked around and then responded, �Let�s make our way to the front door. Be discreet about it. When the rest of these people smell the smoke, they�re gonna lose it.�
Lacey didn�t hesitate. She was the first to begin winding through the bodies of people sleeping on the floor or sitting cross-legged with their chin rested in the palm of their hand.
Tucker was next, and Owen followed close behind. Lacey had arrived at the front, and Tucker was almost there. Owen shuffled past a man, who suddenly grabbed him by the ankle.
�Where ya goin�, buddy?�
Owen looked nervously around him. He was only twenty feet or so from the front of the shelter.
�Um, my wife was creeped out about that guy dying,� Owen replied unconvincingly. �I promised we could get as far away as possible.�
�That was a while ago. Why all of a sudden-like?� The man pressed Owen for answers.
Owen wanted to respond that it was none of the nosy man�s business, but he knew that would be counterproductive and result in an argument. He opted to throw Lacey under the bus.
�Listen, I think she�s overreacting, but what can I say? Happy wife, happy life. Right?�
Owen�s tone of voice sold the lie.
�Don�t I know it. My old lady insisted upon coming down here. I wanted to head up the highway toward Tahoe. She might�ve been right, but I�ll never admit it. She�d throw it in my face for years.� The man released Owen�s ankle.
Owen smirked in the dim light. The guy was a douchebag.
�Yeah, I guess. Um, take it easy.�
Seconds later, he was standing next to the entry door with his family.
Forty minutes later, the first occupant voiced concerns about smelling smoke. After several baseless smoking accusations against a teenager who�d just used the latrine, the coach and police officer huddled in the supply storage room.
The basketball coach, who was nearly six feet three, stood on the chair. He reached over his head to grasp a steel girder, and with the help of the officer, he pulled himself up. He was able to place his face directly under the vent, where he confirmed his suspicions from earlier. He sniffed the air hesitantly at first. He grimaced and then took a deeper breath. There was no mistaking the source of the smoky odor.
His plan was to slowly make his way to the front of the shelter. However, he�d barely stepped off the chair when the strong odor of smoke began to permeate the room through the other vents. Soon, everyone could smell the charred remains of the firestorm raging across the Sacramento River toward Rio Linda and into Citrus Heights.
The massive blaze dwarfed anything the State of California had ever witnessed, and it was barely fifteen miles away.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Saturday, October 26
Mount Weather Operations Center
Northern Virginia

Mount Weather, which was located near Bluemont in Northern Virginia, was designed to hold the civilian leadership of the U.S. government, including the Supreme Court, cabinet officials, and senior congressional leaders. In addition to the president and his immediate staff, Mount Weather housed an exclusive list of nearly sixty-five hundred survivors viewed as vital to maintaining essential and uninterrupted services during a catastrophic event.
Some of these civilians came into Mount Weather after the nuclear bombs struck America. No one could say with absolute certainty that China wouldn�t respond to the total destruction of North Korea. The Beijing government was known for disinformation campaigns and breaking their word. Accordingly, military helicopters that were hardened against the effects of an EMP were dispatched around the Eastern United States to gather up these business leaders and professionals who were key to implementing the nation�s recovery plan.
Included in those who�d assist the nation�s recovery effort were top level executives from Duke Energy, which serviced the Mid-Atlantic states and Florida; Commonwealth Edison in Illinois; and ERCOT, the Electric Reliability Council of Texas, which managed the flow of electric power to the wholly independent Texas Interconnection.
Upon arrival, following an initial briefing led by the secretary of Homeland Security, the three senior executives of their respective utilities gathered in the Balloon Shed, an aboveground bar within the secured grounds of Mount Weather. The name was a nod back to the site�s original use as a weather balloon launch station.
The three men spoke about the difficulties maintaining the Texas, Eastern, and Western Interconnections that make up America�s power grid. As they spoke, they were cognizant of the fact that a siren could be triggered at any moment, forcing them back underground.
�We�ve always worked under the two-and-sixty premise,� explained the president of Charlotte-based Duke Energy. �With the current structure of the grid, a failure in two percent of the transmission substations could cause a cascading effect resulting in a loss of sixty percent in all power connectivity.�
In terms of electric energy distribution, a cascading failure resulted in the failure of a few parts that in turn could trigger other failed parts of the grid and so on. One of the most significant examples of this in recent times occurred in India in 2012.
Two severe blackouts resulted in a power loss to most of eastern and northern India. Over four hundred million people were affected by the outage. After circuit breakers in a major transmission facility were tripped, breakers at other stations followed suit as the power failures cascaded through India�s power grid.
In the United States, negligent system operators working for regional electric supplier Akron-based FirstEnergy caused a blackout that cascaded from New York City across the American Midwest and into Canada�s Ontario Province. They�d been experiencing nuisance alarms and made the decision to turn down the volume on the warning signals. When a valid warning sounded, engineers at FirstEnergy were unaware and failed to act. As a result, for almost three days, some of the most densely populated cities in North America were without power during the heat of August. Rioting, looting, and other forms of criminal activity swept through the cities.
�We�re immune from what happens to you guys and the Western Interconnection grid,� said the ERCOT CEO. �We do have some outages reported in the Panhandle because of its proximity to Denver, where the EMP was initiated.�
The Texas power grid was not connected to the rest of the country, so the cascading failures endured in the East and West would not directly affect Texas.
The Duke Energy representative took a sip of his drink. �Here in the east, we support most of the nation�s population and deliver seventy-five percent of its energy. The western states are already dragging on our reserves. Between the EMP effect resulting from the bomb blasts in DC and New York, plus the Western Interconnection sucking the life out of us, our rolling brownouts will soon be blackouts.�
The three men shook their heads as they contemplated their predicament. The president would be meeting with them later, and he was expecting them to offer a solution to the power outages being experienced by areas outside the blast zone.
�We could sever our ties to the West,� suggested the president of Chicago-based Commonwealth Edison.
The ERCOT CEO threw his head back and chuckled. �You can�t be serious. Do you know what you�re suggesting?�
�Absolutely,� the Chicagoan replied. �I know you Duke boys have thought the same thing. We�ve identified certain transmission stations and the high-voltage power lines that run from them. If we were to cut the lines, literally, the Western grid would be on their own.�
The president of Duke Energy weighed in. �I�m aware. That said, I can�t advocate it. You�re talking about sentencing a third of the country to an extended period without power. As the EMP Commission found, ninety percent of those affected will die within a year due to lack of water and food, among other things.�
�They�re going to anyway,� the president of Comm Edison shot back. �You heard the reports of these superfires during our briefing. They�ll be in the dark soon from the smoke and soot.�
�Have you looked at the skies lately?� asked the ERCOT attendee. �It�s happening here, too.�
�All the more reason to protect our own power supply,� said the Comm Edison president. �In a crisis, you help the most the best you can. If we don�t cut off the dead weight, my apologies for the crass reference, we�re sentencing our own customers to death.�
The men sat in silence for a moment as a strong wind blew past the building. The sun was beginning to set although, from the darkness of the skies, that process seemed to have begun hours prior. Finally, the ERCOT CEO spoke up.
�Since I don�t have a dog in the hunt, I�ll tell you what I think. We Texans are fiercely independent. If the president called on us to connect to the Eastern or Western Interconnection, I can�t say with certainty that we�d do it. He�d have to send in the military to force us, and they�d better pack a lunch. Virtually every Texan has a gun or three.
�That said, it�s not our or, shall I say, your job to make the president�s decision for him. You should lay out the options without leading him in one direction or another. He volunteered for the job, and as they say, with great power comes great responsibility.�

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Saturday, October 26
Fair Oaks Mall
Fairfax, Virginia

As day turned to night on the second day following the nuclear attacks, the atmosphere within the mall changed dramatically. After picking up a duffel bag and a few more things from the sporting goods store, Peter remained inside the storeroom in an effort to stay concealed from others and to avoid unnecessary exposure to any radioactive fallout. Thus far, other than the two young men who�d wandered into the store early on, he�d been left alone.
Everything changed that night. He�d been studying an Atlas that contained campground information he�d found at Dick�s Sporting Goods when gunshots rang out inside the mall. Screams filled the air as the shots continued. The gunmen suddenly stopped shooting. The cessation didn�t prevent people from screaming in abject panic.
Peter retrieved his weapon and rushed to the storeroom door. He cracked it slightly so he could hear better. A voice was bellowing loud enough that he could distinctly make out the words.
�Yo! Shut up! I got somethin� to say!�
The man paused, waiting for compliance. When people continued to cry and talk to one another, shots were fired again, this time into the skylights above the center of the mall. Peter heard glass raining down on the tent city that had been established by refugees with young families. He gripped his pistol angrily, wanting to put the mouthy bully in his place.
�Do I have your attention now? Listen to me!� he continued to shout.
Peter slipped around the plastic and eased along the wall between the destroyed display cabinets until he reached the front entrance. There were a few people standing in front of the store, but their attention was directed toward the center of the mall. Peter couldn�t see past several obstacles, but he could certainly hear better now.
�Everybody needs to leave. This is our mall, and you�re being evicted. Got it?�
�We have no place to go,� a man complained.
A shot rang out, and a chorus of screams filled the entire mall. The people standing in front of the store fell to the floor and covered their heads. Peter didn�t have to step into the open to find out what had happened.
�Anybody else want to argue?� the gunman asked. He fired off several rounds into the air, drawing more screams. �Good. I think we understand each other. Now get off your asses and get out of here!�
�Where will we go?� asked a woman.
No shots were fired this time. �Well, you can go back to DC if you want. Or you can stay here and play with us. Or I don�t give a damn. Your choice. If you argue, you�ll end up like him!� This time, he fired off a round to act as an exclamation point on his statement.
At that point, people began racing for the exits. Peter did the same although he had no intention of carrying his gear through the front door. He rushed in the dark back to the storeroom. He frantically crammed everything he�d acquired into the backpack and duffels. He inwardly chastised himself for not being ready to escape the space on a moment�s notice. Now he had to find a way out of the mall without being seen with his supplies and weapons.
Once packed, Peter made his way in the dark to the rear emergency exit. He expected it to lead into an alley or even the parking lot. With a deep breath, he slowly leaned his hip against the steel plate attached to the alarmed exit device. He assumed the EMP had disabled the alarm.
He was wrong.
Once the push bar opened the lock mechanism, the hundred-decibel alarm began to wail, piercing the silence at his end of the mall.
�Shit! Shit! Shit!� he cursed without trying to lower his voice, not that anybody could hear him. In the relative silence of the eight-hundred-thousand-square-foot shopping complex, the alarm filled the air and echoed off the concrete corridor he�d entered.
He moved carefully in the darkened hallway normally used by mall employees to access the dumpsters and to accept deliveries. Allowing his left elbow rubbing along the painted block wall to guide him, he tried to avoid stumbling over empty boxes that had been left out the night before. After tripping over a folding chair that caused him to lose his balance slightly, Peter gave up on stealth in favor of speed. He powered up his flashlight and picked up the pace.
Suddenly, a door in front of him flung open. Peter�s weapons were stowed away in his sling pack. In his hasty exit, he hadn�t armed himself. If the gunmen fired on him, he�d be dead. He had to make the first move in order to defend himself, taking a page out of the gun battle in Abu Dhabi.
He ran toward the door and body-slammed it in an attempt to knock down the person who�d opened it. The person on the other side was smacked in the back and knocked into the steel and concrete doorjamb.
A woman moaned in pain and fell to the ground. She was unrelated to the gunmen.
Peter felt terrible. He set his bags down and knelt down next to her. �Dammit! I�m so sorry.�
�My head,� she groaned as she held her hand up to her forehead. Blood dripped between her fingers.
Peter heard shouting coming from the front of the store where the woman emerged. He shined his flashlight ahead and saw an exit door.
�Come on!� He reached down and ran his hand through her armpit. He forcefully lifted her up without regard to her pain. If they didn�t leave, they�d both be dead soon.
She gathered herself and stood on her own. �Okay,� she mumbled.
Peter grabbed his gear, and they began to run down the corridor until they reached another push-bar entrance, only this one didn�t have an alarm. Seconds later, they emerged from the mall into the cool, smoky air, gasping for breath.
The young woman didn�t hesitate. She rushed off into the darkness without Peter. Despite the blood gushing out of her forehead, she was able to run on her own and easily outpaced Peter as he lugged the duffel bags along with his backpacks. They stayed close to the wall of Dick�s Sporting Goods and then found themselves in the middle of the parking lot. Peter didn�t like the lack of cover, but the pitch blackness that surrounded him prevented their pursuers from seeing them standing in the middle of the predominantly empty space.
�Follow me,� she said in a loud whisper, followed by a coughing fit. Some of her blood sprayed on Peter�s shirt and arms. The young woman took the lead, and he scrambled to match her pace. Behind him, he heard excited voices shouting to one another near the mall entrance. There was no time to ask questions. He simply hustled to keep up.
Despite her head injury, she was much faster. Within a minute, she�d crossed the ring road around the mall and disappeared into a stand of leafless trees that two days prior had been filled with beautiful fall colors of orange, yellow, and red. Now they were symbolic of the dead landscape that surrounded them.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Saturday, October 26
Placer High School
Auburn, California

The nearly two hundred inhabitants of the bunker beneath Placer High School erupted into a chaotic shit storm. The chivalrous concept of women and children first that dated back to the sinking of the HMS Birkenhead in 1852 had been abandoned in modern times. Chivalry was dead, resulting in the women and children to be the first people knocked down as the occupants of the bunker rushed for the only exit.
Screams of panic and agony barely covered the sounds of bodies being trampled. Fingers and hands were broken as the heavy feet of the mostly male refugees stomped their way toward the front of the bunker.
The crush of humanity forced Lacey against the wall, causing her to call out for her husband, who was barely three feet away. Owen tried to reach her, but he was shoved off in another direction.
�Mom! I�m coming!�
Tucker became enraged, as he thought his mom would be hurt. He forced his way past two large men by elbowing one in the chin and grabbing another by the shoulder to pull him backwards.
People were clawing and tugging at one another in an effort to be the first near the door. Somewhere in the back of the bunker, the police officer was furiously blowing his whistle to regain order, to no avail.
Expletives were hurled and fights broke out as loved ones tried to help those who�d been knocked down, only to be shoved to the concrete floor with them. It was humankind at its worst.
�Open the door!�
�They can�t, moron! Everybody�s in the way!�
The whistle wailed continuously as the tall coach led the officer along the wall toward the front. Men�s voices were heard shouting instructions and threats. Women plead for help. The elderly begged for air. Children cried. A broad range of emotions permeated the air.
And the smoky odor continued to enter the space. Soon, the occupants� eyes began to water, and many coughed reflexively as the scant amount of oxygen became mixed with the impure carbon particles resulting from soot.
Finally, Owen was able to wedge himself between two men who pressed their burly bodies toward the door, effectively crushing Lacey against the wall. Tucker was using his arms and upper body strength to hold them away from his slightly built mom. He�d calmed down after he was able to shield her from the initial crush of bodies.
The McDowell family was together once again after being caught off guard by the sudden panic. However, they too were suffering from lack of oxygen and the rise in the temperature within the bunker.
�Dad, is the place burning down? It�s so hot in here.�
Owen looked toward the door and ceiling. He lifted his shirt over his face and took a deep breath. �I don�t know. I really think it would be worse if the gym was on fire.�
�Owen,� began Lacey, �maybe we shouldn�t go out?�
�Mom, we can�t breathe in here.�
�But it might be better if half these people leave,� suggested Lacey.
The whistle grew louder in the roar of human despair, indicating the coach and the officer were getting closer.
�What are we gonna do?� asked Tucker as he was forcibly shoved into his mom, causing him to spin around, ready to fight back.
�I say we take our chances outside. At least we can make decisions for ourselves.�
�Stand back!� shouted the coach.
�Make room for them to get to the door!� a man in the crowd hollered.
Each member of the McDowell family was now forced against the concrete wall with strangers� bodies pressed against them. The coach was pushing his way past, making matters worse.
�It�s almost over,� Owen said to his family, trying to offer words of reassurance.
He was right in one respect. The coach and police officer worked together to turn the mechanical locks to release the protective seal and unlock the door. However, as the blast door was opened, a whole new problem presented itself. Dozens of people had remained in the stairwell outside the door, and they wanted in.
Those inside the bunker expected a rush of fresh air and an opening to escape the smell of smoke. Instead, they were greeted with the full brunt of the soot-filled air and others who were trying to gain entry. The unstoppable force paradox was on full display as those on the outside, the immovable object, stood ready to enter the bunker, while those frightened souls on the inside, the unstoppable force, crashed into them as they tried to escape.
Once again anger, hostility, and alarm pervaded on both sides. The thirty-six-inch-wide opening was unable to accommodate the crush of people. The outsiders were dragged inward and shoved to the ground to make way for the insiders, who fought to escape the confines of the bunker. They ascended the stairs, knocking down anyone in their way.
�You can�t go out there!�
�I ain�t dyin� in that coffin!�
�There�s fire in Sacramento.�
�I�m not gonna get cooked in a dungeon!�
The debate raged on amid the scramble to both enter and exit through the same opening. Owen and Tucker created a shield around Lacey to protect her from being further battered by the scared mob.
Minutes seemed like hours as the coach and the officer took on the roles of traffic cops in a busy New York City intersection with the stoplight malfunctioning. The hurling of curse words replaced the blaring of vehicle horns. The shoving and shouting of everyone in the bunker was no different from the shouting of drivers accompanied by fists or middle fingers waving out of their vehicles� windows.
Ten minutes or so later, order was somewhat restored as the insiders and the outsiders traded places. Owen led the way with Lacey in the middle and Tucker close behind. They rushed up the stairs into the pitch-dark gymnasium, where people were laid out on the floor. Some were sleeping. Most were talking among themselves. And the sound of whimpering and crying was indicative of the despair they all felt.
The McDowells walked reverently past the refugees. As they did, they overheard conversations and speculation.
�The fire is supposedly north of the city.�
�I heard Davis was totally consumed.� Davis, California, was twenty miles west of downtown Sacramento.
�Yeah, it was. That�s where we came from.�
�It passed over the airport and burned Rio Linda. The winds just kept blowing it. That�s why we came this way.�
A woman was sobbing. �We lived in North Highlands, just twenty miles or so from here. We could see the flames coming. All we could do was grab the kids and rush out the door.�
Lacey squeezed Owen�s hand to stop him. �Does anybody know if the Bay Area was hit?�
A woman behind Lacey responded, �Honey, there�s no such thing as the Bay Area anymore. Direct hit. We could see the blast from our condo in Sacramento.�
Owen pulled Lacey close to him. She began to cry as she thought about their home being destroyed by the nuclear detonation. After a moment, she gathered herself and looked for her son. He wasn�t standing next to them anymore. Then she heard his voice shouting at them.
�Mom! Dad! Over here! Come on!�

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Saturday, October 26
Auburn, California

Lacey and Owen made their way through the people scattered about the gymnasium to catch up with Tucker, who stood near the front entrance on Agard Street. An orange glow could be seen under the double doors separating the gym from the foyer at the main entrance to the building.
�Is it daylight?� asked Lacey, pointing toward the bottom of the doors.
Tucker took a deep breath and pulled his shirt over his nose and mouth. His response was muffled. �No, you�ll see. You might want to cover up like me.�
Lacey and Owen did as he suggested. Tucker eased the door open, allowing just enough room for the three to exit into the outer hallway. Their eyes immediately grew wide as they observed the spectacular sky.
The sky was orange with hints of gray and white. The air was thick with a stagnant, dense haze as a layer of soot and smog-like clouds had settled in over North-Central California. The raging fires cast an orangish glow across the region, captured and held close to the surface of the planet by the layers of ash and soot.
�My god,� Lacey muttered as she took in the sight.
�I think the fire�s closer than we think,� said Owen. �We�ve gotta get to the car.�
�Outside will be quickest,� suggested Tucker. �There are people filling this entire hallway.�
Owen led the way outside and was immediately hit with the soot-filled air. He attempted to cover his eyes by burying them into the pit of his elbow. Lacey joined him and started coughing. Tucker didn�t hesitate as his parents did. He started up the street toward their car, urging them to follow.
Owen took Lacey by the hand and pulled her along as they ran to catch up with their son. They made it to the street where they�d left their car. It was empty with no signs of life. Most people were either tucked away in their homes, or travelers had found shelter inside the gym. It was eerily quiet as the three of them walked briskly past the school, occasionally glancing over their shoulders at the orangish-red glow over the city of Sacramento.
Tucker was the first to spot their cars, and his words said it all. �This is so trash!�
Trashed would�ve been more appropriate. While they were holed up in the bunker, someone had broken into their SUV and emptied the contents onto the street. Their duffel bags of clothing had been opened and thrown about. Their food and water that was once stacked high in the back of the Expedition had been stolen.
Owen ran both hands through his hair and shook his head in disbelief. He felt for the truck�s smart key in his front pockets. He remembered he�d left it in the ignition.
�I�m surprised they didn�t drive off with the whole damn thing,� he lamented as he approached the open driver�s door. He stuck his head inside and removed the fob from the ignition.
�Who has the Bronco�s keys?� asked Lacey.
�I do,� replied Tucker. �I locked it when we left the campsite. I guess they didn�t want to break in. See?�
His parents joined him as they walked around the Bronco. All of its doors were shut, and the camping gear was still inside.
As Lacey began to pick up their clothes off the street, Owen slowly walked back toward the truck. �I guess the battery died.�
�Why�s that?� asked Tucker.
�None of the interior lights are on even though the doors are open.�
�See if it will start, Owen,� said Lacey. She continued to pick up clothes and shove them into the back of the now empty Expedition.
Owen slid into the driver�s seat and tried to start the truck. There was no response. He lifted the glove box and searched for a flashlight he kept for emergencies. He found Lacey�s iPod and earbuds.
�Here ya go,� he said softly as he handed the device to his wife. As she took it from him, she pressed the sleep/wake button to power it on.
Nothing happened.
�That�s strange. I charged this before we left. It shouldn�t have drained in sleep mode.�
�Mom, it�s like our watches,� interrupted Tucker. �Something happened when the bomb hit. Remember? None of our watches worked after the lights went out in the bunker.�
�Son, toss me the keys to the Bronco,� said Owen as he walked along the other side of the Expedition. Despite it being the middle of the night, the orangish glow provided light equivalent to dawn.
Owen unlocked the Bronco and climbed onto the black nerf bar of the truck. The tow dolly elevated the front end slightly, requiring him to climb up to get in. He unlocked the door, and the interior lights immediately came on. The rig sank to one side until he was planted in the driver�s seat.
Tucker wandered toward the truck, nervously looking in all directions. There were no other cars driving around. There were no lights in the homes or emanating from the school. He glanced up at the streetlights that were spread out every hundred feet or so. None of them were lit up.
He rushed to the front of the Bronco and spoke in a loud whisper. �Dad! Wait! Get out of the car and close the door!�
His father was genuinely confused. �What? Why?�
�Please. At least close the door to cut the lights.�
Owen carefully shut the driver�s door and studied Tucker, dumbfounded by his sense of urgency. Tucker jumped over the tongue of the tow dolly and approached the driver�s side door, moving his hand in a rolling motion to indicate to his dad to roll down the window.
�Tuck, what�s going on?� Owen asked in a concerned voice.
Tucker looked down and carefully stepped up onto the nerf bar so he could lean into the window. �Dad, there�s no power.�
Owen looked around as Lacey rounded the rear of the truck to join the guys. �I see that. Maybe the fire knocked the power out? That�s PG&E�s specialty, remember?�
�Tucker�s right,� interjected Lacey. �Listen. Do you hear any cars at all? No emergency sirens. Nothing.�
�I think the bomb killed the power, Dad.�
�Okay, but �� Owen�s voice trailed off, unsure of an explanation.
�And my iPod,� said Lacey.
�Watches, too,� added Tucker. �Everything electronic. Well, except for the Bronco for some reason.�
Owen ran his hands over the top of the steering wheel and then unconsciously rubbed the slightly cracked vinyl dashboard.
�There are no electronics,� said Owen. �Think about it. This was made long before sensors and computers ran our cars. You need a key to turn it on. You crank down the windows. Even the radio is that old-school solid-state design. It plays eight-tracks, for heaven�s sake.�
Nobody said anything as Owen turned in his seat and looked into the back of the truck. It was jammed full of camping supplies and survival gear. They�d stored their food and drinks in the Expedition because it was climate-controlled during their trip.
He reached up and moved the small black manual switch that operated the overhead light. Then he instructed Tucker to step back so he could get out of the Bronco. As he opened the door, the courtesy lights mounted in the lower part of the panel turned on, but he shut the door so quickly they were only on for a few seconds.
A gust of hot wind washed over them, causing the group to quickly face east. After it passed, they turned back around as if they were looking for the source. The sight of flames dancing high into the air gave the family a new sense of urgency. They worked together to repack their clothing and salvage everything they could out of the Expedition.
To avoid using interior lights, Tucker climbed through the driver�s window while Lacey and Owen handed him their duffel bags. He crammed everything into the back seat while Owen disconnected the Bronco from the tow dolly.
Then the parents coordinated rushing into the truck so as to minimize the light exposure. Once inside, they held their breath as Owen prepared to fire the ignition.
�Here we go,� he muttered as he turned the key. The engine tried to turn, but couldn�t. He quickly switched off the key and urged the 1967 classic to start. �Come on, now, Black & Blue. You can do this.�
Owen took another deep breath as his eyes darted from one side of the truck to the other to determine if they�d been seen. The orangish glow caused the skies to brighten further. The fire was coming. He turned the key again, pumping the gas pedal a couple of times as he did.
The engine started, and Owen didn�t hesitate. He rolled the truck off the dolly, causing the back of the Expedition to rise and fall as the weight shifted. Because the street was littered with disabled vehicles, he drove onto the sidewalk and carefully made his way to a large front yard where he could turn around.
�Let�s head for Tahoe,� he mumbled as he muscled the steering wheel through the maneuver. He was soon driving down the sidewalk back toward the highway where they drove in.
�North, on the interstate?� asked Lacey.
�No,� he quickly replied. �I�m thinking south, through the mountains and Eldorado National Forest. Less traffic.�
Oddly, his last words drew a laugh from both Lacey and Tucker. Normally, it would apply to a busy travel day full of cars coming and going. Tonight, it meant fewer obstacles to drive around and, possibly, fewer people to encounter. The scene in the bunker had awakened the family to one of the greatest perils they�d be facing.
Never underestimate the depravity of their fellow man.

PART III
Day ten, Sunday, October 27
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Sunday, October 27
Fairfax, Virginia

It was just after midnight that Sunday as Peter stood in the middle of the living room of the woman�s apartment. Candles were burning on the kitchen counters and on a small dinette table nearby. On the sofa, three young faces looked up at him, full of curiosity and fear. To his right, in an overstuffed recliner that had seen better days, an overweight woman stared him down with a pistol sitting on her lap. It was pointed at Peter�s midsection.
�Did you hurt my granddaughter, mister?� she said in an eerily calm voice. She never raised the gun at Peter, but one squeeze of the trigger would put a hole in his stomach.
Peter slowly lowered his bags to the ground and allowed the backpacks to slide off his shoulder on top of them. He was relieved to be rid of the excess weight, but he didn�t dare relax with a gun pointed at him.
�No, Mamaw,� said the young woman, who glanced at Peter. It was the first time she�d taken a good look at the man who�d crashed her head into the wall. �It was an accident. He helped me get away.�
�Get away from who, child?� the grandmother asked.
Peter�s eyes darted from the woman to her injured granddaughter, who�d taken a towel off the kitchen table and pressed it against her head wound, which continued to ooze blood.
�There�s people at the mall, Mamaw. Bad people.�
For the first time, the woman raised the gun and pointed it in Peter�s direction. He instinctively stepped backwards a pace or two.
�He one of �em?� she asked.
�No.� The young girl sensed her grandmother�s hostility toward the stranger in their apartment. �We just kinda bumped into each other. His name is, um �� Her voice trailed off, so Peter spoke up.
�Peter, ma�am. Peter Albright. I live. Well, I lived in Falls Church. I�m not sure it�s there anymore.�
�There ain�t nothin� left over that way,� she said, waving the gun like she was a teacher using a pointer during a lecture. Peter really wished she�d put the gun down. He tried to take her attention away from him being a threat.
�We really need to look after her wound. I have some medicine in this duffel bag right here.� He pointed toward the one full of medical supplies and energy bars.
�I�m okay,� the girl said. She walked around the kitchen bar and entered the galley-style kitchen. Peter made eye contact with the three younger children, who sat nervously on the sofa, side by side.
�Hi, I�m Peter,� he said to them with a smile. Their icy, emotionless stare spoke volumes. They didn�t trust him.
�My name�s Asia on account my daddy was from Thailand,� said the woman, who finally lowered the gun. �He wasn�t no good and left me and my momma alone. Just like Jackie�s daddy and my daughter did.�
Jackie, the young woman Peter injured, returned from the kitchen. �They didn�t leave us, Mamaw. The government took them.� She glanced over at her three siblings, a boy and two girls. �My father�s in prison. Our momma is too. Mamaw takes care of us, and I�m an assistant manager of the Cinnabon at the mall.�
�That group moved in yesterday and began threatening people,� said Peter. �They shot at least one person, maybe more. I wanted to get out of there, and that�s when we, you know, ran into each other in the hallway.�
She removed the blood-soaked towel from her forehead and dabbed the wound with another towel. She smiled when she saw that the bleeding had stopped.
Relieved that her wound wasn�t more serious, Peter asked, �Were you looking for food?�.
Jackie laughed, as did her little brother and sisters. She playfully waggled her finger at them. �They said they�re tired of the cinnamon rolls. We didn�t have much in the cupboard because Mamaw�s check is deposited on Friday, but, you know �� Her voice trailed off as a sadness swept over her.
Peter nodded. They weren�t the only Americans living paycheck to paycheck or on some form of government assistance.
Despite his concern for Jackie and her family, Peter was ready to get on the road. He was concerned that the longer he stayed in the area, the more likely it was that he�d be exposed to radiation. Plus, people would become more and more desperate. He was anxious to get out into the countryside.
He turned his attention back to the grandmother. �Well, um, Asia, it was nice to meet you, even under these circumstances. You have a very nice granddaughter.�
�I�m gonna die.�
Asia blurted out the words without emotion. She said them in such a way that the statement stunned Peter.
�We all are at some point, ma�am. Help is on the way, I�m sure of it.� He lied. Peter was sure of one thing. Help would not be on the way anytime soon.
�Mamaw, I wish you wouldn�t talk like that. I�ll try again to find your medicine.�
Peter realized there was something more to the grandmother�s statement. �What kind of medicine?�
�I have the diabetes. I only get a week�s supply of insulin at a time. Friday was my refill day. My insulin pump quit working when the bomb hit. I had a couple doses to inject but I used �em. I can�t keep it cold nohow.�
�Ma�am, I�m no expert, but I think I heard once that people with Type 2 diabetes can go without insulin for many months. Maybe even a year.�
�She has regular Type 1, right, Mamaw?�
The woman closed her eyes and nodded.
�Aren�t there some kind of drugs you can take besides injections?� asked Peter.
�She keeps glucose tablets around for low blood sugar. They�re not prescription but she ran out of those, too. I was supposed to buy them yesterday.� Jackie hung her head down in despair.
Asia explained what they were for. �I use them to prevent low blood sugar from the insulin. They don�t matter now.�
Peter sighed. If she was out of insulin, the last thing she needed to be eating was Cinnabon sugar-infused buns.
�Do you have anything to eat that is low carb?� asked Peter. �Cans of chicken, tuna, or meat?�
�No, not really,� replied Jackie. �Like I said, we both get paid on Fridays. Saturdays, I go to the store and get her meds. That�s when it all happened.� She hung her head and took a deep breath. She seemed emotionally overwhelmed.
Peter knew nothing about caring for a diabetic. The woman was probably correct in her assessment. He just didn�t know if her death would come quickly and if it was painful. All he knew was that she was going to die and leave Jackie, who was in her late teens or early twenties, with three kids ranging in age from eight to twelve.
Asia explained, �I know what�s gonna happen to me. They tell me in all those classes I go to every year to get my government supplements. I�m gonna start being really thirsty. It�s gonna be hard to breathe, and then I�ll be spending all my time on the toilet. I just don�t know what to do, but Jackie thought there might be something at the store that sells vitamins in the mall.�
Peter addressed her granddaughter. �Were you going to the Vitamin Shoppe?�
She nodded.
He imagined the place would be looted at this point, but likely they were looking for anything edible, not vitamins or supplements.
�What were you going to look for?� he asked, glancing over at the three children on the sofa, who continued to remain quiet and aloof. He was surprised the family was discussing this life-and-death matter so openly in front of them.
She shrugged. �Anything I could find that was high protein without carbs.�
�Jackie wants to starve me.�
Peter�s eyes grew wide, and he once again studied the young kids for a reaction. None of them moved. He suspected they�d live through a lot of heartache in their short time on earth.
�I don�t think she wants to�� began Peter before he was cut off by Jackie.
�It�s the only way to bide time. We�ve had two days to talk about this. I�ve even knocked on our neighbors� doors to see if anyone is diabetic and would be willing to share.�
�Child, I told you. Ain�t nobody comin� to answer their door.�
�I know, Mamaw. I had to try.� Jackie began to well up in tears. The young woman was carrying the burden of the world on her shoulders.
Peter faced a crossroads. He needed to leave, but he felt terrible for the predicament this family was in. The grandmother was most likely going to die if she couldn�t get medical attention soon. Even if a hospital was open, he doubted she had the strength and stamina to get there. She had to weigh three hundred pounds.
�Where is the nearest pharmacy?� he finally asked.
Jackie pointed to their north, away from the mall. �Her meds are at the Safeway Pharmacy across the street from the apartments. She rides in her electric scooter, and the rest of us walk with her.�
Peter had noticed the mobility scooter outside the apartment. It had a heavy-duty chain wrapped around its seat support and a porch support post. Maybe the hospital was an option?
�Have you tried the scooter?�
�Battery�s dead,� replied Jackie. �I can�t even get the screen on the handlebars to light up.�
�Have you been over to the Safeway since, you know, everything happened?�
�It�s boarded up, and there were some guys watching over it. They said they were security, but I think they�re lyin�.�
�Is it in a shopping center or by itself?�
�Strip center. There�s a hair salon on both sides of it. Other stores, too. T-Mobile. TJ Maxx. Mattress store.�
Peter paced the floor for a moment, running his hands through his hair as he thought. This would be too difficult. He stopped and turned to Jackie. �What about CVS? Walgreens?�
Asia responded, �There�s a CVS about a mile from here on Fair Lake Parkway. It sits by itself next to the Sunoco.�
�It�s a new store,� offered Jackie.
�Shopping center?�
�Nope. By itself.�
Peter smiled. That meant he knew the floor plan.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Sunday, October 27
Placerville, California

Owen drove his family south along California State Route 49, backtracking along the Golden Chain Highway toward Placerville, which was located southeast of Auburn. Cars were stalled periodically along the way, but traffic would�ve been light at the time of the nuclear explosions near San Francisco. They reached the outskirts of Placerville right about the time the sun was rising over the mountains. Except there was a murky, gray smoke hanging over the valley like gauze wrapped over a wound. And the wound was oozing all around them.
�Look at all of these people wandering around, Dad,� said Tucker, who�d managed to arrange all the gear so he could sit on the edge of the back seat with his arms resting on the backs of the front bucket seats.
More deceased vehicles had filled the narrow two-lane highway as they entered town. Groups of people were huddled on the front lawn of the Calvary Faith Pentecostal Church as parishioners handed out boxes of food. Others stood in wonderment as the Bronco slowly drove past them. Thus far, the McDowells had not seen any sign of electricity much less another operating vehicle.
As Owen approached Highway 50, which they�d driven on just two days prior, his eyes searched out the Shell station where they�d last filled up the Expedition. Other than a few cars parked haphazardly in the parking lot, there was no sign of life. The Bronco�s fuel mileage wasn�t the best, and Owen had mentally calculated he could barely make the ninety-mile drive to South Lake Tahoe on a full tank. However, as he suspected, the gas stations were closed because it required electricity to pump gas, and the town of ten thousand didn�t have power. If the same was true as far east as Nevada, it would be a challenge to find gas.
They continued on their escape from the coming wildfires on the eastbound lanes of Highway 50. Full of stalled cars, Owen also had to drive slowly to avoid all the evacuees from the Bay Area who�d abandoned their vehicles and walked toward the east. Some climbed over the decorative fencing that separated the town�s business district from the once busy six-lane highway. Others stopped to follow the progress of the McDowells� Bronco.
�I don�t like the way they look at us,� observed Lacey. �Some seem confused, but honestly, others look pissed.�
�I noticed that, too,� said Tucker. �A few of them actually turned and began jogging toward us. I think we need to get out of here.�
Owen eased the truck into the left-turn lane at the center of the highway. He nervously gripped the wheel and sped up until he was driving on the wrong side of the highway. There was only a fraction of the stalled cars in the westbound lane, so he was able to drive faster. Although he mentally prepared to avoid any oncoming vehicles, none ever materialized.
They were able to get out of Placerville without incident. However, seeing the hungry and desperate refugees was a wake-up call for them. Their tense silence eventually gave way to a conversation about the task at hand.
�We�ve gotta avoid the cities,� began Owen. �Heck, even the towns if possible. If this power outage is the same all over, there are gonna be people who will want our truck.�
�You�re right, Dad. We�ve got maps. We can even find state maps along the way.�
�I agree,� added Lacey. �We�re used to driving back roads on our trips anyway. We just need to plan ahead.�
�What about gas?� asked Tucker, who�d noticed his father glancing at the gauge often.
�At some point, we�re gonna need to keep an eye out for a place that might have a gas can.�
�Everything�s closed,� said Lacey.
Owen furrowed his brow and nervously fiddled with the gear shift knob. �I know. I�m talking about, um, on a farm or in someone�s garage or something.�
�Steal it?� asked Lacey.
�It won�t be of any use to them, honey,� said Owen matter-of-factly. �We�re also gonna need a siphon hose of some kind. If the gas pumps don�t work, then we�ll have to suck it out of other cars or even lawn equipment.�
�Do you know how to do that, Dad?�
�Um, well, no. We�ll have to figure it out. We�re kinda learning as we go, right?�
Tucker shrugged.
Lacey stared out the windows as they passed several farms. She wondered at what point they�d need to pull down a driveway and look for fuel. She was struck by the appearance of the sky. Naturally, she�d seen cloudy skies before, but this was different. It was if the sun wanted to fight through the smoky blanket thrown over them, but it couldn�t. Suddenly, a chill came over her body, and she unconsciously wrapped her arms around her midsection for protection.
�There�s another thing,� continued Owen. �We need to think about when it�s safe to drive. By that, I mean day or night.�
�Don�t you think most people will still sleep at night?� asked Tucker.
His dad nodded. �Yes. If we can make ourselves sleep during the day, I really do believe traveling at night will be a good idea.�
Lacey continued to look outside. Off in the distance, a man was slowly riding his horse from a barn to his house. He either wasn�t interested or hadn�t noticed them driving up the highway toward Nevada.
She decided to weigh in. �I don�t know, guys. We can�t control what people hear, but we can control what they see. Think about how dark it was in Auburn and on the highway to Placerville. Our headlights could�ve been seen for miles. In the daytime, unless they heard us coming, or happened to be close enough to see us like in town, we could travel undetected.�
Owen jutted his chin out and nodded. �The headlights are like a beacon.�
�Exactly,� said Lacey, who then explained her thought further. �Also, I hope nothing like this happens, but if somebody really wanted to take our truck, they could set up a roadblock if they saw us coming from a distance. That�s more likely to happen at night than during the day.�
�During the day, we can see them, too,� Tucker added.
Owen glanced over at the South Fork of the American River, a pristine blue stream that ran from the peaks of the Sierra Nevada Mountains until it found its way to the Sacramento River. He thought about the fact that all of their water had been stolen.
Up ahead, he noticed the sign for the Sand Flat Campground that was on the lower side of the highway adjacent to the river. They�d stopped by there once before to check out the river. However, they�d never stayed at roadside campgrounds, which were typically frequented by bikers and motor homes. Owen certainly didn�t plan on doing it during the apocalypse.
Nonetheless, it would give them a chance to regroup and fill their water bottles. He eased off the highway and slowly drove down the slope toward the river. He was relieved to see that the parking lot was empty, and there weren�t any campsites in use.
�Let�s catch our breath and repack the truck. Also, we need to fill our water bottles.�
As he pulled to the bottom of the access road, Lacey asked, �Is the water safe to drink? I mean, it came from the mountains, but what if it�s contaminated?�
Lacey and Owen exited the truck, but Tucker remained behind. He stretched his arm down to the floorboard of the back seat and retrieved one of the medical kits he�d taken from the bunker�s closet. He had a hunch, so he opened it for the first time to explore its contents.
He leaned forward in the seat and hollered for his parents. �Mom! Dad! I have something that might help.�
Because he was wedged in by their duffel bags, Tucker crawled through the seats and exited the passenger-side door. He held the medical kit in one hand and a flat package labeled Health Metric in the other.
�What is it?� asked Owen as he twisted and stretched his back. Lacey had raised her right foot behind her, and she grabbed it to stretch her thigh muscles. Both of the adults were still recovering from the cramped quarters in the bunker.
�It�s a water-testing kit,� responded Tucker as he handed it to his dad.
�We�ve got something similar,� said Lacey. �I keep a TDS water-quality tester in my backpack. I don�t know if it works, though.�
�Do you mean the one in the sewing tin?� asked Owen.
Lacey took her job seriously and studied every aspect of outdoor survival. The only part she�d never covered was the aftermath of a nuclear war. This was on-the-job training at its worst.
�Yes. That tin holds all of those small tools we might need while camping but gets lost in the bottom of the pack sometimes. I can get it.� She started back toward the Bronco, but Owen stopped her.
�It�s electronic, so it might not work. Plus, it probably doesn�t test for radiation. This package indicates these test strips do.�
He opened the Health Metric package and pulled out the test strips together with the laminate card containing test results. He made his way to the creek�s edge and dipped the strip into the water. The family huddled around him, sitting on the rounded, boulder-sized river rocks, as the strip dried and the colors began to appear. After a minute, Owen held the strip next to the chart and compared the results.
�Well, assuming this thing is accurate, we�re good to go. It looks like pure Sierra Nevada spring water to me.�
Tucker knelt down to scoop some into his hands, but Lacey stopped him.
�Not so fast, mister. Let me get our Sawyers. There may not be radiation in it, but there�s other crap that can make us sick. Better safe than sorry.�
Lacey jogged back to the truck and retrieved their Sawyer MINI water filtration system consisting of a drinking straw, a sixteen-ounce reusable pouch, and a cleaning plunger. Small and lightweight, it performed the same function as a LifeStraw commonly used by survivalists. It removed all bacteria like salmonella, cholera, and E. coli. She liked the Sawyer because it could filter up to a hundred thousand gallons each.
The family thirstily took in the cold, fresh water and then worked together to fill their containers. Tucker passed out an MRE bar to each, and they choked it down, commenting the stale form of nourishment tasted like unflavored toothpaste slathered on cardboard.
After repacking the truck to provide Tucker a place to sit more comfortably, they continued toward South Lake Tahoe just as snow flurries mixed with ash began to fall around them.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Sunday, October 27
Fairfax, Virginia

�Jackie, you�re not going with me.� Peter was being polite but firm as the two argued in the hallway leading to the apartment�s bedrooms. �You�ve got your family to take care of, and I don�t wanna be responsible for you getting hurt.�
She stood tall, fists firmly planted on her hips, adopting a defiant stance that was as strong as the granite on Mount Rushmore.
�You�re not gonna risk your life for my grandmother by yourself. Besides, I know the neighborhood and the store.�
�Every CVS is the same,� Peter shot back. �Nice try, though.�
�You need somebody to have your back. I�ll have Mamaw�s gun and��
Peter burst out laughing. �No way. No freakin� way!�
Jackie scowled, her expression barely discernible in the dimly lit hallway. �What? I can handle myself.�
�Have you ever shot somebody? Hell, have you even fired that thing?� Peter walked toward the living room and then turned around and spoke in a loud whisper. �Not gonna happen.�
�You�re right, I haven�t. But they won�t know that. You know, the gangbangers runnin� around lookin� to empty the store.�
�They�ll know, trust me. Do you even know how to hold it?�
�Yes! I know how to hold it.�
Out of frustration, Peter pulled his 1911-style, nine-millimeter pistol from the paddle holster inserted into the waistband of his pants. He took it by the barrel and thrust it toward Jackie.
�Show me!�
She took it by the grip, placed her finger on the trigger, and pointed it at him.
�Jesus!� exclaimed Peter as he grabbed her by the wrist and pointed her arm upward.
�You keep His name out of your argument!� shouted Asia from the living room.
�Jackie, this is what I�m talking about. Never put your finger on the trigger until you�re ready to shoot. You�ve got to have a better grip on the pistol. The first shot may come close, but the next couple are gonna fly over their heads.�
�Then show me how, frat boy,� demanded Jackie as she relinquished the gun to Peter. �It�ll take us twenty minutes to walk over there. I can learn all I need to know.�
Peter holstered his weapon and stormed back into the living room, leaving Jackie alone in the hallway. He looked at Asia, who seemed to be enjoying the exchange.
�Is she always like this?� he asked.
The answer came from a different direction. �You ain�t seen nothin�, mister.� It was the oldest of the three young children.
�That�s the truth,� added Asia. �I pity the boyfriends she unloads on. She don�t take crap from anybody.�
�Especially a frat boy,� Jackie added, who�d appeared behind Peter without him realizing it.
Asia picked up her gun and offered it to Jackie. The young woman took it and shoved it in the waistband of her jeans. Then Asia addressed Peter.
�You can tell her no, but no sooner than you walk out that door, she�s gonna be right behind you. You might as well take her along.�
�Geez,� mumbled Peter. Asia raised her finger to him as a form of warning. He grimaced and then asked, �Do you have a car? We need a pry bar or a lug wrench with a flat side.�
Asia replied, �We�ve got a Ford Taurus. Jackie said it doesn�t work.�
Her granddaughter nodded and retrieved the keys off a foyer table. �I pushed the button on the key thing, and it wouldn�t unlock.�
The Taurus was an older model that still used a key to unlock the doors and turn on the ignition. Despite the fact the electronics were likely fried from the EMP, the trunk should open with the car�s key.
He shoved the keys in his pocket and ran his right hand through his shaggy hair. He had been overdue for a haircut when he went to Abu Dhabi more than a week ago. Sitting in a barber�s chair had been the last thing on his mind. He furrowed his brow and knelt down in front of Asia.
�I wanna be honest with you before you give permission to let your granddaughter walk through that door. Even if the CVS isn�t already looted and I can get us into the store, there�s no guarantee I can break into the pharmacy. If�and this is a very big if�if I can, then I have to hope they have insulin in their refrigerators and it hasn�t been ruined by the loss of power.
�But, Asia, this may only last a few days or a week at best. I don�t know. Is it worth the risk to send Jackie out there?�
Peter didn�t want to dishearten the diabetic grandmother. He wanted her to understand the risk to Jackie. If something went wrong, Asia would likely die anyway, and Jackie could be lost in the process, leaving the three young kids completely alone.
Jackie walked closer and knelt next to Peter. �Mamaw, I don�t know this man, but I trust him. Please. Let me try.�
For the first time, the stoic grandmother showed a vulnerable side. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she nodded her approval. She looked Peter in the eye.
�Please bring this child of God home to me. Promise me.�
Peter nodded his head, but he couldn�t say the words.
A few moments later, Jackie was leading them to the Taurus. Peter opened the trunk and rummaged through some pillows, blankets and boxes to locate the tire-changing tools. They�d been used once before and thrown in the bottom of the trunk. He managed a smile when he discovered the tire iron was flat on one end with the socket to loosen the lugs on the other.
They walked briskly through the apartment complex until they reached an office building. All of the glass windows of the building�s entrance had been broken out. Peter paused, stuck his head inside, and illuminated his flashlight to scan the interior. He did it out of curiosity, but it was also a reminder. Desperate people were doing desperate things in order to survive. Many understood that help wasn�t coming anytime soon. They were willing to loot, steal, or forage, pick your description, in order to live one more day.
Jackie knew the sidewalks and pathways of the apartment complex like Peter knew the mangroves around Driftwood Key. As a child, he would play with Jimmy Free all over the twenty-plus acres of the island. They had hiding spots and built makeshift forts for fun. Jackie�s playground consisted of apartment complexes and parking lots. Their two worlds couldn�t have been more different growing up.
She held her hand up across the street from the CVS Pharmacy. �Let�s wait here for a minute and see what�s going on before we cross out into the open.�
At that moment, Peter was glad he�d brought Jackie along. He was on her turf.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Sunday, October 27
CVS Pharmacy
Fairfax, Virginia

Peter raised the compact binoculars he�d taken from Dick�s Sporting Goods. He studied the entrance as they waited. The signature entry door found at the front corner of the building had been pried open, and its glass was shattered. Even in the darkened conditions, he could see merchandise thrown onto the sidewalk and just inside the store.
�See anybody?� Jackie asked.
He lowered the binoculars and sighed. �Not so far. What I don�t know is whether somebody is still inside.�
�I think we�ve gotta go for it, Peter. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that someone else comes along.�
Peter gave the store one last look, and then he put the field glasses away. He turned to Jackie. �From here on out you have to follow my lead, okay?�
She nodded. �Just tell me what to do.�
Peter sensed her serious mood and willingness to cooperate with him. The words he�d said to Asia had been meant for Jackie, too. She was headstrong and confident. Both admirable traits. However, she needed to remember there were young kids relying on her, too. Getting injured or even killed might very well sentence them to death.
�Okay,� he began. �Most likely, the people inside are just as afraid as we are. They�re trying to find things to help themselves or their families. Just like us. We don�t have a quarrel with them, and they have nothing against us.�
�Makes sense,� she interjected.
�I hope I�m right.� He glanced around and then stood, holding his hand out for Jackie to take it. It was a personal gesture that helped the two form a bond. They needed to trust one another. �When we get to the entrance, I need you to give me a minute to clear the store. I�m gonna check the aisles and places to hide to make sure we don�t get ambushed.�
�We don�t have anything worth stealing,� she said.
Peter patted his holster. �Yes, we do. These are our most important assets right now.�
�What do I do?�
�Wait just inside the door,� he responded. �You know, in the shadows so nobody on the outside can see you, and close enough so you can run out if necessary. If something goes wrong inside, run back here, and we�ll regroup. If you see people coming, don�t hesitate. Give me a heads-up. Got it?�
They dashed across Fair Lakes Parkway, a four-lane boulevard separated by strips of grass and mature oak trees. Using the shrubs and trees for cover, they paused to look around one more time before racing through the CVS parking lot to the front door.
Once inside, Jackie readied her weapon as Peter had taught her on the way to the pharmacy. She pressed her back against the wall next to the entrance, constantly looking through the busted-up entrance for any signs of movement.
Peter drew his weapon and walked through the store in a low crouch. Because it was so dark, he had to use his tactical flashlight. He held it backwards in his left hand as if he were prepared to stab someone with it. Then he placed his right arm over his left wrist. This allowed both hands to act as one as his light pointed the way, and the barrel of the gun could lock on to any target he illuminated.
In this case, it took only seconds to locate a target. He made his way to the left side of the store toward the refrigerated coolers and the food aisles. To the right were things like makeup and sundries. By the time he reached the second aisle, he found several children sitting cross-legged on the floor, shoveling chips and candy into their mouths. Their eyes grew wide as they saw the gun pointed at them, but it didn�t deter them from continuing their snack.
Peter approached them cautiously. �Is there anybody else in here?�
�No, mister. Just us,� the oldest of the kids replied.
Peter studied his face to assess his trustworthiness. Kids don�t lie, usually, he thought to himself. It made him feel better, but he exercised caution nonetheless as he quickly moved through the aisles. Less than two minutes later, he was satisfied he was alone.
He was also pleased to discover the steel cage doors rolled down from ceiling to countertop at the pharmacy were still intact. While access would be more difficult, his chance of finding insulin for Asia that hadn�t been rummaged through was better.
�Clear!� he shouted to Jackie.
�Nothing going on out here, either!� she yelled back.
�Stay there for now. There are a few kids in the food aisle, but they�re cool.�
Peter holstered his weapon and gripped the tire iron. He�d been in a CVS pharmacy dozens of times before. He thought the roll-up doors would be too difficult for one person to open. However, he had another plan.
He made his way to the pharmacy windows. As expected, the counters identified as drop off and pick up were secured with a mechanical, cagelike door that locked in place. He walked past the pickup counter to the small room adjacent to the pharmacy, marked Consultation. This space could be accessed by both patient and pharmacist to discuss the medications being dispensed.
Peter took a deep breath and reared back and hit the glass insert on the door as hard as he could. All he accomplished was a jarring jolt to his shoulder, as the glass easily repelled the tire iron and knocked it from his hands.
�Dammit!� he shouted as pain shot through his upper body. He was still sore from the multiple tumbles he�d endured after his car stalled.
Peter stomped around out of frustration. He was certain this would be an access point into the pharmacy. He used his flashlight to inspect the surrounds of the pharmacy. His mind hearkened back to the Vitamin Shoppe at the mall.
He shined the light onto the ceiling. The front of the pharmacy was identified by a red, curved fascia clearly identifying the space to shoppers. After all, CVS was supposed to be a pharmacy and not the variety store it had become over the years. The fluorescent light fixtures were spread equidistant throughout the drop-ceiling panels. The panels ran through the entire pharmacy area, past the secured counters and outward toward the fascia.
He shouted to Jackie, �Are we still good?�
�So far!�
Peter pulled himself onto the drop-off counter by using an adjacent shelf full of cold remedies as a step. Once on the counter, he held onto the steel-grate screen to keep his balance. His head pressed against the drop ceiling. With his right hand, he pressed upward on the ceiling tile. With a little effort, it broke free of the grid and pushed upward.
Peter stepped onto the top of the elevated section of shelf that contained the cold and allergy medications. His upper body was now into the ceiling. He used his flashlight to light up the space.
�This is too easy,� he mumbled to himself. The steel-grate dividers acted as a deterrent to most. However, for the experienced burglar Peter had become, they were just window dressing.
He took a deep breath and pulled himself into the ceiling by grasping an iron water pipe that ran along the space. He pulled upward, and with a kick of both legs, he was able to wrap his arms around the pipe.
Peter didn�t have to go far to drop into the pharmacy. In less than a minute, he�d pulled himself above the ceiling tiles and kicked his way through into the pharmacy. He dropped his body inside, inadvertently kicking the flat-panel monitor off the countertop.
�Oops, sorry about that,� he said with a stifled laugh. Peter was full of himself. His overconfidence would prove to be a mistake that almost got him killed.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Sunday, October 27
Mount Weather Operations Center
Northern Virginia

�Why the hell can�t we do something!� the president shouted at the representatives of half a dozen agencies charged with the responsibility of rescuing and assisting Americans in their time of need. Between his lack of sleep and frustrations caused by an increasingly dire situation, President Helton was viewed as becoming unhinged.
�Sir,� the secretary of Homeland Security began to respond. He�d borne the brunt of the president�s tirades, as he oversaw so many agencies designed to meet the needs of those impacted the most during a catastrophic event. �The fact of the matter is nobody ever thought this would happen. Until the Cold War ended during the Reagan administration, nuclear Armageddon was on the forefront of everyone�s mind. Since then, we�ve allocated our resources elsewhere.�
The president lashed out, not at those in the room but at his predecessors. �And we�re paying a hefty price for that shortsightedness.�
�Mr. President, have you given any more thought to the power grid situation?� asked the FEMA administrator.
His reply was sarcastic, reflecting his mood. �Yeah, great idea. Kick the entire Western United States in the teeth while they kneel on the ground with their arms outstretched, praying for help and mercy. I may go down in history for a lot of things, but that isn�t going to be one of them.�
�I understand it�s coldhearted, Mr. President.� The FEMA administrator bravely pressed the subject. He was a native New Yorker, so he might have a bias in favor of the East Coast. �Sometimes, we have to consider unpopular decisions to serve the greater good. I can make an argument that our rebuilding effort will be more effective if at least half the nation is fully functioning.�
The president bristled, and he was about to give the FEMA head an earful when his chief of staff stepped in to diffuse the situation. �Sir, I don�t think it�s a decision that needs to be made at this particular moment. As I understand it, the rolling brownouts orchestrated by the power companies have proven to be effective at marshalling that asset, so to speak. May I suggest that each agency head continue to monitor how their sphere of influence is impacted by the issue?�
President Helton jutted out his chin and glared at the man from FEMA he�d inherited from the prior administration and never got around to replacing. Without saying a word, the conversation turned to the environmental impact. Representatives from the National Weather Service and NOAA, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, were present for the first time in the afternoon briefing.
�Mr. President, I�d like to bring your attention to the monitors at the far end of the room,� began the woman from NOAA.
He stood from his chair and approached the forty-eight-inch screen.
�You�re looking at an animated GIF generated from a series of images captured by NOAA�s Suomi NPP satellite.�
The Suomi National Polar-orbiting Partnership, or Suomi NPP, was designed to collect data on climate change and unusual weather patterns. Launched in 2011, it had been instrumental in studying the effect of Western United States wildfires on long-term climate-change models.
The NOAA scientist continued. �As you can see, this is time-lapse imagery of normal cloud cover being driven by the prevailing winds toward the West Coast. The bright flashes�here, here and here�represent the nuclear warheads detonating in SoCal, San Francisco, and Seattle.�
She paused while everyone took in the images before continuing. �After the mushroom clouds rose skyward, brown smoke began to billow and cascade into the Pacific Ocean. This smoke cloud has already traveled in a westward direction for approximately thirteen hundred miles, forcing the moist air contained in the clouds away from the U.S. mainland.
�As this continues over the coming weeks, this will create extreme drought conditions in some parts of the country, namely the Midwest and Southwestern states. These extreme conditions coupled with the fallout circumnavigating the Northern Hemisphere following the Indian-Pakistani nuclear conflict could result in an extended drought across America�s breadbasket.�
The president stared ahead, emotionless, his face appearing to be devoid of comprehension.
Chandler noticed his lack of response to the NOAA scientist�s statement and immediately jumped in with a question. �How long will this condition persist?�
�Which one, sir? The wind reversal or the heavy haze commonly referred to as nuclear winter?�
Chandler shrugged. �Both.�
�Mr. Chandler, because the moist air is driven back into the Pacific Ocean, the Santa Ana winds are not tempered. In other words, these strong, extremely dry downslope winds that originate inland will remain in place until the Pacific moisture displaces it. What we�re looking at is a massive Arctic high pressure in Canada generating cold, dry air masses for months on end. Coupled with the remnants of all three regional nuclear exchanges, we�re facing an event unimagined by all of our nuclear aftermath models.�
�Well, hell�s bells!� shouted the president as he slammed both fists on the table. �Aren�t you people a bundle of joy. You know what? Misery loves company, and I�ve had enough of all the misery brought into these briefings. You�ll know where to find me.�
President Helton abruptly stood and stormed out of the room.
Throughout the briefings that day, Chief of Staff Chandler had taken a more active role in controlling the discussions. He knew President Helton better than anyone other than the man�s wife. He was starting to see the signs of his old friend having a nervous breakdown.
Earlier, Chandler had had a private conversation with the White House physician who accompanied the president everywhere. It was natural, under the circumstances, for the president�s mind and body to be subjected to extreme mental and emotional distress. However, Chandler was starting to notice the president�s inability to cope.
His recent uncontrolled outbursts and angry fits were just one of the many signs both Chandler and the president�s physician had observed. The president was suffering from insomnia. His doctor had suggested an Ambien before bedtime, but the president refused. He insisted upon being coherent in the event China or Russia decided to attack the U.S.
The president wasn�t eating, and when he did, he complained about stomach cramps and constipation. The stresses he endured had triggered a flare-up of irritable bowel syndrome, which contributed to the president�s refusal to eat.
With each passing day, his condition seemed to worsen. Discussions were held in private between cabinet members, leading to the suggestions the vice president might need to step in to lead the country. Just that afternoon, a staffer loyal to Chandler overheard a conversation about the Twenty-Fifth Amendment, a provision in the Constitution that allowed the president to step down, temporarily when appropriate, if he was deemed incapacitated.
The vice president, who was at Raven Rock in Pennsylvania with the military leaders, balked at the thought of invoking the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to force the president to step aside until he got well. Chandler believed the VP might think otherwise if he actually observed President Helton�s actions.
Fortunately, America hadn�t been attacked again. With nuclear missiles, anyway. The threat was now floating above her in the form of nuclear winter�a continuous cloud of gloomy gray that blocked the sun�s rays, effectively starving the living on Earth. Reality was setting in for everyone, especially the president.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Monday, October 28
Near South Lake Tahoe, California

�Dirty snow,� muttered Owen as they got on the road again. �I can�t believe the fires have thrown out this much ash so quickly.�
Lacey repositioned her fanny in her seat. Ford had come a long way in making a comfortable riding spot for passengers since 1967. �You know, Peter said the war between India and Pakistan could cause what he called nuclear winter. That may be part of it.�
�That wasn�t even a week ago, Mom,� added Tucker.
�Your uncle said it was possible,� said Lacey, who turned sideways to address her son. �What else was in that medical kit?�
Tucker searched under their jackets and found one of the two-inch-thick, flat boxes. He poured the contents into his lap, where he examined them one by one.
�Well, here�s a first aid book, sort of. It�s really a booklet stapled together.�
�What�s it called?� Owen asked.
�Where there is no doctor,� Tucker replied. �It looks like instructions on first aid stuff to do on your own.�
His mom reached into the back seat, and Tucker gave her the booklet. �What else?�
�Here are four packets of tablets called IOSAT.� He turned the package slightly so the small amount of sunlight that filtered through the sky helped him read the fine print. �Potassium iodide. Thyroid blocking in a radiation emergency.�
Owen glanced at Lacey and then back at Tucker. He tried to maintain his composure while inside, he was cursing himself for not going through the supplies sooner. Of course, he thought to himself, the contents of the kit would be directly related to radiation exposure.
�Will you pass those up to your mom so we can decide if we should be taking them?�
�It might be too�� Lacey began before Owen abruptly cut her off.
�We�ve been out less than twenty-four hours.�
�They expired last year, Dad,� said Tucker as he handed them forward.
Owen sighed. �That doesn�t mean they�re bad. Maybe just a little less potent.�
While Lacey examined the packaging, Tucker reported on his next find. �This thing is called a RADTriage radiation detector. It�s like a credit card only it somehow detects radiation. Crap. It expires two years after it�s made.�
�What�s the date on it?� asked Lacey.
Tucker handed it forward. �Ten years ago.�
�That fallout shelter was worthless!� complained Owen. �We had a better chance of dying from being trampled or smoke inhalation than nuclear fallout. I wish we had a Geiger counter or something.�
Lacey shrugged. �They wouldn�t have worked anyway after the nukes hit.�
�Then we have these things,� added Tucker. �Blue surgical masks.�
He handed them to his mom, who shook her head side to side. �Now this is something we needed from the start. If the damn lights hadn�t gone out, we would�ve known about these masks and worn them as we left.�
�Hold on!� yelled Owen.
Without warning, their Bronco was sliding sideways out of control. He�d rounded a curve and suddenly found himself on an icy overpass crossing over a small stream. There were several cars piled together on top of the bridge, blocking their path. Owen, distracted by their conversation, overreacted somewhat and sent Black & Blue into a hard slide toward the guardrail.
He turned into the slide by maneuvering the steering wheel so the front wheels were pointed in the same direction that the rear of the truck was sliding. He�d exaggerated the slide because he forgot to take his foot off the accelerator. When he finally did, the vehicle was sailing sideways toward the pileup.
Suddenly, the front tires grabbed less icy pavement, causing the back to turn completely around. They were now moving backwards toward the pileup. Owen slammed on the brakes, which slowed the Bronco somewhat, but it didn�t prevent it from backing into the side of a red Kia Soul compact.
The impact threw everyone against their seats. The lightweight compact car was too small to damage the steel bumper of the Bronco. However, it did serve to slow their progress toward the pileup. Seconds later, they came to a halt, pointed in the opposite direction, but part of the seven-car wreck.
�Is everyone okay?� asked Owen.
Lacey nodded that she was, and Tucker didn�t reply, as he�d already begun to move the duffel bags around so he could get out.
�Tucker?� asked Lacey.
�Yeah, I�m fine. We gotta get out there. I saw bodies lying in the road.�
Both Lacey and Owen exited the truck simultaneously. After Tucker shuffled bags around, he was out, too. The first thing the three noticed was how cold it was.
�How did it get this cold in just a couple of hours?� asked Lacey.
�We�ve seen it before when we�ve been up this way,� replied Owen.
�Not in October,� she countered.
Tucker handed his parents their jackets, and he walked past them, sliding on his coat as he walked gingerly on the icy overpass. He glanced inside the Kia to confirm it was empty, and then he squeezed past the fender of a pickup truck that had run into the rear of a Chevy Camaro. The Camaro�s trunk lid had been forced upward by the impact.
Next to the pickup�s front bumper lay a dead man with a pistol by his side. A bullet-riddled body hung half in and half out of the Camaro. Both men were bloodied from what appeared to be a gun battle between them.
�Wait, Tucker! It may not be safe.� Owen attempted to catch up with his son, but Tucker wanted to see what had happened. By the time his parents had caught up to him, he�d picked up the pickup driver�s handgun and was examining it.
�Tucker, put that down,� his mother ordered. �The police will want to photograph and print that.�
�Mom, there are no police,� said Tucker. He handed the weapon to his father and walked to the other dead body. There was a handgun lying under his shoulder. Tucker didn�t hesitate to reach for it, apparently unaffected by the two dead men, who were covered in blood and snow.
�Where is everybody else?� asked Owen. �I count six other cars, but there are only these two drivers.�
Tucker was remarkably calm under the circumstances. �Maybe they ran off when the bullets started flying? If their cars didn�t run, what would be the point of sticking around and getting shot.� He studied the semiautomatic pistol and knelt down to wipe the blood off on a clean part of the dead man�s shirt. He stood and handed it to his father, who was now holding a weapon in each hand as if they were sunny-side-up eggs poised to run off his palms if he didn�t hold them just right.
�How are we gonna get through this?� asked Lacey.
Owen stepped forward with his palms up, guns in hand. �I think we could ease by the Camaro here and nudge our way over that way. If we hug the guardrail, we can force our way past those last couple of cars.�
Lacey looked around as the snow began to fall in heavy, thick flakes. The weather would only make their task more difficult if they hesitated.
�Okay, that�s all we�ve got.�
Tucker grabbed the Camaro driver by the arms and dragged him out of the front seat. He slid the corpse out of the way next to the car�s rear wheels.
Owen looked down at the guns, and he finally had the courage to grip them by the handles. It was a symbolic gesture as he took ownership of the two weapons, something he never thought he�d do. Then he made another suggestion that was a first.
�I think we should go through these cars and see if there is anything we could use. I know, I know, it�s like stealing. But really, is it? This has all been abandoned. And certainly, these two dead guys won�t know.�
�Dad�s right. We already know that we might have to steal gas to keep going. We might as well see if there�s anything we need. We can always leave the rest for somebody else.�
Both guys looked forward toward the pileup as they contemplated their first attempt at looting, or foraging, depending on how they looked at it. They were surprised when Lacey spoke up.
�Are you talking about stuff like this?� she asked as she reached into the pickup truck bed and lifted one of two red five-gallon gas cans onto the fender. For Lacey, there was no doubt. She considered their actions to be foraging and necessary for her family�s survival.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Monday, October 28
CVS Pharmacy
Fairfax, Virginia

There was an old saying in the American Midwest. Pigs get fat, and hogs get slaughtered. It was an idiom applied to any number of things that meant a person should be satisfied at some point because when they become too greedy, they may lose it all.
Peter and Jackie had gone to great risk to break into the CVS Pharmacy. Evidence of looting was everywhere in that part of Fairfax, Virginia. The mall had been taken over by an armed gang. Vehicles were burning around them. Soot-filled air threatened to kill people with compromised respiratory systems.
He had one job, which was to locate insulin for the diabetic grandmother. However, the opportunity arose to pillage an actual drugstore and its prescription medications. Peter suspected that those who followed him would seek out opioids, narcotics and all kinds of mind-altering drugs. He took a different approach.
First, he secured Asia�s insulin. He knew nothing about it. The brands varied, and their uses did as well. Rapid acting. Short acting. Long acting. It didn�t matter. He shoveled it all into a CVS Pharmacy shopping tote and set it next to his point of entry. Then he went shopping.
He prioritized finding pharmaceutical-grade potassium iodide, a task that took ten minutes as he searched for a needle in the haystack. Periodically, he shouted to Jackie to confirm they were still safe. Her response was always the same. Nothing.
So Peter continued rummaging around. This time, he was in search of antibiotics. Lacey had impressed upon him the importance of a basic first aid kit with antibiotic ointments when they camped in the wilderness. An infected injury could spread rapidly before the camper could see a doctor. Peter had never taken antibiotics, but he recognized the generic names�amoxicillin, doxycycline, sulfa drugs and cipro that was often used for respiratory infections. He thought that would be especially valuable with all the nuclear fallout in the air.
He filled up another sack with the antibiotics and set it on the countertop. Lastly, he thought about the most sought-after drugs on an abuser�s wish list. Could he use them as a bargaining chip? What could he trade fentanyl for? It was a pain medication a hundred times more potent than morphine.
With his flashlight leading the way, he studied the pharmacy shelves, looking for the opioids, stimulants, and even the depressants. He smiled to himself as he mumbled, �Take �em up. Bring �em down. Keep �em stoned in between.�
�Peter!� said Jackie in a loud whisper. She was just outside the pharmacy. �I didn�t see them coming.�
�What?� he asked nervously as he dropped the bag half full of downers. �Who?�
�Shhh!� she implored him to keep his voice down. �They came running from around the corner. I didn�t know whether I should shoot them.�
�Come on, man!� a deep voice bellowed from the front of the store.
Peter pointed toward the left where the shampoos and hair care products were located. He felt certain that wasn�t what the men were interested in. �Hide over there. If they start shooting, I�ll yell fire. You�ll have to help but not until you hear my voice.�
�You kids get the hell out of here!� ordered another man.
�Go! Go! Go!� ordered Peter in a loud whisper.
Suddenly flashlights were darting across the ceiling and the floor. The illumination from one barely missed Jackie as she darted in front of the approaching men seeking a place to hide.
�It�s locked down!� One of the men shouted. His partner quickly rebuked him.
�We got this, man. Stand aside.�
Peter moved the totes of insulin and antibiotics across the counter to the side of the computer register. He wasn�t sure how this was going to play out, but he certainly wanted to stay alive first and protect the drugs second. He crouched down and moved as far back into the dark recesses of the pharmacy as he could yet still be able to watch their movements.
The four men huddled in front of the drop-off window. Thus far, none of them had the presence of mind to look up to notice the missing ceiling tiles.
Peter readied his weapon. He had to remain disciplined.
SMACK! SMACK!
The sound of the countertop being broken apart with a sledgehammer filled the air. The kids from the food aisle apparently hadn�t left yet, by their shrieks and screams. They raced out the front door, leaving their snacks behind.
�Put your back into it! Gimme that thing!�
The intruders changed positions.
SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!
This man was stronger, and soon debris was flying inward as the countertop succumbed to the pummeling of the sledgehammer. With smaller, precision blows, a hole was quickly opened up, and the men began to crawl through.
Peter was not a murderer, but he was a killer. He�d taken another�s life in an effort to survive a terrorist attack. An hour after the shooting in Abu Dhabi, he�d vomited all over the interrogation table at the Abu Dhabi police headquarters. The realization had set in as to what he�d done. He wasn�t guilty or remorseful. He�d done what he had to. Yet that first kill still ran through his mind.
He wondered if the second, third or even fifth would stick with him as well.
Peter moved slowly to the far end of the pharmacy near the consultation room. He kept his gun pointed toward the counter, where the men were on their hands and knees. They crawled gingerly over the splinters without a sense of urgency. One after another, they made their way inside, helping the next man to his feet. Peter�s mind raced as he considered his options.
Should he hold them at gunpoint, demanding they move to the back of the store while he escaped through the hole they�d made? Should he demand to see their weapons? Would they comply or open fire? Could he take them all in a gunfight? These guys looked streetwise. Real killers, unlike him.
Until now.
Once the four men were inside, Peter begged God�s forgiveness and began shooting. He fired four shots in rapid succession, striking each man in some part of their upper body. Two fell to their knees, and the other two attempted to dive for cover.
Peter moved quickly toward them. He shot the two men in front of him again in the chest. They were the most vulnerable and easy to kill.
A shot rang out and sailed past him, ricocheting off the steel grate. Peter instantly broke out into a sweat as he fell to his knees. He fired back wildly as he sent three rounds through the shelves of pharmaceuticals. One of the men groaned in pain.
Peter lost track of how many shots he�d fired. In his nervous state of mind, he couldn�t remember how many rounds his nine-millimeter magazines held. He knew he only had a couple left. Peter had trained with his uncle on how to shoot his Springfield 1911. But he hadn�t learned how to act in a gunfight. He�d learned the hard way how to survive through his reactions in Abu Dhabi, but he�d not thought about things like ammo discipline and having multiple magazines with him to reload.
He decided to bluff.
�You�re next, buddy! You can live through this and have all the drugs you want. I don�t want the shit you�re after. But you gotta slide your gun out and hold your hands high.�
�No way, asshole!�
�I know you�re hit!� Peter shouted back. �I�ve already killed these two. You�re the only thing that stands between me and the door. I�m not gonna mess with you, understand?�
The man didn�t say anything in response.
Peter heard the sound of feet shuffling. He thought the man might be scooting along the floor. He lowered his body and crawled toward the two dead men.
Neither had a gun in their hands because Peter had shot them before they could draw. He reached under the bloodied shirt of the first man, hoping to find the man�s weapon tucked in his waistband. He was apparently unarmed.
Now you�re a murderer, Peter, he thought to himself.
Peter slowly retreated to his original position. He heard the shuffling sound toward the back of the pharmacy. The man was wounded and acting like a trapped animal. He wasn�t to be trifled with, especially since Peter was down to a couple of bullets. He decided to take a chance.
He rose to his knees and blindly felt around the counter where he�d stashed the insulin and antibiotics. He found the handles to both bags and transferred them to his left hand. Then, with his gun trained on the sound of the movement at the back of the pharmacy, he slowly retreated backwards through the opening created by the looters.
As soon as he was beyond the counter, he rolled over toward Jackie�s position and breathed for the first time in more than a minute. Peter�s chest was heaving as he tried to calm himself and listen for his adversary to emerge from the pharmacy. Once he�d regained his composure, and satisfied the man wasn�t pursuing him, Peter rose to his feet and made his way into the hair products section.
�Jackie! Let�s go!�
There was no answer.
Peter dropped the bags to the carpeted floor and gripped his pistol with both hands. He let the barrel lead the way toward the far wall of the store. He didn�t want to call out her name again in case the men had someone else with them.
Aisle by aisle, Peter inched up to the end cap of the display shelves and then revealed himself, ready to shoot. Each time, nobody materialized. At the last aisle, he glanced to his left at a tall L�Oreal display and then down the aisle.
Still nothing.
He took a chance. �Jackie!�
He sensed movement. He swung around and pointed his weapon at the display. It moved slightly, so Peter crouched into a shooting position.
�Peter, here I am.�

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Sunday, October 27
Driftwood Key

�Everything seems odd, doesn�t it?� asked Hank as Mike and Jessica joined him for a breakfast of eggs and fish. Phoebe had warned everyone that their meals would begin to become unexciting and simple. There were plenty of fish in the sea, she�d quipped. Then she reminded them that their regular fish diet would be coupled with perishables in case the power went out permanently.
�That�s an understatement, Hank,� said Mike, laughing. �What was your first clue?�
�No, you know what I mean. I had a routine that I�d lived by for years and years. Guests came and went. There were regular chores to do, and then sometimes, we�d have something out of the ordinary to break up the monotony.�
�I�ll say this,� said Jessica with a mouthful of food. She pointed her fork toward the main highway. �Out there, those partying fools haven�t missed a beat. It�s the darndest thing. They all agree it�s the end of the world as we know it. What they disagree on is what to do about it.�
Mike shook his head and finished his meal. �We�ve really got our hands full, Hank. I told Jess that we�re surrounded by four different groups. There are the locals, like us, who�re kinda adopting a hunker-down-and-see-what-happens-next approach.
�Then you got the inbound tourists, who, by the way, babe, we�re gonna shut out starting this afternoon.�
Jessica leaned back in her chair. �They�re cutting off the island?�
Mike nodded. �Outbound only unless they can provide proof of residency such as a driver�s license or a deed.�
�Wow, that�s big,� said Jessica.
�The Conch Republic rises from the ashes,� added Hank with a smile.
Mike explained, �Well, we�ve caught bits and pieces on the news of things Hank�s already learned from the Ag secretary and Peter. Hell, we can see and feel it for ourselves. It�s getting colder. A little bit at a time, but noticeable.�
Jessica nodded in agreement. �The haze started before the bombs dropped here. It�s a lot worse than Thursday.�
�People in the southeast who weren�t impacted by the EMP or the blackouts began to drive south as the news media frightened everyone with this nuclear winter thing,� said Mike. �The consensus seems to be that the best place to be in America is the southernmost point�Key West.�
�Just where the hell do they expect to stay?� asked Hank.
�Wherever, apparently,� Mike replied. �If they run out of gas, they take up residency off the side of the road and use their car as a temporary shelter. They�re offering outrageous sums of money to hotel owners to let them stay there. All cash transactions. If they don�t have money, they�re breaking into any structure they can find. Hell, the owner of the Marathon boatyard ran off several families who pried open yachts and settled in for the night.�
Hank asked a logical question. �Okay, so we�ve all got our passports from the Conch Republic and have sworn allegiance and all of that. Big deal. But can Monroe County legally cut itself off from the rest of the state? The whole country for that matter.�
�I guess we�ll find out,� replied Mike. �The sheriff radioed me this morning and told us to report to the Key Largo Fire Department at Reef Drive. We�re gonna close off the access and send people back up north.�
�What if they refuse?� asked Jessica. �We let nonviolents out of jail yesterday.�
Mike shrugged. �Again, I don�t know, but I will say this. It�s absolutely necessary. The other tourists who remained in the Keys are causing a helluva problem. They�re almost lawless. They stay drunk. They tear shit up. They know there aren�t enough cops to stop them. It�s just a matter of time before the locals start taking the law into their own hands.�
�Where are the hotspots?� asked Hank.
�Key West and Key Largo,� replied Jessica.
Mike added, �I�m speculating now, but if it were me, I�d close off the Keys and stop the bleeding, so to speak. Then we�d systematically throw out everyone who doesn�t belong here.�
Hank scowled. �That�s kinda harsh, isn�t it?�
�Not really,� Mike shot back. �It�s not that different from what you had to do here.�
�I was giving those people a head start based upon a hunch,� argued Hank. �If they got stuck here, we wouldn�t be able to feed them.�
�Same thing out there,� countered Mike. �The grocery stores are closed, not because of the brownouts, but because they�re empty. When I say empty, I�m talking about everything. Publix maintained its normal pricing, and they were emptied first. The C-Stores and mom-and-pops jacked their prices up, and they still sold virtually everything in sight. Hell, twenty-pound bags of ice were goin� for a hundred bucks.�
Hank didn�t respond. He was pensive as he thought about the fate of those he�d sent home. He hoped he did the right thing.
�We need to get going,� said Jessica, taking advantage of the pause in the conversation. It wasn�t heated between the two brothers, but it certainly could�ve headed that way if their difference of opinion became an argument.
Hank cleared the table as the two sheriff�s department employees headed out for the day. Jimmy and Sonny were tending to the hydroponics and greenhouses. Hank intended to cover any of the machinery used on Driftwood Key with a tarp or at least plastic sheeting to shield it from the smoky air.
When he entered the kitchen, Phoebe was in the middle of a project.
�You look like a chemist,� he said with a chuckle. �What are you up to?�
�While I have power, I�m working up several batches of essential oils that we might need.�
�Does it have to do with one of your conch concoctions?� asked Hank jokingly. Phoebe had been infusing conch, supposedly a natural aphrodisiac, into Hank�s morning power shakes. Especially when there were lady guests staying at the inn.
�No, but I think you�ve forgotten that your ancestors were big believers in its natural benefits, like iron, calcium, and vitamins E and B12.�
�Yeah, yeah. So what are you working on?�
�Mr. Hank, sometimes you have to do things that you never imagined you�d need to do, much less use,� she replied. She placed her hand on a book with recipes for using essential oils and spun it around for Hank to see. �I�m making this recipe for radiation exposure damage. Did you know many cancer patients who are required to have radiation therapy use antioxidants and essential oils to minimize the damage to their skin and organs?�
Hank flinched at the mention of the C-word, cancer. His wife, Megan, had died of breast cancer eight years prior. He didn�t respond, and Phoebe noticed his reaction, so she continued.
�She didn�t want you to know about how much pain she was in, Mr. Hank. I helped her through it the best I could using this recipe.� She paused to pick up a bronze glass medicine dropper bottle and handed it to Hank. It was labeled QuadShield.
�What is QuadShield?� he asked.
�It�s a brand of essential oils that I can recreate on my own with this recipe. It has a blend of Melrose and citrus oils like lemon and orange. When you take it with vitamin C, which we bought before, you know, the bombs, plus a medicine like Megan�s thyroid capsules, your body can fight off the effects of the radiation.�
�I�m sure none of her medicine is still around,� said Hank.
�True, but there are natural alternatives like bananas, which are rich in potassium, and this.� She reached for a four-pound box of Morton iodized table salt. She refilled the salt shakers in the bar and dining room with it.
�Will that work?� Hank asked. �I mean, to block radiation or whatever.�
�I hope we�ll never have to find out, but for now, it�s all we�ve got.�
Hank nodded his approval. He began to wander around the kitchen, randomly picking up dropper bottles and reading the labels. Lavender, lemon, peppermint, rosemary, and chamomile were some of the ingredients he saw used the most often. Each label also had the oil�s proposed use, including antibacterial, pain, headache, and stress.
�I�ll take a bottle of this,� he said before adding, �Make it a double.�
It was lavender, the most effective essential oil for stress.

PART IV
Day eleven, Monday, October 28


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Monday, October 28
Fairfax, Virginia

Jackie was sobbing as Peter grasped her by the hand and led her through the CVS parking lot. He constantly glanced over his shoulder to watch for the last gunman to emerge in some poorly conceived effort to gain revenge for the deaths of his buddies. Peter had murdered them. That was a fact. Not that his actions could ever be justified, he knew that if he didn�t strike first, they would�ve killed him.
Once they crossed the boulevard and entered the woods, Jackie dropped to her knees from mental and physical exhaustion. Peter knelt down next to her. The sun was rising although it was mostly obscured by the smoky skies. The fires surrounding Washington had apparently intensified, and the cloud floating above them was mostly black from soot.
�I�m so sorry,� she said between her deep breaths and sniffles. �You needed me to protect you, and I crawled in the corner to hide.�
Peter gently patted her on the back as if she were a child. To him, it had all worked out well. At least she hadn�t panicked and shot him when he exited the pharmacy area.
�No worries. We�ve got your grandmother�s medicine and a few other things. That�s all that matters.�
�I knew them. At least one of them, anyway.� Jackie wiped her face and nose with her sleeve. Her blubbering subsided as she gathered herself. She glanced through the shrubs toward the drugstore before standing with the assistance of Peter. �I went to high school with him. I hope you shot him. He deserved to die.�
Peter scowled. �Whadya mean?�
�He raped my girlfriend when she was just thirteen. She went to a party to have fun. He was a senior in high school and got her drunk. When she passed out, he raped her.�
�God, Jackie. That�s awful. I�m so��
�She tried to tell the police, but they said they couldn�t prove it,� Jackie continued. Her jaw was set, and there was anger in her eyes. �After they let him off the hook, he bragged all over school about his conquest, as he called it. My friend and I later found out he did this to other girls.�
Peter had no idea which man she was referring to. As they�d entered the pharmacy, he�d taken them out. Not that it mattered. Certainly, three of them were dead, and the fourth was like a frightened animal bleeding out in the back of the building.
�Well, it�s over now. Come on. Your grandmother and those cute little kids need you.�
Jackie laughed and spontaneously hugged Peter. �They�re not cute, frat boy. They are monsters.�
Peter laughed as he pointed down the path they�d used earlier. �Somehow I doubt that. They seemed well behaved when I was there.�
�They were afraid. Once they get to know you, the true monster comes out of all of them.�
Talking about her siblings seemed to place a new spring in Jackie�s step. She began to half-jog down the path, forcing Peter to do the same to catch up. Once they hit the sidewalks winding their way through the apartment complexes, Jackie was taking long strides as if she were power walking. Peter was amazed at how quickly she�d recovered from her angst.
�Mamaw is gonna be all right, isn�t she?� asked Jackie as they arrived at their complex.
Peter reached out to grab her arm. �Let�s talk about that before we get there. Jackie, this is just a temporary solution for her. I mean, after it�s taken from the fridge, it should last several weeks as long as temperatures stay cool.�
�You mean like they are right now?�
In the excitement, Peter hadn�t noticed the sudden drop in temperatures. �Yeah, actually. But what I�m saying is that this will run out eventually. You�re gonna have to find a hospital for her. I don�t think you can count on help from the government anytime soon.�
�You and I can start working on it tomorrow,� Jackie said as she started walking toward her building.
No, Jackie. Not me. I�ve gotta go.
The two of them rounded the corner and marched toward her apartment. Jackie suddenly stopped.
The front door was wide open.
�Something�s wrong,� she muttered as she took off running. �Mamaw!�
�Jackie, is that one of the kids over there?� asked Peter, pointing toward the parking lot.
Jackie took a step toward her youngest sibling. �Taysha! Come here. What are you�?�
�Jackie! Help!� her oldest sister screamed at her from inside the apartment, drawing her attention from the wandering child.
She raced ahead and rushed through the doorway. She immediately stopped and covered her nose and mouth with her arm. The apartment reeked with the stench of vomit.
Her grandmother was sprawled out on the floor facedown. She�d emptied the contents of her stomach next to her chair and again when she hit the floor.
�Mamaw!� Jackie screamed as she fell to her knees beside Asia.
Peter joined her. He pressed two fingers under her jaw against her carotid artery to feel for her pulse. Her meaty throat made it difficult.
�Help me roll her onto her side.�
�What?�
�Jackie, come on. Roll her over.�
It was difficult to move the extremely overweight woman. Peter needed to determine if she was alive. As they rolled her over, Asia began to gasp for air. She coughed up the last of the vomit in her throat and began to take rapid, shallow breaths.
�Honey, go get your sister out of the parking lot,� Jackie ordered her sister. Then she turned to Peter and looked him in the face. �Is she dying? We gotta do something!�
�Hold her steady.� Peter dumped the bag of insulin bottles onto the floor. He ripped open his cargo pants pocket and located the tactical flashlight. He read the labels of the dozens of insulin vials, looking for answers as to which one to give her. �Jackie, do you know what kind to use? They�re all different.�
�She uses Tresiba. It lasts almost two days.�
�We need something fast acting,� said Peter.
Asia began to get the dry heaves, as the contents of her stomach had emptied. �Peter! We have to do something!�
�Get me a syringe!�
Peter frantically read the labels. His hands were shaking, as he could feel Asia�s life slipping away. Then he held a vial and rotated it through his fingers. This had to be it.
Jackie returned with a syringe. Peter handed her the vial.
�Are you sure?� she asked.
�No, but we have to try. It�s called Novorapid. Rapid means fast. Do it!�
Jackie, who�d administered her grandmother�s insulin shots in the past, expertly drew out a large dose of the fast-acting insulin. She pulled her grandmother�s nightgown aside, exposing her belly. She inserted the needle and depressed the plunger. Then, with a sigh, she lovingly covered Asia�s stomach.
She managed a chuckle. �She�d kill me if she knew you saw her uncovered like that.�
Peter reached over and squeezed her hand. �When she comes to, we�ll gladly take the tongue-lashing, right?�
Her siblings had returned, and she ordered them to their rooms. If Asia was going to die on the living room floor, she didn�t want the young children to witness it. She and Peter sat on their knees next to Asia. Jackie lovingly stroked her grandmother�s face as the minimal sunlight moved across the horizon so that it shone through the open doorway.
Asia�s breathing became less labored. Her clammy skin became warmer. She began to stir.
�What happened?� she whispered. Her voice was strained from the vomiting fits.
�We�re here, Mamaw. Don�t worry. We got your medicine.�
Peter whispered to Jackie, �How do you test her blood sugar? Do you have anything besides the glucose meters?�
�She has a patch on her other arm,� replied Jackie. �It�s called a FreeStyle Libre. It constantly checks her blood sugar levels.�
�We�ve gotta help her up to check it.�
Jackie shook her head. �It quit working after the bomb hit.�
�Jackie! Is Mamaw okay?� It was her little brother.
�Yes! She�s gonna be all right.�
Peter agreed, for now. Asia was breathing normally and began to complain about the vomit. Peter helped her sit upright, and Jackie instructed the kids to come out of their rooms.
The kids raced to embrace their grandmother. Nobody cared about the mess on the floor and her gown. Then they cried tears of joy because they hadn�t lost the woman who�d been forced to raise them for the last couple of years. Jackie let out all of her emotions again, relieved that she didn�t have to carry the burden of protecting her siblings, and herself, alone.
Peter didn�t try to stop the tears flowing down his cheeks. Breaking into the pharmacy. Shooting those men. All of it was worth this moment. The saving of a good woman�s life. The ability to give these kids a chance to survive.
He stood and stepped back from the family as they held one another. Then, as if the sun had been eclipsed, the minimal amount of sunlight went away. Instinctively, Peter swung around to look outside. What he found was a hulking figure that filled the door frame from side to side and top to bottom.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Monday, October 28
Fairfax, Virginia

�Who are you?� the man�s deep voice boomed through the living room. Peter was frozen, unsure of what to do. He hesitated to reach for his weapon in case the man had a gun in his hands. What happened next shocked him.
�Daddy!� jubilantly yelled one of the kids.
Jackie�s father, a gentle giant of a man, entered his living room, allowing the hazy sunlight to enter with him. He dwarfed Peter and stood somewhat menacingly just a few feet away. Then he was surrounded by arms and hugs and joyful tears as his three youngest rushed to his side.
�Praise Jesus!� exclaimed Asia. She grasped Jackie�s arms. �Help me up, honey.�
Peter was still speechless as he stood off to the side, the man�s wary eyes locked on his. Their father knelt down and wrapped his massive arms around all three of the young children and lifted them into the air. His son hugged his dad�s neck while the others were easily hoisted upward until they wrapped their legs around his waist. Peter had never seen anything like it.
�Mama, are you okay?� he asked.
�Yes, son. I am,� she replied as she leaned on Jackie to stay upright. She had difficulty standing on a good day. This one had started out poorly, but things were looking up.
Jackie appeared to be in a state of shock. Almost in disbelief. She�d been through so much trying to carry the load as a teenager. His sudden appearance was surreal.
�Peter, this is my daddy, Al.�
Al set his youngest kids down, still keeping a guarded eye on Peter. He slowly approached Jackie and his mother. Without regard to the vomit-covered clothing on both of them, he hugged them and showed his tender side as tears began to stream down his face.
�I�ve missed y�all so much,� he said as he choked back the tears. �I�ve worried every minute since, you know. God has answered my prayers.�
�Ours too, Daddy,� said Jackie.
She stepped back to allow mother and son to reunite. They held each other for half a minute, whispering in each other�s ear. When they finally broke their embrace, Al grabbed his mother�s walker for her, and she made her way down the hallway toward her bedroom to clean up.
Finally, Al spoke directly to Peter. He reached toward Peter to shake hands. Peter was struck by the size of the man�s hand and fully expected his to be crushed by the handshake. Instead, it was rough but somehow soothing.
�Mama said God sent you to save her life. Is that true?�
�Well�� Peter began before Jackie interrupted.
�Yes, Daddy. He did. If it wasn�t for Peter ��
Her voice trailed off as her eyes welled up with tears again. She wrapped her arms around her father, as did her brother and sisters. The family enjoyed another moment as Peter watched. He was beginning to get the sense he was intruding upon their reunion. He looked around the living room for his gear and the second bag of pharmaceuticals he�d managed to gather.
Al whispered to his children, �My babies, go to your room for a minute while I talk to this gentleman and Jackie. Okay?�
�Daddy, we wanna hear all about your trip home,� said the oldest of the three.
�No, baby girl, you don�t. Now, hop to it.�
The three feigned being upset in a childish sort of way, but they dutifully followed their father�s orders. When they�d left, Al turned to Peter.
�I wanna hear about how you got Mama her insulin.�
Jackie stood tall and pulled her shoulders back. She was still nearly a foot and a half shorter than her father, but in that moment she, too, was a giant as she threw his words back at him.
�No, Daddy, you don�t.�
The insolence was not lost on Al, and he immediately bellowed in laughter. Peter doubted the loving father had had many opportunities to laugh like that in the last couple of years. It made all three of them feel good.
After he calmed down, with a toothy grin, he pointed at Jackie. �I�m gonna give you a pass this time, young lady. There will be a time when we�ll discuss this and everything else. For now, I�d like to talk to Peter.�
�I�ll go change clothes,� said Jackie. She hugged her dad around the neck and kissed him on the cheek. Once he and Peter were alone, Al sat on the couch, and Peter pulled a chair from the dinette set.
The two men chatted about their experiences since the bombs hit. Al explained that he�d been convicted of conspiracy to distribute drugs although he never actually sold them himself. He�d been arrested driving a delivery van that had opioids hidden in the back. He�d refused to testify against his employers and was saddled with a stint in the Virginia prison system at Coffeewood, southwest of Fairfax, on the way to Charlottesville.
His wife had been similarly charged on another bust except her charges were federal in nature. She was housed at the Federal Prison Camp in Alderson, West Virginia. It was the same facility that had held TV icon and businesswoman Martha Stewart.
�Al, I was glad to help. Please don�t be too hard on Jackie. She�s been through a lot, and I had no business allowing her to go with me to the CVS.�
�She�s headstrong, like her mother. Even if you told her no at the top of your lungs, she would�ve just followed you over there anyway.�
Peter laughed. �Asia said the same thing. I figured that out pretty quick.�
�I don�t know how I can repay you for saving Mama�s life and, really, all of my kids. She�s overweight, but she gives this whole family strength.�
�Don�t worry about it. They�re tough, and I see they have their father, and Asia, to thank for that. I do need to be on my way, though.�
�Where to?�
�My family lives in the Keys. It�s a long haul.�
�No doubt about that,� said Al as he nodded his head. �Do you have a car that runs?�
�No,� Peter replied. He pointed toward the duffel bags, backpacks, and camping gear. �I�m gonna walk.�
Al thought for a moment, and then he stood from the couch. �I have something that�ll help.�
He walked through the front door onto the sidewalk. Lying on the ground was a gray Schwinn Mendocino bicycle. It was an eBike, a new design of electric bicycle with a rack-mounted battery above the rear wheel.
�I felt bad because they let me out of jail, and less than a day later, I stole something,� explained Al. �The battery needs chargin�, but I couldn�t figure out how. Either way, it pedals like a regular bike and holds me pretty good. You might be able to strap your bags on the rack or somethin� like that.�
Peter walked to the bike and set it upright. It appeared to be fairly new. Then he hesitated as he set it against a support post holding up the walkway above them.
�I can�t, Al. You�re gonna need this to find your mom a hospital.�
�No arguments. Jackie and I can manage. This is perfect for you, and you know it.�
Peter nodded and shrugged. Other than a nonstop flight from Dulles to Miami that wouldn�t likely happen for years, this was his best option.
�Okay. I have something for you, too.�
Peter wheeled the bicycle closer to the front door so it didn�t inadvertently ride off with someone else. The family had gathered in the living room again, and Jackie worked with her sisters to clean up the floor.
He gathered up the medications and distributed the potassium iodide tablets for everyone to take. He also provided them a bottle of amoxicillin for infections.
Finally, the tears flowed once again as Peter said goodbye to everyone, especially Jackie. They hugged until she finally relented. It was if she thought she could keep him if she didn�t let go.
But go he did. Peter had a long journey ahead of him. One that would present him with many challenges if the stories Al relayed were true. Staying nourished and healthy would only be part of his difficult task. Not being killed for his belongings would be a bigger one.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Monday, October 28
SNO-PARK at Echo Lake
Near South Lake Tahoe, California

The night before, Lacey and her family had ventured up the access road leading to Echo Lake and its surrounding campgrounds. It had taken them several hours to search for anything of value in the wrecked vehicles on the bridge. In addition to finding the ammunition for both pistols, the pickup had two full cans of gasoline, a loaded shotgun, and two hunting knives. Some of the other things they found included a Craftsman toolbox containing a variety of tools and several operable flashlights with batteries. Pushing through the pileup was an arduous task considering the slick conditions, but the additional snowfall proved to be a benefit, as the mud and snow tires mounted on the Bronco were up to the task.
It was getting dark, and Lacey was concerned about approaching South Lake Tahoe on the Nevada side of the state line. This was a tourist destination full of casinos, hotels, and surrounding campgrounds. The town was likely full of people, as, ordinarily, October was a beautiful time to visit the mountainous region.
So they turned off the highway and ventured up the access road toward Echo Lake, an outdoor paradise allowing visitors to hike, camp, and cross-country ski in the winter. A mile up the road was the first SNO-PARK, a permit-only parking area maintained by the State of California for visitors to be guaranteed a parking space that had been plowed in the winter.
They discovered several cars abandoned there despite the fact it was the least active of the nineteen SNO-PARK locations at Echo Lake. Once Owen pulled up to the small cabin that was used as a visitors� information center, he parked the truck, allowing the three of them to observe their surroundings.
�If anybody�s here, I�m sure they�ll show themselves out of curiosity, don�t you think?� Lacey asked.
�I agree,� replied Owen. �Plus, it�s been three days since they hit the west coast. I imagine these people walked the ten or twelve miles to Tahoe.�
�Do you want me to go look around?� asked Tucker. �I could take a gun for��
�No!� protested Lacey a little too aggressively. She caught herself and explained, �Tucker, you need to learn how to use a gun first. I think I�m the only one who�s ever shot a gun, and that was when I was a teenager.�
�That�s right, son. You can�t mess around with those things. Your mom has to teach us both how to use them.�
�We don�t have enough bullets to practice,� said Tucker.
�That�s true, but it doesn�t mean we can�t practice. Uncle Mike taught me how to handle a weapon by dry-fire training.�
�Dry-fire?� asked Tucker.
�That�s right. I�ll teach you what I know about handling a gun safely, and then we�ll practice pointing and shooting with no bullets in the gun. It�s called dry-fire shooting. Believe it or not, I got pretty good at shooting before I ever fired an actual bullet.�
Tucker was anxious. �Let�s get started!�
�Let�s make camp first,� said Owen, tamping down Tucker�s enthusiasm to practice with the weapons. He turned to Lacey. �Since you can handle a gun, can you stand watch while Tucker and I set up a camp? I wanna check out the little cabin. It looks like it has a stovepipe sticking up through the roof.�
Lacey checked the twelve-round magazine and confirmed it was full. She reinserted it into the base of the PT-111 Millennium Pro nine-millimeter handgun made by Taurus. It was a compact model and fit into her hand easily. She smiled and nodded to her husband, appreciating the confidence he had in her.
�Okay, I�ll walk around the truck while you guys get us set up. There�s some firewood over there, if you can use it.�
�We�re gonna have to sleep in shifts from now on, don�t you think?� Owen asked.
She grimaced and managed a smile. If the shoot-out at the bridge was any indication, their world was far more dangerous than it had been prior to the bombings.
�Dad, the door�s open,� announced Tucker, who had slipped out of his father�s sight and approached the visitors� building without him. He tried the light switch several times with no success. He used a penlight flashlight he�d found in the wrecked Kia to light up the small building. �There�s a wood-burning stove. The place was trashed by somebody, but the windows aren�t broken out.�
Ten minutes later, a fire was built in the stove, and their sleeping bags with bedding had been unloaded into the small cabin. It was plenty warm, and the trio was in good spirits as they settled down for the second of their three meals of stale MRE bars.
�These things taste awful, but they give you enough energy to make it through the day,� said Owen.
�We�re gonna have to find real food, Dad. This stuff sucks. Plus, we only have one more for each of us.�
�We can check out these cars in the morning,� said Owen.
�I already looked,� said Lacey. �I wandered around to make sure nobody was hiding. Most are locked, not that I saw anything in plain view anyway.�
�That sucks,� said Tucker with a moan.
Owen tried to be realistic. �We�ll just have to pick and choose our opportunities to eat. Tonight, after we drain our water, let�s pack the empty bottles with snow and bring them inside to thaw. We can fill up our containers before we leave and filter out the ash and soot later.�
�Which way should we go?� asked Lacey.
�I was looking at the map,� Owen began to reply. �The problem with all of these back roads is they�re curvy and mountainous. I was looking at Highway 50, which we took to this point from Placerville. It stretches all the way into Colorado and beyond. Because it�s a U.S. highway and not a state or local road, they probably went through the trouble to blast out mountains to keep the road grade kinda flat and the direction straight. I vote we take it across Nevada, Utah, and Colorado until we reach Kansas. At that point, we�re on flatlands, and taking a back-roads route will be much easier.�
Lacey shrugged and finished off her MRE bar. �Works for me.�
�I don�t care. Y�all are doin� the driving. Maybe in Kansas I can practice driving?� Tucker used his best I�m-a-responsible-teenager tone of voice.
Owen chuckled. �Okay, maybe. Son, why don�t you take the first watch?�
�Cool,� said Tucker. He stretched out his arm toward his mother. �Mom?�
Tucker expected her to hand over the pistol. Instead, he got an empty MRE wrapper.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Monday, October 28
Driftwood Key

�I missed these evenings,� said Jessica as she peeled off her sneakers and sport socks. She and Mike had spent the day herding nonresidents off the Keys, a task that was met with loads of open hostility but, fortunately, no violence.
Phoebe had noticed the stress the Albrights were under. Between the two law enforcement officers acting to keep the peace in the Keys and Hank, who, despite his statements to the contrary, had become increasingly worried about the welfare of Peter and Lacey, together with her family, the family remained on edge.
Phoebe had managed their provisions well and had learned to take advantage of the few hours a day when the electricity was still on. The rolling blackouts had become more frequent and came without warning. When the power was restored, albeit temporarily, she summoned everyone to help her cook, do laundry, and prepare meals to be frozen.
Tonight, she wanted to give the trio a chance to relax like they had before the attacks. She made a pitcher of the inn�s signature mojitos to be shared by Hank and Jessica. Mike was provided a fifth of Jack Daniel�s with a glass and a bottle of water. Ice was available but was dispensed sparingly. The Manitowoc commercial ice makers couldn�t generate enough ice during the brownouts to keep up with their needs. For tonight, they were given a bucketful stored in an Igloo cooler.
Hank nodded as he raised his glass to toast with the others. They clinked their glasses and took a generous first sip to start the evening.
He was appreciative of Phoebe�s thoughtfulness and thanked her several times before she finally told him to hush. After she left, he expanded on Jessica�s comment.
�Even though we operated a fairly quiet hotel, you could always feel the energy of the guests around us. They were here for a good time, and we never had to pull them back by the reins. I don�t think there was a single instance since I took over that we�ve had to ask someone to leave due to bad behavior.�
Mike laughed. �I remember when Mom and Dad were running things. There was this rock-star guy who wanted to book the entire property for his entourage. They moved other reservations around and made him pay in advance. Do you remember what happened?�
Hank threw his head back and let out a hearty laugh. �Yeah. The kid was swimming in money, I guess. It makes me think I missed my calling.�
�Being a rock star?� asked Jessica.
�No, country. But the same thing.�
Mike laughed so hard he snorted. �Hank, there�s a big difference between having star power and singing karaoke down at Bobby�s Monkey Bar.� A local haunt frequented by locals, inside Bobby�s Monkey Bar one would find dozens of Velcro-handed monkeys dangling from chandeliers and rafters while others were perched on virtually any flat surface, smiles plastered on their faces and multicolored lights reflecting off their plastic eyes.
�I could�ve been good,� said Hank somewhat seriously. He was a beach crooner, but so were thousands of other people in the Florida Keys.
Mike continued the story. �Well, anyway, mister rock-n-roller parties with his bros and hos in the W hotel in Miami and tore the place up. They had to send the SWAT team to empty the suites he rented. He was taken to jail, held for several days without bond on some drug-related charge, and never made it to Driftwood Key.�
�I remember,� said Hank. �Mom decided not to book the rooms since they were paid for times two, right?�
�Yep,� answered Mike. He took a sip of his drink. �It was the one and only time we went to Disney World as kids.�
Hank sighed. His parents had been married to the inn. There was never a time that the two of them could be away together for more than a day. Hank and Mike had accepted that. They�d made the islands their playground.
The sun set over the Gulf of Mexico. The normally turquoise and orange hues were displaced by gray, drab clouds with a hint of burnt orange. The operative word being burnt.
Being situated directly between two bodies of water, the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico, was a benefit, as the winds blew continuously. The soot-filled air was present but less noticeable. Thus far, none of them had experienced the coughing fits taking place around other parts of the country.
�Did you guys learn anything new today?� asked Hank.
�Yeah, people hate cops,� said Jessica with a hint of snark.
�Nah,� said Mike. �They hate us right now because we�re making them leave. When they need us, they can�t wait to call and yell for help.�
�You know, at times it feels like a thankless job,� said Jess. �Then you make a rescue at sea. Or Mike solves a case. A life is saved or, at the very least, not ruined by some criminal. You become heroes again.�
Hank realized Mike hadn�t spoken about his serial murderer case since the bombs struck the mainland. �What about the killer? Do you think he left with the others?�
�My gut tells me no,� replied Mike. �Here�s the thing. Many of the facts point to a local, as hard as that is to believe. This guy knows the Keys. He�s dumped bodies where they can�t be found until decomposition has set in. His victims have been carefully selected, indicating he meets them in a setting that allows them to become intimate with one another.�
�Intimate?� asked Hank. �The victims have all been male. Is the killer gay?�
�That thought has crossed my mind,� replied Mike. �We do have a lead up in Key Largo that actually relates back to Miami. That vic was taken out of a bar by a well-dressed, supposedly attractive woman.�
Jessica joined in. �I told Mike it might be a cross-dresser. Or a transvestite.�
�There�s a difference?� asked Hank.
Jessica sipped her mojito and shrugged.
�Not really,� replied Mike. �Honestly, we don�t have enough to go on. It could be a guy who�s working with an accomplice. Maybe the two get their jollies killing?�
�Sick puppies,� quipped Jessica.
�No doubt,� said Mike. �In any event, at least so far, knock on wood, no other bodies have turned up. Also, we don�t have any new missing person reports for locals other than people wanting to find their loved ones on the mainland.�
�I know that feeling,� said Hank. �Are you still able to monitor the civil defense communications through Homeland Security?�
�They are at the main station,� replied Mike. �Jess and I are getting information secondhand through conversation with the deputies. The northeast is a hot mess. The west from the Rockies to the coast is on fire. There are parts that haven�t been affected yet, like Northern Nevada, Utah, and Southern Colorado. The rest � It�s pretty bad from what I�m hearing.�
Hank was sorry he asked, and Mike was sorry he answered. The topic put a damper on the evening, and minutes later, Hank poured himself another drink and told them he was going to turn in for the night even though it was barely nine o�clock.
For nearly thirty minutes, Mike and Jessica sat in silence. It was becoming colder, and Mike dug out a firepit with his feet. He approached the tiki bar that was normally surrounded by guests at that time of the evening. He pulled out a Duraflame fire log and a Bic stick lighter.
He rose from behind the bar, and a flash of light on the water caught his eye. He gently set everything on the bar top and listened. The faint sound of a boat engine idling close offshore captured his attention. He closed his eyes to block out the sound of the palm fronds rustling in the wind so he could focus.
He was certain now, as the inboard engines put off a distinctive sound when idling. He stood and cupped his eyes to prevent any ambient light from behind him interfering with his field of vision. The sound of a boat was confirmed. But there were no running lights to be seen. This meant only one thing to Mike.
Somebody was sneaking up on Driftwood Key.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Monday, October 28
Driftwood Key

Mike eased from behind the bar and walked in a low crouch back toward Jessica. He felt his right hip for his weapon, knowing full well he�d left it on the bed along with his clothes when he�d returned home. He stealthily approached his wife and whispered to her, �Do you have your sidearm?�
�Yeah. Strappin�, too. Why?� Jessica had made the decision to carry her service weapon on her hip as well as a smaller, concealed weapon strapped to her ankle under khaki pants. She�d been concerned about the reactions of the nonresidents to being removed from the Keys. She�d compared every encounter to walking into the middle of a domestic dispute.
�There�s a boat pretty close offshore. They�re idling, and they�ve turned off their running lights. It�s almost like they�re sizin� us up.�
Jessica stood and pulled her service weapon. She handed it to her husband and then retrieved the Sig Sauer P365 from her ankle holster near her bare feet. With dimensions and weight almost identical to a subcompact, the Sig P365 had a ten-plus-one capacity that gave her added protection in a potential shoot-out.
�Whadya wanna do? Warn them off?� she asked.
�I�d rather deal with them head-on; otherwise, they�ll just try to come back another time,� replied Mike as he walked slowly toward the dock.
�I�ve got your back, Detective,� she said jokingly. When on duty, the two routinely referred to one another by their rank within the Monroe County Sheriff�s Department.
The two hustled toward the dock and quietly walked along the high-dollar Trex composite decking that had replaced the deteriorating pressure-treated lumber years ago. It took a minute to walk in a low crouch to the end of the dock where the covered part of the decking was located.
Hank had secured the Hatteras with a tarp-like material just as he would�ve when a hurricane was approaching. After speaking to Peter and Erin, he was concerned about the boat�s electronics being exposed to the ash cloud spreading across the planet in the form of nuclear fallout.
Mike entered the covered area first, with his gun raised. Jessica waited, crouched several paces behind her husband, watching both sides of the dock. The couple was unsure of what they were facing, and they didn�t want to get caught bunched together in case the stalkers decided to open fire.
Mike focused on the boat. Its engines had been cut, but he could hear it drifting just on the other side of the Hatteras. Suddenly, he heard a faint click. Barely noticeable to most, but to Mike�s adrenaline-amped ears, it sounded like a symbol had been crashed together to end Tchaikovsky�s 1812 Overture.
The cocking of a pistol�s hammer was unmistakable. Mike dropped to a knee and whispered to Jessica, �Gun!� He�d lowered his body just in time.
A spattering of gunfire sailed by where he�d been standing only a split second before. The bullets embedded in the thatched hut�s supports or flew toward the beach. Mike glanced toward Jessica, who was crouched and ready to move. With hand signals, he directed her to go left toward the bow of their Hatteras, and he tapped his chest and pointed right. The center flybridge of the yacht would serve to split their target.
Jessica moved swiftly and crouched behind a white icebox used to preserve the catch of the day. It was empty and would provide little ballistic protection, but at least she could obscure herself from view. Mike went to the opposite end of the covered dock and crouched next to one of the telephone-pole-sized dock supports that had been driven into the ocean floor. He was exposed slightly, but it enabled him to get a clean shot if the assailants broke cover.
Their boat was a simple runabout made by Wellcraft. Roughly twenty-three feet long, the inboard was more for pleasure boating than anything. It was worthless for fishing other than around the dock with light tackle.
�Donde estan ellos?� one of the men asked in Spanish. Where are they?
�Los cobardes,� the other man responded with a chuckle. Cowards.
�Si. Rapido!� a third man ordered, telling the others to move quickly.
One of the men leapt from the rear engine cover of the Wellcraft onto the aft deck of the Hatteras. Mike didn�t hesitate to show them he wasn�t a coward.
He fired two rounds toward the shadowy target. He was unable to get a better view of the man, but at fifteen feet away, Mike was a deadly shot even in the pitch-black conditions.
�Vamos! Vamos!� shouted one of the men into the dark. The inboard engine of the Wellcraft fired, and the rumble of the exhaust caused the waters to churn.
Jessica took the offensive. She jumped onto the dock�s storage box and over the yacht�s railing. She slid across the deck on her knees until she reached the other side of the boat. She fired several rounds toward the steering console of the Wellcraft. A man screamed in pain and fell over the side of the runabout into the water.
The third man returned fire in Jessica�s direction. He never had a chance. Mike had climbed aboard the Hatteras and found the silhouette of his target in front of the Wellcraft�s dash. He fired three rounds in rapid succession, two to the body and one near the man�s head. Then, with a cool demeanor, he fired subsequent rounds into the heads of each of the would-be killers to ensure the battle was over.
�Three dead!� he shouted to Jessica as he scanned the interior of the boat.
�What the hell, Mike?� Jessica was astonished the men would fire upon them without compunction.
�Hey, is everybody okay?� Hank hollered from the end of the dock. Lights from several flashlights were dancing along the beach and trying to illuminate the end of the dock.
�Yeah! Clear!� replied Mike. Then he turned to Jessica. �I guess they planned to steal the boat or strip it for parts.�
The Wellcraft was still idling, but the waves from offshore had pushed it toward the Hatteras. This allowed Jessica to get a look inside.
�Gas cans and siphon hoses,� she said calmly. �They must not have seen us on the beach. They were gonna drain our tanks.�
Mike reached for the side rail of the Wellcraft and pulled it closer to him. He jumped on board and stepped over the dead body, careful not to slip on the blood covering the once white deck. He located the keys and cut the engine.
�Jimmy, tie them off,� Hank ordered as he arrived with the Frees. Everyone on Driftwood Key began to clean up the mess left by the shoot-out. Hank turned to Mike and shined the light in his face. �Don�t criminals give it a rest, even in the apocalypse?�
Mike took a deep breath and exhaled. �Apparently not.�

CHAPTER THIRTY

Tuesday, October 29
Key West, Florida

Serial killers were like functioning alcoholics. Their hunger for killing was every bit as strong as the drunk�s thirst for booze. The apocalypse didn�t change the insatiable needs of either the drunks or the demented.
If the Washington Post wrote an article about the most prolific serial killer in the history of the Florida Keys, they�d write that Patrick Hollister was a mild-mannered man who had a normal childhood.
His parents never divorced. Normal.
He grew up in a modest neighborhood. Normal.
He wasn�t a troublemaker in school and received good grades in all his studies. Normal.
He dated and eventually lived with a woman for a time. Normal.
He got a job as a banker and eventually became a branch manager. Normal.
Normal, normal, normal.
Only, Patrick Hollister was anything but. He�d learned he was gay when he attended the University of Florida in Gainesville. He tried to assimilate into the party scene there. College sports ruled supreme, and therefore drunken gatherings were the norm. He was a good-looking young man who seemed to attract interest from college girls, who often inquired about dating him. But he turned them down, claiming to be in a relationship with a girl back home.
Then, during one night of cocaine and excessive drinking, Patrick found himself in the dorm room of a buddy of his. The young man claimed to be bisexual, and he encouraged Patrick to explore his sexuality, which he did.
And he liked it. Yet, he didn�t. Even for the time, many in the LGBTQ community felt compelled to remain withdrawn from some aspects of society. �You can�t be an openly gay doctor or lawyer or accountant,� they told themselves.

Patrick soon began to resent the fact that he couldn�t be who he needed to be to live life to the fullest. So he learned to hide in plain sight by cross-dressing as a woman. At first, he was nervous as he went into public. He�d stroll the mall or go to a restaurant. Testing the waters of life as someone he wasn�t but who he wanted to be.
He continued through college, excelling at business administration, and graduated with high honors. From time to time, he�d sneak out of Gainesville and drive to Atlanta or Tampa or especially Orlando, where he could remain anonymous.
He�d meet men. Sometimes, he was Patrick. Other times, he was Patricia. He would change personas like most people changed socks. He mastered his craft and eventually settled on Patricia during the evening and Patrick during the day.
To say Patrick Hollister had descended into madness would be incorrect. He was simply mad. Not mad in the sense that he�d lost his mind, although many would argue anyone capable of the heinous murders he�d perpetrated must be at the highest level of bat-shit crazy.
No, Patrick was mad because he felt compelled to hide himself from the world. He felt cheap. Like he was forced to lurk in the shadows in order to find his soul mate. This ate away at him until he acted out in a drunken rage.
His first kill was a brutal affair. He�d had too much to drink, and the man he picked up in the bar was furious when he found out Patricia was actually Patrick. A fight ensued, and Patrick bludgeoned the man to death with a bottle of vodka before slicing open his throat. This happened in Ybor City near Tampa, a crime that was written off as a lovers� quarrel gone horribly wrong.
After that night, he�d never felt more alive. He killed twice more. Once in Orlando and a second time in Hialeah near Miami. Then he stopped. He tried to get a hold of himself.
With his degree and exceptional grades, he landed a job as an assistant manager at the Island State Bank branch in Islamorada. Then, by a stroke of luck, for him, anyway, the branch manager had a heart attack and died. He was named the temporary branch manager, a title that became permanent after six months. He was a young man and a hustler. Patrick had an empathetic side that endeared himself to all of his customers, young and old, male and female.
However, the hunger within him continued to fester. One thing he�d learned about himself was that his desire to kill, the act of stealing the life of another human being, gave him more pleasure than the sexual encounters he engaged in.
The silent rage festered within him, and he took his lust for murder to Coconut Grove. He scoped out the lively crowd. One lonely man emerged as an easy mark. The kill was enjoyable. Exhilarating. Worthy of taking the risk of doing it again.
With his appreciation of fashion and makeup, Patrick, as Patricia, became indistinguishable from any other attractive woman. So he tried his luck closer to home, adding to the excitement.
He killed again and again. Unable to stop. More frequent. Increasingly elaborate. Unlike the bludgeoning, brutal death of his first victim. Patrick was studying anatomy and surgical techniques and watching Dexter on Showtime. He�d learned how to do it right, and now, despite the apocalypse, Patricia was ready to strike again.
With the bank branches closed until further notice, he had a lot of free time on his hands. The first thing he did was gain access to the Island State Bank branch in Key West on Whitehead Street. The island-style property was in fact a historic home that had been renovated into a bank building. It still maintained its Key West character, so to the casual observer, it looked very much like a home with its Victorian appointments together with upper and lower wraparound decks.
Inside, the lower level was devoted to retail banking. Upstairs, bank officers dealing with money transfers and loan administration occupied several offices. There was also a fully furnished apartment for visiting members of the bank�s board of directors, who were scattered throughout the country.
Patrick decided to move into the apartment so he could be closer to the action. Gasoline was nowhere to be found, and his killing opportunities were greatly reduced at his home in Islamorada. He moved his clothes, and Patricia�s, to the bank located a block off famed Duval Street and set up a base of operations.
Once he was ready to hit the late-night party scene, Patricia ventured out to the Green Parrot, which was just down the street. She marveled at the number of people who�d remained in Key West to party like it was the end of the world. Well, she thought to herself as she strutted down the sidewalk, maybe it is. If so, she planned on going out with a smile on her face.
That night, there were innumerable opportunities to score, she realized as she nursed a mai tai through a tall straw. As had been her MO, tried and proven, she waited until closing time to scoop up just the right guy. Small in stature. Inebriated. Horny.
They left the bar together, and the young man tried to immediately get handsy with her. She playfully patted away his advances. To the other drunks roaming the streets of Key West at that hour, they looked like any other couple headed for a hotel room to hook up.
Patricia led him to the front of the bank. In the dark, the young man squinted his eyes to take in the magnificent house turned community bank that had graced the cover of many issues of Key West tourist publications.
�You live here?� He slurred his words.
�Yes, I do,� Patricia replied in a deep, raspy voice. �You wanna come in for, you know?�
He wobbled on his feet and grabbed the handrail next to him. �Only if you�ll marry me tomorrow.�
He began to laugh uproariously at his joking proposal. Patricia played along.
�Of course, but after we spend the night together, you may not like me anymore.�
�I doubt that, baby. Let�s do this.�
The drunk man pulled his way up the railing and stumbled into the front door. Patricia hustled up behind him and unlocked it. The man�s momentum caused him to stumble forward and land face first on the area rug adorned with palm trees and monkeys.
�Let me help you up,� she said as she lifted him by the right arm.
As the man stood, he noticed the bank vault door directly in front of him. �Hey, baby. Is that the vault? You know, full of money?�
�Of course it is. Wanna see it?�
He nodded and stumbled toward the large polished steel door. Patricia moved ahead of him and grasped the handle to pull it open. It was heavy and took considerable effort, but it soon opened.
�Hey, it�s dark in there.� The man was again slurring his words. �Somebody turn on the lights.�
Patricia nudged him forward, and then she waved her arm just inside the vault. A battery-operated puck light sensed the motion of her arm. The man became confused.
�Wait. What�s all this stuff?�
More puck lights lit up, causing him to become disoriented.
Patricia crouched down, very ladylike, and picked up a pipe wrench. Then she dealt him a crushing blow to the back of his head, but not enough to kill him. Just enough to render him unconscious. The man�s knees buckled, and he slumped to the floor.
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Twenty minutes later, Patrick hovered over the man�s body, sipping a glass of Beaujolais. His nude body was strapped to a stainless-steel table, with his wrists and ankles bound by leather straps to the four table legs. A gag was wrapped around his head and into his mouth.
As he awoke, he quickly sobered up. His eyes were wild out of fear as he writhed back and forth on the table. His body was twisting and squirming in an attempt to free himself from bondage.
Patrick moved slowly to a silver serving tray set atop a stool. He picked up a knife and carefully sliced off the gag.
�Help! Somebody! Help!� The man was screaming at the top of his lungs, his voice reverberating off the steel walls and metal safe-deposit boxes.
�Whaaaaa!� Patrick joined in the screaming. �Whaaa! Help him!� Then he let out an evil, guttural cackle.
The man lifted his head to look at his naked body. His eyes grew wide as he viewed the interior of the bank vault.
�Please, mister. Please don�t hurt me. I mean. I won�t tell anyone. I swear!� He shouted the last words at the top of his lungs to the point they were barely discernible.
Patrick shouted back, �Scream all you want! Nobody can hear you!�
He closed the switchblade and set it on the tray. He took another long gulp of wine before grabbing the bottle to refill the glass.
The man didn�t say a word as his eyes followed Patrick�s every movement. He walked around the table, studying every inch of his victim. Then he stopped and reached underneath the table. He pulled out a DeWalt cordless Sawzall. He held it upright and goosed the trigger, causing the reciprocating saw blade to rapidly move in and out of the tool.
�Noooo! Puhleeze!� The man screamed for mercy.
Patrick responded calmly, �Let�s get started, shall we? You�re not gonna need this anymore.�
The sound of the reciprocating saw cutting through flesh was drowned out by the shrieks of agony. Patrick and Patricia had stepped up their game.

PART V
Day twelve, Tuesday, October 29
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Tuesday, October 29
Mount Weather Operations Center
Northern Virginia

�Erin, thank you for making the trip to Mount Weather. I understand your bird�s-eye view of the devastation was gut-wrenching.� Chief of Staff Chandler was cordial to Secretary of Agriculture Erin Bergman as she entered the briefing that morning. In fact, the stress level of all the attendees was considerably less than the prior sessions.
The White House physician had ordered a sedative and bed rest for the president. President Helton was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. The decision was made both for his physical and mental well-being but also for the morale of those who�d witnessed his tirades. The president was losing the confidence of his cabinet and military leaders. There were already whispers to the effect he should step down in favor of the vice president taking the helm. Before that happened, his doctor insisted he take some time off to clear his head.
Besides, Chandler ran most of his briefings anyway. Rarely did the president make a decision without discussing it at length with his longtime friend and confidant. The president wanted to turn his attention to the recovery effort, and Chandler assured him more meetings would be held with that in mind.
Within the president�s cabinet, Erin was considered the most knowledgeable on the concept of nuclear winter and how it would impact the nation�s agriculture and food supply. Although she was well-versed on the topic of electromagnetic pulse energy and its effect on transportation, she deferred that issue to her counterpart at the Department of Transportation.
�It�s sickening, Harrison,� replied Erin, who was on a first-name basis with the president�s chief of staff. The president understood the need for formality, but within his immediate circle of advisors, such as the chief of staff and the cabinet, he instructed them to address one another on a first-name basis. In President Helton�s mind, disagreements would be less acrimonious when the combatants referred to each other by name rather than mister this or miz that. �I�d seen the satellite imagery, but flying the chopper past our nation�s capital brought tears to my eyes.�
�I understand it�s difficult to see in more ways than one,� said Chandler.
�Very much so. The thick smoke from the out-of-control fires makes visibility difficult. At times, the extraordinary ground-level winds created an opening in the smoke that allowed me to see the immense crater. It�s hard to believe we all worked in that spot just a few days ago.�
Chandler sighed and nodded. �Erin, we�re trying to find a way forward that both saves the lives of those in the paths of radiation or these superfires and Americans who live away from the blast zones. NOAA has provided me some sobering graphics of the fallout spanning the globe, especially in the Northern Hemisphere.�
�I�ve seen them as well. I�ve had an opportunity to speak directly with some of the research scientists at NOAA. They�re all astonished at how widespread the effects of nuclear winter have been.�
�And so quickly,� added Chandler. �I had a working knowledge of the concept as it pertained to a regional nuclear war between India and Pakistan. I�d never seen a hypothetical that involved as many nukes as they fired off and a fallout spread that circumnavigated the planet with such speed.�
�That�s the key. The speed at which the massive cloud of soot and smoky ash reached the atmosphere and then began to spread is remarkable. It�s been ten days since the exchange in the Middle East and eight days since South Asia. Yet the entirety of North America is now feeling the effect.�
Chandler brought her up to speed on the administration�s directives. �We�ve ordered all personnel to remain within the confines of Mount Weather and underground due to the poor air quality. Now I�m told by the National Weather Service that average temperatures have dropped eight degrees already.�
�That�s right, Harrison. As we know, temps can fluctuate, but what we�re witnessing is a steady decline. Keep in mind, there are regions, like the Mountain West, that will experience plunging drops in the next few days. The west coast superfires are generating so much heat that the prevailing winds are being held off the coast and even pushed backwards toward the center of the Pacific. This is allowing frigid air to swoop down through the Rockies. Eventually, these icy conditions will make their way across America�s heartland.�
�What does that mean for our agricultural and livestock supply?� asked one of the attendees in the room.
�There is some good news in that regard,� Erin began in her reply. �By this point in the season, the vast majority of crops in the Midwest had been harvested. Obviously, there were late-season crops like most of the root vegetables. The problem lies with what happens next. Any notion of planting this spring should be abandoned.�
�What do you mean?� asked Chandler.
�Unless there�s some kind of miracle from God or Mother Earth, the grounds across the upper latitudes of North America will remain frozen until late spring or even summer. If you couple that with the toxicity levels resulting from the nuclear fallout, including ash and debris, you�re looking at soil that isn�t fit to grow anything.�
�How long will this last?� asked the labor secretary, who insisted on sitting in even though it was beyond his purview. Every member of the cabinet wanted to play a role in the recovery effort.
�Years, based upon current projections,� replied Erin. �All of this effects livestock and poultry as well. These animals rely upon our fields and nutrients from the ground to survive. It�s doubtful there�s a rancher in America who has stored sufficient grasses to feed their cattle. Every food-producing animal relies upon what is produced in the nation�s breadbasket to survive. There will be a war trying to decide whether to feed animals or people.�
�There already is,� said Chandler as he shook his head. �The president is being called upon to nationalize all farming operations. They want us to seize every ear of corn and potato available.�
�Martial law?� asked Erin.
�It has to be considered. The president considers it a last resort. Frankly, he hoped the largest agricultural producers would voluntarily make their inventory available to the government. That hasn�t been happening, so the president is weighing his options.�
�Harrison, nuclear winter results in a semidarkness that will last for years. This current crop will likely be the last one produced in America by normal farming techniques. Those with greenhouses and hydroponic operations will fare better as long as they have the power to operate their systems. However, there are not near enough of those sustainable farming operations to feed a nation.�
�And you say the sun will be blocked for years?� asked the transportation secretary.
�Yes. The ash from burning cities and the surrounding areas is in the process of creating an umbrella shielding large portions of the planet from the sun. As you diminish the amount of sunlight making its way to the surface, then the atmospheric temperatures are reduced as a result. This umbrella cloud will interfere with the process of photosynthesis for years.
�We�ve had scenarios like this in the recent past. For example, there was evidence of the Indonesian volcano, Krakatoa, erupting in 1883. It blasted enough volcanic ash into the atmosphere to lower global temps a couple of degrees. In 1815, when Mount Tambora erupted in the same region, it blocked sunlight around the globe, causing what came to be known as the year without summer. The U.S. experienced summer snows and temperatures up to ten degrees less than normal.�
�That�s what is going to happen to us now?� asked another attendee.
�No,� replied Erin before pausing. �It will be much worse.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Tuesday, October 29
Virginia

The old expression just like riding a bike was often used to describe an activity that came second nature and was therefore easy to do. It implied that somewhere in our memory banks, we recalled how to do something and could immediately pick up where we left off when the time came.
For Peter, that was not exactly the case. For one thing, he�d never owned a bicycle. Growing up in the Florida Keys, everything was about water. Paddleboards, Jet Skis, boating, and scuba diving were his outdoor activities of choice. When he played with other kids, their days were spent on the water, and to get to one another�s houses, they walked, swam, or paddled.
After Peter loaded his gear onto the Schwinn motorized bicycle, he stepped across the frame and straddled it. He held the handlebars with a firm grip and considered his next move. With his backpack stuffed full, he had to twist his entire body to look behind him. He gave one final inspection of the duffel bags strapped down with bungee cords to the battery rack above the rear wheel. He realized the bike was going to be difficult to balance, as a slight shift in his weight could cause it to topple.
He�d already given up his shelter gear consisting of a tent and sleeping bag. He was trying to eliminate the bulk he had to travel with. He felt he could locate suitable shelter along the way and chose to carry cold-weather clothing to help ward off the continuously falling temperatures.
Peter said his goodbyes, and Asia had ventured out onto the sidewalk with her family to wish him well. He found himself nervous for several reasons. One, he had a long way to get home, and he�d learned desperate people were everywhere. Second, the effects of nuclear winter had set in, making conditions uncertain. Finally, with all eyes upon him, he wasn�t sure whether he could make it out of the apartment�s parking lot without wrecking.
Growing up, he�d had the opportunity to ride another kid�s bike on occasion. It had been twenty years or more. Today, it wasn�t second nature. However, learning to ride again might be what kept him alive. He took a deep breath and recalled a Chinese proverb he�d heard once. A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. He was ready.
Peter set his jaw, took a deep breath, and placed his left foot on the pedal. As if he were riding a scooter or a skateboard, he pushed off the asphalt with his right several times in order to get up a head of speed.
Once he was rolling forward, he pushed up onto the seat and began pedaling. As he picked up speed, he gained confidence and let the world know about it.
�Woo-hoo!� he shouted. Pleased with himself, he took his right hand off the handlebars and waved to the family as they hollered encouragement. Peter learned a difficult lesson. Keep your hands on the wheel, as they say.
Immediately after he let go of the handlebars, the bike lurched to the left toward a parked car. Peter panicked. He pulled his right hand down to correct his course, but he overcompensated. For several seconds, the bicycle turned wildly back and forth as his forearm muscles struggled to keep the front wheel straight. He unconsciously pedaled faster, his mind certain the increased speed would help him regain control.
He forced his body upright and tried not to look down at his feet, as it caused him to lose his balance when he did. With each minor adjustment, the bike was traveling where Peter wanted it to although his speed had picked up considerably. He was afraid to slow down for fear he�d struggle to remain balanced.
At the end of the sidewalk, he bounced hard onto the street as the bike rode over the curb. This caused him to lose control slightly. Then, immediately in front of him, several cars had stalled, forcing him into an immediate ninety-degree turn to head west away from Fairfax. He whipped the handlebars back and forth to avoid more stalled vehicles and a group of people standing in the middle of the road, observing his antics.
Peter finally exhaled. Unknowingly, he hadn�t breathed since the pedals made the first full rotation. He glanced around and shook his head at this crazy notion. How am I supposed to do this for thirteen hundred miles?
After several minutes and a number of miles under his belt, his confidence grew. He remembered to pull up the lightweight gaiter he wore around his neck so his nose and mouth were covered. At first, he found it difficult to breathe. However, until he could put some distance between himself and the fires burning out of control around Washington, he�d make every effort to protect his lungs.
So he was off. He had no idea how many miles he could travel each day. Al claimed to travel about forty miles or more daily until his legs gave out. The incentive to get home to Asia and his kids helped the loving father push his body to knock out another few miles before resting.
There were going to be obstacles along the way, Al had warned. Namely, human obstacles. The biggest challenge for Peter would be traveling near any population center, including small towns. He had a means of transportation as well as duffel bags and backpacks full of gear.
Before he left the apartment, he�d torn out pages 115 and 83 from the Rand McNally Atlas he�d taken from Dick�s Sporting Goods. These pages provided detailed maps of Eastern Virginia and Eastern North Carolina. He kept them shoved in his jacket pocket for easy reference. Naturally, he could make his way to Interstate 95 and travel all the way to Coral Gables in Miami. He was certain he wouldn�t make it ten miles before he�d lost everything to a pack of refugees or was killed in a shoot-out trying to defend what he had.
Instead, he continuously worked his way west out of Fairfax toward Manassas and then started his ride through country roads and fairly desolate highways of Central Virginia. That first day, he experienced the depths of despair of humanity. What he encountered would haunt him the rest of his life.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Tuesday, October 29
Fairfax, Virginia

Because Jackie had led Peter to CVS along woodsy trails and apartment complex sidewalks the night before, he was unaware that the boulevard he was riding on now led him right past the proverbial scene of the crime.
During their mission to obtain the insulin, CVS had been quiet when they first approached. Inside, Peter had been relieved that the store was only inhabited by a few children munching on snack foods. Today, in the daylight, the floodgates had opened. Streams of people entered empty-handed and exited with their arms full of some treasure or another. Peter immediately wondered if the fourth man had died in the dark recesses of the pharmacy and whether any of his fellow looters cared.
Regardless, they were distracted, and only a few noticed him pedaling by. He wound his way through the streets just outside the bedroom community of Centreville. Apartments and neighborhoods were packed together from the historic town all the way to Manassas. Some of the county roads to the east of these communities were not in his atlas, but he used his sense of direction to continue on his way.
When he was a child, Hank had taught him to navigate on the open waters without a compass. Sailors, he�d said to Peter, had traveled the open seas for centuries without fancy GPS devices. They only had a crude compass, a sextant, and a timepiece to travel the world.
Peter chuckled to himself as he methodically pedaled southward. After the electromagnetic pulse emanated outward from the point of impact, GPS devices were rendered worthless. All around him was evidence of the devastating effect an EMP has on electronics. Nothing that relied upon modern technology worked.
He recalled how his father had taught him celestial navigation. For hours at night, he�d studied the stars at all times of the year. He and Jimmy would challenge one another to identify constellations. At first, they relied upon modern technology, namely, their smartphones, to confirm their identifications of the heavens. Then it became easy for the two amateur astronomers. They even ordered a sextant online to navigate old school, as Jimmy called it.
They were able to quickly identify the North Star, which gave them a fairly precise latitude. Using their knowledge of star charts, they could locate and shoot one of the equatorial stars. April and May was their favorite time of the year to stargaze. Just over the crest of the Atlantic Ocean�s waves, the Southern Cross would appear above the southern horizon. One of the smallest recognized constellations, the Southern Cross was an important symbol to many ancient cultures. For sailors, it was a way to identify due south, as the longest bar of the cross-shaped star pattern points to the South Pole.
Peter didn�t have a sextant, and he realized as nightfall approached, he likely wouldn�t have any stars to navigate by for many years. The cloud of ash and soot resulting from the nuclear attacks blocked out the sky completely. Stars. Moon. Sun. They were all blacked out by the smoky haze.
Dismayed, he shook his head and closed his eyes momentarily. Navigation was just one of many things he�d learned from his dad and grandfather about survival. The conversations they�d had with Peter and his sister were never couched in those terms, but their intention was clear. Mostly, it had to do with getting stranded on the water, but the same principles applied.
It was so ingrained in Lacey that she made it a big part of her life between her business and her family�s activities together. For Peter, it seemed to give him a heightened sense of awareness and the ability to discern when trouble was near and how to react to it quickly. He�d been tested in Abu Dhabi and again in the CVS pharmacy. He�d proved he could kill to avoid being killed. He�d also learned to react to a dangerous situation, such as the mall takeover by the armed gang. He knew it was time to go, allowing him to avoid another life-threatening confrontation.
That night, as darkness set in and the temperatures unexpectedly dropped, Peter began to search for a place to make camp for the night. He hadn�t stopped pedaling all day and was near exhaustion when he came across a brick monument sign marking the entrance to Meadows Farms Golf Course, about ten miles due west of the famed Chancellorsville Battlefield from the time of the American Civil War. The sign proudly claimed that Meadows Farms was the home of the longest golf hole in the U.S., a par six that was eight hundred forty-one yards long. Peter didn�t know anything about golf, but a single hole half a mile long seemed pretty long to him.
He slowly pedaled up the paved entry road toward the farmhouse-style clubhouse with a shiny, red metal roof. The parking lot was empty, as the day of golfing had been long over when the bombs hit Washington, DC. The golf carts were parked in a row, waiting patiently for the golfers to arrive.
Peter eased up to the front entrance of the clubhouse and slowed to a halt. He eased his feet off the pedals and attempted to straddle the bike. His legs immediately tried to buckle, forcing him to hold his body up using the handlebars to keep from crushing his clackers against the frame.
He gingerly raised his left leg and swung it over the bike. He hadn�t stopped riding the entire day, and his body was cramped beyond belief. In that moment, he wasn�t certain he could walk to the white-framed entrance. He laid the bike against a golf cart and retrieved his handgun from the sling backpack. He chambered a round and walked slowly toward the entrance, much like a bowlegged cowboy in an old western movie.
He looked back and forth to check for any signs of life. Then he pressed his nose against the glass and cupped his hands around his eyes to block out the glare put off by the sun setting behind the smoky skies.
Peter expected the clubhouse to be empty. It was not. At the right side of the building was a dining area flanked by a bar on one side and a media wall on the other. A chair was tipped over, and a body lay on the carpeted floor next to it. Peter gripped his pistol a little harder and pressed his back against the taupe-colored stucco wall. His breathing grew more rapid, and his chest was heaving as the adrenaline kicked in.
He moved along the side of the clubhouse and swiftly ran past the dining area toward a small outbuilding that was built like a mini-me of the clubhouse. Its door was flung open, so Peter decided to clear it first.
He raced down the asphalt sidewalk shared with the electric golf carts, choosing speed over silence to catch anyone inside off guard. When he arrived, he looked inside. Even in the waning daylight, he could see it was empty and nothing more than a maintenance shed full of tools commonly found in an auto mechanic�s shop. He turned his attention back to the clubhouse.
The rear entrance to the dining area was pulled closed. He rushed across the grassy back of the building and pressed his back against the wall. With his left hand, he slowly turned the doorknob of the rear entry door. It was unlocked. Peter eased it open and then steadied his nerves. With his pistol leading the way, he stepped inside to the near dark interior of the clubhouse.
The first thing he noticed was the fact it was undisturbed. He�d witnessed stores and gas stations that had been looted throughout his travels out of Fairfax. This facility appeared to have been spared by thieves.
First, he turned to the left to locate the body he�d observed from the front door. The clubhouse had a small grill and bar, the proverbial nineteenth hole, built to serve the golfers after a long day on the links. A couple of dozen square tables surrounded by bent-back chairs were packed into the space, each set up with napkin holders, salt and pepper shakers, and beer coasters. Only one had any sign of use.
Peter slowly approached the body on the floor. His table was stacked with one empty and one half-full bottle of Jim Beam whiskey. Several empty bags of chips were lying on the floor near him. Peter kept his pistol trained on the man�s torso as he kicked his feet to nudge him awake.
�Hey, buddy! Wake up!� he said in a loud whisper.
He nervously glanced around the dining area to see if he�d garnered anyone�s attention. Satisfied nobody else was around, Peter got a closer look at the man, and that was when the stench of his corpse reached his nostrils. He was flat on his back with both hands clutching his chest. The older man might have died of a heart attack, Peter surmised.
He pulled his gaiter over his nose and mouth again as he backed away from the corpse. �What were you doin� in here, old man?� Peter asked aloud.
He looked around the room to see if anyone else appeared to answer on the dead man�s behalf. When he didn�t get a response, he quickly moved through the entire building to make sure nobody was lying in wait. He was far too exhausted for a shoot-out like the night in the pharmacy.
Satisfied he was alone, he made his way to the front entry doors, unlocked them, and wheeled his bicycle into the clubhouse foyer. After taking a deep breath and exhaling to relieve some tension, he rummaged through the kitchen, looking for anything edible. As he did, he even allowed himself a warm rum and Coke. The ice had melted, and the contents of the freezer reeked worse than the dead man, so he was satisfied with the drink without ice.
Finally, exhaustion set in. He barricaded the doors and windows with dining tables and other pieces of furniture. Then he gathered sweaters from the clubhouse shop to use as bedding. There was an upstairs loft overlooking the nineteenth hole that contained a couple of pool tables and several video poker machines. He created a bed behind the pool tables so he�d have some protection in case he was surprised by intruders in the middle of the night.
Then Peter slept hard. For almost ten hours, his mentally and physically exhausted body got the rest it needed.

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Tuesday, October 29
U.S. Route 50
Nevada

�Your kid�s snoring,� said Owen with a chuckle. He kept his eyes forward although he fully expected a response from his wife.
�Just like his father except not as loud,� she said dryly.
�Skinny people don�t snore,� he continued.
�Exactly. You�ve developed a pooch.�
Owen sat a little taller in the driver�s seat of the Bronco. He sucked in his gut for a moment, but as soon as he exhaled, it returned to its normal, relaxed pooch position.
�No,� he said defiantly.
�Yes.� Lacey laughed as she glanced back at her son, who was sleeping soundly after pulling an all-nighter watching over their temporary camp at Echo Lake. �Since you�ve become a Yahoo! big shot, wining and dining and rubbing elbows and such, those rock-solid abs from college turned into a high-paid executive�s pooch.�
Now Owen was laughing. He tried to hold in his stomach to lend the appearance of the solid midsection of his younger years but failed.
�I can get �em back anytime I want.�
Lacey stared out the passenger-side window and rested her chin on her fist. She�d suddenly grown morose and stopped the playful back and forth. Owen reached across the console and took her hand in his. She forced a smile and made eye contact with him.
�Owen, we were on a roll. You know, as a family. Listen, I get it. I feel like a jerk being upset about losing our comfortable life in Hayward. I loved running Jefferson Outfitters. I was proud of it, you know? And look at what you accomplished.�
Owen nodded. He didn�t say it aloud, but he had been a couple of rungs of the ladder away from senior management at the second-largest web services provider in the world.
�We�re alive,� Owen said softly.
His words summed it up. People had died horrific deaths as a result of the nuclear detonations. Those in close proximity to ground zero who weren�t incinerated had succumbed to radiation poisoning or had been consumed by out-of-control fires that raged across the landscape.
They�d slept well the night before. Tucker had patrolled the area surrounding Echo Lake�s SNO-PARK to protect his parents and, eventually, out of boredom and without his parents� approval, began to break into the locked vehicles parked there. He�d amassed a treasure trove of useful items ranging from survival supplies to tools to clothing.
While they slept, he repacked the vintage Ford and organized the gear to provide more room in the back seat to sleep. By the time his parents woke up that morning, he�d cleared the ashen snow off the windows, topped off the gas tank with the fuel cans they�d discovered at the car pileup, and cleared two tracks for their wheels to pass through the overnight snowfall.
All of his efforts during the night resulted in his passing out in the back seat within minutes of Owen pulling out of the park.
Lacey studied the map as they left. She�d navigated them through county roads and highways to the south of Lake Tahoe to avoid what was likely a large number of stranded tourists at the casino hotels. Thus far, they�d seen no evidence of another operating vehicle, and they�d begun to appreciate how valuable Black & Blue was. They eventually reconnected with U.S. Highway 50 and began their west-to-east course across the central part of the Rockies.
As they traveled through Nevada, they quickly learned why it had been dubbed The Loneliest Road in America by Life magazine in the mid-eighties. U.S. 50 was the backbone of the highway system, running coast-to-coast through the heart of America for thirty-two hundred miles. It traversed the nation�s most unforgiving landscapes, like the Sierra Nevadas and the Appalachian Mountains as well as large desert valleys separated by the majestic mountain ranges of the Rockies.
The highway�s history dated back to the pioneers who blazed a trail across the western frontier. Men like Daniel Boone and his brother Squire carved out a wilderness trail that was later utilized by the pioneers during the westward expansion.
However, despite its historic background and familiarity as it passed through hundreds of timeworn small towns across America, it was rarely used thanks to the massive interstate highway system.
Owen and Lacey knew this. With the memory of the wreckage and dead bodies resulting from the shoot-out fresh in their mind, they considered U.S. 50 an ideal route to take for the first half of their journey to Driftwood Key because it was less traveled than the interstates.
However, as they learned as the day wore on, what compelled many to take the Loneliest Road in America during normal times because of mountain vistas, Old West sagebrush, and pristine blue skies presented problems for the McDowell family. There were no opportunities to find fuel.
Mile after mile of desolate terrain through Nevada began to concern Owen as soon as the gauge on the Bronco dropped below half. When the tank hit a quarter, he stopped to stretch his legs and drain the last of the gasoline into the tank. He continued driving while Lacey studied the map to assess their options.
�Eureka�s a couple of miles ahead. It doesn�t look like much, but there might be gas.�
�I really don�t want to stop in any town, regardless of size. People are gonna want our truck. I�m afraid it could get ugly.�
Lacey laid the map in her lap and stared forward. �I know, Owen. I just don�t see any other�.�
She cut herself off and perked up in her seat. She pointed toward the right side of the road. Towering above the barren horizon were large steel structures resembling conveyer belts coupled with buckets.
�I see them,� said Owen, who began to slow the truck. �Find the binoculars.�
�Here ya go.� Tucker�s sleepy voice spoke from the back seat. He handed the binoculars to his mother.
�It�s some kind of mining operation,� she observed as he pulled to a complete stop. �There appears to be a mountain of sand and those giant earth-moving dump trucks. I also see two large water towers erected on steel supports.� She lowered the binoculars and shrugged.
�Let�s find a way in. Hopefully, nobody�s there.�
Owen eased forward and drove another mile around a long curve until he reached the intersection of State Road 278. A simple wooden sign was affixed to wooden poles in the dirt. Lacey read it aloud.
�Ruby Hill Mine. Private property.�
�I say we go for it,� said Tucker. He leaned forward in the seat, holding one of the handguns they�d found. The other one was in the Bronco�s glove box. Lacey noticed he was holding it loosely in his right hand.
�Put that thing down,� she ordered her son.
�Mom, we might need it. I carried it all night, remember?�
�Yes. Still, put it down until we get there.�
Lacey was still uncomfortable around the guns, mainly because neither her son nor her husband had trained with them. She could handle a weapon thanks to the excellent training from her uncle Mike. She just wasn�t sure if she could take someone�s life with one. What concerned her more was Tucker�s cavalier attitude toward guns and his apparent insensitivity toward the two men who�d been killed by them on that bridge.
Tucker grumbled but obliged as Owen drove the Bronco deeper into the mining operation. The Ruby Hill mine was located west of the small Nevada town of Eureka. Part of the Battle Mountain seam of gold, it had been producing millions of dollars� worth of gold for decades. Today, much to the relief of Owen as he eased toward the administration buildings, it appeared to be deserted.
�It looks like a roller coaster,� observed Tucker as he pointed to the two sets of conveyor belts that stretched from one side of the mining operation to the other.
At one end of the roller coaster, as Tucker called it, was a dredging machine deep underground in the middle of a gold seam. Formed in an earthquake-powered flash, when rocks were pulled apart deep below the Earth�s surface, the high-pressure fluids they contained instantly vaporized, leaving behind residues rich in minerals, including gold.
This gold-infused rock and soil was pulled up from the mine through an excavation process. Then, using steel buckets, the material was run through an extraction process known as a bucketline that ran in a continuous circular motion in which everything but the gold was eliminated.
For the McDowells� purposes, while a bucketful of gold would be nice, gasoline would be a nice alternative in terms of value. They drove along the packed dirt road, winding their way around the dredging machinery and past the simple block administration building. Eventually they struck paydirt.
A rectangular, corrugated steel building stood off to the side near several parked pickup trucks. Fifty-five-gallon drums marked oil were stacked along the side of the building. There were also dozens of truck tires for equipment much larger than the pickups parked next to them.
�Let�s try there first,� said Owen as he pulled in front of the building�s double doors. Lacey was the first to notice a potential obstacle.
�It�s padlocked and chained. Let�s see if there�s a side entrance.�
�No worries, Mom. I�ve got this.�
Tucker turned in his seat and began to move duffel bags and clothing out of the way as he dug through the contents of the Bronco�s rear storage compartment. Seconds later, he found what he was looking for.
�Yeet!� He pulled his arm back and revealed a set of long-handled bolt cutters. �Check these out. I found them in one of the trucks last night. A burglar�s dream, right?�
Lacey studied her son disapprovingly. He seemed to be embracing this whole apocalypse thing a little too exuberantly.
Owen shut off the truck, and the three exited the vehicle. Lacey glanced at the glove box and debated whether to bring her gun. She looked around at the open space surrounding them. It was midday, and she was certain they would�ve been approached if a guard was present. She opened the glove box and immediately shut it, leaving the gun behind.
Tucker was the first to make it to the door and quickly got to work on the heavy-duty padlock. He used all his effort to cut through the shackle of the lock but had no success. He turned his attention to the chain. Within seconds, he�d cut open one side of a link. He tried to twist it free of the rest of the chain but couldn�t, so he cut open the other side of the link. The chain fell against the corrugated steel door with a crash, causing all three of them to nervously look around to determine if it had raised anyone�s attention.
�Good job, Tuck,� said Owen as he patted his son the rookie burglar on the back. Owen had accepted the fact that in the apocalypse, the normal rules of fatherly guidance didn�t apply. �Let�s see what we can find.�
He and Tucker pulled the heavy doors open and revealed a mechanic�s paradise that would put Harbor Freight Tools to shame.
Unlike the exterior of the building, which was surrounded by dust, dirt, and debris, the interior of the storage building was in pristine condition. Whoever was in charge of the mine�s operations ran a tight ship. Every tool had a place on a pegboard and was outlined with white paint as if it had been a victim in a homicide. Next to every tool was a chit, a round piece of cardboard with a number on it as well as the name of the tool. When an employee needed a tool, they exchanged one of their employee-identifying chits for the tool chit. Chit for chit, which allowed the person responsible for maintaining the storage building to keep the tools from walking off the property at the end of the day.
�This is amazing,� mumbled Lacey as she looked around. She recalled her father�s maintenance shed at home. You�d be lucky to find a place to stand much less a chit system to borrow a tool for the day.
�Back here, guys!� shouted Tucker from the darkest side of the building. �I�m talking mother lode!� An ironic use of the term meaning the discovery of a vein of a precious mineral like gold.
Owen and Lacey jogged into the building to join him. On a steel rack near a back door sat a dozen gas cans made by Midwest. Owen pulled his flashlight out of his pocket and studied the hard plastic containers.
�These are six gallons each. Not five. I�ve never seen that before.�
�Works for me!� Lacey exclaimed cheerily. �Let�s take them all.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Tuesday, October 29
Driftwood Key

It was late afternoon, and for the first time since the nuclear warheads struck the U.S., the power in the Florida Keys appeared to be out permanently due to a cascading failure of the nation�s electrical grid. Hank was beginning to understand why the aftermath of a nuclear war had troubled Secretary Erin Bergman so much. Certainly, those lives lost instantaneously from the blasts were tragic. However, for the rest of America, who had to find a way to survive in a powerless world, the struggle was more than they�d ever imagined.
Many things had changed on that Tuesday for Hank and the rest of his extended family on Driftwood Key. Last night�s gun battle with a group of men who had intentions of stealing the fuel of Hank�s boat had resulted in three dead bodies and a heightened level of anxiety for everyone. Now, in addition to managing their food and fuel resources, they would have to patrol their twenty-eight-acre island at all times.
Mike and Jessica formulated a plan in which two-man shifts could patrol the shoreline and the only bridge onto the key. Hank opened up the gun closet, and everyone was assigned a pistol. The rifles were taken when on patrol, and some were strategically placed within the main house in the event a large number of intruders approached.
Even Phoebe was required to keep a weapon with her at all times. Although she mostly stayed around the main house, she did have occasion to go the greenhouses and hydroponic facilities alone. She hadn�t been formally trained, but Jessica ran her through some dry-firing exercises so she could defend herself if surprised. Most importantly, she assured Mike and Jessica that she was not afraid to pull the trigger if threatened. As they told her, don�t point a gun at someone unless you�re prepared to use it.
Jimmy was the island�s workhorse, only sleeping a few hours a day. He volunteered to handle the night shift, which he shared with his dad and Hank, who was a notorious early riser. During the day, he fished off the dock or shore, in addition to harvesting the Caribbean lobsters found in the waters off Driftwood Key.
Hank emerged onto the porch and pulled his bandana up over his face. He and Phoebe seemed to be affected the most by the smoky air that had descended upon the Keys. He subconsciously felt for the handle of his pistol that rested on his hip. It was something he did multiple times a day as he worked around the inn. Not only was it something new and unexpected as part of his daily attire, but it was also a comfort blanket of sorts. The gunshots of the night before had shocked him to his core. The collapse of America had barely begun following the nuclear attack, and armed bandits were already coming after Driftwood Key�s resources.
�Mr. Hank! Mr. Hank!� Jimmy shouted as he ran through the sand. Both hands were full of baskets containing spiny lobsters. The ever-darkening conditions had tricked the lobsters into feeding throughout the day, much to Jimmy�s delight. They were easy prey for an advanced skin diver such as himself.
Hank bounded down the front steps of the porch to greet him. His apprehension shot up a few notches. �Is everything okay?�
�There�s a boat approaching from the north. Pretty fast, too.�
Hank didn�t hesitate. He ran back inside and grabbed a hunting rifle that remained propped near the entry door.
�Phoebe! We have a boat coming this way. Keep an eye on the house.�
Jimmy met him at the top step as Hank emerged. �Do you want me to get my dad?� Daytime was the only exception to the two-man patrol arrangement. And that was only on the rare occasion when either Hank or Jimmy was unable to assist.
�No,� replied Hank as he began to descend the steps. �Stay close to the house. Let me see what the deal is, and I�ll yell for you.�
Hank walked briskly and with purpose toward the dock. After cleaning up the dead bodies and discovering they had no identification, Mike and Jessica had towed them out a mile into the Gulf and then cut them loose. Shark attacks in the Florida Keys had been nonexistent until this week. The diminished sunlight had taken away some of the sharks� natural feeding opportunities. It was likely the three men would be nibbled at until they were unrecognizable.
As law enforcement officers, Mike and Jessica understood they�d broken numerous laws after the shooting took place. However, as they�d come to realize, the rule of law was breaking down daily. This was part of the reason the sheriff�s department had moved quickly to evacuate the island and set up the roadblocks. Soon, people would no longer obey their commands.
The sun was in his eyes, so he was unable to determine the make of the boat. He took up a position behind some sandbags Mike had filled and piled along the end of the dock closest to the Hatteras. He�d told Hank the sandbags would provide them ballistic protection the next time anyone thought about trying to steal from them.
He knelt down behind the wall of sandbags and poked his head up just enough to see the approaching boat. The driver had just throttled down to slow their approach. Hank was perplexed by the sudden appearance of the vessel, but was feeling better about their intentions. Unless they�d brought half a dozen armed gunmen, they�d be largely unprotected on the open water in broad, albeit hazy, daylight.
He rose slightly with his rifle pointed in the direction of the boat. He squinted as it approached, and then he exhaled, allowing all of the stress and tension to leave his body. It was Jessica.
She idled toward the pier on the opposite side of the Wellcraft that had been used by the thieves the night before. Mike was supposed to check with the sheriff�s office to determine if it had been reported stolen. If not, they�d keep it there until the owner was located or in case they needed it.
�Hey, Hank! Throw me a line!�
Hank set his rifle down and waited for Jessica to pull parallel to the dock. She left the steering wheel and threw two bumpers over the side to buffer the hard rubber around the dock from her boat. Seconds later, she was tied off, and Hank extended his hand to pull her up onto the dock.
�Is everything all right?� he asked. It seemed to be the question he asked of all the inhabitants of Driftwood Key. Hank seemed to expect the answer to be no, everything is not all right. He�d become a glass half-empty kind of guy lately.
�Yeah, actually. The sheriff has pulled me off eviction duty. That�s the good news. The bad news is that we�ve had a rash of pirate activity, if you wanna call it that.�
Hank smirked and shook his head. �Pirates? As in boarding boats on the high seas?�
�Well, it�s an all-inclusive term, I guess. There were reports of gas and boat thefts from last night. Apparently, or at least the working theory is that the three men we encountered might be part of a larger group working the keys. The boatyards were the hardest hit. There was a report of another yacht being ransacked.�
�Unbelievable,� said Hank.
�A local fisherman from Stock Island and his wife were found dead. Their shrimp boat was missing, too. Hank, I gotta tell ya�, this is just the beginning. The amount of panic on the other side of that bridge is beyond comprehension.� She pointed toward the sole access point to the outside world from Driftwood Key.
�Are you saying on the mainland or here in the Keys?� Hank asked as he backed away from her to retrieve his rifle. He�d let his bandana drop to his chin while he talked with her, and his voice was beginning to feel raspy.
Jessica raised her eyebrows and shrugged. �Both, really. Although our immediate concern is here. We�ve secured the land-based access to the Keys. We�re still working diligently to ferret out who doesn�t live here and send them on their way. However, once word spread that the sheriff was removing nonresidents, they found a way to hide from us.�
They stepped off the dock and were greeted by Jimmy. �Hey, Jess. I think I heard Mike�s truck pulling onto the island.�
She looked back toward the setting sun. There was maybe an hour of daylight left.
�He�s earlier than I expected.�
The trio heard a car door slam, and Mike came lumbering through a path carved under a group of palm trees following years of use. He had a rifle slung over his shoulder and another one in his right hand. In his left hand, he carried a military-style, forest green ammunition can. The heavy weight caused his body to list to the left.
Hank noticed the effort Mike was using, so he patted Jimmy on the back and urged him to help Mike with the load. The two men spoke for a moment, and then Jimmy took the ammunition can together with the two rifles to the main house.
�New toys?� asked Jessica, who kissed her husband on the cheek.
�Yeah, military stuff, too. Full-auto M4 carbines. The governor has declared martial law in Florida.�
�That�s not surprising considering the power situation,� said Jessica. �That may be why the sheriff pulled me off traffic and onto pirate patrol.� She pointed with her thumb over her shoulder toward the dock.
Mike looked past her and nodded. �I heard. In hindsight, I wish we�d tied those three amigos to the dock pilings and reported it.�
�Why? Who�s gonna investigate it? You?�
�True,� said Mike. �Actually, since the power�s been out all day, I�ve been unable to charge my radio, so I couldn�t reach you. They found another body in Key West.�
�Dammit,� muttered Jessica. �Same MO?�
�I hope so,� replied Mike.
Hank was confused. He stood a little taller and asked, �What does it mean?�
�Well, from what I was told, this guy has really stepped up his game. He�s gone from bludgeoning and hacking to more precise dismemberment using power tools.�
�You�ve got to be kidding me,� said Jessica. �Power tools?�
�How do you know this?� asked Hank.
�That�s why I�m here early,� began Mike in his response. �A few reasons, actually. I need to trade radios with you, Hank. Don�t you keep it charged in the kitchen?�
�Yeah. I haven�t used it although it�s turned on. Phoebe fires up the generator every four hours for forty-five minutes or so to keep the coolers� temperatures where they belong. That also allows her to recharge the radio.�
�Yeah, it�s a rapid charger,� said Jess. She pulled her radio from her utility belt. �I charged mine on the boat. It�s good to go.�
The two traded radios, and then Mike continued. �It�s gonna be a late night for me. Here�s what I know.� He paused to take a deep breath and look around the beach. Then he explained, �Until today, the city was running their garbage pickups to try to maintain some semblance of sanitation around Key West. The bars are still opening at night despite the governor�s order to shut down. We don�t have the manpower to police it. Our priority has been to remove people from the Keys.
�Anyway, they didn�t pick up along Duval and Caroline Street this morning. Apparently, some transients were dumpster diving and opened up a few heavy-duty black trash bags. They found body parts.�
Jessica put her hands on her hips and walked in a circle, looking at the sky. �That�s the extent that this guy tried to cover his tracks? Trash bags in a dumpster?�
�Yep, apparently so,� replied Mike. He wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his wrist. Despite the falling temperatures, his adrenaline was causing him to overheat. �But here�s what it tells me. He�s likely a local. He�s got a place downtown where he feels he can comfortably dismember a body with a power tool of some kind without being discovered. He knows our routines, including the garbage pickup schedule. He�s brazen enough to casually dump the body in a dumpster without fear of being caught by a very overworked police department.�
�He�ll make a mistake because he�s getting cocky,� opined Hank.
�Very astute observation, Detective Hank Albright,� said his younger brother with a chuckle. He patted Hank on the shoulder. �I�m gonna head to the coroner�s office to look at the remains and study the area where the body was found. Maybe, just maybe, I�ll have a chance to meet this asshole.�

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Tuesday, October 29
Holden, Utah

After filling the tank with fuel, Owen and Tucker worked together to strap the remaining containers to the top of the Bronco using heavy-duty ratchet straps they discovered in the maintenance shed. They ran the straps through the handles, under the roof into the interior of the truck and out the other side. The configuration still allowed them to close the doors while the fuel cans were firmly attached to the roof. Even at sixty-five miles an hour, the gas cans didn�t move.
As they finished their travels across Nevada, U.S. 50 lived up to its name as the Loneliest Road in America. They crossed into Utah and found that nothing much changed other than the weather.
Throughout the day, it was if a massive cold front was moving into the Rockies from Canada. Temperatures began to drop, and the dirty snow began to accumulate. With no other traffic on the road, Owen struggled to keep from dipping two wheels off the shoulder. The asphalt pavement was rough underneath the blowing snow, and the accumulation was growing as it drifted against the rock canyon walls that were only ten feet from the highway.
They drove through a valley near Sevier Lake that caused Owen to fight the wheel as seventy-mile-an-hour gusts threatened to blow them into the rocky flatlands on the south side of the highway. The drive eastward that would�ve ordinarily been smooth and fast was anything but. By the time they approached Interstate 15 where U.S. 50 merged for a short time, Owen was physically and mentally exhausted.
�At Holden, we�ll take the interstate north for five or six miles,� said Lacey as she tried to take Owen�s mind off the struggle. �Then, after a short ride around a mountain, we�ll pick up I-70 for a couple of hundred miles to Grand Junction in Colorado. From there, we can start working our way south and east.�
Owen glanced at the fuel gauge. It would be time to refill the tank soon. Also, it was getting dark fast. He didn�t want to fight this wind and not be able to see the where the pavement ended and the prairie began. It would be a disaster.
�Okay. Let�s start looking for a place. Does Holden look like a large town?�
�Nah. Just like the others. One stoplight and a handful of streets.�
Tucker had pushed himself onto the edge of the back seat and rested his elbows on his parents� seatbacks. He pointed ahead to a sign. �There�s one of those Rotary Club signs. Looks like there�s a church and a school.�
�LDS,� muttered Owen. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints was often informally referred to as the LDS or Mormon church.
�What are you thinking, honey?� asked Lacey.
Owen took a deep breath. �We were lucky at Echo Lake because the place was deserted. We�ve got a lot of nights on the road ahead of us, and each time we stop, we�re at risk. Somehow, I wanna believe a church might be a pretty safe place.�
�Mormons?� asked Tucker.
�Here�s the thing, Tuck,� Owen relayed his thoughts. �I grew up with members of the LDS church in my hometown. They were good people. Sure, they weren�t into the same types of things I was, and their families lived simple lives by comparison. That said, I remember them having an inner peace about them. They were a very close-knit group of people and lived a life of self-sufficiency. During the power outages caused by the fires, they still managed to stay in their homes, cook their meals, and tend to their farms.�
Lacey interrupted his thoughts. �There�s a sign that says we should turn up ahead.�
�Let�s try it, Dad.�
Owen smiled and nodded as he turned his blinker on out of habit. He laughed at himself and then turned it off again. They drove into town just as the sun was setting, at least the best they could tell. Darkness seemed to be the rule rather than the exception. That, coupled with the blowing snow, caused visibility to be poor and barely half a mile.
�There it is!� said Lacey excitedly. She was anxious for her husband to get some relief from the stress of driving. He refused to let anyone else take the wheel, and she respected that he wanted full responsibility for his family.
Owen made another turn and then eased up to the front of the church. There weren�t any cars on the street in front and only a few parked on the wide streets nearby. They hadn�t seen anyone on the sidewalks or porches of the homes in town. Undoubtedly, they were staying out of the inclement weather.
Owen parked the truck. �Tucker, will you stay here and keep an eye out. Your mom and I will see if anybody�s around.�
He opened his door first, and the full brunt of the north wind filled the warm interior. �Whoa!� exclaimed Tucker as he fell back in his seat and started searching for his jacket, which had been used as bedding.
Owen pulled the door closed again. �Guys, it feels like it�s dropped at least twenty degrees since we stopped at the gold mine. I know it�s getting later in the day, but this is nuts.�
�Here ya go,� said Tucker as he passed their North Face jackets forward. �Do you want me to find toboggans in our bags?� Tucker had learned the Southern term for wool knit hats from his mother.
Lacey slipped on her coat and replied, �No. We may not be long.�
Owen did the same and turned to Tucker. �Eyes wide open, son. Take nothing for granted, okay?�
�Yes, sir,� said the teen, who snapped a salute as well. During their drive that day, without unduly creating a mental state of paranoia, they�d discussed the various threats they�d face on the road to the Keys. They all circled around to the most unpredictable of them all. Their fellow man.
Lacey and Owen walked hand in hand through the soot-filled snow that had accumulated on the sidewalk leading to the entrance. They�d barely arrived under the cathedral-slanted roof when one of the double doors opened inward. A man and a woman greeted them.
�Welcome. I�m Bishop Gates, and this is my wife, Anna.�
Lacey allowed her husband to take the lead. �Hello, Bishop Gates, and thanks for letting us in. I�m Owen McDowell from San Francisco. This is my wife, Lacey, and my son, Tucker, is outside in our truck.�
�Oh, you must fetch him,� insisted Anna. �This unexpected cold air could be deadly if he�s exposed too long.�
Owen looked at Lacey and through the glass panes next to the doors. �Um, well, everything we own is out there. We, um, don�t want anything to�� Owen felt guilty for disparaging their town by implying thieves might steal their belongings.
Bishop Gates picked up on his hesitancy. �Mr. McDowell, do you and your family need sanctuary for the evening? If so, you�re welcome to stay here, and we have a garage in back to secure your vehicle.�
�And we have hot stew in the crock left over from tonight�s supper,� added Anna.
�You do?� asked Lacey. �Hot?�
Anna smiled and nodded. Her eyes were kind. �Why don�t you stay with us, dearie? A warm meal and some fellowship would do your bodies good. Maybe this foul weather will find its way elsewhere by morning.�
Owen and Lacey looked at one another. A few tears streamed down Lacey�s face. He immediately hugged his wife and looked over her shoulder to Bishop Gates.
�Are you sure you don�t mind?� he asked.
�God has placed us on this Earth to help in times like these,� he replied as he held his arms wide. �Let us give you a night of respite before you continue your journey.�

PART VI
Day thirteen, Wednesday, October 30
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Wednesday, October 30
Key West, Florida

In folklore, the time of night between midnight and four a.m. was known as the witching hour. It was the point of the evening when the powers of a witch or a magician were considered to be at their strongest. It was Patrick�s, as Patricia, favorite time to find his next victim. His targets were inebriated and looking for companionship. They were easy marks. Only one had put up a fight, and he had been easily disposed of in the mangroves.
The lack of power in the Florida Keys changed the way Patricia conducted the business of killing. The bars, never to miss an opportunity to serve drinks, fired up their generators and poured their whiskey. Frozen drinks cost an inordinate premium, as did any cocktail requiring ice. Lukewarm beer was embraced by the patrons without complaint. Music blaring from a boombox was more than enough to set the tone for the partiers trying to cope with TEOTWAWKI�the end of the world as they knew it.
Tonight, Patricia had to get an earlier than usual start because the governor had declared martial law. The local authorities agreed to look the other way so the bars could allow people to blow off some steam, but they let it be known that midnight was closing time. No exceptions.
During the day, Patrick contemplated his life as Patricia. He was beginning to see a time when killing opportunities would be fewer and far between. He only knew how to use the cover of bars and an inebriated mark to find his next victim. He�d thought about life after the bars closed permanently, but until that happened, he�d look for a new companion every night.
Besides, now he didn�t have to take them very far. There were a dozen bars within a couple of blocks of the Island State Bank building where he�d set up his vault of torture. The law had their hands full, and therefore Patrick could get his hands bloodied more often.
Patricia casually strolled up Whitehead Street on the sidewalk in front of the post office. She considered taking another side street to make her way over to the Roost, a local bar that was the location where she�d met her second kill. Like her last kill, where she met the victim at the Green Parrot, coaxing a drunk man a couple of blocks was not that great a task.
Patrick was drawn to the post office because of the police activity. It had taken him several trips to tote the trash bags on the gray Rubbermaid cart he�d stolen from the back of Margaritaville. During the early morning hours, he didn�t draw anyone�s attention. He was surprised later that afternoon after he woke up to hear the sirens and discovered the dumpsters hadn�t been emptied like normal. It was purely bad luck that those same dumpsters had become a buffet line for the homeless.
Not that it mattered, because he was being extremely careful as he honed his craft. He was meticulous about not leaving fingerprints or hair fibers not that the sheriff�s department had the means to analyze anything. Without power, all they could manage to do was rudely evict people from the Keys who had no place else to go.
As Patricia made her way around the post office and back onto Fleming Street, she noticed Homicide Detective Mike Fleming wandering the grounds with his flashlight, searching for clues. She wanted to wave her fingers at Mike. Give him a little toodle-oo as she walked less than twenty feet away. I see you, Mikey, but you don�t see me.
A grin broke out across her face. This was going to be fun. She�d pick out her next target and march him right past Mikey and his buddies. They�d never be the wiser.
As planned, Patricia found a seat at the bar of the Roost and sipped a glass of red wine. The place was hopping with activity. She waited to be noticed by the right guy, and if she wasn�t, then she�d become a little more aggressive and choose one.
Midnight was approaching, and she started to feel the pressure of picking out a partner to play with for the night. She made her move on a couple of late-night drinkers, but she was unsuccessful. Had she lost her touch? Did she not dress sexy enough? She didn�t want to overdo it under the circumstances. Most people wore the same clothes day after day. They were unkept and were beginning to smell. Patricia had planned ahead for that by filling the bathtub with water and being judicious about bathing. If anything, she was clean.
Then opportunity knocked in the form of a hayseed with a hideous Southern accent. Patricia could barely stand the guy, who seemed to talk like he had a mouthful of nails. Be that as it may, he was more than drunk enough and certainly frisky, too.
The young guy spun around playfully on the black barstool and ran his fingers across the green marble inlaid bar top as he spoke. After a while, Patricia actually took a liking to the guy and considered leaving him there. Then he made a couple of remarks about the other patrons in the bar that annoyed Patricia. They were out of line and inappropriate. The shiny new toy had lost his luster, and it was time to get down to business.
Patricia whispered in his ear and provided him all kinds of promises of debauchery. The young man easily took the bait. They left the bar arm in arm and wandered the dark, mostly deserted streets of Key West toward the bank and its newly repurposed vault.
Only, they weren�t alone. They were being followed.
Patricia feigned being entertained by his jokes. She playfully swatted away his clumsy groping attempts. They made their way slowly down Duval Street until they turned by St. Paul�s Episcopal Church. The red wooden doors to the historic church established in 1832 remained open, as they had since the day after the nuclear attacks. The parishioners did the best they could to feed and clothe displaced travelers. Throughout the night, people arrived seeking shelter.
Patricia and her new friend stumbled across Eaton Street to avoid a swarm of people who were breaking into the Tropic Theater, looking for a place to sleep. The two men who followed lurked in the shadows and used the people wandering the sidewalks to blend in.
When the seemingly drunk couple made their way to the front of the Island State Bank, they were laughing and talking about all of the sexual acts they intended to perform on one another. Patricia held the railing and her guest, whom she helped up the steps to the front doors. Having practiced the maneuver the night before, she learned how to handle her man while unlocking the entrance. Once inside, if he face-planted onto the rug, all the better. He�d be in for some real pain soon enough anyway.
Once the doorway was opened, the young man stumbled forward. Only, he didn�t hit the floor.
Patricia did. It would be the beginning of the worst day of Patrick Hollister�s life.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Wednesday, October 30
Central Virginia

Peter awoke rested but extremely sore. He�d used muscles that he didn�t know he had, although his upper legs suffered the most. He cursed as he made his way to the bathroom to relieve himself. With each attempted step, his hamstrings and quadriceps hit the floor with a jolt. If he pushed off too hard, his calves joined in the torturous motion, drawing more verbal assaults from Peter.
These were the primary muscles used to move the bicycle forward, but he found his shoulders sore from tension as well. His constant firm grip on the handlebar had resulted in his upper body being tense. The old adage sore all over certainly applied to Peter.
He swallowed three Aleve he�d secured from the pharmacy and repacked his gear to include some of the things he�d found at the golf course, including batteries, kitchen knives, and several tools out of the shed that might assist him in repairing his bicycle. He also packed a bottle of Chivas Regal scotch and several bottles of Fiji water. Somehow, the thought of a nightcap at the end of a long day of riding gave him a rewarding inducement to keep going.
Before he left, Peter took the time to bury the dead man. There was a mound of topsoil behind the mechanic�s shed. The man�s grave was shallow, but he was covered with both a tarp and the topsoil. Peter located a small cart trail sign and used it as a grave marker. He found a can of white spray paint to cover over the green and gold stenciling.
Lastly, using a black Sharpie he found in the shed, he simply wrote R.I.P. It was the least he could do for yet another victim of the nuclear war. Little did he know, it would not be the last one he�d come upon that day.
Peter locked the clubhouse as he left and started his day as an experienced long-distance cyclist. By his calculations, he�d traveled sixty miles that first day. If he didn�t pick up the pace, it would take him three weeks to get to Driftwood Key. After the muscle soreness wore off, he did just that.
He rode steadily through small unincorporated communities like Locust Grove, Mine Run, and Belmont. It was a mostly pleasant ride through the vast farmland of Central Virginia. He rarely encountered a stalled vehicle, and it was only occasionally that he noticed people on horseback riding across their farms.
The number of living refugees walking along the road were few. The number of dead who�d been rolled onto the gravel shoulder or into a nearby ditch were far greater. Their lifeless eyes stared toward the sky. Their mouths were agape, as if their last breath had been a plea for mercy.
As for the living, they were close to joining the dead. Their eyes were sullen, filled with sadness and despair. Their faces were gaunt, and their bodies had withered to the bone from lack of nutrition.
Peter fought the sense of decency within him to stop. Everything he�d been taught growing up and learned as a young man compelled him to do something. But he couldn�t. There were too many in need for one man on a bicycle. He barely had enough supplies for himself to make it a few days. Soon, he�d have to forage again.
Plus, there was the inherent danger of being ambushed. This happened to him after he�d been riding for several hours that morning. He�d studied the map of Eastern Virginia as he rode, to confirm his anticipated route. As he made several turns on one county road to another, he realized Lake Anna was coming up ahead of him.
Peter knew nothing about traversing a dystopian landscape other than what he�d watched on The Walking Dead or imagined on his own when he was a teen. One of the things that concerned him the most was crossing a bridge, especially if it was over water. This had always been the case for Peter, as he routinely drove up and down U.S. 1 in the Florida Keys. The Seven Mile Bridge, not far from Driftwood Key, was an example he often gave when expressing his safety concerns.
Bridges leave no place to bail out to, he�d explained. If you suddenly approach an accident on most roads, you could drive off into a ditch and run into the woods or a field to avoid trouble. What do you do on a bridge? Jump in the water fifty or sixty feet to your possible death?
All of these things were going through his head as he rode up to the Belmont Road bridge over Lake Anna. There were several men walking south toward the other side on the two-lane county road. As was typical for back roads, there was no shoulder, and the concrete barriers seemed to squeeze any traffic toward the middle.
The wind was blowing that morning from the north, causing temperatures to drop lower than the day before. The men were hunched over with camouflage hunting jackets wrapped around them. From that distance, Peter couldn�t make out any weapons, but as a precaution, he retrieved his pistol and gripped it with his right hand as he approached them.
Peter hoped the windy conditions would mask the near-quiet sound of his pedaling. His bike made very little noise as it rolled along the concrete pavement. Unlike many bicycles that produced a slight clicking sound when the rider coasted, this Schwinn model did not.
As he got closer, he saw that one of the men was carrying a rifle in his right hand. Then suddenly one of the men turned toward Peter just as he approached the trio. He, too, had a rifle and was beginning to raise it in Peter�s direction.
Peter drew faster. �Don�t move! I mean it! Do not raise that rifle!�
His demands caused the other men to turn. One of the men raised his rifle toward Peter anyway. He had no choice.
As he continued to speed up on them, Peter opened fire. His first shot struck the man who threatened him directly in the chest. The second missed badly. However, the man spun like a top and fell to the pavement in a heap.
Peter kept pedaling, charging toward them as if he were on a horse. The second man hastily raised his rifle and began firing as he did. The AR-15 sent bullets skipping along the concrete just past Peter�s bicycle.
Peter fired back three times. The first two missed, but the third struck the man in the right arm, causing him to lose his grip on the rifle. He screamed in pain as he dropped to his knees and used his left arm to halt the blood from gushing out of the brachial artery in his upper arm.
The third man, an older teen, actually reached down to pick up the first man�s hunting rifle. Peter was on top of them at that point. He skidded to a stop and quickly dismounted from the bike. He walked toward the teen with the gun pointed at his head.
�Don�t do it!� Peter growled.
The boy�s eyes were wide with fear. He hesitated, and then he continued to reach for the rifle.
�Don�t, dammit! I will kill you!� Peter�s voice was menacing and convincing. The teen raised his hands sheepishly and backed away from the dead man.
Meanwhile, the wounded shooter reached toward his AR-15. This caught Peter off guard, and he spontaneously reacted by shooting the man in his left arm. The man rolled over and over away from Peter, writhing in pain and crying out, imploring Peter to stop.
Peter swung around to determine if anyone else was coming toward him after the gunfire filled the otherwise quiet morning. There was no one, so he turned back toward the group. He waved his gun toward the young man, who�d apparently peed his pants. He was leaning against the guardrail, nervously looking back over his shoulder as if he was contemplating jumping.
�Don�t jump, kid. I�m not gonna shoot you,� said Peter before explaining his intentions. �None of this would�ve happened if he hadn�t raised his gun toward me.� He nodded toward the dead man.
�People on bikes shot his sister two days ago. She died last night.� The teenager began to cry.
�I�m sorry about that. He shouldn�t have��
�Arrrggghhh! Help me!� The wounded man was bleeding profusely.
Peter turned around to check his back and then looked forward down the road. There were a few small houses around, but there were no signs of movement despite the exchange of gunfire. He was about to order the teenager to help his friend when he heard a splash. Peter swung around, and the boy was gone. He�d jumped over the rail into the icy water of Lake Anna.
�Shit!� he exclaimed. He set his jaw and shook his head in disbelief. He turned to the wounded man and shouted his questions. �Do you have any more weapons?�
�No. No. He�s got a Glock in his coat pocket. I don�t have anything, I swear.�
Peter moved slowly toward the dead man with a watchful eye and the barrel of his pistol on the wounded man. He felt around in the man�s coat pockets and retrieved the Glock nine-millimeter pistol together with a box of ammunition. He set them next to his bike, and then he turned his attention to the other weapons. He gathered up the two rifles and brought them back to his bicycle as well.
�Do you have ammo?� he asked the bleeding man.
His left arm was less wounded than his right. He winced as he patted the side of his jacket and began to pull the ammunition out.
�Slowly!� shouted Peter. He carefully watched the man�s movements and was relieved as he pulled out two magazines filled with ammunition from his jacket. He slowly set them on the pavement next to his dead friend.
Peter rushed forward and grabbed them. Then he knelt next to the man and talked in a low voice. �I�m gonna give you some bandages, but you�re on your own. I�m not a doctor, and I�m not gonna let you or anyone else get the jump on me.�
�You gotta help me,� he pleaded.
�No, I don�t. You guys should have never raised your guns toward me.�
Peter stood and marched back to the bicycle. His first aid supplies were in the lightweight backpack slung over his shoulders. He pulled out a small bottle of spring water, a roll of gauze, and a tube of Neosporin triple antibiotic ointment. The gunshot wound was far more serious than the lacerations Peter had experienced around Driftwood Key, but the principles of wound care were the same.
�Flush the wound with this water. Pack the bullet holes with the gauze and apply the Neosporin. Then keep pressure on them until you can get some help.�
�But�� The man began to beg for Peter�s help, but it wasn�t forthcoming.
�Good luck,� Peter responded in a cold, callous way. The good-hearted member of the Albright family was becoming desensitized to gun battles and killing.
And this was just the beginning.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Wednesday, October 30
Interstate 70 near the Utah-Colorado State Line

Just like any road trip, eventually the travelers run out of things to talk about. Especially when the road they�re taking provides nothing of interest except endless rocky surroundings and the occasional stalled car. By the time Owen pulled onto Interstate 70 and crossed over into Colorado, the weather had cleared somewhat although the wind continued to gust, forcing the top-heavy Bronco into an occasional unintentional swerve.
For the first part of the day, the McDowells talked about how gracious the bishop and his wife had been. They�d allowed the trio to eat the remaining stew Anna had made in the Crock-Pot using the church�s solar panels for energy.
Bishop Gates had explained the difficulty he�d had keeping the solar batteries at full charge. He�d had the presence of mind to purchase backup solar charge controllers when he installed his array. Along with other electronics he used frequently, Bishop Gates stored extra parts in galvanized trash cans to protect them from solar flares or nuclear-generated EMPs. For a brief time, his array had been disabled until he�d swapped out the damaged parts.
A problem he hadn�t anticipated was the haze resulting from nuclear winter that had covered North America. It prevented the sun from doing its job. They�d learned to be more judicious with their energy usage by cooking a little at a time throughout the day to allow the batteries the opportunity to recharge.
Owen�s concerns about traveling on the interstate were valid, but the two hundred miles through the mostly uninhabited stretch of mountains toward Grand Junction produced nothing in the way of human encounters. Live ones, anyway.
There were several decomposing bodies seen off the side of the road. The wind had pushed away the previous day�s snow accumulation, exposing the corpses. At first, the family was sickened by the bodies. Then they began to accept what had happened as part of the world they were in. If anything, seeing the dead strengthened their resolve to survive by whatever means necessary.
Suddenly, the rocky, gray earth that had been the norm in Utah gave way to a variety of shrubs and brush. A sign on the side of the road made of stone pillars and carved wood read Welcome to Colorful Colorado. It marked the state line between Utah and Colorado and was intended to point out how the barren surroundings began to show signs of life with plant material.
Tucker, however, pointed out the obvious contradiction between the sign�s intended meaning and reality. �Everything is dying.�
The sagebrush, juniper, and kinnikinnick that were native to the Colorado mountains were drooping and turning brown. There was sufficient snow on the ground to provide the plants moisture. The problem was the lack of sunlight. Even the prairie grasses were laid over on their sides, dying from their inability to trap light energy as part of the photosynthesis process.
�This is what Peter warned me about on the phone that day,� began Lacey. �Dad told me the same thing. I guess he befriended a woman who was the secretary of agriculture.�
�Wait. When did that happen?� asked Owen.
�Oh, I forgot to mention her to you. It was when the whole false-alarm thing happened. Anyway, the fires creating all of this soot are going to kill plants and crops soon.�
�It�s already happening,� pointed out Tucker.
Owen turned on the windshield wipers as the snow began to fall again. The small flakes didn�t warrant the wipers, but the ashy substance mixed in immediately smeared the windshield with black streaks.
They were approaching Grand Junction, and Lacey once again focused on her map duties while the guys got out and filled the Bronco�s gas tank. With this fill-up, they�d be down to three of the six-gallon gas cans, enough to take them another four hundred miles.
�I found us a way around Grand Junction. We�ve had pretty good luck so far, but this is the biggest city we�ve come to. You know what they say, luck always seems to run out for the guy who depends on it.�
�How far out of the way does the other route take us?� asked Owen as he settled into his seat and buckled the seatbelt around his waist. Tucker finished securing the empty fuel cans and settled into the back seat.
Lacey laughed. �On paper, it should be a shortcut. But the road obviously winds its way along the top of a ridge. There�ll be plenty of bends in the road, but it�s probably deserted.�
Owen turned over the motor of the �67 Bronco and smiled as it fired up. He�d never intended it to be used on long road trips, and he was thrilled with its reliability. When they�d purchased it, Hayward to Lake Tahoe would�ve been the extent of Black & Blue�s travels, and they�d never actually done that, opting instead for the far more comfortable and modern Expedition. It was the same modern truck that was now a ruined hunk of scrap metal and worthless parts back in California.
By the time they took the curvaceous county road around Grand Junction, they�d emerged on the other side, and U.S. 50 was no longer joined at the hip with the interstate. They were on the final stretch of mountainous highway and looked forward with anticipation to more hospitable weather.
The winds had picked up once again, and the skies were filled with the sooty snow. By the time they reached Gunnison, the gateway to the ski resort area at Crested Butte, the highway had iced over in spots, and driving had become more treacherous than what they�d experienced thus far.
They all agreed, however, to soldier through the adverse conditions. The remote area of Colorado offered them nothing in terms of places to sleep or find gasoline to refill their spent containers. With an exchange of fist bumps, the family made a pact to cross the Continental Divide so that they�d be downhill to Florida, as Tucker put it.
They wound their way up the mountains toward massive Mount Aetna, the nearly fourteen-thousand-foot peak just west of the Divide. They reached a trailhead and found a place to pull over next to the sign marking the geological boundary separating the Western U.S. from the East. Tucker filled the gas tank again while Lacey retrieved the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on homemade bread provided by Anna. Thanks to the bishop and his wife, they had food to last several days in addition to their own packaged meals.
The group was in high spirits near the high point of the Rockies. It was too soon in their journey to calculate miles and days until they arrived in the Florida Keys, where the group was sure sunshine and warm temperatures were still the norm. They would be content with the flatlands of the prairie for starters.

CHAPTER FORTY

Wednesday, October 30
U.S. Route 50
East of Pueblo, Colorado

�Wow! Wide-open spaces, right?� said Tucker jubilantly as the highway emerged from the never-ending mountains and canyons they�d been driving through since they left Utah. They�d easily managed to drive through the small towns of Ca�on City and Penrose without incident. It was in Penrose that they observed an operating vehicle for the first time. It was an old International Harvester tractor.
They were now facing a drive through the sizable city of Pueblo, Colorado. As they approached, one glance to their left distracted them from the trip across the outskirts of town. It was a massive blaze that could be seen to their north.
The mountains to the west of Colorado Springs were engulfed with flames. Black and gray smoke mixed with fire shot upward for as far they could see toward Denver. The air in the valley became so dense with smoke that it permeated the inside of the Bronco through the air intakes that drew heat from the engine block.
�Cover your faces, everyone,� ordered Owen as he pulled his sweatshirt over his nose and mouth.
�It�s causing my eyes to water,� said Lacey.
�Mine too,� added Owen. �I�ll pick up speed and try to drive out of this. It doesn�t look as dark up ahead.� He gestured through the windshield with both of his index fingers.
�What if I turn off the heater, and we stuff something in these vents?� asked Lacey.
�Can�t hurt,� responded Owen. �From the looks of that fire, it should be a lot warmer outside.�
�I�ve never seen anything like it,� said Tucker. �Those flames seem like they�re reaching a mile into the sky.�
While Lacey worked diligently to close off any air vents, Owen gripped the wheel and sped up, dodging disabled vehicles on the highway. As expected, there were more obstacles in the larger town but still very few signs of people. They might have caught a break in that regard, but the focus drawn by the stalled cars was a distraction for Owen, who�d been diligent about monitoring the older truck�s instrument panel.
They weren�t due to refuel for another hundred miles, and his speed was dictated by the number of cars blocking the road. As they all focused their efforts on avoiding breathing the contaminated air, he didn�t notice the temperature gauge that was part of the round speedometer located at the center of the dash. It was steadily rising as the smoke from the wildfires began to clog the truck engine�s air filters with contaminants. In essence, the Bronco couldn�t breathe, and it was beginning to overheat.
�I think we�ve got them all,� Lacey announced as she leaned back in her seat. The air vents were stuffed with washcloths and socks.
Owen raced past the Pueblo airport and the looted Target Distribution Center on the east side of town. As they put several miles between them and Pueblo, they began to notice the drop in temperature once again.
�Can you believe the fires warmed the air that much?� asked Lacey. �If it weren�t for the smoke, it would�ve been nice to thaw out for a little while.�
�Too late for that, I�m afraid,� added Owen.
�It�s less smoggy now. How about some fresh air?� asked Tucker.
�Not yet, son,� said Owen. He hadn�t complained, but his throat had been sore for two days. It was itchy as if it had been scratched by something. To get some kind of relief, he�d been constantly swallowing his saliva, but that only served to make his throat more raw.
Because their watches no longer functioned, telling time was impossible. They basically mapped out a day�s worth of travel, and once they reached a certain point, they�d begin looking for a spot to sleep for the night. And, with a little luck, they could find more gasoline.
Pueblo had been their designated stop, but because of the thick smoke that engulfed their truck, they had been forced to continue on. Darkness was setting in, and like the previous few nights, the winds and cold air picked up with the lack of any sunlight.
�What�s the next decent-sized town?� Owen asked.
Lacey paused for a moment as she flipped through the pages of the map book. �Well, it�s roughly two hundred forty miles to Dodge City, Kansas, where we ditch Highway 50 and start working our way south.�
Owen nodded and glanced at the fuel gauge. He did some quick mental calculations based upon the remaining gasoline in the containers.
�We�ve got enough fuel to make it. It all depends on if we wanna push��
He stopped midsentence and unconsciously let off the gas pedal, causing the truck�s torque to drop the front end. The unexpected change in momentum thrust both Lacey and Tucker forward in their seats.
Within seconds, their trip came to an abrupt halt.

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Wednesday, October 30
Near Amelia Court House, Virginia

Peter began to wonder if there was such a thing as having too many firearms. In addition to the duffel bags strapped to the bicycle�s rack, he had a Remington 700 hunting rifle tied to the top. He still rode with a backpack and the sling bag that contained his original stash of handguns with ammunition. It now contained a Glock pistol and extra magazines for the AR-15, which was also shouldered on his back. In addition to being bulky, it added quite a few pounds to the load he had to carry.
Yet he pedaled on. Much farther than he�d originally envisioned when he set out that day. He�d crossed over Interstate 64 and the James River, both of which led directly into Richmond barely thirty miles away to the east.
Hour after hour, he put distance between himself and Washington. Gradually, the number of refugees on the road thinned out, as did the number of dead. He tried to reason with himself as to why that was the case. He surmised it was the fact he was in a more rural area. Then he contemplated how the passage of another day had resulted in more people dying from dehydration or radiation poisoning.
He�d been judicious about wearing the gaiter over his face. The frigid arctic air that had invaded the Continental U.S. made the face-covering more tolerable and even a necessity. At first, he�d cursed the cloth gaiter as being akin to wearing a diaper over his face, but eventually he got used to it.
He was also diligent about taking the potassium iodide and the other supplements he�d acquired. Only time would tell if they helped him. All he knew was that it had been several days since DC had been hit, and he was not feeling the ill effects of the radiation that raced outward from the nation�s capital.
He continued to tick off the miles as he drew closer to the small town of Amelia Court House. In Virginia, many of the towns that were also a county seat were called Court Houses.
Unlike the word courthouse, which applies to the actual building that was the center of government in a town, places like Amelia Court House, and its more famous neighbor Appomattox Court House, where the end of the Civil War was negotiated, were common across Virginia.
The town appeared to be little more than a crossroads from what Peter could tell on the map, but he was uncomfortable traveling through it in the dark. He�d decided it was better to see what lay ahead of him rather than continuing to travel on unfamiliar roads at night.
Peter barely caught a glimpse of a barn sitting on top of a hill off the highway. The gravel road was overgrown with weeds, and the galvanized mailbox was rusted, barely hanging onto the wooden post in the ground. Everything about the place looked abandoned, so he took a chance.
It was difficult to ride up the hill on the part gravel, part dirt driveway. Each time he hit a sharp edge of the limestone rock, he feared he might puncture a tire. The thought caused chills to run up and down his spine as he envisioned walking a thousand miles to the Keys.
The long tree-lined driveway wound its way up the hill toward a clearing. Once he�d made it into the opening, he was able to see a white, two-story farmhouse sitting near the barn. Peter was leery of his surroundings. The buildings appeared to be abandoned, but without entering, he really couldn�t make that judgment.
In a world without electricity, it was not unexpected for a house to be dark inside. However, most farmers kept a ready supply of candles or even kerosene lanterns, as power could frequently be lost in a storm. Unlike metropolitan areas where power lines were buried underground, most rural areas still utilized old-fashioned power poles spaced a few hundred feet apart. It was not uncommon for trees or heavy limbs to strike a power line, leaving residents in the dark.
Peter gently laid his bicycle on its side in some tall grasses. He opted to carry his handgun inside to check out the house instead of the more powerful AR-15 or the hunting rifle. He was not that familiar with the AR-15, having only fired a similar weapon in Abu Dhabi under duress. He had no recollection of how the gun worked. Plus, he�d replenished his supply of nine-millimeter ammunition on the bridge that morning.
As he trudged up the hill toward the house, he began to get an uneasy feeling that he was being watched. Perhaps it was the eerie weather that lent the appearance of a horror flick. Or perhaps it was the fact the farmhouse looked like so many others in movies where mass murders took place or hauntings scared people to death.
He tried to shake the thought out of his head. Peter laughed, chastising himself aloud. �Get a grip, Pete. Norman Bates doesn�t live here.�
Peter decided to take a different approach than he had the night before at the golf course clubhouse. He knocked loudly to make sure anyone lurking behind the thin white curtains adorning the windows wouldn�t consider him a threat.
�Hello? Is anybody home?� he shouted loud enough to frighten off an eastern screech owl that was hanging out near the barn, looking for field mice.
After no answer, he tried again. �My name is Peter Albright! I�m from Wash�um, Fairfax. I�m making my way home to Florida, and I wondered if you�d let me sleep inside tonight.� These days, claiming to be from the District didn�t endear him to those outside the Beltway.
There was no answer and no sign of activity. He tried banging on the door again.
�Hello! I�m unarmed,� he lied as he surreptitiously shoved his pistol into his paddle holster. He held his hands high in the air to sell the subterfuge.
Peter walked up and down the front porch. The wooden boards gave under his feet, weakened by years of exposure to the elements. He reached the end of the wraparound porch and stared over toward the barn. He glanced down the side of the farmhouse and then upward toward the bedroom windows. The glass was still intact, and there was no sign of a candle flickering inside.
Convinced that the property was vacant, Peter walked to the back of the house to check for vehicles. When he found nothing, he made his way into the barn. There was an old tractor inside and farm implements scattered about. The horse stalls were empty, and there was no evidence of livestock feed stored anywhere.
�Well, alrighty then,� he muttered as he wrapped his jacket around the front of his body. The plunging temperatures left him dismayed. He�d learned a lot about nuclear winter in the last couple of weeks, but he hadn�t thought they meant it literally. Perpetually cloudy skies were one thing. Subfreezing temperatures in late October were another.
Peter marched across the open area between the house and the barn. A gust of wind pushed him forward slightly, and then the sound of a door slamming frightened him. He was exposed, and his instincts forced him to one knee.
Then the door slammed again. Peter�s head was on a swivel as he looked for cover. The wind was suddenly blowing hard, and it chilled him to his core. He glanced to his right and discovered several ton bales sitting just behind the back of the house. Many years ago, older balers produced smaller square or rectangular bales. The modern balers produced large round bales known as ton bales. They didn�t necessarily weigh a ton, as most reached fifteen hundred pounds.
Regardless, they were Peter�s best source of ballistic protection at the moment. He rose to a low crouch and rushed across the yard before sliding to a stop behind the hay bales. He sat with his back to the hay as he gripped his weapon. He was closer to the house now and began to realize the sound of the door closing was rhythmic, not sporadic as if someone was coming or going from the house.
He rolled his eyes for letting his fear get the best of him. �It�s just the damned wind blowing a shutter or something, Pete. Get your ass up and check out the house.�
He did as instructed and rose to his feet. Still, he was alert as he rounded the ton bales to approach the back door. He held his gun in a shooter�s position directly at the door until he reached the first step leading to the back porch. A wood-framed screen door was the source of the slamming sound as it was pulled out and pushed inward by the wind gusts.
Peter wedged his body between the screen door and the Dutch door leading inside. He tried the knob and found it to be locked. He turned his pistol in his hand and gripped it by the muzzle. Then he gently tapped the glass window with the pistol grip until a part of the pane fell inward. He gently tapped out a couple more pieces and reached in to unlock the door.
Peter turned the handle and pushed it open, but he remained behind the wall. He held his breath and attempted to listen over the now howling wind. A strong gust hit the back of the two-story farmhouse with a broadside slam, causing dust to fall off the rafters of the porch roof. Peter kept his focus and listened for any signs of movement inside.
After a moment, he stepped into a hallway that was lined with bench seating and wooden pegs protruding from the walls. Some held horse tack, and others were covered with a variety of jackets. Rubber work boots were lined up under the bench seats, as were several pairs of well-worn tennis shoes.
It was dark now, and Peter had to risk using his flashlight to walk through the house. He retrieved it from his Velcro cargo pockets and pushed the rear button to power it on. He adopted the crossover grip he�d used effectively in the last several days to clear interior spaces and moved deeper into the farmhouse.
The first room he came to was the kitchen. He immediately noticed something odd about it. Nearly all of the wooden cupboard doors were open. And the shelves had been emptied. However, it did not appear to have been looted. The residents, or somebody, had picked the place clean without causing any damage or mess. Nothing was in disarray, including the small corner table sitting at the back of the kitchen. A recipe book was sitting open, and a single stem vase, complete with a dead flower, remained undisturbed.
He walked through the kitchen and entered the dining room. Like the kitchen, everything was in perfect order. The table was set. Chairs were pushed in. The china cabinet was still filled with family heirlooms.
To Peter, the place seemed to be abandoned. Yet something in his gut said to call out again.
�Hello! I mean you no harm. I just need a place to sleep for the night. Please show yourself so nobody gets scared and makes a mistake. Okay?�
Like before, nobody responded, but out of precaution, Peter continued to search the remainder of the house. He shuffled along the old plank flooring that had been installed when the home was built in the 1830s. With each step, the floor gave a little and squeaked where the planks were nailed to the floor joists.
After searching the upstairs, he entered the foyer and spun around, marveling at family photos adorning the walls. Whoever owned the home had relatives dating back to the Civil War. There were several photographs taken using the original wet-plate negatives that took nearly twenty seconds of exposure to generate an image.
Peter shined his light on each of the pictures as uniformed men cast their gaze upon him from above. He shuddered as he thought of the history of this old home. If only the walls could talk, he thought to himself.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Wednesday, October 30
U.S. Highway 50, East of Pueblo, Colorado

Owen was frustrated and angry with himself. He looked forward in dismay as steam billowed from under the hood of the Bronco. He�d been so careful about monitoring his gauges and took his eye off the ball for just a few minutes as the wildfires distracted him. If he�d been paying attention, he would�ve stopped miles back closer to Pueblo to allow the engine to cool. At least he could seek out help in the larger town than what he expected was in front of him.
�Where are we?� he asked with a sigh. It was now dark outside, which required Lacey to use her flashlight to read the map.
�When did we pass through Pueblo? Twenty, thirty minutes?�
�I don�t know,� Owen snapped back. He immediately felt bad for his tone of voice and apologized. �I�m sorry, honey. This is my fault. I wasn�t paying attention.�
Lacey set the map on the dashboard and turned toward her husband. She placed the flashlight under her chin, pointed upwards, just like we all did as kids to make a scary-looking face at Halloween.
�Look at me,� she said with her teeth bared menacingly.
Her attempt to turn her sweet face into something frightening failed in that respect. Otherwise, her ploy worked, and Owen immediately burst out laughing.
�You can�t be funny when I wanna be mad and frustrated.�
�Yes, I can.� She snarled and made other facial contortions.
�What are you? Five, six years old?�
�Maybe?� Lacey stuck her tongue out.
Owen threw his head back and let out a hearty laugh. Tucker, not unexpectedly for a teenager, didn�t find his parents so humorous.
�You guys are weird.�
Lacey started laughing and exchanged high fives with her beloved husband. The two then reached across the console to hug one another and kissed.
�Weirder and weirder,� mumbled Tucker as he sat in the back seat with his arms folded. �What are we gonna do?�
�Do we have a manual for this thing?� asked Lacey as she opened the glove box. She set the handgun on top of the map book and fumbled through the papers. Other than insurance information, registration, and half of her peanut butter and jelly sandwich she was saving for later, it was empty.
�No,� said Owen. His mood became dour again. �Honestly, I never thought I�d need one. I guess I could�ve bought one on eBay or someplace, but I never imagined I�d need it. It�s not like this truck has any bells and whistles on it.�
�Dad, shouldn�t we take a look? It could be something simple.�
�Tuck, I don�t know anything about cars. I never had that car gene that my friends had growing up. As long as I could turn the key and make it go, I was fine.�
Lacey had returned to the map. �Well, to answer your question, I think we�re right about here.� She pointed to a point on the map to the east of Pueblo near the Arkansas River that snaked along the north side of the highway. Owen leaned in to study the atlas. To give him some context, Lacey traced their route and then ran her finger along the highway toward the east.
�It�s hard to tell,� said Owen. �Whadya think? Four or five miles to the next town?�
Lacey shrugged. �Probably. Maybe a little more? Plus, there might be some farmer along the way who knows the difference between a radiator and a transmission.� She laughed at Owen�s expense.
Owen stuck his tongue out at his wife in the dark. �Yeah, well, I know the difference between an algorithm and a bitmap.�
�Are we gonna take a look at fixing this thing or not?� Tucker was growing impatient as the inside of the truck began to get cold.
Owen turned and motioned for his jacket. �You wanna help?�
�Sure,� Tucker replied unenthusiastically.
The two McDowell men stepped out of the truck and quickly donned their jackets. Using Tucker�s flashlight to guide them, they lifted the hood of the Bronco and propped it open with a metal rod attached to the frame. Steam came billowing out and quickly mixed with the soot-filled air around them.
Both guys began to cough as they waved their hands back and forth to clear the air. Finally, with the aid of the flashlight, they were able to see the top of the motor.
Sitting atop the four-barrel carburetor was an exposed air filter topped with a polished chrome lid with the name Edelbrock embossed into it. The filter, which was usually white, was black and dented. It had been taking in debris and smoke their entire trip. The trip through the dense, smoky air in Pueblo had caused it to choke off completely.
There was another obvious problem. A hose running from the radiator had developed a crack. Owen didn�t know if the two problems were related or coincidental. Nonetheless, it would need to be replaced.
Owen shuddered as a gust of cold wind swept over them. He carefully reached into the engine compartment and squeezed the radiator hose. The crack grew wider and emitted a little more steam. Radiator fluid was dripping from beneath the truck as well.
�Well, shit,� he muttered as he stared at the engine with his hands planted on his hips. �This is a hot mess.�
�Sure is,� Tucker mumbled his reply. �What are you gonna do?�
Owen looked behind the truck and tried to calculate how far he�d traveled since Pueblo. If it had been twenty minutes or more, even at a brisk pace, he�d have to backtrack six hours or more. He swung around and looked down the dark and empty highway as far as the conditions allowed. It would be an hour, maybe two, until the next town. He shined the light at the engine again.
�Let�s get the tools and take off this hose. I think I just need a flathead screwdriver for the hose. I can twist off the wingnut from the air filter cover with my fingers.�
While he did that, Tucker retrieved the screwdriver. Ten minutes later, the parts were removed, and Tucker was sitting in the driver�s seat while Owen spoke to Lacey through her window.
�Are you sure about this?� she asked, concern in her voice. �I mean, we can wait until morning.�
�Honey, it�s gonna get cold and really uncomfortable out here. I can make my way into town in an hour or so and be back before you know it.�
Lacey offered him the pistol. �At least take this.�
Owen shook his head. �I won�t need it. I mean, what are they gonna steal from me? A busted radiator hose and a clogged air filter? I want you guys to be safe until I get back.�
Lacey couldn�t argue with him. She reached through the window and pulled his head closer to hers. They kissed one another and lovingly tapped their foreheads together.
She choked back the tears as she spoke. �Please be careful. Don�t take any chances, okay? We�ll be fine.�
�I promise. I love you,� he responded and then looked into the truck to make eye contact with Tucker. �Stay alert and watch out for your mom. Okay?�
�No prob, Dad.�
With those final words, Owen marched down Highway 50 in search of parts for the truck. He glanced back once and waved to his family. The second time he tried to give them another wave, darkness had surrounded him, leaving him alone.
He saved the battery life on his flashlight and turned it off. He zipped his jacket up to his neck and pulled his tee shirt through the tight-fitting North Face collar to cover his mouth and nose. The ashy smell aggravated his throat, but the face covering helped him stave off the cold somewhat.
Owen tried to walk at a brisk pace. Visibility was low, so he looked down constantly, simply focused on following the center line of the highway. He didn�t expect to encounter any vehicles, so getting run over wasn�t a concern. He actually laughed at one point as he thought about how rebellious he was being.
Then another cold burst actually pushed him forward slightly, causing him to stumble. He shoved the radiator hose under his jacket and ran his arm through the filter so he could keep his hands warm in his pockets. Owen hunched over in an effort to stay warm, looking down at the dual yellow stripes that were starting to get covered by a light snowfall.
The snow began to accumulate, and soon he found himself kicking through it with his sneakers. His pants legs became damp as the moisture began to soak up to the middle of his calves.
Owen began to shiver. The wind picked up and began to emit an eerie howl at times. Then, in the pitch darkness, something happened to the north of Highway 50 that had also occurred in the late fall of 1836. At the time, it couldn�t be explained. If today�s weather watchers had fully functioning instruments, they would�ve been able to tie the rare anomaly to the fires surrounding Denver and the Arctic air pushing in from Canada. However, they didn�t, and therefore what happened next came without warning.
A dark cloud, traveling over thirty miles an hour, descended from the northwest. It was accompanied by a roaring noise that frightened Owen so bad he ran out of the middle of the road, thinking a dump truck was barreling toward him.
Only, it wasn�t a truck.
Within minutes, as the cloud passed over him, temperatures dropped nearly sixty degrees as a flash freeze enveloped him. The subzero temperatures caused any form of moisture on his body or clothing to freeze in an instant. His tee shirt slipped beneath his nose, and the mucus that dripped out froze to the top of his lips.
Owen struggled to run. He was barely able to force his legs forward. Just ahead, he saw a pickup truck parked on the shoulder of the road. It had bales of hay stacked haphazardly in the back.
He gathered his strength and pushed the unexpectedly bitter cold out of his mind. He reached the truck and tried to get inside, but the doors were locked. He returned to the tailgate and tried to open it, but it was frozen shut.
His breathing became labored. He was unable to blink, and his eyesight began to become fuzzy. Owen pulled himself onto the rear step bumper and flung his body into the back. Then he did his best to move the hay bales around to seek some form of protection from the flash freeze that engulfed him. He burrowed under the straw, using what was left of his strength to avoid the extreme cold.
He shivered violently. He gasped for breath as he struggled to stay warm. His skin felt like it was burning. He became confused as to where he was and what was happening to him. He had visions of Lacey and Tucker, like watching a movie at thousands of frames per second. Tears emerged from his eyes and then froze.
And then, as if his surroundings weren�t already pitch-black, Owen�s mind found darkness of its own.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Wednesday, October 30
Near Amelia Court House, Virginia

�Pa, somebody�s comin�,� eleven-year-old Cletus Munford whispered to his father, Nelson. �He�s walking up the hill.� Young Cletus kept his eyes glued on the person, using the small slat opening underneath the front porch of their home. The light was dim, but the silhouette of the figure that approached could be seen against the rocky driveway.
Nelson pulled his son down from the produce crates he stood on to see outside. He peered through the slats himself to confirm what his son reported just as the approaching man�s legs disappeared up the steps toward the front door.
He abruptly turned around and grabbed his son. �Cletus, go alert your mother and sister. Tell �em we got company.�
�Yes, Pa,� the boy responded politely before disappearing.
The man walked across their porch, bellowing as he went. Nelson Munford chuckled and spoke in a hushed tone to himself.
�Yeah, sure. Mister nice guy just wants to close his eyes for the night. Ain�t no marauder comin� near my wife and baby girl.�
He took a deep breath and held it so he could focus on the man�s movements. Nelson had been born in that home and had spent almost every night of his life in one of its bedrooms. His parents had passed, and his brothers had been lost to wars in the Middle East, but he remained behind to continue their farming operation while caring for his family.
His wife, Marjorie, suddenly appeared by his side. Nelson turned to her and relayed what he knew.
�Seems like only one man. He�s headed back toward the barn now. He�s been out there hollerin�. He claims to be a nice guy. I don�t believe anybody, do you?�
�Nah. Sure don�t. We heard what happened to our neighbors when they let their guard down. They died. I�m not gonna die �cause some stranger says he�s safe.�
�Come on,� said Nelson as he gently nudged his wife back toward the center of the house. They�d had this basement hideaway since the days of the Civil War. Once the conflict broke out, the Munford family began to prepare for the battle to be brought onto their fields. All around them, the North and South fought one another until the final days came in April of 1865.
Cletus took up a position on another stack of crates at the back of the house. He watched as the man emerged from the barn and then suddenly became frightened when that creaky screen door came loose from its latch due to a gust of wind. It was a sound the family was used to. It had been that way for the boy�s entire life.
The family intently listened once the sound of breaking glass could be heard at the back door. The man�s shuffling footsteps caused their youngest, eight-year-old daughter Patience, to gasp. Her mother calmed her down, and then she reminded her to stay quiet.
Young Cletus grabbed his lever-action Henry .45-caliber rifle. It was a powerful gun for a teen, but Cletus was a strong youngster raised on a farm.
His mom took a firm grasp on her shotgun, which was ready to do its job. Nelson readied his Henry rifle, which was identical to his son�s. Like father, like son. Just as it had always been in the Munford family for nearly two hundred years.
They were ready.
The intruder�s flashlight grabbed their attention as it illuminated the basement through the knotholes of the plank flooring. As he slowly walked around the kitchen and into the dining room, dust began to fall off the rafters onto their heads.
The trio walked together, slowly in the dark, confident in their familiarity with the dirt-floor basement that had been their hiding place since the bombs dropped. Nelson led the way as Cletus and Marjorie walked side by side, tracking the intruder.
They positioned themselves under the foyer as the man trudged up the stairs toward their bedrooms. Marjorie bristled at the thought of a stranger traipsing through the rooms where her children slept. Where she and her husband had created their precious lives. Anger built up inside her as she thought of the intrusion on their privacy.
�He�s coming back down,� whispered Nelson to his family.
The man�s flashlight shined through a knothole and washed across Nelson�s dusty face. He quickly pulled his head aside to prevent being seen. In the foyer, the man wandered slowly, shining his light upward on the members of the Munford family who�d inhabited the homestead in the past.
Nelson positioned himself under the knothole and stared upward. The man stood directly over him. He turned to his family, and in the dim light, he nodded to his wife. Marjorie leaned over to her daughter.
�Cover your ears, dear. And, honey, don�t look up, okay?�
The child nodded.
Nelson made eye contact with his son, who also nodded, indicating he was ready. Then, in unison, as the Munford family had practiced, they raised their weapons to the underside of their entry foyer. With determined looks on their faces, the Munford men cocked the hammers on their rifles and prepared to fire.

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Wednesday, October 30
Florida Keys

Hank had tried to remain busy around Driftwood Key to avoid thinking about Lacey and Peter. His children were out there somewhere, he was sure of it. Despite the travails they were likely facing, at least they were alive. He knew this to be true.
With each passing day, the Florida Keys was becoming a microcosm of the suffering being felt around the nation. While the remaining inhabitants of the islands weren�t subjected to the direct radioactive fallout from the detonations, they were exposed to the nuclear winter that had traveled completely around the planet.
Plant life was suffering already. Dead seabirds were floating onto the beach. The skies remained a drab gray, but they didn�t produce any sort of rainfall. And temperatures were dropping.
Some of the lowest temperatures ever recorded in the keys occurred in 1981 when Key West dropped to just forty-one degrees in January. Since 2000, the lowest recorded temperatures occurred in January, as was typical, but hovered near fifty. That night, as the last day of October approached, the thermometer mounted on the front porch of the main house had dropped to forty-six. Over each of the last four nights, the lows had reached the upper forties, an unheard of reading for October.
That, coupled with the perpetually hazy skies, had already taken its toll. It was affecting humans as well. Seasonal affective disorder, or SAD, was a form of depression that goes with the changes from fall into winter. Inhabitants of the Keys didn�t experience this type of mood change. In fact, they rejoiced at the hint of cooler weather as an opportunity to wear a sweater or sweatshirt at night.
The general feel of depression was exacerbated by the lack of resources on the keys. Every retail store�s shelves had been emptied by buyers or looters. Food wasn�t scarce. It was nonexistent. Bottled water was gone. Gasoline pumps, even if they worked without power, would have nothing to distribute.
Driftwood Key was an exception. Through Hank�s planning and the Frees� stewardship, they were able to create a sustainable resort operation capable of feeding a dozen people with daily fishing to supplement their food.
All they had to do was protect what they had from those who had nothing. The group prayed for the safety of Peter, Lacey, and her family. However, they agreed that the survival mindset of the Albright children would give them a better opportunity to stay alive than most.
That night, Mike and Jessica were away on police business. Hank had hoped they�d find a way to stay closer to Driftwood Key. Their experience with firearms was necessary to protect his family and their resources.
Phoebe had just turned in for the night after she�d gone over the status of their supplies with Hank. He was too wired to go to sleep, so he fixed a pitcher of mojitos and settled into a wicker chair on the front porch of the main house. Sonny and Jimmy were patrolling the shoreline nearest the highway. Hank said he�d keep an eye on the dock and the beachfront facing the Gulf. He promised them he�d stay awake until at least midnight.
He didn�t.
After a couple of drinks, Hank set the glass aside and decided to rest his eyes for a moment. He listened to the water gently lapping onshore and tried to imagine the days when the inn was full and the weather wasn�t over twenty degrees below normal.
He�d dozed off completely when there was an uproar at the bridge entering the island.
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For twenty-two hours, Patrick Hollister had been brutalized and raped by his three assailants. The young man in the bar had been tasked with picking up an attractive woman. His brothers, two career criminals from West Virginia, had suggested the guys head down to the keys to look for work just before the attacks.
When the bombs dropped, they found themselves in Key West with no place to stay and no money. To survive, they engaged in petty theft and burglary, stealing food and money. They�d seen Patrick, as Patricia, walk into the bar alone. Their perception of her was that she had money and was lonely. She had been targeted by the men for multiple reasons, but they had been surprised when they forced themselves into the bank building.
The attractive woman was a man. He was surrounded by money, food, booze, and a car full of gasoline. The fact that he was a man was infuriating, as they�d had plans for the woman known as Patricia.
For hours upon hours, they drank and took out their anger and frustration on Patrick. He was beaten unconscious several times, which protected him from what happened while he was incoherent. The degenerate men were merciless, thoroughly enjoying themselves as they treated Patrick as subhuman.
After they were done with him, they filled Patrick�s car with anything of value, both monetary and nutritionally. Then they loaded his limp body into the back seat with the intention of dropping him over the railing of the Seven Mile Bridge as it crossed the water toward the Middle Keys.
However, when it was time to dispose of the nearly dead Patrick, they hadn�t factored in the continuous stream of refugees walking from Key West toward the mainland on U.S. 1. Without an opportunity to dump the unconscious Patrick, they continued toward Marathon, debating what to do with him.
Then Patrick woke up. Because he�d suffered internal damage from the beating, he immediately vomited in the back seat. The three men were incensed and pulled down a side street toward the Gulf, where they dragged him out of the car. He tried to crawl away, which earned him a swift kick to the rib cage, which forced another round of retching.
The men laughed at Patrick, took turns spitting on him, and then raced up the highway, leaving him for dead.
Only, Patrick wasn�t dead. He lay there for a while and tried to open his eyes, which were swollen shut. He tried to make out the buildings around him. Northwestern Mutual�s investment office appeared to be across the street. He noticed the furniture store that was a customer of his bank.
He struggled to breathe. He could barely move. His bones weren�t broken, but his insides were so battered he was certain his organs had been rearranged. Every orifice was bleeding, causing him to be weak.
Then it came to him. If his bloody mouth didn�t hurt so bad, he would�ve smiled at the irony. He made a decision. Patrick hoisted himself up and began to drag his legs, one at a time, to get help.
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Hank was jolted awake by the wail of the marine air horns that were carried anytime someone was on patrol. They had a case of them stored on their boat to be used in case of emergencies. Mike thought the airhorns would be a perfect alternative to two-way radios to sound an alarm.
He bolted out of his chair and began to race down the steps until he slid to a stop. He ran back up the steps to retrieve his rifle. He cursed himself for falling asleep and spontaneously shouted, �I�m coming!�
Hank raced through the palm trees that separated the bungalows from one another. His chest was heaving as he dashed past them and lowered his head at times to avoid low-hanging fronds. The shortcut saved him time, and he reached the crushed-shell driveway quickly.
He slowed as he approached the gate, relieved there was no shouting or gunshots. The warning might have been a false alarm or perhaps something that wasn�t life threatening.
The silhouettes of Jimmy and Sonny standing with their rifles pointing toward the gate could be seen. Their flashlights lit up the bridge, but Hank couldn�t make out any cars or people. When he arrived, he was still uncertain of why the alarm had been raised.
�Mr. Hank! Come quick!� yelled Jimmy as if Hank weren�t moving as fast as his sixty-one years would allow.
By the time he arrived, his chest was heaving as he gasped for air, and he bent over with his hands gripping the rifle across his thighs. He looked up and saw the reason for the alarm.
�Mr. Hank,� explained Sonny, �this man says he knows you.�
�Hank,� the man began just above a whisper, �it�s Patrick Hollister. I�ve been robbed and need help.�
�Patrick?� asked Hank.
�What should we do, Mr. Hank?� asked Jimmy.
Hank handed his rifle to Sonny and then responded, �Let�s help him in.�
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It wasn't our fight, but it became our problem.
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