
        
            
                
            
        

    SOLARIS MORTEM
The New Patriots
by Rusty Henrichsen



This book is dedicated to Robert Michel Nevills. You inspired me more than you will ever know. RIP, my friend.



CHAPTER ONE
Terry Burrows was rolling down I-5 in his Peterbilt when it happened. The brightest flash of light he’d ever seen washed over everything, and for a moment, the world was paper white. He shielded his eyes from the corneal blast, the radio in the truck screeched static for an instant then died, and he realized he was no longer under power, nor were the thousands of vehicles in front of him or behind him.
Terry jammed his foot on the brakes and flipped the switch on his compression release, but that didn’t stop him from plowing into the cars ahead of him. He pushed a Corolla under a lifted Ford pickup, gripped the wheel and screamed, “Oh, Jesus!” For fifteen horrible seconds, he parted the traffic, spraying sparks, pushing the little Corolla and the pickup it was wedged under as his battering ram.
The Peterbilt came to a skittering stop. He fumbled for his cellphone which was dead, then the CB; also dead. He sprung down from his leather perch and saw the family of four in the Corolla he'd just hit; also dead. The driver of the Ford was alive, but only for a few minutes. He shocked out from his injuries and never regained consciousness, just slipped away. God’s mercy.
Terry looked around, horrified to see the scene repeated over and over again. He had just killed five; how many others had died up and down the interstate? The power lines were burning, the scent of ozone hung heavy in the air, women screamed, and children cried.
Dazed drivers stepped out of their cars, holding dead cellphones to the sky, looking for a signal, desperately trying to bring them back to life when the world turned white once again. A hot wind gusted Terry’s cap from his head. Now the men screamed too.
He checked the Ford driver’s pulse once again; he was still dead. How many times had Terry fantasized about plowing his Peterbilt through the hordes of idiot drivers on his way home from a long haul? Get the fuck outta my way. More than a few, but this was not what he had in mind at all. His dark fantasy had come to fruition and shamed him for ever thinking it at all. Oh, God! Please forgive me, please forgive me.
It wasn’t his fault; of course, it wasn’t his fault. It was the fault of whatever had just happened. What had just happened? Are we under attack? Did we just get nuked? Terry pulled his shirt over his nose with that thought, and he saw others doing the same.
“It was the goddamn North Koreans!” someone shouted, followed by more screaming.
“God’s wrath on a Godless people!” another shouted, followed closely by,
“Shut the fuck up, you moron!” and a fist fight broke out just-like-that.
Terry jumped back up in the truck and retrieved the .45 he had for occasions such as these, and tucked it into his waistband. Whatever was going on, he had a feeling he would be hoofing it from this point forward.
No sirens cried, no helicopters flew overhead; the fist fight broke up, and it became eerily silent. No one was coming. We are on our own. Terry sat in his rig for about an hour and watched the mass exodus from the interstate. He checked his phone compulsively. What about Katherine and the kids? But it never did turn back on again, nor did the CB or anything else.

People milled about the interstate; fear and confusion were palpable in the air when the sky lit up again. Fear turned to hysteria and some people just ran. They left their cars behind, everything in them, and ran away empty handed. Some sat in their cars, gripping the wheel and cried. Still others were in the rank of preppers, and they grabbed their B.O.B.’s, (bug out bags) firepower if they had it, and trekked away from the gridlock. Terry knew that preppers would never be made fun of again by anyone.
Terry stayed in his truck and watched as thousands of people made their way away from—all of this. He heard an incoming plane and looked out his window to see an incoming Boeing 747 hurling itself at the roadway—maybe two hundred feet in front of him. 3…2…1…. kaboom! A giant fireball erupted, throwing shrapnel, asphalt, luggage…and probably body parts too, Terry thought. This provided all the motivation most of the stragglers needed to get out of their cars and run. He watched helplessly as a mother with a young infant in her arms was trampled beneath the panicked feet of the hordes.
Terry resisted the urge to flee himself. His place in the truck was as good as any other and better than most. He had no desire whatsoever to join the hysterical mobs. Not that he wasn’t panicked; he was. He just didn’t need that group energy pushing him over the edge into insanity. He didn’t need to get trampled underfoot as that poor young woman and her baby had been. What he needed, was to think…to figure out how to get back to Seattle. Katherine, his sister, and her children were the only family he had left.
But, was there any getting back to them? Were they even alive?
The world has just changed in the twinkling of an eye, with the flashing of bright light. He didn’t know if it was by man’s hand or God’s, but he knew what he needed to know. Planes were falling from the sky, the power lines burned, no machines, no communications. The world had been blasted back in time two-hundred years or more, technologically speaking, and the adjustment would be mostly fatal. Suddenly he wished harder that he was on that remote homestead he had always dreamed about. One of these days, I’m just going to move out to the middle of nowhere, get away from all these people and the rush of Seattle. Grow my own food, raise some animals and sit on the porch every night in my rocking chair to watch the sunset.
It would appear Terry had put his dreams off for too long. Kat and her kids were stuck (or dead?) in Suburbia and Terry was locked in traffic that may never move again two-hundred and fifty miles from home. Sweet Jesus, what a mess…
Terry continued to wait out Day One of the apocalypse in his truck. He had a little food, a little water, and an empty Gatorade bottle to piss in, so he would wait out the night and set out on foot in the morning. The sun began to set in the distance, and now he could see the cause of all the calamity. It was solar flares. The kind that would make the Carrington Event seem minor. He could see spots on the sun and fiery ejections bursting from its surface, flames licking at the sky in the distance.
Several more times throughout the night, the ethereal light flashed again behind the mountains lighting up the night-scape like a brilliant flashbulb from God’s own camera. Terry saw it each time between fits of restless sleep, a string of naps offering no restoration for mind or body. The earth continued to spin round its axis, and the sun continued to spew a geomagnetic storm, the likes of which had never been seen. In twenty-four hours, the whole world was in a blackout.

Terry woke up before dawn and thought of coffee as he always did on waking. He plugged in his 12-volt coffee maker, scooped in the grounds and poured in the water. He flicked the switch and heard its click, but that was it. There was no red light; there was no gurgle of the water feeding its way through the heating element. Fuck me…idiot…. He knew there was no grid power, but for a moment, he forgot his truck, his oasis, was dead in the water too. There was no power anywhere. Like a giant EMP, the geomagnetic storm had fried everything electronic. No power, no generators, no electronics—no nothing.
He may as well be in the Stone Age. The critical difference was, back in the Stone Age, people knew how to survive. Today, billions would die without the grid. They would starve, thirst to death, and freeze come winter. The new world would be an ugly, savage place full of death and disease. He shuddered to think of the breakdown and the plague seven billion rotting corpses would spread across the face of the earth.
Terry tucked a generous pinch of coffee grounds in his lip, like snoose, and tried to get a caffeine lift which did not come. He looked around and saw no one. All he saw was the wreckage and numerous plumes of smoke. The city was burning, and there was no one to put it out. He would have to get moving today. There were an awful lot of footsteps separating him and his family
“No time like the present,” he said and stepped down from the cab of his truck, pistol drawn just in case. A careful survey told him the interstate was deserted, and he tucked the pistol back into his pants. He reached up and grabbed his duffel, laden with water bottles, Fritos, granola bars, and a change of clothes, and made tracks for Eugene. Stocking up was first on his list, and then he would follow I-5 North, and find his family.
Terry was about five miles south of Eugene, Oregon when he began his walk up the median. He was glad to walk away from his accident, the bodies of those he had killed, and that of the young woman and child trampled the day before. What a fucking disaster. He didn’t have to walk long to find more of the same. He took guilty comfort in knowing he wasn’t the only one that had cut a life short yesterday. It didn’t help much, but it helped a little, and he walked.
The sun rose up in the sky, and he wondered what today would bring. Would the sun just explode, a massive supernova to destroy life on earth once and for all? More flares? If Katherine and the kids were dead, he would prefer the sun did explode. What would be the point without them?
Fresh panic washed over him, and he tried to push it down. It would be days, weeks before he would know the shape of his family, so for now, he had to keep his shit together…. For them. Kat was a stay at home mom and part time author of children’s books. At least, he knew she was with the kids when this all went down. They were much too young to fend for themselves. Jonathan could help himself some; he was a very resourceful boy, but he was only nine-years-old, and Tabitha, her little, towheaded princess was only four. Terry couldn’t wait to see them again. He hoped he would see them again….
Terry kept walking, mile after mile of wreckage and gridlocked autos until he hit Eugene and exited at Franklin Blvd, just before the river crossing. He wasn’t sure where he was going, but he knew what he was looking for: a sporting goods store and food.

In town, looters were gathering already, and Terry hoped he wasn’t too late to find what he needed. He was hoping for a good pair of hiking boots, a tent, and a sleeping bag. A wide-brimmed hat to keep the sun off his face would be nice, some food and hopefully a water filter. He had no interest in lugging a two weeks supply of water around with him. He found an REI store three miles off the exit and already he was missing the days of Google Maps. So far, the sporting goods giant hadn’t been cleaned out too badly, and he found what he needed without much trouble.
The grocery store, on the other hand, was a different story. The place was bare and deserted. Aisle after aisle, empty and barren with food bits strewn about on the floor. Twelve hours prior, women stood in this aisle fighting over the last bag of egg noodles. They had wound up on the floor, crunched into little bits. Terry left that for the rats and walked out of the Safeway with just two cans of pork and beans and a can of SPAM. He’d never tried SPAM before, but he figured the apocalypse was as good a time as any.
Terry walked out of the grocery store to see a band of looters running by carrying flat screen TVs, MacBooks, and stereo equipment. Perhaps they were ill-advised of the situation, he thought, hadn’t got the memo…. I suppose looting and intelligence are two separate things, but an intelligent looter would be looking for food and fuel. He didn’t think electronics were going to be of much use anymore and hadn’t bothered grabbing a GPS or any other dead trinkets from the REI.
Passing through town, he observed the breakdown of society beginning. Without running water, people had already shit in the streets. Groups of religious zealots were holding signs and screaming about hellfire and damnation. Marauders and looters took advantage of those that were frozen by fear and waiting to be saved by someone else.
Terry wasn’t a religious man, but he did believe that the Lord helps those who help themselves, and he was eager to help himself right on out of town. He wasn’t the only one either. Bands of people were leaving, heading out in all directions. Everyone was looking for the same thing; something better, somewhere else. Only, it was no longer about the grass being greener, a better job, a nicer house, a prettier wife or whatever. It was about having a chance to survive.

Terry took the 105 crossing over the Willamette River and rejoined I-5 heading north. Along the way, he found a mini-mart that was still open. No power, and cash only, but open. It was manned by an elderly Indian man of the South Asian variety with a shotgun. There wasn’t much in there of value to Terry, but he got a bottle of ibuprofen, a box of powdered donuts, and all the water bottles he could fit in his backpack. Manning a mini-market to trade cash for wares seemed a fool’s errand to Terry, but to each their own.
Twenty minutes after Terry left, the clerk was shot dead for a warm case of beer and a carton of smokes.
Back on I-5 now, it was still the same mess. Maybe forever? Cars and trucks stopped dead in their tracks as far as the eye could see. Stretches between accidents looked like parking lots. Accidents looked like crushed cans of tomato sauce and birds of prey were feeding on the dead. Keeping his donuts in his stomach proved difficult, and he kept walking.
It was almost noon and beginning to get hot. The August sun beat down on the cars and turned them into solar cookers. The putrid stench of hot, decaying flesh hung like a tangible cloud, and this was just the beginning. It was going to be a long walk home.
He walked past groups of people just camping out, staying with their cars like this all might get cleared up soon. If they had firearms, they kept them trained on anyone passing by. Terry held up his arms, “Just passing through, folks; that’s all.” This was getting ugly.
At the end of Day One, he made it just fifteen miles beyond Eugene, but it was an improvement. He was out of the city and away from the crazies, at least for tonight. The interstate was still filled with dead cars, but they were more sporadic now. A single car here and there, and small clusters in spots. No more massive pile ups with fatalities and for that he was glad.
He laid his sleeping bag down on the ground beside a farmer’s pond and fell asleep under an expansive, star filled sky. He told himself: if there’s still beauty like this, then maybe it will all be okay…eventually.



CHAPTER TWO
If his dreams were any indicator, nothing would be okay ever again. Katherine and the children were on the move, away from the city, toward something better. That was the plan anyhow. The reality was they were starving and dehydrated. The reality was a group of dreadful men were on their tail…waiting. They waited until the time was right to do whatever it was they wanted. Without law or fear of punishment, many men did whatever the hell they pleased barring a moral compass. Rape, torture, murder, arson and thievery to name a few.
Terry rolled in his sleep, a groan escaping his lips.
The men were after Kat; sex crazed and deviant, they stalked her. They cared little that she had children with her to bear witness. Some of the men lusted after the children. It was a hard, cold world and Kat was on her own.
Terry cried out in his slumbering state, though not loudly enough to wake him.
Katherine, Jonathan, and Tabitha walked through the dark wood, hands clasped while the bad men encircled them like a tightening noose. All at once, it was darker; it felt colder. Kat looked around but saw no one.
“Mommy, I’m scared,” little Tabby said.
“I know, honey. It’s okay, we’re fine,” Katherine reassured her daughter though she wasn’t convinced herself. White lies.
“I’m hungry, Mommy.”
“I know, honey. We’ll find something soon. Just keep walking.” Tabitha wasn’t impressed by the answer and hung her head in a dutiful pout.
The sickening crunch of a stick broken underfoot and Kat whipped around to see the man who was about to grasp her. Jonathan and Tabitha screamed before being captured themselves.
Terry awoke with a start and wiped sweat from his brow and drool from his lips.
“Shit….”
He struggled to get back to sleep, and when he did, he dreamed of crows feeding on the remains of his family.

Terry woke up with the sun in the east shining brightly. Dark spots blotted the surface of the sun like acne, or scars left over from the big light show. Otherwise, it looked normal, and he figured that part of it was over…hopefully. Actually, he was just glad to see it rise again. With recent events, everything he had grown to count on in his thirty-one years had become doubtful.
Terry rolled to his side and sat up in his sleeping bag rubbing his eyes. What he wouldn’t do for a cup of coffee. He tried the snoose method again, and as before, it did very little for him other than wedge grounds between his teeth. He went to the pond and surveyed its murk. It didn’t look real great…didn’t smell real great either, but he dipped the hose of his ill-gotten water filter in the pond and began pumping his water bottles full again. It seemed to come out clear, so hopefully it worked as advertised on the box. Filters 99.9% of pathogenic bacteria, cysts, and parasites! He wasn’t exactly certain what that meant, but it did sound pretty good, and the water didn’t taste half bad. This filter would be essential in staying alive. That, and avoiding the bad guys.
He scooped SPAM from the can with his fingers and found it to be mostly disgusting, but his grumbling stomach was thankful nonetheless. There’s still protein in snouts and assholes, right? With that thought, he ate another donut and took a tall swig of water.
Terry hoped to make Salem by nightfall, though it was probably over ambitious at forty-five miles away; plus, he needed to find more food along the way.
“Pitter patter, let’s get at ‘er,” he said, hoisting his pack up and onto his back. His shoulders cried out in protest, still aching from yesterday.
“Jesus, I need a fucking rickshaw,” Terry said, and he started walking again.
The walk was mostly without incident until he came upon a coyote eating a fellow traveler on the road. It was an older man, probably in his sixties, and the coyote had torn his middle open, feasting on the poor bastard’s innards. Terry shot the coyote and briefly considered eating it, but it just seemed too close to cannibalism for his comfort. He wished he had the time and energy to give this poor stranger a proper burial, but time was one luxury he could not afford right now. Common human decency was in short supply these days and no wonder; it was too expensive. Time was his only currency at the moment, and he could feel it slipping away from him with every hour that passed away from his family. Lord, please let them be okay, pleeease…
He walked all day, but didn’t make it to Salem. That had been overly ambitious for sure. Instead, he camped near Albany and would scrounge in the morning for what he could.

Albany was set up somewhat like a military camp. The odds of scavenging anything were slim, but the odds of getting shot for trying were pretty good. Snipers were on the roofs with deer rifles, and men, some just boys, walked the streets brandishing AR15s, AK47s, and shotguns. He walked the streets looking for a grocery store, mini-mart or anything else that looked promising. His blistered feet protested; he hoped to find Neosporin and bandages.
Terry didn’t get far enough to find those things, but he did find an apple tree in an alley. He plucked one from the branch and took a big, juicy bite. It was a Red Delicious which he didn’t usually care for, but it was pretty damned good today. Terry held the apple in his teeth and started picking more when he was interrupted.
“What’s your business here?” Someone barked, behind him, “Hands where I can see ‘em.”
“Don’t shoot, I don’t want any trouble,” Terry said and raised his hands slowly to the sky, “I’m just looking for a little food is all.”
“Sorry, stranger. We have none to spare. What have you got to trade?”
“Trade?” Terry asked.
“Yes, trade. What have you got? Guns? Ammo?”
“Well…nothing.” Terry turned slowly to face the voice behind him. It was just a guy, a regular guy trying to survive like everyone else. He wasn’t sure what he expected, but it wasn’t this guy. He was in his forties, balding, short, fat and frumpy. I guess I was picturing more of a Terminator type…. This guy was wearing Dockers and polo shirt.
Terry extended his hand, “Hi, I’m Terry, Terry Burrows.”
The man just waved his gun, “I suggest you get back to the highway, Terry Burrows.”
“On my way.” Terry did an about-face, thankful at least he didn’t get robbed of what he did have.
“Leave the apples.”
“Right…sorry.”
Well, that was a fantastic failure. At least, I wasted a bunch of time….
Hopefully, he would have better luck further up the road. One can of pork and beans wouldn’t get him too far.
Terry walked on and began to wonder if he would ever see Katherine, or Jonathan, or Tabitha again. Suddenly the two-hundred and fifty miles felt like he may as well be walking to the fucking moon.

It was a lone outpost with very little in the way of shops or stores, but Millersburg had a Methodist church with a big American Red Cross emblem on the front that caught Terry’s eye straightaway. He slipped off the freeway.
A little help? He dared to hope. Terry approached cautiously; he was getting a little gun shy after all, and to his relief, this was the real deal. He was greeted with a sandwich, some apple slices, and a tall glass of water. Nirvana.
Inside this small church were about a hundred people. Most of them were locals with about half a dozen other travelers besides Terry. They had assembled for mutual comfort and strength, and he hoped his sister had found such a respite in Seattle. He had spent most of his life looking out for Little Sis, and it pained him to be away now. Of all the lousy times to be away and on the road, the apocalypse would have to rank as the worst.
When that boy on the playground pushed Kat down back in grade school, who was there to pick her up and kick his ass? Terry was. When Kat’s husband left her and the kids, who was there to pick her up and kick his ass? Terry was. Actually, the ass-kicking was on hold until he could find the son of a bitch, but the point was: Terry took care of his sister, and that went double since their parents had passed.
Terry sat down amongst his fellow travelers and ate ravenously. His sandwich, just an ordinary peanut butter and jelly, was heaven today.
“Never thought a PB&J could be so good,” the man across the table said. “I’m Joe, nice to meet you.” He extended his hand.
“Terry. Likewise.”
“So, where you headed, Terry?”
“North, up to Washington,” Terry said. “You?”
“I’m on my way to Everett, myself. Gotta get back.”
“What do you do in Everett?”
“I’m a biologist for the Department of Fish and Wildlife. Only now, I wish I was a farmer,” Joe chuckled.
“Yeah—you and me both. I drive truck and I’m trying to get back to Seattle. That’s home, family, you know?”
“Well, I hope your family is okay, Terry,” Joe said and took another bite of his sandwich.
“What about you? You got family up in Everett?”
“Nah, my family is all back East. I don’t imagine I’ll be seeing them anytime too soon.”
“It’d be a helluva walk,” Terry agreed.
Joe nodded and they ate in relative silence for the next few minutes until Terry broke it. “So, what do you think of walking together? Probably a little safer in pairs.”
“That would be great, yeah. After lunch?”
“Works for me,” Terry said.
They were just heading out when an elderly man wearing a name tag stopped them. ‘Chuck,’ it said. “Are you leaving so soon?”
“Uh, yeah…we’ve got a long walk ahead of us,” Terry said.
“You sure I can’t convince you to stay? We’re looking for warm bodies around here to help protect the town. We’ve got water and plenty of food.”
As good as that sounded, Terry and Joe had to decline.
“Well, at least, fill your water bottles before you go and I’ll fetch you a little food for the road.”
“You’re too kind, Chuck. Many thanks,” Terry said, and they were on their way, richer than when they came. It was unbelievable what a difference three miles up the road made.

“So, what do you think all this is?” Terry asked Joe.
“I’m going to go with solar flares—it’s really something isn’t it? The sun has a little hiccup and just like that—life as we know it is over.”
“I’ll say…how long do you think it will last?”
“What? The power outage? I would say for the foreseeable future—it’s going to get really ugly,” Joe said.
“Sadly, I’ve come to the same conclusion…. How long do you suppose till people start dying?”
“You mean large scale? I’d give it a week, maybe two. Without access to fresh water and sanitation issues—it’s just going to be bad.”
Terry nodded. They kept walking and it kept getting hotter. They talked about Katherine, Jonathan, and Tabitha. They talked about wildlife biology and long haul trucking. They drank a shit-ton of water and by the time the sun began to dip behind the hills, they got to Salem.
They camped just outside of town beside the river. Terry didn’t think he’d ever had a swim that felt so good.
He and Kat used to swim all the time when they were kids down at the local rec center and out at the cabin their parents had on the Olympic Peninsula. Those were good times, some of the best of his life. They would go there for three weeks every summer. It was just man, woods, and water, and it was perfect.
Everything after that had been kind of a disappointment. Dad died when Terry was sixteen and Katherine was fourteen. They had to sell the cabin after Dad passed and Mom was so busy working that they never went on another vacation again; never had rec center passes again, either.
Mom died when Terry was nineteen and Kat was seventeen. They were more or less grown and able to care for themselves, but it was one helluva blow, especially for Kat. She was devastated. She stayed with Terry for about a year until she met that shit-bag who was to become her husband.
Dale Hodges—what a douchebag. Terry knew he was bad news from the very start. The first tip off was the way his ring finger was shrunken beneath the knuckle. ‘Kat, c’mon! He’s either married or freshly split.’ It turns out he was married, but no matter, Katherine loved him. She could not be swayed, try as he might. Terry tried to tell her it was just a matter of time before he did the same to her, but she wouldn’t hear of it. ‘Everybody makes mistakes,’ she would say, ‘that’s behind us now, it’s the past.’ Only it wasn’t. Well, it was, but it was also the future.

Terry woke to the aroma of fresh coffee. At first, he thought his mind was playing a cruel joke, but sure enough, his new companion had a percolator bubbling away over a small fire. “Is that—is that—coffee?”
“It is,” Joe said.
“Oh shit. I love you, man.”
Joe chuckled, “It’s the little things that make all the difference. Here, I’ll pour you a cup.”
Terry scurried out of his sleeping bag and grinned. “Thanks, Joe, I knew it was a good idea to go with you.” The coffee was delightful after four days without. Making his living as a trucker, Terry drank copious amounts of coffee and energy drinks. He’d had a dull headache since the world ended and now he felt it letting up for the first time. They sat in silence for a moment, Terry savoring the delight in his cup.
“I can’t help but think, we need horses,” Joe said.
“Yeah, that would be great, but how in the hell are we gonna get horses?”
“Well,” he began, “what if we just took them?”
“Took them? I don’t know…. I have a feeling the new world might not take too kindly to horse thieves. Probably be a pretty good way to get shot.”
Joe nodded. “I know what you’re saying, I do, but it might be the only chance you’ve got to get back to Katherine and your little niece and nephew—before it’s too late.”
Terry agreed, he had a point there, but he had always prided himself on his honesty. He was no thief. Once, when he was five, he stole a pack of gum from Miller’s Market and Dad had royally tanned his hide. The next day he had to go back into the store with his father and apologize to Mr. Miller and hand over the entire contents of his piggy bank. It was a lesson he never forgot and he never laid hands on that which did not belong to him again. But, this was different, wasn’t it? Could be a matter of life and death…. 
“Maybe you’re right, Joe. I mean, I hate to take something that’s not mine, but maybe you’re right.”
Terry and Joe sat by the small campfire on the edge of the river, drinking their coffee, eating a modest breakfast and Terry pondered the ramifications of stealing a horse.
Taking a horse could potentially save his sister’s life and the kids’, but what if it also ended someone else’s? Maybe they’re relying on that horse too.…
“So how do we go about stealing horses?” Terry questioned.
“I don’t know exactly. Never done it before…but I was thinking we find a horse ranch or whatever, wait till dusk and saddle up. If it’s a decent size operation, they’ll never even miss the horses—we’d practically be doing them a favor—less to feed.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Terry said though he wondered if that was a line of self-justifying bullshit.
As he wondered and worried, rain gathered on the horizon—good news. Rain meant fresh water, a cleansing shower, and cooler temps. Today’s walk would take them away from the river so any rainfall would be most welcome.



CHAPTER THREE
Daniel Wheatley struck a match and lit his propane camping stove. He set the tea kettle over the flame and stepped outside to feed the chickens and gather the eggs. The hens clucked noisily anticipating feed, then shut up just as fast when he threw them the scraps.
“Hmm, good job today, girls,” he said, gathering their eggs—seven this morning.
Daniel walked back to the old farmhouse. The stairs creaked under his weight, old wood fibers long since broken down, held together by old age and stubbornness only. White paint flaked from the body and loose panels of metal roofing flapped in the wind when it blew, but she was a good old house that had sheltered many families; full of love and fond memories.
The Wheatleys had lived there seven years now and though fixing up the old house had kept slipping to the bottom of the to-do list, there was no place Daniel would rather be. They had a spring-fed artesian well with a backup hand pump behind the house. A large vegetable garden and a small orchard of fruit trees flanked the right side. On the left, they had horses, chickens, goats and a hog. Along the road frontage, he grew hay, and behind that, five acres were fenced for pasture and the horse barn. All in all, it was a damned fine place to weather the apocalypse…or whatever this was. All he knew for sure was nothing electrical worked anymore, and neither did his cars or the tractor. Well shit, I guess we’re Amish now, haha.
The whistle of the tea kettle greeted him as he walked through the door. Daniel turned off the burner and dumped grounds in a French press, then poured the water in and waited. It sure took a lot longer than the Bunn.
A few minutes later, Brandee walked downstairs in her pink robe and yawned.
“You’re up early, babe,” she said.
“Oh yeah, I couldn’t sleep.” It was a quarter to five.
“Why not? Worrying again?”
“How’d you guess?”
“Aw, honey…my little worrier. You need to get some sleep. Leave the worrying for the Lord. He will provide. He always has.”
“I know,” Daniel replied, “I know—it’s just a lot to swallow all at once.”
Brandee was a devout Baptist and Daniel went along for the ride, mainly because he loved his wife. He was more of an agnostic, honestly. He didn’t see how there could be so much suffering and daily injustice in a world supposedly ruled over by a benevolent Heavenly Father. Nonetheless, he saw no harm in going, and he figured the effect on his children was mostly good. Though, in the back of his mind, he ranked God right up there with Santa Claus...and the Easter Bunny. He kept that mostly to himself, though.
Brandee poured Daniel and herself a mug of coffee and sat down at the table. “Don’t worry, Hun. Everything is going to work out according to God’s plan. He’s set us up real nice here, and whatever happens, happens.”
Daniel faked a smile though it must have been transparent at best.
“You might not believe me, but you’ll see.”
“No, no, you’re right. We’ll get through one way or another,” Daniel said, and he squeezed her hand. “I love you.”
They drank their coffee, Brandee prepared breakfast, and Daniel attended to the rest of the animals.

Susan and Ted Wheatley bounded down the stairs at half past 7. So far, they liked recent developments just fine. Well, Ted did anyhow. September was almost here which meant school would be starting, but not this year. Maybe not ever again according to Ted’s friend, Nick. Nick said his dad told him that, ‘The world was never gonna be the same. All the weak people were gonna die off, and only the strongest would survive.’ Ted figured he and his family were probably a part of the latter group. He wasn’t even scared, so that had to count for somethin’. And besides that, mommy and daddy was tougher than nails, so he knew he would be just fine. It was all actually kind of exciting; last man standing and all that. Mommy also said that they would be raptured if things got too bad. At first, that scared him. He thought raptured sounded a bit too much like tortured, but mommy said it was a good thing, a very good thing. It meant God would come down and scoop up all the righteous and take ‘em back to heaven and save ‘em from the evil doers. It also meant going to heaven without havin’ to die first. That was good, cause dyin’s scary.
“Mommy! What’s for breakfast? I’m hungry,” Ted said, still three stairs up from the bottom.
“Hi, sweetie. How about pancakes and eggs?”
“Yes, please!”
Susie brushed her long, brown hair as she walked and sat down at the table. She was quiet this morning, and Brandee noticed.
“What’s the matter, Susie?”
“Oh nothing—I just miss my friends I guess,” Susie said then sneezed hard enough to bring tears.”
“Whoa, are you all right? That was a big sneeze.”
“I don’t know…I don’t feel very good,” Susie said, looking out the window. “When do you think the power will come back on so we can go back to school?”
“I don’t know, Susie. I wish I did, believe me. Let me fix you some breakfast.” Only Brandee knew it wouldn’t be coming back on; not anytime soon. Call it a feeling or a premonition, but she knew it wasn’t coming back on. That seemed to be the general consensus among everyone she had spoken with. She had ridden her horse to town the day before, and most folks were convinced that Armageddon was here. Technology is dead, modern medicine is gone. Some people said the government was behind it. This was all an elaborate plot to destroy the USA, default on the national debt and put a new dictatorship in place. They also said it was population control, and there was no doubt in Brandee’s mind it would have that effect. She didn’t know about all of the conspiracy talk, though. She had seen the sun exploding. That was God’s hand, not man’s.
There were rumors that the President was dead, and the Chinese had invaded, taking over the country for defaulting on our loans. In a year’s time, we’d all be eating rice and worshiping the Buddha or some damn thing. Not the Wheatleys, though. They put their faith in the Lord. They always had and they always would.
A seed of doubt crept into her mind briefly. She hoped her faith would be enough. She prayed it would be enough.
Ted ate his breakfast with unrelenting urgency. He wanted to get outside and help his dad. Susie tickled her food with the fork and took a bite at last like it was a chore, her burden to bear.
“Susie, eat your food. After breakfast, we can go outside and take the horses for a ride if you like.” Brandee hoped this would cheer Susan up.
Susie nodded, her eyes filled with mist, and she sneezed again. “Thanks, mom, but I think I’ll go back to bed.”
The sky opened up, and heavy rainfall beat on the old, metal roof.

Joe and Terry arrived in Woodburn late in the afternoon. It was still raining, and they ate a quick supper beneath a gas station cover and then began scouting around for horses.
A wrought iron sign set high in the sky between log posts over a driveway drew them in. It read, WHEATLEY RANCH. It was a lovely sign; expensive—and in retrospect, a horrible idea.
They peeked between the boards in the barn and saw three horses, a tack room, and an old tractor. The barn was at least one hundred feet from the house, and Joe was pleased. Terry was still apprehensive, but willing. He had to get back to Seattle one way or another.
“This is it,” Joe said, “We wait until dark and then we ride. Do you know how to saddle a horse?”
Terry had only ridden a horse once in his life. “I have NO idea.”
“That’s okay; I can help you.”
They leaned against the far side of the barn, waiting for dark, and trying to stay dry beneath a minimal roof overhang. The wind whipped and sent the drip wherever it pleased. An hour and a half passed and the outlaws were soaked and cold.
“Okay, let’s go,” Joe said, “Cock your pistol and be ready.”
“Cock my pistol? What are you talking about? We’re not shooting anybody.”
“Just in case, now c’mon!” Joe said and rushed around the side of the barn.
“Joe, wait!” Terry said as forcefully and as quietly as possible, but Joe was already gone. “Fuck!” Terry clicked his safety off, but he didn’t cock the pistol.
Inside, Joe was prying the tack room door open with a bar that had been lying around. It sprung open, and the horses whinnied. Joe grabbed a saddle and a bridle. “Hurry, grab the other one there.”
The first stall creaked open on rusty hinges, and Joe clipped a lead rope onto a spotted Palomino’s halter. “Here, Terry, hold her for me.”
She was a big horse and holding her pretty much scared the shit out of him, but he found she held still if he just held the rope and gave her a small measure of slack.
Joe draped a saddle blanket over her back, then threw the saddle over her. She jumped just a little, but not as much as Terry did. “Relax, she won’t hurt you.”
“Sure…. Sure she won’t.” Terry wished he shared Joe’s conviction. Joe took the rope and hitched the horse to the stall.
“C’mon, we’re almost outta here,” Joe said. He went to the next stall and led a tall, golden Tennessee Walker out. “This will be your ride. Walkers have a nice, smooth gait.”
“Where’d you learn about horses?”
“Huh? Oh. My parents had ‘em when I was a kid, and my wife and I had a couple.”
“You’re married?”
“Nah, divorced.”
“Oh, sorry,” Terry said.
“It was a long time ago, now here, hold him steady.”
Joe was cinching up the flank strap when the unmistakable cha-chunk of a shotgun broke the relative silence. It was Daniel Wheatley, and he was not impressed. “Get the fuck outta my barn before I pump your asses full a’ buckshot!” he bellowed.
Terry dropped the lead rope, turned slowly and put his hands in the air. “Oh shit, we don’t want any trouble, sir.”
“A little late for that, don’t ya’ thi—” He was cut short by Joe’s 9mm slug, right in the heart. Daniel fell to the ground, lay there and gurgled.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Terry screamed, “You didn’t have to do that!”
“It was him or us—now help me. We have to hurry.”
Terry wanted to run away right then, but he feared Joe might shoot him if he did. He was in it now. He’d been in deep shit before, but not like this. Terry didn’t pull the trigger, but he felt just as guilty as if he had.
Brandee came out onto the porch and cried, “Daniel! Are you okay?—Daniel!”
Terry and Joe raced away on the Wheatleys’ ill-gotten horses.

It was still raining hard, and Terry and Joe rode much of the night. The horses' feet sank into the rain-drenched soil of the median, but they kept on under their new riders' direction. Terry wondered what the horses must think; being stolen away in the night, gunshot and a dead owner, being forced to plod through this downpour. He concluded they must not think much at all.
They rode for hours though he wasn’t sure how many now that timekeeping was dead. He was doing well if he could keep track of the days, which he tried to do, but forget the hours. In time he would lose track of the days, then the months and then keeping track of seasons would be the best that he could do, but for now, he knew it was Friday…. Or maybe it was Saturday if midnight had already come and gone. 
He and Joe didn’t talk much. It was too loud to talk with the rain beating down on the pavement beside them. Terry was half thankful for that. He was beginning to question his choice of companions. Joe had just shot that poor bastard without a moment’s hesitation. Keeping company with Joseph Hughes meant trouble and Terry intended to make his exit sooner rather than later. He had a feeling he would wind up dead himself if he didn’t split.

They tied the horses to oversized entry posts at a Holiday Inn in Vancouver beneath a covered auto court. Dawn hinted its arrival in the eastern sky, but no harried business travelers graced the lobby, racing to their next stop, gulping cheap coffee and grumbling about the continental breakfast. Breakfast—now that would be a treat…. 
“Joe? Why did you shoot that guy?”
“Why? Are you serious? What do you think woulda’ happened if I didn’t, huh?”
Joe didn’t give him the chance to respond. “We’d both be dead; that’s what. You should be thanking me, not scolding me. If it had been up to you, we’d probably both be buried in that farmer’s field by now.”
“I dunno, Joe…. I just think you shouldn’t have been so quick on the trigger. He might'a let us go.”
“I don’t think so, kid. It’s a dog eat dog world out there, especially now. What we shoulda’ done, is seen what else they had in that house we could use.”
“You’re fucking crazy—didn’t you hear his wife on the porch? What would you have done…shot the whole family?”
Joe ignored the question. “We need rifles and I’m sure he woulda’ had ‘em.”
“What we need is to get to Washington and stop killing people!”
“Haha,” Joe chuckled, “I told ya’ those Walkers are smooth. You musta’ been sleeping in the saddle—we’re in Washington.”
“Fine, yeah, whatever.” Terry was getting flustered now. “We’re not killing anybody else….”
“Terry, I’m always gonna do what needs doin’. Okay? Whether you know it or not, I saved your life back there.”
Terry agreed, that might be true, but he didn’t say it. He also knew no one would have been getting shot at all if they hadn’t been in that guy’s barn stealing his horses. That was the important part. That was the part that really sank in. Had Joe and Terry wound up getting shot, it would have been their own damn fault. The rancher, on the other hand, was killed by no fault of his own. That’s what really hurt.
“C’mon, Terry. Let’s get some rest. Everything will look better after a little sleep.”
Maybe—but Terry didn’t think so.



CHAPTER FOUR 
Terry and Joe slept like the dead and woke a little after noon to feed and water the horses. They grazed contentedly at the lush lawn in front of the hotel. Beautiful animals and Terry was glad to have them, but not for the price paid. What’s done is done, he told himself.
Muscles he didn't know existed, burned in his legs and back. Riding cross country on horseback would take some getting used to. As he rubbed the knots in his legs, a horse drawn carriage came into view. A driver and a rifleman sat up front, the back heavily laden with supplies. They stopped for a moment and appeared to be having a conversation about the two strangers at the Holiday Inn.
“Be ready,” Joe warned.
“I’m ready,” Terry said. This time, Terry was ready. He had something to protect, something to lose and he understood how Daniel Wheatley must have felt.
Joe stood with his hand on his pistol, and Terry wondered if he might just start shooting as soon as they got close enough. He was a little disgusted with himself to find a small part of him hoped Joe would. These guys looked like bad news. They drew closer; Joe and Terry waited.
“Stop right there,” Joe commanded once they got within earshot. “What’s your business here?”
They stopped, looked at each other, then the driver hollered back, “I was gonna ask ya’ the same thing. We don’t mean ya’ no harm, can we come on over?”
Joe thought it over briefly and waved them over, much to Terry’s chagrin. Apparently, he didn’t have a say in these matters.
“What are you doing? These guys look like outlaws.”
“Don’t worry, cupcake. I’ll protect you.”
Terry didn’t appreciate being patronized. He rested his hand on his own pistol now.
“Howdy,” the driver said, and the rifleman offered a nod of his head. It was like a bad western just before the firefight breaks out.
“Howdy,” Joe offered back, “What can we do for ya’?”
The driver offered his hand. “Titus Clemens, pleased to meet ya.' This here’s, Bo, an’ we’re part of a group outside a’ town. We’s just gettin’ what we can get from town, then headin’ back. How about you folks?”
“What kinda group?” Joe asked him.
“Ah, just a group of us bandin’ together till this shit-storm passes.”
“You got a place?”
“Ya,' we got a real nice place, matter a’ fact,” Titus said and grinned.
Bo nodded, then sneezed into his sleeve.
“Got food, shelter, women and whiskey,” Titus said.
“Well, well…pleased to meet you. I’m Joe and this is Terry. We’re actually on our way someplace, but—do you need any help out at this place of yours?”
“Mister, I’d say we’re gonna need all the guns we can find, so yeah. That’s why we come over. To see if you fellas was lookin’ for a place.”
Terry began to say, “Thanks, but we—,” when Joe cut him off.
“That sounds like something we might want to have a look at, eh, Terry?”
Terry’s heart jumped to his throat. As much as he wanted to break away from Joe, he was a little scared to. The other part of him was afraid Joe might make him go check out this camp. “I—I can’t, Joe. I have to get back to Katherine and the kids. I have to.”
Joe looked at him like he was angry—how could you?—then brushed it off just as quickly. “Suit yourself, kid, but I gotta check this out. You might wanna think hard on this one. You think you can actually make it out there without me?”
“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” Joseph Hughes had already taught Terry plenty. For example: you can’t trust people….
Joe looked disappointed. His protégé was abandoning him. “Well, all right then. Good luck out there, Terry Burrows. I hope you find what you’re looking for.” As they shook hands, Terry had a sense he’d just shook free of shackles.
Joe turned back to the men on the wagon and said, “You boys wanna give me just a sec to gather my pack?”

Terry was alone again, which wasn’t all bad. When he was alone, he didn’t have to worry so much about people getting shot unexpectedly, and that wasn’t all. Bo Wiley, the unspeaking rifleman, the man in the carriage who had sneezed, was also an H1N1 carrier. He and about a dozen others back at that place of theirs. In two week’s time, their camp would be decimated, taking Joe Hughes with them.
Unbeknownst to Terry, Swine Flu was making a run up the West Coast and people were starting to die. What could have been reasonably well contained in the modern world would become a pandemic in this one. If dehydration, starvation, or looters didn’t kill you, then the flu certainly would.
Terry rolled up his meager belongings in his bedroll and fastened it to the back of the saddle, then mounted his steed. “Easy now, boy.” Despite his guilt over what happened back in Woodburn, it was nice to have transportation—and a companion. “You need a name…. What was your name?” Terry laughed at himself for talking to a horse and stroked its mane. “I think I will call you—Blaze. What do you think of that, Blaze?”
The horse snorted, so Terry took it as a sign of approval. “All right then. Blaze it is. We’re goin’ to Seattle, boy. You ever been there?—No?—I didn’t think so.”
Blaze continued walking, and Terry continued talking. “My sister lives there, Katherine. You’ll like her and she loves horses. She also has two kids. There’s my nephew, Jonathan and my niece, Tabitha.”
The horse turned his ears backward occasionally like he was listening. “They’re great kids, they really are. You’ll like them too. You know how some kids are just rotten, and you can’t wait to get away from them? Well, Jonathan and Tabitha are not like that. Not at all. Nope—they’re really great.” I’ve gotta stop talking to this fucking horse. I think I’m losing my shit.
They kept walking and got to a small town. The horse took a startled step back when a wino on a park bench erupted into a violent coughing fit. “Whoa, boy, easy.”
The guy was in rough shape. Sweating bullets, delirious, hacking up a lung—“Hey man, you got anything to drink?” More coughing, this time with blood.
“No, sorry,” Terry said and nudged Blaze into a gallop. “We need to get outta here, boy.” Terry was getting the hang of riding, the feel for a horse and was surprised how much he enjoyed it. He had never thought of himself as a horse person, but suddenly he saw the appeal. The appeal was easy to grasp in a post-automobile world, but putting that aside, horses were actually kind of cool.
Terry and Blaze got back on the interstate and continued their sojourn north. Terry babbled on and Blaze walked on. “Just a few more days and we’ll be home, boy.”

If there was one thing Terry would miss about Joe Hughes, it was his coffee. He was dragging ass and missing that sweet, brown, liquid love he had grown accustomed to in his adult life. If there were two things, then it would have to be conversation. Talking to the horse, or the occasional insane person was getting old. And if there were three things, then it would be the extra gun. Things were getting weird; people were getting weird and Terry didn’t much care for it. It was every man for himself, and you stood a better chance of getting your throat slit for your canteen than you did of getting a little help from anyone.
Terry and Blaze happened upon an early-outer, swinging from a maple tree in his own front yard. His face was purple and his eyes bulged from their sockets. Pinned to his shirt was a note, detailing his many regrets, and proclaiming, ‘There is no God!’
“So, this is Castle Rock…. Not what I expected,” Terry said, “Let’s go, boy.” He nudged Blaze to a gallop and didn’t stop until he happened upon a little hardware store. There wasn’t much left, but he did find one piece of the missing puzzle: a shiny, blue, enamelware percolator.
“You were wrong, bud. There is a God and here’s proof. Now...where’s the grocery store in this joint?”
Castle Rock was small, and it didn’t take long to find it. It was just a hole in the wall, mom and pop shop with a hand painted banner on a bed sheet. ’CLOSED DUE TO ILLNESS. GOD BLESS!’ 
Beside the banner was the other storefront window, busted out, mostly lying on the sidewalk. Apparently, people weren’t waiting for God or for the shopkeepers to reopen shop. God helps those who help themselves and help themselves they did. The place was trashed and mostly empty, but Terry did find a can of coffee and a carton of smokes. He didn’t smoke, and he didn’t plan on taking up the habit anytime soon, but he did think they may come in handy for bartering. After all, what good was cash? Well, it was good to wipe your ass or start a fire with, but that was about it. The new currency were things like ammo, booze, toilet paper and food.
Terry and Blaze rode along toward Olympia. The people were getting thicker now. They were everywhere. Militant survival types and religious zealots filled the streets. The helpless and the hopeless meandered about; many were sick.
“The time of judgment is here! Repent ye’ sinners!”
Some threw stones and bottles at the urban preacher while others sang his praises, “Hallelujah!”
“Get me the fuck out of here,” Terry muttered. Blaze didn’t seem to care much for the commotion either. He was high stepping and fidgety. His ears darted to and fro and back and forth, making Terry nervous. He was getting more comfortable on the horse, but he was still a long way from being an equestrian.
Someone threw a Molotov cocktail into the street behind them and a German Shepard dashed directly in front of them. This was the final straw for Blaze and he went positively apeshit. Or is it horseshit? Kicking and bucking, he threw Terry off into a light post. He made a beautiful arc through the air, then stopped short with a dull thud and slid to the ground. So much for my eight seconds of glory, went through his mind before he blacked out.
Blaze was gone and Terry was shit out of luck. Everything he owned rode off into the sunset on the back of that horse. Of course, Terry didn’t know that yet. He was unconscious and being robbed. A thirteen-year-old, pimpled faced kid slipped the pistol from out of Terry’s waistband and ran away as fast as he could down an adjoining alley.

Terry woke up shackled to a cold, dusty bed in a dark and dingy basement. “Hey!” he cried, “What the fuck is this?” It hurt his head to yell. It was bandaged up, wrapped with gauze and throbbed. Not throbbed, actually; it banged, like a drum.
After a minute, though it felt more like five, a short, pudgy, bald man entered, dressed in a brown robe with a respirator on his face.
“Hey, Friar Tuck, you wanna let me outta here? Where’s my horse?”
“Are you—sick?” Friar Tuck kept his distance.
“No, I’m not sick. Now unchain me!”
“Any fever, vomiting, coughing?” he asked.
“None of that, now let me go!”
“All right then.” The Friar slipped off his respirator and edged closer. “What is your name?”
“My name is Terry Burrows. Now could you please release me?”
The Friar eyed him suspiciously, then asked, “What is your business here, Terry Burrows?”
“Jesus, man, you act like I’m one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse. I was just passing through. Trying to get home.”
“These are perilous times, Terry Burrows. We can’t be too careful. I am Brother Bach, or you may call me James if you prefer.” James produced a small set of keys and slipped them into the cuffs that restrained Terry to the bed. “I am sorry about all of this. We found you unconscious and didn’t know what kind of man you were, so we bandaged you up and bound you, just to be safe.”
Terry rubbed his wrists and flexed his fingers, opening and closing his fists as the blood rushed back in. “Well, I’d say, ‘nice to meet you,’ but under the circumstances….”
“Do you remember what happened?” the Friar, or James, asked.
“Yeah, my horse spooked and threw me. Do you have my horse?—or my stuff?”
“No. I’m sorry, I don’t. I think your horse is gone.”
“Shit,” Terry hissed. “So what is this? Some kinda—church?”
“Yes, this is the basement of the Roman Catholic church. We are Franciscans. Are you a man of faith, Terry?”
“You mean, like religious? No, not exactly.”
“You may wish to reconsider, Terry Burrows. We are in the end times. It would be wise to take the loving hand of our Savior at a time like this. I would like to baptize you if you are willing.”
“Uh—thanks, but I really don’t have time for all of that. I need to get back to my sister and her kids. See if they’re okay.”
“Oh, Terry,” Brother Bach went on, “You really don’t have the time not to. No man or woman who has not accepted our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, wants to be walking the earth right now.”
“You’re right,” Terry said. “I’d rather be driving. Listen, thanks for your help, but I really have to be going. I have a long way to go and I’m on foot…again.”
“Very well then. I will pray for you, Terry Burrows.”
Brother Bach walked to the bureau in the corner of the room and pulled out a rolled blanket. Tucked inside was a can of beans, a bottle of water, a pocket Bible and some meager first aid supplies. “Remember, Brother Burrows, if it gets too dark out there, and it probably will, you can always step back into the light. Be well.”
Terry took the bedroll and laughed a little in his head. Brother Burrows? “I will keep that in mind. Thank you, James.”

It was going to be a long goddamn walk to Seattle without Blaze. Terry’s head pounded, but three ibuprofen were enough to dull the ache; that and drinking plenty of water. He would need another water filter as soon as possible and he hoped he’d find another. Chances were, everything like that was cleaned out by now. People were beginning to figure out this thing was for real. He doubted he would see any more looters carting off big screen TVs or the like, and he snickered.
After an hour of walking, he began to miss the horse severely. “This just—sucks.” Understatement of the year right there, maybe of his whole life. Yes, this sucked, safe to say, and he trudged on.
Clouds gathered and overcast the sun, for which, Terry was thankful. Walking in the heat would be too much in his sorry condition. He began to wonder how Joe was getting along in his new—colony. I wonder if he’s killed anybody yet?
More importantly, he wondered about Kat. How was she getting along in all of this? What if he didn’t make it back in time? What if he never found her?
“Stop it. Just stop.” Terry tried to focus his mind elsewhere, like on the little piece of ground he would settle on after he found Katherine and the kids. And how are you going to do that? Self-Doubt whispered. Pretty sure all the mortgage houses and lending agencies have closed up shop for the winter....
“Shut up,” Terry whispered, “I’ll figure it out.” Chances are, a guy won’t need a loan to get property anymore. Chances are, land will be free for the taking. In some small way, this appealed to him. He was a modern day pioneer, out to tame the Wild West all over again. Okay, cowboy. You and that fancy head bandage of yours go out and kick some ass. You do that.
His headache returned with a vengeance a short while later, and Terry decided to take a rest. He popped another three ibuprofen and drank the last of his fresh water. Shit…now what?
He laid down to rest beneath the boughs of an evergreen, but before he fell to sleep, he remembered something from his long-gone days as a boy scout—charcoal water filter—of course. He could make one. Planning out the design in his head kept him awake for awhile, but he drifted off eventually. I just need a couple of 2-liter soda bottles and a knife….

Full dark and a starless sky greeted him as he opened his eyes. Oh shit, what time is it? That was funny…. Time? Nighttime, that’s what time it is. Time, in the conventional sense, (watch time), was dead. Old habits die hard, that’s for sure.
Brother Bach had given Terry a couple books of matches in his care package, so Terry set out to build a fire. He scrounged around in the dark for tinder and kindling to start a small blaze. Blaze—he missed Blaze. He supposed he’d already be in Seattle by now if he still had Blaze.
Now was not the time to wax emotional, though. Now was the time to focus on survival. Priority number one was water and that meant making some charcoal.
He got his fire going without much fanfare, using the pages from the pocket Bible, then sat and enjoyed its warmth. God would understand. The flames swirled and licked the wood, devouring it eagerly and Terry’s mind went to his plan beyond Seattle. What exactly was the plan? He was all for one-day-at-a-time, but what happens the day after he finds Kat and the kids? Might be a pretty good time to start thinking about that….
Maybe they would head east over the Pass; that might be good. Fewer people, more game and more resources. He was going to need firepower again. That little son of a bitch in Olympia had fucked him over pretty good. I guess the horse played a part, too…. A rifle would be nice—no—necessary. And a pistol, I’ll need another pistol, Terry thought.
The fire waned and coals formed, casting a soft, infrared glow. Here in the dark, beside a low fire, he could pretend all was well.
Terry smothered the coals with dirt. Tomorrow he would scoop them up and wrap them in a t-shirt to smash into powder and small bits for his improvised water filter. For now, he would catch a few more winks.



CHAPTER FIVE
He was still two days away from Seattle, by foot, which was depressing as all hell. Terry gathered up his coals, ate some blackberries he found growing wild and set off again. His water supply would best be described as unsatisfactory, so he kept his eyes open for plastic bottles for the new filter.
Up the road, he saw a small group approaching, which gave his heart momentary pause. He was unarmed after all. They didn’t look too menacing, but he picked up a big stick nonetheless. The closer they got, the more he could tell that they were more afraid of him than he was of them. Good….
When they got to within fifty feet or so, one of them, a younger fella, raised his hand and offered an apprehensive wave. It sort of reminded Terry of when a dog approached low with his tail tucked between its legs. Oh God; please don’t hurt me. I just wanna be your friend.
Terry raised his hand and returned the salute, then both parties continued their advance toward one another. There were four of them: the young man who had waved, an older man and woman, and a young girl who was maybe twelve. The woman wasn’t doing well. Her arm was draped around the man’s neck, and his arm slung around her waist to help keep her upright. He looked dead tired, and she looked ill.
“Hello,” Terry offered cautiously and clutched his impromptu club a little tighter.
“Hi,” the older man said, trying to catch his breath. “We’re the Gilberts. I’m Dean, this is my wife, Amy, and these are my children. Sam and Cassie. Dean looked relieved to be stopping.
Terry held out his left hand to shake Dean’s free hand. “I’m Terry Burrows. Pleased to meet you.”
“Likewise,” said Dean, and Amy lifted her head for the first time, but only briefly. Her complexion was blotchy and red, her eyes drooped, and her neck looked to be slightly swollen. Actually, they all looked sick now that they were close enough to see. Pallid faces and woozy eyes told the story.
“Dean,” she moaned, with a sense of urgency. Dean turned her around, knowing just what was needed, and she vomited on the asphalt. She vomited quite a bit actually…. Terry found it doubtful that she had eaten anywhere near as much as she had just deposited on the interstate. She cried and shuddered a bit, and Dean produced a red hankie to wipe her mouth clean. The handkerchief wasn’t the only thing that was red either. There were streaks of blood in her vomit. Not a good sign…back up, Terry, but he resisted.
“Is—she all right?” Terry asked. A foolish question, he realized, but it was more of a courtesy than an actual query.
Dean said, ‘yes,’ but he shook his head, no. “She’s got the flu, and it’s a bad one.” Sam and Cassie looked anxious—no—scared. Their eyes said they knew they were losing their mother.
“I’m sorry to hear it. It’s a lousy time to be sick, that’s for sure…. Where are you all headed?” Terry asked. This time, it was a real question.
Dean offered up a small, exasperated laugh and said, “That’s a great question…. I don’t know. Away from Seattle, I guess.”
Terry’s brow wrinkled, and he repeated, “Away from Seattle?”
“Yes—don’t tell me that’s where you’re going.”
“What do you mean?” Terry said. “Why? What’s happening in Seattle?”
Dean paused and then looked to Sam and Cassie. “Kids—take your mother over there by that tree and let her sit in the shade, okay?”
Sam nodded, and they helped their poor mother over to the shade. It’s not that it was really hot outside, or even particularly sunny; Dean just wanted them all out of earshot, and he waited to speak until they were.
“What do you know about what’s happening, Terry?” Dean said.
“Well—I know it’s bad. I know it was solar flares that knocked out the power, and I’ve got a pretty good idea it’s not just here, either.”
“I think you’re right about that. What do you know about the flu?”
“The flu? Uh…that it makes you sick? What do you mean?”
Dean turned again toward his family, then back to Terry. “This flu is no ordinary flu. If you get it, then you are dead. And think for a minute about the timing of it all. Someone turned this flu out on us on purpose. Do you have any idea how many people are dying from it? It’s countless…probably tens of thousands already, then it will be hundreds of thousands and then in the millions.”
Terry had seen quite a few sick people of late, but he didn’t subscribe to conspiracy theories. “Do you think it’s possible that people are getting sick because of the stress of it all—or the unsanitary conditions?”
“Well, yes, of course, but that’s not all. Not by a long shot.” Dean ran his hands through his thinning hair, stretching his face tight for a moment and went on. “Did you know they have the cure for this flu up in Seattle?”
“They do? That’s great news then….. So, why are you running away from Seattle?”
“Because the price is too high…”
“The price?” Terry looked puzzled. “What do you mean—the price?””
“Do you read the Bible, Terry? Revelations—the mark of the beast. They will only give you the vaccine if you accept the mark of the beast.”
Terry almost laughed, but thought that would be in very poor taste indeed. Somebody call the sanitarium; one of your patients got loose.
“Are you—serious, Dean? I mean, c’mon; the mark of the beast?” Terry couldn’t help the little grin that crept up, and Dean’s face suggested he didn’t appreciate the subtle mockery.
“Don’t go to Seattle, Terry. I’m warning you…you’ll see.”
“No, wait…I’m sorry, go on.” Terry didn’t believe any of this mumbo jumbo, but he certainly wanted to hear anything Dean had to say on Seattle.
“You may not be a religious man, but for me and mine, well…it’s just too blatantly obvious to ignore.”
Much to Terry’s displeasure, the next thing Dean did, was begin quoting scripture.
“And he causeth all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and bond, to receive a mark in their right hand, or in their foreheads: And that no man might buy or sell, save he that had the mark, or the name of the beast, or the number of his name. Here is wisdom. Let him that hath understanding, count the number of the beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number is Six hundred threescore and six.”
“What are you saying, Dean? That people are tattooing 666 on their heads to get the vaccine or something?”
“Literally, no, but in a matter of speaking—yes. The mark of the beast is figurative, I believe. What people are doing is accepting a microchip implant in their foreheads. That chip tells big brother everything about them. Where they are, what they’re doing, what they’re supposed to be doing. Not only is the vaccine withheld if you refuse the chip, but you also can't buy or sell without it.”
Terry thought this was one of the best conspiracy plots he’d ever heard.
“Money is dead, Terry. Do you even realize the implications here? It is the end of free enterprise. Without that chip, you can’t buy food, you can’t have a job. Without that chip, you don’t get the vaccine. The USA is dead, and they are using this disaster to push their agenda. You take that chip, and you're accepting the devil’s economy.”
Terry stood slack-jawed for a moment. “And who is this, they?”
“I don’t know,” Dean admitted. “All I know is this is work of the devil’s agents.”
“And if the sun were to flare again…well, wouldn’t that just fry all the chips?” Terry said.
Dean looked thoughtful for a spell. He hadn’t considered that scenario. “I guess I don’t know, but for all I know, they caused it all to begin with.”
Terry shook his head subtlety. This was all too much. Got some serious, sci-fi bullshit flowing now.
“It’s not important that you believe the truth for the truth to be true. One is not dependent on the other. This is what is happening. You know the power is back on in Seattle? It is.”
“Well that’s great news, isn’t it?”
“No, Terry. It’s not. The power is back on in their FEMA camps. They look like disaster relief centers, but what they really are, is re-education camps.”
“Well, I guess I’ll just have to take your word on it then…. What else is going on, I mean are people—all right?”
“I told you. The ones who take the chip are all right—for now. The ones who don’t…well, not so much.”
Though Terry couldn’t jump on the bandwagon for Dean’s crazy ideas, a seed of doubt, a new seed of worry had been planted. How could it not? “I should be on my way, Dean. Whether what you say is spot on or not, I have to get back there. My sister, my nephew and my niece live in Seattle. I do too—or did.”
“I understand,” Dean said, “and I wish you well, but whatever you do—do not take the chip. No man or woman with the mark can enter heaven.”
“Right. Got it. Hey, good luck out there.”

Terry was feeling a little low, and now he was paranoid about the flu. Thanks, Dean. Just what he needed, something else to worry about. He didn’t know that he believed in heaven or hell, but what if it was true? What had Dean said? The truth does not hinge on your belief in it…or something along those lines. Jesus Christ. He cringed, suddenly concerned about the wrath of the Lord. That’s blasphemy, thou shalt not take the Lord’s name in vain.
“Uh, God? If you’re there…I’m sorry.” Now he felt like a fool for his ridiculous prayer. He was not the praying type after all. If he was going to start praying, then he may as well make it worth his while, and he tried again.
“God, I’m new to this so I guess—bear with me here. I need you to keep Katherine and the kids safe. That’s all that matters to me, that’s it. So please, please take care of them. Help me to find them…and if this microchip-story-business has any merit at all—then please don’t let her have gotten it…I guess. That’s it. So, uh—amen….”
Son of a bitch if there wasn’t a tear running down Terry’s cheek. He wiped it away in a hurry as if someone might see. Was that a religious experience? No, c’mon now. Get a hold of yourself. Either way, it was powerful; expressing that longing and feeling, the depth of those emotions. If there’s a benevolent God, then Terry would gladly accept his help today.
The day wore on and afternoon gave way to twilight. Terry passed a few more small groups and other lone travelers. A lot of them were sick. Am I going to get sick? If you’re going to die, then shouldn’t you get the chip so you can get the vaccine? These and many other questions went through his mind. For the first time in his life, he felt a pang of regret for having never even explored the idea of religion. It just never made any sense or held any appeal for him. Was being scared a legitimate reason to start, or would that just piss God off? Damned if he knew, but he was going to try and find another Bible and start doing a little reading. Just to see…. Never hurts to look.

A screen door flapping in the wind on the porch of an old farmhouse caught Terry’s attention. Did he dare approach? Could be full of sick people. Could be shot in the stomach by some asshole with a shotgun for stepping foot on the porch. Could have supplies. The last thought was the one that got him moving.
The stairs creaked and moaned causing Terry to groan. “Hello?” He took another step. “Hello? Is there anybody here? I come in peace.” I come in peace? What the hell is that? “Hey, don’t shoot, okay?” The screen door slammed again causing Terry to jolt a little. He didn’t see or hear anything inside so he inched closer. Closer, closer, closer…. “Hello?” No response.
The screen door opened with a rasp, and he crossed the threshold. It smelled horrible despite the breeze blowing through the house. “Is there anyone home?” He called. Again it was silent, so he decided he was alone and let his guard down.
Off the entry was the kitchen. Cupboard doors stood ajar, and Terry saw canned goods, bags of noodles, sugar, and coffee. Oh, this could be good…. He turned on his boot heel toward the living room, then noticed the pantry door on his way around. He opened it and found its shelves were still more or less fully stocked. Terry said his second prayer of the day. “Thank you, God.” That can of Dinty Moore beef stew staring him back in the face had never looked so appetizing, but he decided to finish exploring the house first.
The living room, the bathroom, and a laundry room were also on the first floor, but so far nothing compared to the kitchen and he didn’t suppose anything else would. He walked up the narrow stairwell to the second floor. Terry stepped up to a smallish landing and three closed doors. “Hello?” He called one more time. Nothing.
He opened the first door and found an immaculately clean guest room. A day bed sat beneath the window, and the wind blew the lace curtains about, filtering the sunlight, faint shadows dancing on a bureau in the corner. He closed the door and went on to the second room.
It stood in stark contrast to the first. It was someone’s home office, and it looked like a bomb had gone off in there. Disheveled papers littered the desk and the floor, file cabinets were open, crammed too full to close, and the walls themselves were used as a giant cork board. Terry guessed the missus of the house probably didn’t venture in here too often. It smelled of cheddar cheese and rank sweat. He closed the door and moved on to the last one.
The smell hit him like a Freightliner, and now he knew why no one answered. Ma and Pa Bennett were here all right, but they weren’t well. Or maybe they were; Terry didn’t know. They might be with Jesus now, but their bodies weren’t well. They lay on the bed together; the old woman clutched a Bible, which supported the Jesus theory and the old man clutched a shotgun. Terry figured he could use both and helped himself, though reluctantly. There’s something about stealing from the dead that just didn’t sit right with Terry, and there was something about that smell that would turn anyone's stomach.
The old man’s skin had turned black already, and the old woman was a lovely shade of purple. They were both bloated with bulging eyes and the old man’s tongue protruded from his mouth like an inflated appendage. Terry dry heaved when he took the gun, for the flesh on the old man’s hands ruptured and unleashed a stench, unimaginable. He snatched the book, the Good Book, and ran downstairs as fast as he could. He knew he would have to go back up there to rummage around, but not until he found some variety of a mask.
He drew a glass of water from the Brita on the counter and regained his composure. Maybe there was some Vick’s in the bathroom. He’d seen that trick in the crime dramas he liked to watch on television.
There wasn’t, but there were ear plugs which he stuffed in his nostrils without a second thought. He tied a towel around his face like a gargantuan bandana. Something liked panic tried to grip him as he climbed the stairs, but he shook it off. This is life now. How do you like it so far?
He turned the knob and went back into the death suite. The smell was less, but the taste was more. On the nightstand beside the bed were a box of shotgun shells. Terry grabbed them and ferried them to the door. He looked through the drawers, then under the bed where he found a deer rifle. It was a Remington .308 and five boxes of rounds. As unpleasant as this was, at least it was profitable.
The smell and thick taste of putrefying flesh overwhelmed him, and he vomited into his makeshift mask. Terry stripped it off and threw it aside. He almost ran out again but decided against it. He was going to finish this little raid once and for all, and then this door would not be opened again.
In the closet, he found a Taurus .357 revolver and some clothes in his size. Close enough to his size anyway. He grabbed a change of clothes as well as winter gear. He wasn’t sure how he’d carry all of this, but he was sure summer wouldn’t last forever. In fact, it was probably coming up on September by now. It was getting harder to keep track of the days as they added up.
He closed the door on the Bennetts allowing them to rest in peace, and Terry ate a cold can of beef stew. He enjoyed every, tasty bite too.

With the unpleasantries behind him and his belly full, Terry packed up his loot. He found a decent sized backpack in the shed and a wheelbarrow behind the house. It was one of those two front wheel jobbies, so he figured it wouldn’t be too bad a companion. I guess this is my rickshaw…. Though he didn’t relish the idea of shooting anyone, he was glad to be armed again and with the rifle he could hunt. Torpedoes be damned, Seattle, here I come.
At lunchtime, he thumbed through his new Bible, but it was no more interesting now than it had ever been. Time’s passage was washing Dean’s admonitions from Terry’s mind. Still he wondered, but his mind seemed to have a better capacity for doubt than wonder. I guess I’m just a cynic at heart. He always had been. Mother and Father had tried to raise them right, or at least, Mom had. Sunday school and Bible study. Katherine hadn’t minded, but Terry never could quite see the point. I think the point was to make Mom happy….
Maybe he should have paid better mind. Daddy too, for that matter, but Terry always was his father’s son. Good men, but simple men. Theology was just outside of their grasp if they ever grasped at all. ‘Why do we go to church, Daddy?’ Terry had asked his father.
‘Because it makes your mom happy, son.’ Terry guessed that was as good a reason as any, but when Dad had stopped going, so did Terry. I guess Dad didn’t care about Mom’s happiness anymore? No, that wasn’t it. Dad got sick around the time Terry was eleven or twelve. He kept going to work for a couple more years, but some of the extracurricular stuff, like church, fell away. That didn’t bother Terry any, but he missed the other things. Things like playing catch with his old man, taking bike rides to the park or visiting the cabin on the Peninsula. Those were the things he missed.
Just before Terry got his driver’s license, leukemia took his father. Those were hard times for Terry—for everybody.
A hot tear streamed down his cheek. Even after all these years, he thought and wiped it away. He was getting close to home. Terry would be back in Seattle by morning so he put his mind on the living. He couldn’t wait to see Kat, Jonathan, and Tabby again.



CHAPTER SIX
Jack boots, Humvees, and covered army trucks ruled the streets in Seattle. Terry wondered what the hell was going on. Where did the power come from? I thought all the machines were dead? Well, he thought wrong, because sure as shit, here they were: FEMA, Department of Homeland Security, Army, and Marines, and all of them had implements and gadgets galore. Dean had been right all along. He had half expected the whole thing to be a fabrication woven from a sick and road-weary man’s mind.
He heard an unfamiliar sound in the sky and turned toward the noise. It was a chopper. A goddamn chopper. What the fuck is going on?
It was true; FEMA had set up camp here, sheltering the shelterless and vaccinating people before they got sick and helped them if they were among the unfortunate ill. But on one condition….. They had to accept certain terms. Certain unconstitutional terms. Terms like: surrender your guns so we can keep everyone safe. Terms like: no more currency. Accept this implanted microchip so you may buy and sell. ‘It’s more secure,’ they said. ‘You can never be robbed,’ they said. ‘Though what has happened is terrible, we will make the best of it and rebuild America, a better America.’
Terry wasn’t so sure. Was all of this planned out? It sure was fitting into place nicely. Suddenly, some of the conspiracy wackos were making a lot more sense. Not that he could step right in line with those types, but man, oh man. If Orwell could see us now.
He had to find Kat, and he looked first at home, the duplex they shared, but she wasn’t there. No one was. The place was literally burned to the ground. Just a pile of ash, charcoal, and nails in the middle of an asphalt parking lot. Jesus, man. Please, let them be all right.
Terry followed the signs to the FEMA shelter and hoped he would find them there. It was being put on in Seattle’s Key Arena. When Terry approached the doors, he was surprised to see them guarded by two men in flak jackets donning fully automatic rifles. They informed him that no weapons were allowed and frisked him thoroughly. Terry had already stashed the wheelbarrow with his other guns, but they confiscated his revolver. They emptied the contents of his backpack onto the sidewalk. Finding only his personal effects and a change of clothes, they allowed him to re-gather his items and put them back in his pack
“Am I going to get that gun back?” Terry asked.
“I’m sorry, sir. No civilian firearms are permitted.” The whole scene made him feel uneasy. Granted, things were bad, and people had to be careful, but this just seemed—thuggish.
After a thorough pat down, a wave with a wand, like at the airport, and an ear thermometer reading, they let him in, but not before clamping some sort of metal bracelet on his wrist that blinked a dim, red light every five-seconds or so.
“What’s this?”
“A visitor’s pass, sir.”
Terry walked away, then turned back. “Say, how do you guys have power?… And vehicles that still run?”
“The government is always prepared, sir.”

Aisles and aisles of cots lined the hardwood floor, which just a few weeks ago, had hosted a WNBA game. Seattle Storm had punished the Phoenix Mercury. The scene was much different today. And forever?
Half of the gym was sectioned off with heavy plastic. They kept the sickies behind the opaque curtain. Six foot tall, light frame canvas walls sectioned off other areas, such as men’s and women’s dressing areas and lavatory areas. The lavs were actually five-gallon buckets with a toilet seat—the kind you might take camping. There were probably a couple of thousand refugees here—maybe more.
“Hey, man—get out of here while you still can,” a voice rang out behind him.
Terry turned to see a man in a wheelchair, dressed in an olive drab jacket, adorned with Semper Fi, POW, and American flag patches. The man reminded him of Tom Cruise in Born on the Fourth of July. “Excuse me?”
“This place is the death of America, get out while you still can.”
“What are you talking about?” Terry began to suspect this fella had ingested too much Agent Orange and LSD in his time.
“Before they inject you with the chip. Once you get the chip, it’s too late.”
The chip? Oh, fuck…. Terry wondered if Dean was right, but mostly he tried to cast doubt on this man’s sanity. “Um, okay. Thanks, man. I’ve got to find my sister now, so I’ll talk to you later.” And Terry began to walk away.
“Don’t let them give you the chip!” the old vet cried out behind him, “Don’t do it!”
Terry waved and tried to smile. This isn’t happening….

“Excuse me, sir?” Terry said.
The tall, stalky man (a guard?) turned slowly toward Terry and stared blankly. He was looking right at Terry, but not in the eyes. It was more like he was staring at the bridge of his nose or maybe between his eyebrows. “Hi…how would I find someone that I think might be here?”
The man looked off to his left without a word. When he saw this subtle gesture didn’t properly communicate whatever it was he was trying to say, he motioned with the tip of his rifle. He seemed to be indicating toward a door, a plain slab of mahogany with no label or sign.
Terry turned to look then back again. “That door over there? Wha—,” but the man was already gone. “Thanks, you’ve been very helpful,” Terry said to himself.
His bracelet flashed again and caught his eye. He spun it around his wrist and found it curious that it could not be removed without some sort of special tool. It reminded him of the anti-theft tags on clothing that would blast ink if improperly removed. Or something worse.
“Hey, man. Where are you going? Don’t go in there.” It was the man in the wheelchair again. “If you go in there, they own you.”
“Listen, man. I just need to find my sister.”
“Your sister? Jesus! The last thing you want to do is tell them you have a sister in here. Don’t tell them anything.”
“Okay….” Maybe Terry would get further by humoring this guy, even if he was a little short in the sanity department. “Then, what would you suggest?”
“I would suggest you turn around and leave while you still can.”
“That's not an option,” Terry said. “Not without my sister.”
“If your sister's even here,” the man said. “If you go in there and talk to them right now, they’ll talk you into the chip. Once you’ve got the chip, it’s GAME OVER, pal. Do not pass GO, do not collect $200. You understand?”
“No. I don’t understand. Nothing you’re saying is making any sense at all.”
The old vet pressed his index finger to his forehead, his jaw tightened, and his eyes nearly protruded out from his face staring at Terry.
“Yeah well, I’ve never been too keen on charades,” Terry said, “So what is it?”
“Jesus, man, you are a dense one. If you get the chip, you are owned. Get it? They tell you where to go, what to do—what your job is and you can’t leave.”
“Why couldn’t I leave? And why would I get the chip if it’s what you say it is?”
The vet shook his head like he was talking to an idiot. “You can’t leave because the chip will explode if you do. The chip gives you your work assignment and your zone. You leave the zone—BOOM! You try and take your chip out—KERPLEWY!”
“So, why get it?”
“Cuz you can’t get the vaccine if you don’t!”
“The—flu vaccine?”
“Good God, man! What else?”
“What if I’m not sick? I mean, what if I’m immune?”
“Then you can’t buy, or sell, or work without the chip. You’re fucked either way.”
“Well, all right, sunshine. Good talk, excuse me,” And Terry stepped around him.
“Wait! I can help you.”
Terry slowed, then stopped and turned. He didn’t speak, he only looked at the man in the wheelchair and waited for it.
“Your sister—if she’s here, but not here,” he said, as he did a cursory glance around the center, “Then she’s on work assignment.”
“Work assignment? Where? How do I find her?” Terry took a few steps back toward the goofy bastard.
“If you don’t see her here, then I would look for her in Infrastructure,” the man said.
“Infrastructure?” Terry said. “And what does that mean?”
“Infrastructure Division is power, water, heat...that kinda thing. They’ve got most all the able bodies working there. If not there, then maybe in sanitation or scavenging. I don’t know, but most people are working at getting the power going. Sure, it’s on here, thanks to the solar panels and generators outside, but it’s still off everywhere else.”
“So, how do I find her?” Terry asked.
“I would bet my chips on the transfer station. They’ve got some big generators over there that FEMA brought in. They’re trying to get everything patched up and start pumping power into Seattle again.”
“Which is…where?”
“That’s the kicker,” the old vet said, “you’ll never even get close to the place if you don’t get chipped yourself. Can you see the conundrum?” Apparently this was funny because he started laughing. Not just chuckling, but laughing. Apocalypse humor?
“Hilarious. So how do I get the chip?”
“Slow down there—name? What’s your name?”
“It’s Terry.”
“Well, slow down there, Terry. My name’s Thomas. Thomas Collins.” He extended a put ‘er there hand. Terry shook, then looked at him—WELL??
“The first thing you need to be doing before volunteering for the goddamn chip is figure out how you’re gonna get rid of the damn thing.” Terry could hardly wait to hear this one.
“I suppose you’ve got some ideas on the matter?”
“Oh, you know it, brother.”

Terry tested the lever on the door—locked, so he began to pound on it. Another man bearing a fully automatic rifle opened the door, pointing it at Terry’s chest. Jesus, what is it with these fucking guys?
“Excuse me, I need some information,” Terry said.
“What kind of information?”
“My sister is here, and I need to find her.”
“Okay. Let me just verify your identity,” He said, and produced a pen-sized scanner from his breast pocket. Terry had actually thought it was a pen. The guard waved it over Terry’s forehead and then his right hand.
“I’m sorry, sir, but that information is classified. We don’t give information to non-patriots about anyone in our zone.”
“Non-patriots? I’m an American, and it’s my sister I’m talking about!”
“I’m sorry, sir. I can’t help you until you’ve been verified, now back up.” He didn’t look like he was joking, and Terry didn’t relish the thought of a rifle slug in his chest.
He pinned his elbows to his sides and raised his hands slightly. “Okay…what do I need to do?”
“Hold on.” He closed the door, it latched loudly. He returned a moment later with a clipboard full of paperwork and a pen attached by a short lanyard. “Come back after you’ve got this filled out with your identification.”
I don’t have any identification, Terry thought to say, but the door was latched tight before the thought was given breath.

“So, here’s what you do—you get the chip, find your sister, you dig the chip out and implant it into a dog or something.”
Terry kept scribbling and barely lifted his head.
“Or—you could take it out in a warm water bath…. That actually might be better…. Hmmm….” Thomas was deep in thought now, granting Terry temporary quiet.
“What the hell is this?” Terry began, “They want to know how I’ve voted in every election.”
“Yup. Think liberal. You put down conservative candidates, and you might not even get the chip…which would actually be doing yourself a huge favor.” Thomas trailed off with the last part, but Terry heard him just fine.
“Okay, then—it’s Gore, Kerry, Obama, Obama?” The first Obama vote was even true. He had gotten pretty tired of Bush and the neocons waging war all over the planet. Some change had sounded pretty good. By the time 2012 rolled around, Terry had resigned himself to the truth: change, or at least positive change, was an absolute myth in the political arena. Same bullshit, different packaging. Maybe conservatives drove slower, but they were all heading to the same place, funded by the same corporations.
Thomas nodded his head. “Just tell ‘em what they wanna hear, and then you pledge allegiance to the New Patriots.”
“Jesus. They want to know everything, but the last time I took a dump. Gun control, healthcare, welfare, abortion, immigration, education….”
“They’re just trying to see if you’re gonna be a problem. Sing the tune that fits their ear, you got me? And when you get to the part about occupation, put down that you’re an electrician. Or a lineman…something like that.”
Terry interjected, “But I don’t know anything about that stuff.”
“That’s not the point, Terry. The point is finding your sister.”
“Well, yeah but….”
“Trust me.”
Terry couldn’t believe it, but here he was, trusting some guy who looked like he would be holding a cardboard sign on the Seattle streets, begging for change. At this point, what did he have to lose?

The flu shot wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either. It put Terry under the weather for three days. What sort of irony was it that he, a survivor of the flu thus far, would catch it by being vaccinated against it? The microchip, on the other hand, was bad. It hurt like a bitch. It was injected into his forehead with a horse needle, wide as it was long. Once it found home, it sprung its little micro-tentacles like roots, locking it in place. Thomas suspected those tentacles were also part of the triggering mechanism. You break one of those little legs off and—boom…. Those little legs touch air and—boom…. Or those little legs get cold—boom….
This was a big commitment. He hoped he wouldn’t regret it. Terry was a Patriot now, though he didn’t suppose the word meant the same thing as it had in his old life, in the old world. Now it meant embracing tyranny—technology enforced communism. The New Patriotism. Only Terry wouldn’t embrace it; he would fake it. Just like Sunday school when he was a kid. It was just until he found Kat, got her and the kids out of here, to someplace safe…. But where?
He thought again of the east side of the Cascades. It was nothing but podunk towns, mountain streams and plenty of game. Maybe there, they would be left alone—forgotten. That would be just fine.

Terry had been put up in a kind of hostel. He was getting over the hump with the mini-flu the vaccine had given him and was glad for it. Glad, because he knew he wasn’t going to catch it full-fledged and glad, because this meant he would be put to work, giving him the opportunity to find his sister. If she’s even here….
Of course, she’s here, he thought. Where else would she be? She’s not taking to the wilderness on her own with two small children. Of course, she’s here. Unless she’s already dead….
“She’s not dead!” Terry blurted, surprising himself and the fella on the top bunk.
“Nah, man. She ain’t dead.” Jasper Ives poked his head over the edge of the bunk and smiled. Bright, white teeth were in stark contrast to his dark face. Like, Southern Sudan dark.
“Sorry…I guess I was talking to myself.”
“I guess you was,” he chuckled. It was a booming chuckle. A belly laugh would probably shake the halls. “So who is it that ain’t dead, whitey?”
Terry blushed a little at being called, whitey. “My sister. I’m looking for my sister.”
“Ah—well I’m sho’ she be fine. The gubmints been takin’ real good care up in here.”
“Yeah,” Terry replied flatly. “I’m Terry by the way.”
“Jasper.”
“So how long have you been here, Jasper? I mean—are you working?”
“Yes, sir. I’m a workin’ part-time with Infrastructure, and part-time doin’ salvage. You will be too, I expect.”
“Good. Yes.”
The bell rang, and it was time to watch another film. They watched films every day. Films about the new patriotism. Films about global responsibility and obedience. We’re all just cogs in a machine, laboring for the greater good. Some of it, he could sympathize with. The trouble was, who was at the controls of the great machine? What had happened to free will and opportunity?
Dean was right about this place…. This is a re-education camp….

Back at Command, a new leader took his oaths of office.
“And do you solemnly swear to uphold the laws of the New Patriot Charter?”
“I do,” Charles said, right hand upraised, left hand on a small book—The New Patriot Charter.
“And do you solemnly swear to uphold your duty as Chancellor, watcher over New Seattle, allegiant to the New Patriot Party alone?”
“I do.”
“By the powers vested in me by the New Patriot Party, I name you, Charles Price, Chancellor over New Seattle.”
“Thank you, sir,” Charles said, “I won’t let you down.”
The officiant extended his right hand. “Congratulations, Chancellor. Name your Second in Command.”
“I’ve chosen Rick Verdin as my Second,” Charles said.
“Rick Verdin. Please step forward.”
Rick was ceremoniously sworn in just as Charles had been and New Seattle had new leaders. Charles would lead until he was either decommissioned or dead. Rick would take over in the event of either scenario and then name his own Second.
FEMA and all the rest pulled out that night, bound for Salt Lake City to set up another new city.
Charles and Rick got quite drunk that night, celebrating their new positions.



CHAPTER SEVEN
They sat at a fold up card-table in metal-backed chairs playing gin rummy.
“Do you ever—worry about all of this—training?” Terry asked Jasper.
“How do ya’ mean?”
“Well, doesn’t this kinda strike you as…a re-education camp?”
“Well, sure. Whatchu’ think? Course it is. We made a mess and now we’s gotta fix it.”
Shit…. Jasper would be no ally in Terry’s rising civil disobedience. Not that he was planning a riot or anything, but someone to commiserate with might be nice. A small comfort in a world upside down.
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. For the greater good.” Terry had to bite his cheek. Spewing snippets of the mantra didn’t sit well with him. Terry thought he should let the issue die, but he could not seem to help himself.
Terry lay down another three card run, “But doesn’t it feel a little like Nazi Germany to you?”
“No, man. It don’t feel that way at all.” Jasper’s eyes betrayed him, darting back and forth as he said the words. They weren’t the confident eyes of a man stating his truth. “Listen, man. I’m’a tell you this one time. Don’t be talkin’ like that. A man be sayin’ things like you be sayin’ right now, not be lastin’ long up in here. You got me? We’s all gotta do what we’s gotta do.”
Jasper’s eyes bulged, and his nostrils flared. Once again, Terry was astounded by the whites of his eyes against the backdrop of his skin. Like flashlights in the dark.
“Yeah. Yeah, I got you.”
“You keep talkin’ like that an’ we don’t hang no more. I ain’t gonna get strung up for no white man’s mouth.”
“I got it…. Are we cool?”
“Yeah. We cool. Now discard. It’s still your turn.”

Terry lay in his bunk that night, mind racing. What if he couldn’t find Kat? What if he did? How the hell would they get out of here with the chips in their heads? What if she wouldn’t leave with him? Suppose she had turned into one of the sheeple, like Jasper?
He didn’t know how, but he knew he had to get out, and God willing, Kat and the kids with him. He thought of his Bible again, stashed away in a hedge along with his small armory. Terry wished he had it to read right now, or anything to read right now. Reading was always good for sleep. What he wanted, though, were answers, and he wondered if he could find his in the Book, or anywhere else for that matter….
He closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep with limited success. In the morning, his work assignment began and with any luck, he would find Kat.

At the transfer station, he spotted her. Kat was in the makeshift kitchen area making sandwiches. Wheat bread, skim of mayo, bologna slice, Velveeta, bread topper, repeat. The food was almost worse than not eating at all. Almost.
“Kat! Katherine!” Terry called out when he got to within thirty feet.
Katherine turned toward him, “Terry? Oh my God, Terry!” She dropped the knife; it clattered to the plywood counter. “Oh my God, Terry! I thought you were dead.” She leapt at him and wrapped her arms tight around his neck.
“I’m okay,” Terry said. “I’m okay. What about Jon and Tabby? Where are they?”
“Oh, Terry. Jonathan got so sick, but he’s better now—after the vaccine, and Tabitha never got it, thank God. They’re at school right now.”
“School?” Was it school, or was it an internment camp?
Katherine just looked at him, puzzled, then said, “Yes—school.”
“I don’t like this place, Kat. I don’t like it at all. Something’s not right; I can feel it.”
Katherine put her hands to her hips, and she reminded Terry of their mother for a moment. “Well, it sure beats the alternative. Wouldn’t you say? You don’t know how bad it was, Terry. People were killing each other over a loaf of bread. No water, no power, and sewage was running down the streets. Then, people started getting sick. We’d all be dead by now if they hadn’t shown up when they did.”
Terry shook his head. “I know exactly how bad it was, Kat. I walked here—rode a horse part of the way—I’ve seen plenty, but I’m telling you, these Patriots are trouble. Big trouble.”
“What would you have me do then? Just let the kids die? Huh?”
“No. No, of course, not…. That doesn’t matter right now. What matters is I found you. We can figure out the rest later.” Terry gave Katherine another hug.

At the end of the day, all the good, little worker bees clocked out, migrated back to the hive and Terry acquired the necessary permission to stay at his sister’s. Un-fuckin’ believable. I need to ask permission for a sleepover. Go Patriots. The new “freedom.” They said location services were, ‘strictly for his own safety.’ Right….
Kat and Terry walked the six blocks home with arms linked as they sometimes had as children. Despite the Orwellian circumstances, it was good to be back with family.
“Here it is,” Kat said. It was a simple, three-story brownstone, turned patriot housing for those with families. Katherine keyed the entry open, which opened to a small hall. Her apartment was on the left, another on the right, communal laundry and a stairwell straight ahead. LEDs rigged to a small, salvaged solar setup provided dim illumination.
“Uncle Terry!” Jonathan and Tabitha cheered as he walked through the door. Tabby leapt into his arms and Jonathan squeezed his waist tight.
“Oh my God. It’s so good to see you, munchkins!”
“Where have you been, Uncle Terry? Did you have to walk here?” Jonathan asked.
“I did have to walk here—well, mostly. I had a horse for a little while. This is the only place I’ve seen in two hundred fifty miles with power—or any kinda vehicle that actually runs.”
“Wow,” Jonathan exclaimed, and his eyes grew wide like he was contemplating the vastness of the universe. “We’re pretty lucky!”
“Yes, we are,” Terry agreed and ruffled Jonathan’s fine, sandy blond hair.
“What about you, Miss Tabby? How are you?” Terry lifted her above her head, spun around, and she giggled in delight; a gleeful sound that only little girls can make. Terry gave her another squeeze and set her down. “C’mon. Let’s help your mom make dinner.”

The next morning, Terry's ruse, posing as an electrician, lasted all of an hour.
“You’re no electrician, pal. Why the lie?” It was Terry’s work partner, Shane. He was soldering an electrical connection and glanced over his shoulder at Terry.
“What? Well, I was just getting started when everything happened. An apprentice, you know?” Terry felt his stomach turn.
“No…no, I don’t think so.”
Terry didn’t know what to make of it. Should I keep digging or come clean? “Okay, listen. You’re right. I don’t know what I’m doing. Someone told me my sister might be here, so I lied. I had to find her.” Terry made a quick, pensive visual sweep to see if anyone was eavesdropping on their conversation. He was relieved to find they were not.
“And did you?”
“Yes.”
“Well, good. So, why don’t you get on with it and ask for a new work assignment? You seem like an okay guy and all, but…I don’t have time for the babysitter routine. No offense. What were you really?”
Terry was half relieved but worried at the same time to have his secret out. “I drove truck, but there’s lots of other things I can do. And I can learn this, I can.”
“I’m sure you could, but I’m no teacher. Why not just ask to be transferred to transport? Or sanitation, or salvage, greenhouse duty, whatever.”
Terry looked down, shuffled his feet and said, “Okay. I’m sorry.”
“Relax, bro. I’m not mad, no one’s mad. I’m just sayin’, go do something you’re actually good at.”
Terry considered the suggestion for a moment, then asked, “So, how do I get—reassigned or whatever?”
“The same place you signed on. Back at the Command.”
“You mean…at Key Arena?”
“Yeah.”
“Should I go now?”
Shane laughed. “No, you’re fine. Wait till the end of the day. Or go at lunch if you want.”
“Okay.”
They worked in relative silence until Terry needed help. That didn’t take long. Shane put him back on task and went back to his.
“Shane?”
“Yeah?”
“So, you know all about electricity and such.”
“I suppose I know enough.”
“Is everything fried? From the flares? I mean, does anything work now—other than what the government has?”
“Well,” Shane began, “certain things will still work. Anything that was plugged into the grid or too close to the CME blast won’t, but I’m sure lots of things have survived. Larger appliances, tools and stuff that doesn’t have micro-circuitry.”
“What about cars?” Terry asked.
Shane scratched his stubbly chin, then replied, “Probably anything before about 1980 ought to still be all right. After that, most cars started going solid-state ignition, fuel injection, computer modules and such. All that stuff is fried for sure. I guess if you found something old enough with a carburetor that ran before, then it should still be able to run now. Getting fuel…that and getting the roads cleared would be the tricky part.”
“Huh, I see,” Terry said, trying to sound disinterested. What he really thought was, I’m going to find an old truck, and we are getting out of here.

At lunchtime, Terry got the permission he needed to move in with Kat and the kids. It still rubbed him in all the wrong ways, asking for permission, but so be it. He also got a new work assignment—not the one he wanted, but a new one—bio-sanitation.
“What is bio-sanitation?” Terry asked.
“It’s body cleanup,” the man behind the counter told him. “You will be a part of the crew scouring the city for bodies and taking them to the crematorium.”
Terry grimaced, but it bothered the man none. “Ya’ know, I’m a truck driver, not a mortician.”
“You’re hardly being asked to perform the duties of a mortician. Think of it as loading sacks of potatoes on a truck. You can do that, can’t you?”
Terry nodded, but his face still showed his distaste for his orders.
“Besides, I’m sure you’ll get to drive the truck occasionally too.”
“Do I have any say in this?”
“You don’t. Thank you, Mr. Burrows. Report back here at 7 am and do have a pleasant evening.” He shut the sliding glass window that separated him from the minions, and that was that.
Fuck…. Now Terry wished he really was an electrician. He could only imagine the dark sights and smells his immediate future held.
Terry walked to the hostel to gather his things and bid Jasper farewell. Jasper was at work, so Terry penned a note.
Hey Jasper,
I found my sister, so I’m off to live with her and the kids.
Take care, Terry
Terry walked to Kat’s place, but not before making a detour to where he’d stashed the wheelbarrow. New Seattle was quieter now that FEMA had pulled out. There were no longer soldiers everywhere you looked and with more permanent digs, he wanted to get possession of the rifle and shotgun he’d left behind before someone else did. He had stashed it in the cellar of an old place that had already burned. The kind of place that didn’t look like it had anything left in it worth salvaging. You better hope you’re right.
It was a few blocks off the main thoroughfare and thus far, looked the same as he had left it. He took a quick peek around and saw no one peeking in on him, so he pulled back the heavy cellar doors. That and the heavy concrete bulwark they were framed into were about all that was left. Some of the charred posts and floor beams remained standing as well, keeping the rest of the burnt, collapsed framing off of the basement floor and if luck have it, off of his head.
In one corner the wheelbarrow still stood right where he left it. A good sign…. In the other corner, buried in a pile of rubble and broken lumber, he dug out the rifle and the shotgun. Relief filled him, but also dread. The thought of being caught with the contraband, the thought of digging a mound of flesh from his forehead, the thought of fucking it all up and getting Katherine or Jonathan or Tabitha killed. No. Unimaginable. It’s not going down like that.
He took a long, clearing breath, then dragged the wheelbarrow out from the depths of the cellar. Thump, thump, thump, the wheels bounced up the concrete steps matching the rhythm of his heart. You sure you wanna do this? Yes. I must.
He set the wheelbarrow down, looked around and again, and saw no one. Terry went back down into the cellar and fetched the firearms. He placed them in the wheelbarrow, then went back down again. He would gather whatever lumber he could and bury the guns beneath it, along with his Bible and water filter. With any grace, he would look like a guy salvaging a little building material rather than a gun runner. Gun runners would be shot, or worse—forced out of the zone so their chips could explode.
It was all part of the New Patriot Charter: No man, woman or child shall keep or bear arms unless specifically called upon to do so by assignment to the New Patriot Militia. Ignorance or willful infringement of the Law shall be considered treason and punishable by death.
Terry thought on this provision of the new law and debated now if he had done the right thing at all, unearthing the guns again.
Maybe I should just put them back and wait….
Wait for what? Someone to steal them?
No, I don't think so.

Terry brought the guns home to stash them and stash them well. He could not afford to lose them. All it would take is a salvage crew or one of the bio-sanitation crews to go nosing around in the wreckage of that old house, and that would be it. That was their job after all.
Kat’s apartment was on the ground floor, and Terry began to search for the crawlspace access. It seemed the best place to hide his guns; away from Katherine and the kids, and more importantly, away from any authority types.
He found the hatch in the kids’ bedroom closet and carefully pulled back the lid. It was dark and smelled damp. Shit. This will rust the guns in no time.
Terry looked around for some oil to protect them, but cooking oil was all he could find.
“This will just have to do.”
He wiped the guns down generously then dampened a bath towel with the vegetable oil and wrapped them up in an oily cocoon. Terry used almost the entire bottle and putting it back in the cupboard he thought, Kat’s going to be pissed.
He eased himself down into the crawlspace and wished he had a light. Terry grabbed the guns and no sooner than he began to crawl, he ran face first into his first spider web.
“Ah, Jesus!” he cried and wiped the sticky silk from his face. He wanted to stash the guns perhaps twenty feet from the access just to be sure no one would find them, but a couple more spider webs convinced him that ten feet was ample.
Terry tucked his gun roll beneath the heavy, black, plastic vapor barrier and crawled back toward the daylight.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Bio-sanitation was a nasty job. House by house, they checked every one. About half of them were empty. About half of them were not. Those were the bad ones. Inside were the dead or the dying. If they were dead, they were loaded into the back of a covered truck for their appointment with the incinerator. If they were dying, they were put on the list of houses to re-check the following week. If they were just sick, but not too far gone, they were given direction to receive the vaccine and the chip. Some refused, but most wanted to live.
“Hey man, gimme a hand in here.” It was Terry’s new work partner, Austin. “You’re gonna love this one.”
Terry grimaced. He caught the sarcasm. “What is it?”
“It’s goddamn whale, that’s what it is. A whale of a woman!” Austin laughed and turned back into the house. Terry wished he could find amusement in all of this, but he could not.
“Coming,” he muttered and climbed the steps up to the whale’s tomb.
Seeing the woman, who had been dead perhaps a week, Terry decided, whale, was accurate.
“Good God, man! We should boil down the blubber for lamp oil,” Austin mused. Terry couldn’t help but chuckle at that one. Sense of humor, check.
It was all the two men could do to roll her onto a bed sheet and drag her out of the house and onto the porch.
“Aye, Captain. She’s a big’un. Four hundred pounder, this lass. Me reserves are spent. Permission to return below deck to me hammock?”
“Haha,” Terry said, “I’ll grab Vince to help us.” Vince was the driver and so far had been perfectly content not to touch any bodies.
Terry rapped at the door. “Hey, Vince. We need your help.”
“What?” Vince said with a mouthful, “I’m eating a sandwich!”
“Well, that must be very nice—but we still need your help.”
Vince swallowed and wiped crumbs from his face. “Aw, Gawd…okay, I’m comin’.”
“We need to get gone,” Vince said, still wiping crumbs from his lip, stepping out of the truck. “This place is bad news. Bad news.”
“It’s not so bad,” Austin was quick to reply. “C’mon, help us with the whale already.”
Vince was the biggest among them so he grabbed the woman beneath the arms while Austin and Terry both grabbed a leg.
Vince began to groan, “This is such bullshit, man.”
“It could be worse,” Austin said, “You could be one of the ones we’re cleaning up out here.”
“I guess,” Vince said, then trailed off with, “At least they’re free.”
Austin chuckled at this, but Terry’s ears perked. Here was perhaps someone else with a bad taste in their mouth about all of this. About this perverted situation and all the sheeple accepting it, being grateful for it even. Sure, it was true—maybe they would all be dead if the New Patriots weren’t here, if the vaccine hadn’t come along, but Terry was the kind of guy to look at who was benefiting from a bad situation. To question what is and what might be. To look at who was working it like an oppurtunity? It appeared Vince might be that kind of guy too, and Terry made a mental note to talk to Vince alone later.
After some finagling, they managed to get the deceased woman loaded, mostly due to Vince’s extraordinary strength. They continued their day with none so heavy as she had been. Vince drove the truck while Terry and Austin continued to canvas the neighborhood.

“Hey, I know what you mean, Vince,” Terry started, “About them, at least, being free.”
“Huh? Oh—yeah.” It appeared Vince was not as eager to commiserate as was Terry.
“Something just doesn’t sit right with me. Do you know what I mean?” Terry asked.
Vince stroked his goatee and grimaced, seemingly sizing Terry up. Was he just another Pollyanna, like Austin and fishing for information? Sure, things are bad, but look at the bright side? Vince decided Terry was legit and made his reply after some consideration. “Nothing about any of this sits right with me,” he said as he made a wide sweeping gesture with both arms. “All of this is a big setup. Mark my words. Mark my words.”
“What kind of setup?” Terry asked.
“Damned if I know, but I’m still waiting for the other shoe to drop. This is some serious New World Order bullshit. I wouldn’t be surprised if the government put this flu on us on purpose…to get us to take the chip. To control us—absolutely. We’re fucked.”
Terry didn’t like what he was saying, but he couldn’t discount it either. Was it even possible that his own government could be behind something so sinister? Couldn’t be….
Terry saw what the sun did. There was no way Man was behind that. Impossible. But was it possible they had just been waiting for the right moment? Or that they knew the solar storm was coming and shaped their plans around its arrival?
Maybe they had some crazy technology where they could cause the sun to lose its shit. Maybe blast EMPs at it and it responded in kind?
“I don’t know, man. You may be right, but I sure as shit hope not.”
“Yeah. You and me both,” Vince said, pushing his glasses up a little higher on his nose.
“So…what do you suppose the other shoe dropping looks like exactly?” Terry asked.
“How in the hell would I know?” Vince said. “But think about it. There is nothing they cannot make you do now. Nothing. If you refuse, you’re dead. New Patriots, my ass.”
Neither one could believe just how much the world had changed in three short weeks.

When Terry arrived home that night, Kat was already fixing dinner. Jonathan and Tabitha were sitting on the living room floor playing games. “Uncle Terry!” they both cheered. This is my kind of homecoming, Terry thought.
“Hey guys, how was school today?”
“Fine,” they said in unison.
“What did you learn?” Terry asked.
Jonathan and Tabitha shrugged their shoulders and went back to the game of checkers they were playing.
“Well, my day was pretty good,” Kat said from the kitchen. Terry set his hat down on the small table beside the door and walked to the kitchen.
“Is that so?” he asked. “What happened?”
Kat continued to stir the soup she had on the stove as a smile brightened her face. She did have a beautiful smile.
“I think I may have met someone,” she said. “Today, on my shift.”
“Really? Well, that’s good. What’s his name?” Terry asked.
Jonathan’s ears perked. “What did you say, Mom?” he called from the living room.
“Nothing, sweetie. Play with you sister,” Kat called back. She continued to stir the soup, and when she was sure little ears were no longer eavesdropping, she turned back to Terry. “His name is Rick, and he is the Chancellor’s Second.”
Terry groaned. “Kat, that’s not the kind of guy we need around right now. We need to get out of here. Remember?”
Kat’s smile transformed into something closer to a scowl. “What is it that you think is out there exactly, Terry? You were out there. I think you’re the one who needs to remember. Besides, it’s just a job. Rick’s not like that.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything,” Terry began, “He might be a great guy. I’m just not sure we need any extra eyes on us right now. He works for the New Patriots, for the Chancellor, Kat. That’s…maybe not such a great idea.”
Kat’s scowl deepened. “I’m not having this conversation right now, Terry. Go wash up for dinner.”
They sat in relative silence at dinner with the offbeat chorus of spoons clanking against bowls.
“What were you saying to Uncle Terry in the kitchen earlier, Mom?” Jonathan tried once more.
“Nothing, sweetie. Eat your soup, okay?”

Terry lay in bed that night struggling for sleep and thinking back to the methods Thomas Collins, that crazy wheelchair veteran had talked about for chip removal. He knew he had to get out of the FEMA camp, had to get his family away from this place and whatever the future held. Whatever it was, he was certain it wouldn’t be good. A life resembling slavery. People may not realize it, or they may not realize it at first, but that is what it was, what it would be. No matter how you sliced it, packaged it, or sold it, it was not for Terry.
Fear crippled him, and a tightness grew in his chest as he fought for a deep calming breath that would not come. How was he to get Kat away from Rick? She’d always had the worst taste in men, and there was little to no point in trying to talk any sense into her.
He lay awake most of the night until finally drifting off into a short, restless sleep.
And so it went for weeks. Work the day away, carting cadavers to the incinerator, and worry the nights away, trying, desperately trying to figure a way out from this mess. There had to be a way to remove the chip without removing one’s own head, but how? That was the quandary, now wasn’t it?
Terry and Vince discussed much as Vince began to trust him. Well, trust him enough to commiserate in misery and swap complaints anyhow. For now, that was enough. After all, misery loves company.
Terry's mind went back to the water bath idea and thought it was probably the best method available. It could work. It had to work. It was going to work, by God.
As Terry lay awake that night, he sharpened Kat’s kitchen knife to a razor’s edge. He would go first. If it worked, the rest of the family would follow. Maybe tomorrow he would talk to Vince. See if he was interested in actually leaving, actually doing something to get out of New Seattle. There were risks, sure, but what were you really risking? Losing your slavehood? Live or die, Terry figured it was a win either way when you looked at it with a little distance.

She could feel his eyes on her, but she didn’t mind it. It had been a long time since she had been with a man or thought about letting one into her life. Dale Hodges, her ex from hell, had taught her to think twice before letting anyone in. Men were needy. Unreasonable. Abusive. But Rick was different. She could tell. He had a kind heart and a gentle tongue. He was not the kind of guy to raise a fist to a woman.
“Can I get you anything else?” Kat said, smiling the words.
Rick scratched his chin and grinned. “No. No, I’m good. Thank you, Kat.” Rick walked away toward the tables, and she admired his form. He walked with confidence, but not cockiness. I’m a little bit smitten, Kat thought. And why not? Why shouldn’t I be? Nice and slow she had to remind herself. Nice and slow. And those first couple of weeks were nice….

Terry awoke to the shrill cry of his wind-up alarm clock. It almost made him miss the road—almost. Another glorious day of dragging cadavers awaits, he thought. At least, there’s coffee. It tastes like shit, but it’s coffee, by God. And what about God? Did he believe in God yet? Undecided. What kind of God subjects his people to such abject misery? Oh yeah—the God of the Bible.
Terry shook off sleep and peeled back the covers. His feet hit the floor, and he rubbed his forehead—the injection site. There was a twinge of pain there. He forgot about it soon enough, though, as every muscle hurt from over exertion. All this lifting, pulling and hauling bodies around was a bit different from the sedentary lifestyle enjoyed by a long haul trucker. He struggled with his jeans, then rubbed his eyes.
“Up and at ‘em,” he muttered and trudged to the kitchen. The rest of the house still slept, so Terry made instant coffee to-go, grabbed a bagel and headed out the door.
The sun was bright. Too bright. His sunglasses did far too little to stop the glare this morning. The pain in his eyes almost made him feel as if he’d been drinking the night before. If only, he thought.
Vince and Austin were already waiting for him in the truck. The motor was running.
“Good morning, Sunshine!” Austin chortled.
Terry looked up to return the salutation and the sun beaming from behind the truck threatened to explode his eyeballs in their sockets. He shielded his eyes with his left hand and groaned something like, “Morning….”
“What’s up, buddy?” Austin said. “Too much party last night?” He grinned from ear to ear. Vince sat idly by, gripping the steering wheel and nearly cutting the filter off his cigarette between nicotine stained teeth. Something ate at the man.
“No—nothing like that,” Terry said. “I just woke up with a little headache. Didn’t sleep worth a shit.”
Vince turned his head now. “Are you two ready or what?”
“Yeah. Sorry. I’m comin',” and Terry climbed into the truck. Soon, the headache passed, but made sudden reappearances, then disappearances throughout the day.
Later that afternoon, Austin asked, “Hey, you okay, man? Seems like that headache keeps sticking it to you.”
Terry thought about it for a moment. “I’m not sure. It’s kinda’ strange. It’ll go away for an hour or so and then all of sudden, just sneak up on me like a ball-pein hammer.”
Austin offered a conciliatory wince and said, “Maybe you ought to go see the doc.”
“We’ll see.” Terry knew he wasn’t going. He didn’t go to the doctor. Not unless he absolutely had to. For now, he could still handle it.
“Plus, she’s really cute,” Austin said. “I’d probably fake an illness just to go see her.”

Terry beat Kat and the kids home so he reclined on the couch with a dampened hand towel over his eyes. What in the hell is going on with me? Do I have a freakin’ tumor? He buried the thought and sought solace behind closed eyelids.
The door opened, and Kat, Jonathan, and Tabitha walked in. “Hey. You okay?” Kat asked.
Terry turned and began to sit up. The pain had lessened for the moment. “Yeah, I’m okay. Had a bad headache most of the day.”
“Oh no. Well, are you hungry?”
“I could eat,” Terry said.
“Good. Come in the kitchen and help me with dinner.”
As Kat began to grab ingredients for supper, she also began the speech she had prepared, “So, I think it would be nice if we had Rick over for dinner and you two could meet.”
Terry’s head throbbed at the suggestion. “The guy who works for the Chancellor?” Terry raised his eyebrows at his sister’s back.
“Yes, Terry. Rick, the guy who works for the Chancellor. I think you might actually like him if you gave him a chance. And don’t start with me again about his job. It’s a job, that’s it. We all have a job. An assigned job—remember? Besides, I’ve been seeing him for a few weeks now, and I intend to keep doing so. You’re just going to have to get over it.”
Terry choked back his real reply and instead said, “Okay. When?”
Now Kat turned around to face him with a broad smile. “Yeah? Okay—I could call him right now.”
“Great.”
Rick showed up about thirty minutes later with a six pack of black label beer, (granted, that’s all there was at the commissary) and a smirk. Terry hated his expression straight away and later realized that was just his face. He hated his face.
“Hi, you must be Rick,” and Terry extended his hand.
“Yes, I am. Where’s Kat?” No handshake. Yep—Terry hated him.
“She’s in the kitchen. Just through there,” and Terry motioned with his hand. The throbbing in his head was back and gaining momentum. It was shaping up to be a memorable night. Kat’s giggles and an excited squeal escaped the kitchen. Terry would’ve rolled his eyes if it didn’t hurt so badly to do so.
“Kids! Come on out here. I want you to meet someone!” Kat hollered.
Jonathan and Tabitha scuttled up the hallway from the room they shared. “Yeah, Mom?”
“Guys, this is Rick—my friend.” Kat’s eyes shifted back and forth between Jon and Tabby looking for a reaction.
“Friend? Like, boyfriend?” Jonathan asked. Tabitha covered her mouth and giggled. Jonathan was stoic-faced and stared unblinking, waiting for an answer.
Kat looked at Rick and then to Terry, then back to Jon. “Well…Rick is a good friend, Jonathan. We’ve been—“
“Yep. That’s what I thought, Mom.” Jonathan spun around and headed straight back to his room.
Rick looked at Kat, shrugged his shoulders and cracked open a beer. “Beer?” he asked to no one in particular.
“I’m sorry about that. He’s still hoping his dad will show up, and we will get back together again.”
Rick laughed at that and tipped his head back to chug his beer.
Tabitha looked up at Kat with eyes full of worry. “When is Daddy going to get here, Mommy? Do you think he’s okay?”
“Yes, honey. I’m sure Daddy is fine and on his way right now,” Kat said, but she lied the words.
Rick chuckled again between slurps.

The rest of the night was just as great. Jonathan wouldn’t come out for dinner, and Terry couldn’t blame him. He was ready to retire to his room as well, and it wasn’t just the headache. Tabitha was teary, and Kat was embarrassed. Rick was oblivious to everyone but himself.
Just what in the hell did she see in this clown anyways? Terry wondered, but he made sure not to wonder it out loud. No, that would never do.
At last, Rick showed interest in someone other than himself. “So, Terry. It’s Terry, right?” Terry nodded solemnly. “Okay. So, what do you do?”
“I am in the thrilling field of bio-sanitation,” Terry said.
Rick laughed again. Terry was beginning to hate the laugh that went with the face. “Are you…serious?” More laughs.
Kat nudged Rick under the table and gave him the look.
“Is that funny, Rick?” Terry asked, his spine stiffening and headache intensifying. He didn’t care now.
“Oh, no—sorry. I just thought you were kidding is all.” More laughing, slightly stifled now. This time, Kat stomped her heel into Rick’s foot.
“What the hell?” Rick barked, then just as quickly, “Oh, sorry, babe. That just surprised me is all.” Back to Terry, now. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to offend. A job’s a job, right?”
Terry realized then that the smirk never left Rick’s face. It was ever present. He hated Rick’s face.
Terry stood up and cleared his plate. “I’ve got to get to bed, Kat. My headache’s back. Goodnight, Tabby.”
“Um, okay…I want you to go and see the doc in the morning,” Kat said.
“Yeah. Goodnight, you two.
Terry walked down the hall to his room, and as he turned his doorknob, he could hear Rick’s tut.
“What the hell is wrong you?” Kat asked. “If you’re going to show up here drunk and act like an asshole, don’t bother coming back.”
Rick set his beer down, wiping his mouth with the palm of his hand. “You’re right, you’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve been under a lot of pressure at work…. It won’t happen again. Forgive me?”
Kat’s sternness melted, giving way to smile. “Yes, I forgive you. Now, come here and give me kiss…asshole.”
“Hey, now,” Rick said, grinning as he pulled her in.



CHAPTER NINE
Terry showed up early at the clinic and sat in the brightly lit lobby, shielding his eyes, waiting for his turn to be seen. His headache was like a drumbeat now, building up to the crescendo. A cursory glance with half-opened eyes told him he wasn’t the only one with a headache.
Besides him and other headaches, there were some apparent flu sufferers. A woman seated nearby began a coughing fit that escalated to vomiting. God, please let this vaccine protect me from that. Some of the others in the waiting room moved away with disgust and horror evident on their faces. Terry just sat with his head cradled in his hands, as if he could contain the throb with his grasp alone. If only. 
A janitor came out with a face mask and cleaned it up. Terry thought he heard the man gag through his mask, but he couldn’t be sure with the pounding in his head. Then the smell hit him, and Terry did gag. Big mistake. The gag only intensified his headache which quickly cured him of his revulsion to the smell.
There was no smell now. Only pain. And why is it so goddamn bright in here? His eyelids were insufficient at best to save him from the searing pain, the light seemed to drill into his brain. He cupped his hands over his eyes and when he thought he could take it no more, the orderly on shift called to him.
“Terry Burrows? You’re up, the doctor will see you now.”
Terry stood, and a bolt of pain nearly dropped him. His knees shook like jello, threatening to betray him as his head had already done. The orderly rushed to Terry’s side and grabbed his arm. “Here, let me help you.”
“I’m good. I got it,” Terry said.
Terry followed Otis Kearns, the orderly, back to the exam room, stepped up and sat down on the exam table.
“It looks like you’re having a time of it,” the orderly said. “When did it start?”
Terry strained to read the man’s name badge—Otis. He was a large man with a beard. Kind of a funny looking nurse, Terry thought. “It started, I think, maybe—two days ago.”
Otis nodded his large head, hung from a thick neck while scribbling in his notebook. Terry massaged his temples lightly and asked, “Can we turn out the lights in here?”
“No, I’m sorry,” Otis said. “Here—let me see if I can find something you can use for a blindfold.” He went to the cabinet hung over the sink and began to rummage around. “Voila, let’s try this,” he said, holding up a roll of gauze. Otis wrapped it gently around Terry’s tortured head blocking the harsh fluorescents.
“Thank you,” Terry said.
“So, what’s your story, Mr. Burrows?” Otis asked. “Where were you when the sun went crazy?”
“Terry’s fine, call me Terry.” The gauze was helping. The light was reduced to a comfortable level, and he no longer had to squint his eyes shut. “I was out on the road—I drive truck—on a run back from Bakersfield, and I was just outside of Eugene, Oregon when everything—happened.”
“Long walk.”
“Yeah…it was,” Terry said.
Otis fastened the blood pressure cuff around Terry’s right arm and began squeezing the bulb to inflate it.
“So, what about you? Where’d you come from?” Terry asked. Otis released the pressure from the cuff and scribbled in his notebook.
“Blood pressure looks good…and, I was here. Born and raised in the Puget Sound. I was an EMT before. Now, I’m kind of—doing this orderly-slash-nurse gig.”
“Okay. Yeah, I’m a local boy too. Though I wish now that I lived someplace out in the woods…off-grid, like way off grid.”
Otis chuckled. “Yeah, you and me both. Okay, Doctor Casswell should be in here in just a minute. Nice to meet you, Terry.”
“You too, thanks.”
Otis flicked the lights off as he opened the door to leave. “I’ll leave these off for you until the doc comes in.”
“Great. Thank you.” Terry laid back and rested until she came.

The door creaked open followed by padded footsteps. “Are you ready for me, Mr. Burrows? You’re not going to like this, but I’ve got to turn on the lights—and remove your blindfold.”
She was right. He didn’t like it. “No problem,” Terry lied. “I’m ready.” The fluorescents buzzed, lighting up the small room and Terry began to unwind the gauze from around his head that covered his eyes.
“Hello, Terry. I’m Dr. Casswell but just call me Alisia.” She tucked her long blond hair, with hints of red, behind her ear and extended her hand.
“Hi,” Terry said, taking her hand. Austin had told him she was cute; Terry couldn’t argue.
“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” she said mostly to herself as she looked through Otis’s notes. “So, it says here you started having headaches two days ago.… Any visual disturbances?”
“No.”
“And how about auditory?”
“Auditory—hearing things? No, nothing like that. It just hurts. Sharp, sharp pain, sensitivity to light…maybe a little nausea,” Terry said.
Alisia pressed the stethoscope to Terry’s chest, listened to his heartbeat and his lungs, though she didn’t ask him to cough. Coughing with a headache was not a popular request.
“So,” Terry said, “any ideas on what’s causing this? I noticed a few other people out there in the waiting room…they looked like maybe they had the headaches too.”
“Yes, you did, and you’re right. Headaches have become quite a problem lately.” She was looking down at his chart, then at him with beautiful green eyes over black framed glasses. “I’ve got some ideas on what’s going on—I don’t think we’re supposed to be walking around with RFID chips in our heads. For some people, I think it’s causing problems. Like interference with a radio signal, or—your wifi signal.”
Terry laughed. “Wifi?…What’s wifi?”
“Right?” Alisia said. “Anyhow, I think it’s causing the headaches in the people who are sensitive to it.”
“So, what do we do?”
“Well, we can flash the chip and insert a new one that processes the signal a little differently—see if it helps.”
“Flash the chip? What does that mean exactly?” Terry asked.
“It’s just a little handheld wand that I hold over your injection site for a moment that…fries the chip. It’s like a little EMP, actually.”
Terry didn’t like the sound of that. “Is that even safe? I mean, if I’m already in the sensitive category….”
Alisia paused for a moment, considering how to address the question. “Is anything safe anymore? Was it ever? What I mean is, it’s relatively low risk. Maybe it’s a question of choosing the lesser of two evils. And, I’ve got to be honest here—we’ve just started doing this procedure. But, so far, all have responded well. Their headaches have disappeared.”
Terry nodded his head slowly. “Okay…sign me up.”
Alisia placed her hand on Terry’s shoulder, and he felt a tingle run through his body. “Don’t worry,” she said, “this is going to help you.”

The chip flasher, or whatever you wanted to call it, was small. It was no bigger than a battery powered toothbrush. It made a slight buzz and Terry imagined he could feel something, like gentle ultrasonic massage followed by a break. Like if you snapped a small glass straw in half. The headache stopped almost instantaneously, and he breathed a sigh of relief. He wore the relief on his face, a slight smile crept to the surface.
“Don’t get too comfortable, cowboy,” Otis said. “We still have to replace it.”
“Why, though? Couldn’t I argue a medical exemption?” Terry asked.
“That’s orders. It’s part of the New Patriot Charter. Besides…this one shouldn’t cause you any problems.”
Yeah, unless I decide to wander off, and it blows my head off my shoulders. So, there’s that…
“Oh, yeah…New Patriot Charter…my favorite,” Terry said.
Otis offered something like nervous laughter. “Okay, now, hold still and try to relax. Just think of something pleasant and you will be on your way out of here before you know it.” The short stubby needle pierced his forehead, bumped on bone, then retracted slightly. The chip was inserted with the push of a plunger and Terry felt its little tentacle legs extend and lock in place. He also felt a sinking sense of dread drop down and lock itself in the pit of his stomach.
“Now, you might be a little sore for a while, but hopefully, the headaches are a thing of the past. Take care, Terry.”
Terry left the clinic and already his mind was spinning on how the get rid of the new chip. Where was old Thomas Collins when you needed him?

Terry woke and got ready for work. It was high time he and Vince began to make a plan rather than just griping about the powers that be. There had to be a way, there had to be. Terry steeled his resolve; he would not live as a slave under the “New Patriots.” No way in hell. Dying trying sounded like a better approach than accepting tyranny.
It was late September now and chilly. The higher-ups promised power soon, and the crew at the transfer station worked around the clock, but still they had no heat at home.
Terry wondered how he would even survive if he were able to break free of the New Patriot camp. Life would be a lot harder on his own. Shelter, heat, food, clean water, sanitation—he’d pretty much taken it all for granted his whole life. Of course he had, everyone had. It had always been there in steady supply and without end. He wondered if it was crazy to even think of leaving. He flipped and he flopped a couple of more times, then he was out the door.
The headaches seemed to be gone and he was grateful. He had taken feeling good for granted, too. He stopped and thought, was there anything…anything at all, that he had not taken for granted? No, he decided, there was not. Well, that shit is changing now. Terry would be grateful for everything from this point forward. Today, he would even be grateful for his shitty job. With gratitude in mind, he walked to work.
An eighties model Chevrolet, one-ton pickup with a twelve-foot flatbed and lumber sides was the bio-sanitation work truck. It hadn’t been affected by the solar flares. It still had the name of an old concrete finisher’s business on the doors, Able Concrete Inc.
You could stack a lot of bodies (just like cordwood) in a twelve-foot bed. When the truck was full, it sort of resembled some images Terry had seen of Nazi Germany during WWII. It was eerie.
The truck sat there idling waiting for its handlers to begin their macabre duty. Bodies were, at least, becoming scarcer. They’d made some progress in clearing out the city, but then what? Who knows?
Vince tilted his head back and dumped the coffee in. “So…how ya’ feeling? Better?”
“Yes, much. It’s just too bad they had to go and put another one in.”
Vince smirked. “Yeah. So, what did they say then? How do you know this new one isn’t just going to cause problems too.”
Terry wasn’t sure but Alisia had said the replacement chip ran on a different frequency…that hopefully it wouldn’t cause any issues. “I guess I’ll find out soon enough.”
“Yeah,” Vince said, “I guess you will.”
It was Austin’s turn to drive today and Terry was somewhat pleased by that. It meant, one: that Vince could help him move bodies—Vince was a good deal stronger than Austin. And two: it meant he might have a chance to talk to Vince…about conspiracy stuff. About Anti-Patriot stuff.
“So, your head’s feeling better?” Austin asked as Terry got into the truck.
“Yes, I think I’m done with that, thank God.”
“What’d I tell you about the doctor?” Austin said. “Cute, right?”
Terry smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, she’s cute.”
They pulled up to the house the other crew had marked with an ‘X.’ Xs meant casualty inside. Vince and Terry were in their Tyvek suits and rubber boots while Austin was enjoying street clothes. “Have fun, you two,” Austin said. A large smile graced his face.
“Fuck you,” Terry and Vince said in unison, and they slid out of the truck.

Terry was waiting for the right way to bring it up, the right moment when Vince spoke. “Listen, man…I heard about a new group forming up, and there’s this meeting tomorrow tonight….”
“Oh?” said Terry “What kind of group?”
“Well,” Vince said, taking a furtive glance over his shoulder, “there’s an anti-movement starting up…you know…people who can see what’s going on around here and are trying to figure out what to do about it. They’re meeting tomorrow tonight at the corner of Queen Anne and Republican Street. It’s an old theater, and it’s empty. It’s called the SIFF. We ought to go and check it out. What do you say?”
“Uh, yeah…definitely. Where did you hear about it?”
“Ah, one of my roommates is of sound mind. He told me about it.”
“Okay…yeah…let’s go,” Terry said. “What about Austin? Do you think he would want to go at all?”
Vince arched his thick, black eyebrows and tilted his head slightly. “Are you serious? No. Besides, I wouldn’t trust him.”
Just then, Austin walked up behind them. “Wouldn’t trust who?”
Terry and Vince both startled just enough to tell Austin exactly who.
“What the fuck, you guys?” Austin said, and he stomped off back to the truck.
“Shit,” Terry said under his breath and shared a glance with Vince. “I think we should tell him—invite him. It might not be his thing, but I don’t think he’s a snitch or anything either. He’s a decent guy.”
Vince shook his head. “It’s your funeral, man. Do what you gotta.”
Terry wasn’t sure what the big deal was or why Vince despised Austin so much, but he thought it best to mend fences, let Austin in. No one was entirely comfortable with the “New Patriots” after all.
Vince and Terry cleared the house and loaded back into the truck.
It was Austin who broke the silence first. “You know, if you guys are whispering about that Anti-Patriot meeting tomorrow,” he paused and gauged their response. “I already know about—and I’m going. So…fuck you, two.”

Terry got Austin alone a little later and began to apologize. “Listen, man—I’m sorry. Vince, he’s just a little, you know, hard to get to know. He doesn’t trust anybody. Sometimes he barely trusts me, I think. We should have included you in the conversation, and I’m sorry…okay? Are we cool?”
Austin shuffled his foot a bit, looking down at his boots, then looked up. “Yeah, man. We’re cool.”
“Good. I’ll see there then, tomorrow?”
“I’ll be there.”
Terry walked home and pondered whether he ought to tell Kat or not. He decided after Austin, he may as well just talk to Kat about it. He’d like her to go. Hell, it was important she go. Especially now, with her seeing that sonofabitch, Rick and all. Didn’t want him getting his claws too deep into her mind, turning her over to the dark side, so to speak.
The sun was going down, and it was getting cold. He hoped against hope that the heat would finally be on at home. Thus far, it had been candles and oil lanterns for heat. It wasn’t enough, and October loomed on the horizon. Her icy grip chilled his flesh. Or was it tomorrow? Was October tomorrow? He wasn’t sure. He’d have to ask Kat.
Kat was preparing dinner when Terry walked in. The little propane camp stove offered some heat too, but Kat always opened a window for ventilation, thus rendering any potential heat gain moot.
“Hey, smells great,” Terry said. “What’s cooking?”
Kat stirred the saucepan on the stove and said, “Oh, you know…just some of the finest cuisine available…from a can. Actually, it’s Pork and Beans…. And, I was going to make a side of rice.”
“Sounds just fine to me.”
“So,” Kat said, “is your head feeling better then?” She already knew it was, just by how Terry was acting but wanted to be sure.
“Yeah, I mean—the pain, it’s like—all gone now. It’s great.”
Kat put the spoon down and turned to give Terry a big hug. “That is great! This calls for a celebration. I’ve got a bottle of wine. Maybe we crack it open tonight.”
Terry couldn’t believe his ears. “A bottle of wine? Where did you get that?”
“One of the guys at work. He works part-time salvage and part-time Infrastructure. He gave it to me. I think he’s sweet on me. It’s actually kind of cute.”
“Nice! Well, I’m game, uncork that bad boy,” Terry said.
Kat went to the cupboard and pulled it out from behind their canned goods. “I’m going to leave that to you. There’s no corkscrew in this kitchen.”
“Not a problem,” Terry said. “I’ve got a screwdriver and a terrible thirst.” Terry worked on opening the wine, Kat worked on dinner, and the kids worked on their homework.



CHAPTER TEN
The wine was good. It was red wine, not Terry’s favorite, (he was more of a beer man) but that warm, friendly buzz was a most welcome sensation. Kat and Terry sat in the living room, warmed by the three candles on the coffee table and the wine in their bellies.
“So, how’s work going at the transfer station?” Terry asked.
Kat swirled the wine in her glass. “Oh, it’s going, they’re getting close. I don’t really know. I just make sandwiches.”
Terry smiled. The wine was working. “I like sandwiches.”
Kat slanted her brow. “Are you drunk?”
Now Terry laughed. “The sad thing is, I think I might be. Drunk...on half a bottle of wine. I never thought I’d see the day.”
“How’s work going for you?” Kat asked.
“Well, I carry dead bodies around all day. It’s not all that great…but, there is one silver lining.”
“And, what would that be?”
“I work with this guy, Vince—good guy.” Terry tipped his glass, taking another sip. “Anyway, he told me about this meeting that’s going on tomorrow tonight. I thought it might be something we would be interested in.”
“Oh? And, what is this meeting tomorrow night about?”
Terry gulped down the last of his wine. “It’s about our future. About getting out of this place and away from these so-called New Patriots.”
“Hmmm,” Kat said, “I’m not sure that’s the best idea I’ve ever heard, Terry. You know, there’s people on the lookout for groups like this starting up.”
“All the more reason to go,” Terry said.
“Maybe, but it’s not a real safe move. Besides, what is it that you think they’re going to do? Overthrow the new government?” Kat started laughing. The wine was working on her too.
“Living here is like committing suicide, Kat. You’ve seen all we’ve had to give up, our freedoms, to even be here. It’s only going to get worse. I don’t know what the end game is, but I don’t intend to stick around to see it, either.”
“You’re going to have to count me out,” Kat said, “I’ve got too many little people relying on me to risk getting locked up or killed for some silly meeting.”
Terry scoffed at this. “No one’s getting locked up or killed, Kat. It’s just a meeting, for Chrissakes.”
“It’s treason,” Kat said.

 
The meeting was about to start. Excitement was palpable in the air. So was the rank smell of body odor. Without enough electricity for hot water, personal hygiene was mostly on holiday. After a while, one got used to it, though. People shuffled about the old cinema, about forty in all. Terry spotted Shane from when he was working at the transfer station and gave a wave.
Kat had decided not to come, so Terry went with Vince. Austin was there too, as promised. Or threatened. It all depended on how you looked at it. Vince still saw him as a threat, but Terry welcomed him. Otis Kearns, the orderly from the clinic, was there, too, and Terry gave him a nod.
A call to order was made, and people took their seats. Candles and a few oil lanterns cast a dim glow, shadows dancing. The theater was a pretty good place to assemble, Terry supposed. No windows, walls well-insulated for sound. He wondered what would happen if they were found out. Maybe Kat was even right. The First Amendment, along with all the rest had been thrown out. They said it was for the safety of the people, for all of us. It was just too dangerous of a time for people’s words to get other people’s minds riled up. It just wasn’t safe. For the good of us all, we were under martial law. Under the thumb of the New Patriots.
A man in his late forties, maybe early fifties, stood up and introduced himself. “Hello, and thank you all for coming. My name is Duncan Whyte, and I think we all know why we are here.”
There was a general murmur of approval, and he continued, “These New Patriots, or so they like to call themselves, are nothing but a power-hungry group of corrupt individuals looking to force feed their idealism down our throats, all the while conditioning us to be their slaves.”
With that, a round of applause broke out. “I know, I know,” Duncan said, “It’s good to hear it voiced, to hear your point of view validated, but remember…and this is deadly serious…we have to be careful. When we assemble as we are here tonight, we’ve got to be quiet about it. And outside of here…we’ve got to be very careful. Spread the word, yes, but only with extreme diligence and care. Remember, loose lips sink ships, and this is our one and only way out of here. It is only through careful planning and group cooperation that any of us, our children, their children, will ever live as free men and women again.”
Another round of applause, more hushed this time.
“We’ve got a lot to talk about and we will, but first: I’d like to go around the room, introduce yourself and tell us your brief history. Cliff notes only.”
At this, there was some laughter. It was good to hear. People hadn’t been doing so much laughing in the last couple of months.

Austin stepped outside into the cool, night air and gentle sprinkles fell on his face. He pulled his collar snug and did his best to ignore the chill. What he could not ignore was Rick’s voice behind him.
“Pssst, Austin. Come here.” Rick crept behind a dumpster in the alley that Austin was walking by. “What were you doing in there?”
“Rick?” Austin said. “What are you doing?”
“I am doing some re-con on these trouble-makers, these dissenters…they’re in for a world of hurt. This is not your day, pal.”
“Whoa, hey…I was just checking it out is all,” Austin said, his face scrunched with worry.
Rick smiled his smug smile. “And that is all it takes to get yourself branded as a traitor to the New Patriots. Now…that’s not what you want—is it?”
“No, God, no. I was just curious is all, I swear it!”
Rick crossed his arms, looking steely at Austin. “There might be a way out of this for you, now that I think about it. Come…walk with me.”
Austin followed, though begrudgingly. His heart told him not to follow Rick down the alley. His head told him he was as good as dead if he didn’t.
He and Rick had known each other for a long time. They’d been classmates at West Seattle High School, and though never close, they did know each other the way that classmates do—maybe not in specifics, but in a general sense. He knew what kind of a man Rick was. Rick was always the cool kid, part of the in-crowd. Austin was always outside, on the fringe. Truth be told, he never particularly liked Rick—he was a mean sonofabitch—but he had sought his approval nonetheless. He didn’t think this was like that, though. This was do or die. What have I done? Austin asked himself as he followed Rick. He had no choice in the matter. None whatsoever.
Rick led him to an abandoned warehouse three blocks north of the theater. “Let’s go, Austin. I’m not going to bite you.”
No, Austin feared it would be much worse than that….

October brought with it complications, beyond that of just the cold weather. Vaccine supply had run low. Getting the power back on had taken longer than expected. It was beginning to look like the only survivors would be the ones already in camp. Not many people seemed to show a natural resistance to the flu. Chances were, if you weren’t already vaccinated, then you were dead.
Much of the vaccine had gone bad prior due to insufficient refrigeration. Now the weather was cool enough to preserve it. Getting another shipment, however, was problematic.
People were still flocking to Seattle to blindly accept their microchip and to get the vaccine that could save their lives. To join a community again, to get off the road, to continue. Terry was skeptical as to what that continuance entailed. The meeting had offered more food for thought. Maybe the flu was set intentionally…. Could that really be? It did sound at least possible, bordering on plausible.
Sick people were being turned away. Set out to die, no doubt. Healthy people, people without fever or other symptoms, were allowed in, at least temporarily. Most people had been set up in housing of their own, so the Key Arena was, once again, the quarantine center.

Cheers filled the air as the massive generators churned to life, bringing the transfer station online and bringing power to peoples’ homes. Weeks and weeks of replacing transformers, stringing wire and retrofitting houses were finally coming to a close.
It may not be such a bleak winter after all. This was cause for celebration. Previously, most of the power came from a large bank of solar panels. This was all well and good, but without a battery bank, it meant the power that was available, was only available during the day when the sun was out. Now, things could go back to almost normal. Well, not exactly. Sensitive electronics were all still fried, most of the cars were still dead, but if you had something to plug in, there was, at least, juice to run it. Portable generators no longer had to be relied upon to pump water.
The commissary passed out portable space heaters to those in need of them. Most did as modern heating systems microcomputer brains were fried during “the event.” The cost of said space heaters was conveniently deducted from one’s own account balance, conveniently stored on the microchip in their heads. What could possibly go wrong?

It had been another long day of hauling bodies around, and Terry headed to the market after work to pick up a six-pack. Drowning his worries for the night sounded like just what he needed.
Alisia had scarcely left Terry’s mind since he’d met her. It had been some time since Terry had felt anything like affection for anyone…anyone besides family that is. She had a certain grace and confidence that was positively alluring. He wondered what her stance would be on the whole Anti-New-Patriot movement that was starting.
She had perhaps dropped a hint or two, that she also, was against the tyrants. If so, she could be an extremely valuable asset in the days and weeks to come.
She’s a doctor, she’s beautiful, and she knows how to deactivate the microchip. Triple threat—triple win.
Terry mustered his courage and approached her. It wasn’t easy. He’d never been much of a ladies’ man. Terry was usually too shy, too reserved. He decided then and there that the stakes were too high to sit around and wait. The stakes were too high to leave it to chance. Alisia Casswell could be the key to getting out of here in one piece.
There were perhaps thirty feet between the two of them, but it could have been thirty miles. It was a long walk, Terry’s stomach floated and rolled.
My God, am I really this big of a chickenshit? I need to get out more….
Terry cleared his throat. “Alisia?” She turned to face him. “Hi…it’s Terry…from the other day….”
“Of course. Hi, Terry. Feeling better?” Her green eyes looked up to his, but they made him feel small all the same.
“Yep,” and Terry lightly knocked on the side of his head. “All better. Thank you.”
“Good,” she said. An awkward pause followed, neither knowing quite what to say to the other. “Well, it was nice running into you, Terry. I had better get back to it.”
“Uh, yeah, you too,” Terry said, and he turned and walked away.
I ought to kick my own ass for being such a coward…. Next time….

 
“It’s just a little further. C’mon, sweetie. You can do this.” Actually, it was still miles further, but compared to all the days of walking they’d already done, it was just a little further.
Norma Carter and her son, Jason had been on the road for the better part of two weeks. Two weeks ago, there had been seven of them in the party. The flu had reduced their number to two.
“Mom…I can’t…I just need to rest,” Jason moaned. His eleven-year-old frame was not accustomed to this level of physical activity. He just wanted to play Xbox and have a snack, like back in the good old days—before.
“Five minutes,” Norma said. It was longer than she wanted to stop. She figured every minute spent on the road was another chance to catch the flu, another minute without the vaccine, another shot at being shot. People had not been in their finest form of late. People were fucking terrifying. They would kill you for a can of beans or a bottle of water. If you were a woman, then it was worse.
People lay dying in the streets and other people walked by and stole what they had. There was no help for the weak, injured or sick. If you got sick, well…you were done. Some people took the expressway when they got sick. Rather than wait, they would blow their brains out, slit their wrists, hang themselves—whatever. It was grim.
“We have to keep moving, Jason,” Norma reminded him.
“I know, Mom.” He rolled his eyes and plopped down to the ground.
“You watch your tone with me, young man.”
“Okay. Sorry, Mom.”
“Here—drink some water.” She ruffled her son’s hair and smiled, then focused her attention on keeping guard. A watchful eye was your only shot for survival. Let your guard down for one minute and you were dead.
Another hour and a half of walking brought them to Seattle. Norma and Jason arrived late. The sun had been down for at least thirty minutes and the cold set in. It had been hard to shake the cold lately. It rained everyday for most of the day, and they were soaked to the bone. It seemed they never had a chance to dry off…warm up. Not if they wanted to keep moving and Norma wanted to keep moving. She wasn’t going to let her son die out there, no way.
They took their place in line, but Refugees were filing into Seattle faster than they could be processed. Hordes of people were backed up for block after block with no end in sight, hoping to secure a cot for the night. Hoping to have a chance at some kind of future. A life off of the road.
“We made it, hun,” Norma said, and she clasped her hand on the back of Jason’s neck. “We made it.”
“Yeah,” Jason said. “When’re we gonna be able to go to bed?”
“Soon, hun, soon.” She didn’t know if that was the truth or not—if they would have a bed tonight—but it seemed closer than ever now, and Norma thanked God for their good fortune.

 
“We’ve got to do something, Chancellor,” Rick said. “Start turning them away…something. We’re getting overrun.”
“And how do you see that going for us?” Charles said. “If we start turning people out, they’ll riot. Next thing we know, we’ll be shooting them. Do you really think you’re ready for that?”
“I don’t see that we have much choice. I mean, look outside. More people are waiting to get in than we have food for. And there’s way more than we have the vaccine for.”
“So, we keep doing what we’re doing. Take ‘em in if they’re healthy—get ‘em chipped. More vaccine will arrive soon enough.”
“And what about food?” Rick said.
“We’ve got food.”
“For how long? There are more people lined up to get in the city than we already have in the city.”
Charles shook his head. “And what would you have me do? Just turn them all away to starve and freeze?”
“If that’s what it takes,” Rick said, “for us to make it…then, yes.”
Charles just stared at the man before him for a few moments. This guy is an asshole, he thought. Rick the Prick was a well-deserved moniker, no doubt.
“We are not there yet, Rick, and I am not ready to make that call.”
“Well, somebody better,” Rick muttered.
“Oh, and let me guess, you think you’re just the guy to make that call. You think everything would be better if you were in charge. Well, let me tell ya’ something—you’re not in charge. Now, get back out there and do your damn job.”
“Yes, Sir,” Rick said. He closed the door and fought the urge to punch a wall. How dare that motherfucker talk to him like that? You’re goddamned right things would be better if I were in charge!
Perhaps, just perhaps, Charles’s period of usefulness was coming to a close. The thought put a smile on Rick’s face. He walked, his boots clomping noisily on wet pavement, and he thought, what would it take to get rid of Charles? Not much, he decided. Seven grams of lead ought to do it.
And what about this new anti-movement growing up? What was Charles going to do about that? He’ll probably just let it grow and fester out of control. We can’t have that. No way. Dissenters must be quashed where they stand. The New Patriots are the way, the future.

 
The second meeting of the Anti-Movement was coming to a close. Old theater seats rattled and creaked. Laughter. Apprehension. Excitement. No longer would they be under the boot of the New Patriots. A new day was dawning. Freedom would be theirs once again. Maybe soon.
Terry approached Duncan and cleared his throat. “Duncan, have you got a minute?”
“Sure, Terry. What’s up?”
“Well—I’m getting a little antsy, to be honest,” Terry said. “What is our timeline here…I mean talk is nice, but when are we going to actually get out of here? And where are we going to go?”
“I appreciate your enthusiasm, Terry, but we’ve got to be smart about this,” Duncan said. “We move too fast, and all we’ll achieve is death—ours, more than likely.”
“Right, but…I feel like all we’re doing here is talking. I’d like to steer this more in the direction of planning.”
Duncan bristled. He didn’t mean for Terry to see it, but he did.
Terry wondered if he had crossed a line. Too much…slow down, turbo. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come off as critical,” Terry said.
“No, no…maybe you’re right,” Duncan said. “Maybe we do need to speed things up a little. I’m new at all of this too, you know?”
“Absolutely, I understand, I do.” And he did, but that changed nothing. The fact was that Terry could not shake the feeling that time was ticking down. Soon, they would be down to zero. What happens at zero? Terry didn’t want to find out.
“The truth is, I do have a plan…a place to go,” Duncan said. “I’ve been a little hesitant to bring it up because it’s my place and I don’t necessarily want everyone knowing where it is just yet. Don’t want someone else running off and claiming it. You know?”
“Sure,” Terry said. “That makes sense…. Could I ask where it is? I mean, if you don’t mind.”
“I don’t mind telling you,” Duncan said. “It’s my cabin on Lake Kachess, over the Pass. Completely off-grid, wood stove, it’s set up real nice. It’s been my vacation spot for years and also my bug-out location for when the shit hits the fan.”
“If you’ve got a place like that,” Terry said, “what in the hell are you doing here?”
“Good question,” Duncan said and smiled. His grin faded and went out. “I’ve got a son…and…I came here looking for him.” He cast his eyes down.
“I’m sorry,” Terry said.
Duncan rebounded quickly. “It’s okay. Might still find him. I mean, for all I know he’s at the cabin now.”
“Was that the plan? Were you guys…supposed to meet up…like, if anything happened?”
“No, not exactly. I’ve always been, you know, fairly preparedness minded. Him—not so much. I went to the cabin first when the shit hit the fan, and I waited for him, but he never showed up…. I hoped I’d find him here, but….”
“Well, I hope he’s there,” Terry said. “How big is this cabin of yours?”
“It’s small, but there’s lots of room to build more cabins and plenty of logs to build them with,” Duncan said, and smiled. “I’ll tell you what, I’ve been thinking about getting some committees going and maybe you would like to participate in that. Maybe, you would even like to head up one of the groups.”
“What did you have in mind?” Terry said. Now. we’re getting somewhere.
“I was thinking of a preparation committee, you know, one that’s in charge of gathering supplies. The things we need to live…eat…that sort of thing. And secondly, I was thinking of a planning committee. That one would be in charge of, well—planning. We need a good plan if we’re going to get out of here in one piece.”
Terry nodded in agreement. “Yeah, that sounds great.”
“So, what do you think? Would you be willing to lead one of those groups?” Duncan said.
“Sure. Which one?”
“I’ll let you choose. You seem capable of leading either. You’ve got the drive.”
“Well, thank you, Duncan. I’ll think on it and let you know tomorrow?”
“Sounds good. I’ll talk to you tomorrow then. Have a good night, Terry.”

Austin left the meeting, walked a block and turned the corner toward home.
“Psst…Austin…Come here.”
Austin turned and saw Rick. Creeping. Austin had his reservations about helping Rick. He also had reservations about dying for not helping Rick. It was complicated. He wondered if there was even any chance of getting out of this alive. It was a dangerous game he was playing.
Sure, Rick would probably destroy him if he didn’t cooperate, but who’s to say someone else from the meeting wouldn’t kill him if they found out what he was up to?
“Hey. Hi, Rick.”
“Shut up and get over here.” Rick hissed, waving impatiently with his hand. “So, what did you hear tonight, little birdie? Tell me everything…and don’t leave anything out.”
Austin shuffled from foot to foot and looked at his boots as if the words were written on the toe. “Well, there’s a few more people now…and they’re angry. They think all of this, our camp and what-not, is like…bad or something. It was mostly just talking about why they’re worried and stuff.”
“Yeah, yeah, I got that. What they’re going to do about it is what concerns me,” Rick said.
“I guess I don’t know. I mean, they haven’t really got that far, you know?”
Rick flexed his jaw, and Austin heard the grating of teeth. “I’ll tell you what: for right now, what I want you to do is make me a list. Everyone who attends, any details you can give me. What they do, where they live, what they say…. It could all be important. Can you do that?”
“Well…sure. I can do that.”
“Good. Get it done and we’ll talk tomorrow.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Two nights later, Duncan brought the gavel down, thus starting the third meeting of the growing Anti-Movement.
“Welcome, everyone. It’s nice to see all of you again and some new faces in the crowd as well.” Their numbers had grown to fifty, maybe sixty people. “Why don’t we start with introductions again as we have some new members,” Duncan said. “My name is Duncan Whyte, and I guess you could say, that I’m the founder of our little group here. I was born and raised right here, in the Pacific Northwest and I was active in a citizen’s militia group before everything...happened.”
Duncan nodded toward Terry, indicating he should go next. Terry obliged, and it continued around the room, burning up the next twenty-five minutes or so.
Terry had been hoping to see more action tonight, something beyond the usual idle chitter-chatter. He gave Duncan a “look” trying his best to convey his sense of urgency. Duncan gave one back with a nod. It was understood.
After all had gone and given their brief biographies, Duncan took center stage again.
“I’ve been talking with some of you since we began this thing, and there’s a growing consensus, that we—need to start moving things along. I can’t disagree with that. So—tonight, we’re going to form two committees.” People nodded their heads, and a few murmurs of approval were heard as well. “To start with,” Duncan said, “we need a preparation committee. This group would be in charge of…just what it sounds like…food, water, weaponry, first aid supplies, a vehicle. The physical things we’ll need to survive when we leave here.
“That brings me to our second committee: the planning committee. They’re not just going to let us walk on out of here, so we need a plan, and a good one. We need a way to get our chips out,” he said as he tapped on his forehead. “Or, we need a way to crash the system, even if it’s only temporarily, so we can get out of here with our heads still firmly anchored to our necks. Sound good?” This was met with hushed applause and smiles. Keeping the noise down was important.
“I’ve asked Terry to head up one of the committees, and I will head up the other. Unless, there’re any objections….” He waited for a moment, scanning the room. “If not, then that is the way I’d like to move forward.”
“Terry, have you had a chance to give it some thought on which group you would like to manage?”
Terry stepped toward Duncan and cleared his throat. He hated public speaking but figured he had better get more comfortable with it…starting now.
“Yes, thanks, Duncan. I have. If it works for you, then I would like to be on the planning committee.” He couldn’t bring himself to say, ‘be in charge of the planning committee.’ Somehow, it sounded too pretentious, in his ears, anyhow.
“That works perfectly for me,” Duncan said. “Next order of business, let’s get these committees populated. If you feel strongly that you would be better suited for one group or the other, then please speak up now.”
Hands went up, and the groups were formed. Terry, Vince, Otis, and others formed the planning committee, while Duncan, Austin, and others made up the preparation committee. Things were starting to gel. Starting to, anyway.
Later on, Austin and Rick met again in the alley. Austin sang like a canary.

 
“Sir? Is now a good time?” Rick asked, walking into Charles’s office the next morning.
“Sure, grab a seat,” Charles said, still busy scribbling notes on his yellow pad of paper. Rick closed the door behind him and sat down. “What’s on your mind, Rick?”
Rick put his hands behind his head, leaned back and stretched before laying both hands down hard on the desk between them. “These anti-movement people are becoming a problem, Sir.”
Charles put down his pen and looked up to Rick. “Oh? And how is that?”
Charles’s flippant nature infuriated Rick immediately. Rick laughed and said, “How is that? Well…where do I begin? What they’re doing, what they’re talking about in those meetings is treason, and—“
“Let me stop you right there, Rick. I’m not real concerned about a few pissants talking, okay? So, they’re unhappy—so what?”
“So what?” Rick couldn’t believe his ears. What the fuck do you mean, ‘so what?’ “Sir, our orders are zero-tolerance toward traitors of the state, and we need to…no…it is our duty to stamp this out now.”
Charles picked up his pen and began doodling lazy circles. His grin surfaced. “You really take all this stuff seriously, don’t you? This is…just…a job, you know? What are you gonna do, just gun all these people down for traitorous speech? I’m sorry, man, but I just can’t go for…all of that.”
Rick was getting angry now, and his vision shook left to right like it often did when someone riled him up. “Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do take this all very seriously and so should you as Chancellor. This is our shot to correct mankind. Are you fucking oblivious to the mess of the world? To over-population? To free will run wild? To all of the chaos?”
“That’s human nature, Rick and I’d advise you to watch your tone with me, got it? I am still your superior. Don’t you forget it.”
“Well, Sir, what would you suggest?”
“What would I suggest about what? Their talking? Let ‘em talk. I don’t give a shit. If their talk turns into something, then let me know. But until then, I’d suggest you pull your panties outta your ass. How’s that sound?”
Rick’s agitated vision was now accompanied by shades of red and small dark spots. “It sounds like I’m talking to a traitor, Sir.”
“Excuse me, soldier? I ought to have your ass hauled to the brig for that! I never once in my life—“
It sounded like he had a lot more to say, but he couldn’t get it out before Rick brought up the silenced 9mm auto he held in his lap and shot Charles point-blank in the face. He slumped forward, twitching and fell out of his chair.
Rick rolled the chair away, his chair now, before blood could pool around its casters and he took a seat, propping his feet up on his new desk.
Moments later, Austin walked in. He didn’t hear the shot, but he was just in time to help with the mess.
Rick trained his pistol on Austin’s head. “Austin…how many times have I told you to knock? Tsk, tsk, tsk.”
“Oh my God. What happened? Did you kill him?” It was a stupid question, and he knew it, but he found himself in a stupefied state.
Rick started to laugh and looked back and forth between Charles and Austin.
He is a fucking psycho and he’s going to kill me next, Austin thought.
“What? Me? Kill Charles? No, no, no. You see, I just came in here, and I found him like this. Obviously, the man has cracked, and he killed himself. Here, sit down. Grab the pen there and write this down.”
Rick forced Austin to scrawl out Charles’s suicide note in block letters.
“Now, remember, Austin. This will be our little secret.”

Austin ran to work.
“Terry,” Austin said, trying to catch his breath. “I need to talk to you.”
“Sure. What’s up? And you’re late. Where’ve you been?”
Austin fidgeted and played with his short beard. “Well, the thing is…I kind of…just need to get something off my chest…. And where I’ve been—well, it’s all related.”
“I’m listening….” Austin’s stammering and stalling were beginning to get on Terry’s nerves. “Austin—spit it out already. I’ve got work to do. You’ve got work to do.”
“I…I’ve been helping Rick.”
“What?” Terry wasn’t sure what Austin meant by that, but he was sure it didn’t sound good. “What do you mean you’ve been helping Rick?”
The phrase, helping Rick, perked Vince’s ears and he was on it. “What the fuck did I just hear?”
Now, Austin was really squirming. “It’s not what you think, I mean, he forced me to.”
“Forced you to what?” Vince barked back.
“To tell him stuff. To keep tabs on you guys…on the Anti-Movement. He said—”
Vince cut him off with a square punch to the jaw, then another to the gut. Austin lay on the ground struggling for breath.
“I oughta fucking kill you for this, Austin!”
Terry held Vince back, not that he actually could without Vince’s cooperation. Austin crawled to his hands and knees.
“Now, hold on, Vince. Let’s just hear him out,” Terry said. “See if it’s really as bad as it sounds….” Terry hoped it wasn’t, but braced himself for the worst. “Okay, Austin. Tell me everything. You okay? Can you talk?”
Austin nodded his head and wiped away the blood from his lip. “If I didn’t cooperate, he woulda killed me, man! What was I supposed to do?”
Vince lurched at him, and Austin flinched heavily. Vince probably outweighed Austin by a factor of two.
“What’s done is done, and we’ll get to the why later,” Terry said, “but what exactly has been done?”
“I’ve been reporting back to Rick after meetings, okay? I didn’t have a choice.”
“And, what have you told him?” Terry asked.
Austin looked down at the pavement, now spotted with his blood. “Everything. I…told him….everything.”
This was too much for Vince’s fragile sense of restraint, and he kicked Austin’s side, sending him rolling off the sidewalk and into the street. “We’re dead because of you, you piece of shit!”
Terry pulled Vince aside, with strained effort. “Stop, man, please. We need to talk him…get to the bottom of this. We can’t do that if you keep hitting him. Okay? Why don’t you go wait in the truck? I’ll be right there.”
“Fine,” Vince said, “but that fucker walks home. I swear to God, if he gets in the truck, I’ll break his face.”
“Fine. He can walk. Agreed.”
Vince shot Austin one more deadly look then skulked off to the truck.
Terry helped Austin up, “Here, take a seat on the curb. Sit down.”
“Thanks,” Austin managed.
“So, you put us in a real bad way here.” Terry stopped and waited for Austin’s response. He didn’t get one. Austin just looked down at his hands, picking the gravel out. “Okay, so what happened? I mean, why are you telling us this now?”
Austin looked up, but still he struggled with eye contact. He was either very ashamed of himself or afraid that Terry would turn him back over to Vince if he misspoke. Maybe a little of both.
“Rick…he…he killed Charles. I think he did it so he could take over, you know?”
“What?” Terry knew Rick was a prick, but he still couldn’t believe his ears. “When? How do know this?”
“This morning. I walked in. He made me write the suicide note…. That’s going to be the story: Charles killed himself. But it’s not true. Rick killed him.” Austin’s lip began to quiver ever so slightly. He was terrified, and Terry couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.
“Holy shit. Wow,” Terry said. “So, does Rick still trust you? I mean, could you maybe start feeding him false information?”
“I guess I could. He’ll kill me if he finds out, though.”
Terry nodded his head. “Yeah. Yeah, I imagine he would. I think it’s time you start working for the good guys, though. You in?”
Austin nodded his head. His stomach cartwheeled.

 
Terry wasn’t sure how to approach Kat. But it needed to be done. She was awfully sensitive about matters concerning Rick. Deep down, he thought she knew—there was a problem with this man. Still, she was steeped deep in her denial. He wondered briefly if he should just keep it to himself. Just until he had proof. Something she couldn’t deny, because he knew she would. However, with time being as it was, he knew he didn’t have time to waste. He had to tell her regardless of how she might receive it and he had to tell her now.
Terry pushed the door open and held his breath for a moment before realizing he was doing so. Relax, dude. It’s just your sister. He felt silly for his nerves, but he was walking into a minefield here.
“Hi Terry,” Kat said. “How was your day?”
“It was—enlightening,” he replied.
“Okay…what does that mean?”
“Kat, listen. I know you’re not going to like this, I mean, you freak out every time I mention Rick, but—”
“You can stop right there, Terry. I don’t want to hear it.” She turned her back and walked to the kitchen.
Terry let out the sigh he’d been holding in. “Kat, please. Just listen to me, okay? Just listen to what I have to say.”
Kat stopped walking but refused to turn around. “I’m listening,” she said.
“Austin, from work, he told me today that he’s been working for Rick, so to speak. As a spy, Kat. He’s been spying on us in meetings.”
“So? That’s kinda part of his job…isn’t it?”
“That’s not even the main thing, Kat. He killed Charles.”
Now, Kat turned around. “What are you talking about, Terry? My God, I know you can’t stand him, but this is really low. How could you even say such a thing?”
“Charles is dead, Kat. Rick killed him, and he did it to assume power.”
“Bullshit.”
“I’m just telling you what Austin told me today. And he’s telling the truth. If you would’ve seen him, you’d know he was telling the truth.”
“You know what?” Kat said. “Sometimes I think you can’t face the fact that I’m a grown woman. That someone out there could make me happy. That I don’t need you hanging around and protecting me all the time.”
“Kat, c’mon, you know that’s not fair.”
“No, Terry—what’s not fair is you trying me to control me and trying to push every guy I might possibly like out of my life!”
Terry had taken a seat on the couch, but now he took to his feet. “That’s a crock of shit if I’ve ever heard one! The only thing I’ve ever done is look out for you, and you know it! Don’t try and pretend that your lousy taste in men is my fault! I’m only trying to look out for you—and for the kids. Somebody has to.”
He immediately regretted his last utterance, but it was already out. The damage was already done.
Kat stormed off to her bedroom. She was in tears.
Jonathan and Tabitha came out of their room where they had been playing. “What’s the matter, Uncle Terry?” Jonathan asked. “What did you say to my mom?”
“Probably something I should have said a long time ago.”
Jonathan didn’t like that too well. “C’mon Tabby,” he said. He corralled her back into the room and slammed the door.
Terry was left standing alone in the living room. It had gone even worse than he thought it would. “I’m going out,” he said to an empty room.

 
The cool, night air blew up Terry’s jacket at the waist. He didn’t mind and lifted his jacket to let more in. He was still running a little hot from the argument. How dare she? After all he had done for her. He could see her point—to a point. Sometimes he did act like he was her father. Well, guess what? Sometimes that’s how it felt. Who finished raising her after all? I did, that’s who. For Chrissakes, she still lived with him, before all of this. He had a right to be concerned. And he was right about what he’d said. Let’s face it, kid. You’re just not qualified to run your life. Not yet.
Terry didn’t notice that he had company.
“Terry?” a voice said behind him.
It was Alisia. He felt a slight lightening of his spirit. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly. He wondered if she noticed. If she felt something, too.
“Hi, Alisia. What are you doing out here tonight? It’s so cold.”
“I had to get out—I...just needed some air.”
Terry chuckled. “Yeah. I hear that.”
“Have you seen Charles anywhere?” Alisia asked.
“Uh…no. I expect we won’t be seeing him.”
“What do you mean? did something happen?”
Terry clasped his hands and pressed his tongue in his upper lip. “Charles is dead.” He wanted to finish with, ‘Rick killed him,’ but he wasn’t certain which way Alisia leaned in political matters yet.
“Oh my God. Was it Rick? Did Rick kill him?”
Still, Terry wondered how much he should say; how much he could say.
“He worries me,” Alisia said. “He came to the clinic earlier this week, and he had all these questions, and he was just acting—strange.”
“What kind of questions?” Terry asked.
“He wanted to know about the chip flasher. He wanted to know about the protocol on using it and he was talking about keeping it in his office to be used only with administrative oversight.”
“Okay…. Why?”
“He said, ‘we don’t want it falling into the wrong hands,’ or something along those lines.”
Yeah, funny you should mention that…. “And what did you think about that?” Terry said.
“I think I’m about ready to turn it over to those wrong hands if what you say is true. It’s probably the only way to get out of this place if things turn bad without losing your head.”
This was a great relief. “It’s true. Rick killed him,” Terry said. “They’re going to say it was a suicide, but I’ve got a…guy…(friend, felt like a stretch) a guy who was there. He knows what really happened.”
Alisia put her hand to her mouth and shook her head. Fear registered in those green eyes of hers. “What are we going to do? I’m starting to freak out here.”
“There’s a meeting tomorrow, and we’ll be talking about what to do,” Terry said. “Would you be interested in something like that? I mean…it kinda puts you at odds with the State, and all.”
Alisia didn’t hesitate. “Yes. Count me in. When and where?”



CHAPTER TWELVE
Austin was driving the truck today while Vince and Terry worked the bodies. Austin had to be kept separate from Vince to avoid spontaneous outbursts of blood. Things were going okay until the silence was shattered.
“Attention citizens. Please report to Command at 1800 hours for an important announcement concerning all. Attendance is mandatory.” The announcement filled the streets from the overhead bullhorns that had been rigged up after the transfer station was brought back to life. The speakers crackled and screeched and then were silent again.
Terry had a bad feeling about this. He looked to Vince, who was shaking his head. “And it begins,” Terry said.
Vince still couldn’t look at him. He just stood there, shaking his head, tying up the strings on a bodybag. “Yeah,” he said.
“What do you think this is?” Terry said.
Vince looked up from his grisly chore. “I would guess it’s a meeting announcing the new leadership—the Fourth Reich.”
Terry agreed. They’d all known things were going to get worse before they got better. The only question there had ever been was when? The timeline for exodus had just been accelerated.
“We need to get ahold of Duncan. That’s the same time as our meeting,” Terry said. “We’ll have to meet afterward. There’s going to be plenty to talk about.”
“Yep,” was all Vince had to say.
Just then, Austin walked up from behind, giving Vince a wide berth. He was probably about as tired of getting hit as a man could be. “Guys, I’d like to help if I can.”
Vince lurched, giving him a look that could kill and Austin cowered.
“If you wanna hit me, go ahead,” Austin said. “I probably deserve it.”
“Probably?” Vince said. “And as far as your help goes, seems to me you’ve done enough already.”
Austin kept his eyes downcast while still trying to keep an eye out to see if it was time to run. “I know, I know, And I’m sorry. But I want to help now.”
Terry placed his hand on Vince’s shoulder. Easy, boy…. “Let’s just hear him out, ” Terry said. He’d already coached Austin for this.
“Well,” Austin began, “you know how there’s still people at the meetings who are on the fence?” Vince nodded but the scowl never left his face. “Maybe if I were to talk to them, like at the meeting tonight…maybe it would help…get them off the fence.”
Vince looked away slightly. Whether Austin was right or not, he couldn’t bear the thought of aid from a traitor.
“You know, he might be right,” Terry said. “It could help.”
Vince hoisted the body up and over his shoulder. “Why don’t you go back to the truck, Austin? The grown-ups need to talk.”
Austin obliged and turned slowly, weighed down by a heavy cloak of guilt.
“You think that’s a good idea, Terry?”
“I do. Like he said, we could get some of the fence-sitters over to our side.”
“Yeah,” Vince said, “or, maybe this is just Act Two.”

 
1800 hours came and the good citizens of New Seattle sat waiting for the announcement. Rick took the stage, a makeshift platform and podium in the center of the auditorium surrounded by folding chairs. Refugees, still in quarantine, looked on from behind a thick plastic curtain. “Citizens. I know you’re all wondering why I’ve brought you here tonight. It is with a heavy heart that I tell you, we have lost our leader.”
He paused for an appropriate period to allow the gasps from the crowd, and for dramatic effect.
“Yesterday, Charles took his own life.”
More gasps and a murmur went through the crowd.
“I know this may come as a shock to many of you. It certainly did to me, but when I look back now, was it really so hard to see coming? I’m going to let Charles’s own words tell us what led up to this horrible tragedy.” Rick held up the note.
Terry was beside himself and struggled to sit still, to keep his face from showing his revolt. “He’s lying, Kat,” Terry said.
“Shut up, Terry,” Kat said in the harshest of whispers.
Rick continued holding up the note, turning slowly around the room. He made sure all had the chance to see it. “I’m going to read this now. Just be warned, there are things in here that will be hard to hear, to digest. But I think he’s right.” Rick cleared his throat and began:
Citizens,
Though it may be difficult to accept, we have come to a crossroads. And I can’t take you any further. There are some very tough decisions ahead, and I’m afraid that I am just not the one to make them. Or, I’m not willing to make them. I wasn’t made for this world, the one we now find ourselves in. 
You see, we are being overrun by outsiders. We simply do not have the resources to take care of all that come to us. This is where those hard decisions come in. We have to take care of our own first and foremost, and I fear that my leadership puts us all at risk. I don’t have what it takes to turn people away, to let people starve, to refuse treatment for the sick or the wounded….
For better or for worse, my second in command, Rick Verdin, has the very quality I lack. He can do what I never could. He can make those hard decisions. It is in that spirit that I turn over leadership to him.
Thank you all, Charles
Terry stifled the guffaw that threatened to surface and betray him. The man was clearly insane if he expected people to buy into that steaming load of shit. It would never fly. Would it? “Kat…please tell me you’re not buying that.”
Oh, she looks pissed.
“Are you even being serious right now? Give it a rest, Terry.”
An empathic murmur passed through the room like a wave and then Rick asked for the crowds’ attention once more. He wiped away a tear that was never there and faked a sniffle for the mic. Terry hoped he wasn’t in the minority of being able to see through this haze of deception and bullshit.
“It is a great tragedy that we have lost our leader,” Rick said, “but let us not forget his message, his final message.” He waved the note again, and Terry felt his stomach sink. Rick was a pretty decent actor.
“While I am deeply saddened at the loss of the Chancellor’s leadership, I am honored that he has entrusted me to lead you. To lead you all to a better future. Together we will rise above this and give birth to a new nation, a stronger nation.
“I agree with Charles about taking care of our own first. If we don’t take care of us first, then how can we possibly take care of others?” He paused, allowing his words to sink in. “It is my position that we cannot. We have to take care of our own first. 
“There are some changes to come which we will talk more about in the coming days, but for tonight, let us honor the man by banding together—renewing our resolve and persevering on the course laid out before us.
“We can only do this if we work together. Collectively, we are much more than we can ever be separately. As individuals, we are nothing. But together—we are everything. Long live the New Patriots!” He held his index and middle finger knuckles to his forehead and stood at attention like some kind of amazing victory had just been won.
It looked like some sort of ridiculous salute and to Terry’s horror, it started to spread through the crowd. The good and dutiful citizens of New Seattle returned the salute to their new leader.

 
Following Rick’s performance, the Anti-Movement members convened at the SIFF Theater. It was easy to see their numbers were shrinking. Fear had taken hold and killed the resolve of some.
Terry was happy to see, however, that Alisia had come. They would need Alisia’s help to get out. There was nothing more effective than the chip flasher to get out in one piece. He looked around and didn’t see Otis.
Duncan stood at the front of the room wringing his hands, looking rather solemn. “Well,” Duncan said. “Things are starting to happen people. We don’t have a lot more time. As you can see, Rick has already scared about half of us off.
“The time is now that we begin to ramp up our preparations. We need food. We need ammunition, guns, medicine. We need temporary shelter, tarps, rope, tools. We need shovels, axes, the list goes on. But the point is: we’ve got to get ready, and we’ve got to get ready now. We need transportation. At least to get us away from Seattle. I’m thinking an old van or maybe better yet, an old Suburban, something with four wheel drive. It’s October now, and soon there will be snow on the Pass.
“So, I’m asking you all to ramp up your efforts. We are running out of time. If you have friends, someone you can trust, that might be interested in what we’re about, draw them in. We’ve got a lot of work to do, and we need all the help we can get. When you see some of the people around tomorrow, the ones who are not here tonight, talk to them. Try to get a sense of whether they’re still in this thing or not. We have to be careful about it, though. Now, more than ever.
“There are some who would betray us. And Rick is not the same kind of man that Charles was. I think it should be abundantly clear by now if it wasn’t already—Rick is a very dangerous man.
“Lastly, I just want to emphasize again: it is crucial that we use caution in all of our affairs. Rick will not hesitate to kill us.
“I’ve been talking with one of our members, and he’s got something valuable to share with us. I want you to listen but reserve judgment. What you are about to hear will anger you; that’s my disclaimer. But what’s important here, is the information. The Intel. I ask you now to sit and listen without judgment. Austin?”
Austin was raw anxiety, personified. He tried to smile and gave a little nod, to try and play it cool, but everything about him betrayed the act. Austin looked terrified. He cleared his throat and stammered out the words, “Hi…everyone. I don’t really know where to begin, so I guess I’ll start at the beginning.
“When we first started meeting here, after that first meeting, Rick cornered me when I was walking home. He told me that I was going to help him…or else. I was scared...and I didn’t know what else to do...so I helped him. I am so sorry.”
“You fucking traitor!” someone yelled. Austin avoided angry eyes and continued.
“I can’t change what I did, what happened, okay? I wish I could. But I can’t. The best I can do now is to come clean. And do whatever I can now to help. Or at the very least, to do no more harm. Hopefully, you know…I can undo some of it.”
“We oughta fuckin’ hang him right now and be done with it!” the same man from before shouted.
Terry stood up. “Now hold on a minute. If that’s the way you want to act, then maybe you’re on the wrong side! That sounds exactly like the sort of thing the New Patriots would do. That’s not how we solve problems here. Not as the first course of action. Understood?”
The man took to his seat and mumbled something under his breath. Terry wasn’t sure what he said and he didn’t want to know. “Now, everybody calm down. No, this isn’t great. None of it is. But we’re doing the best that we can in a bad situation, okay? Austin can help us now. Don’t you get it? As long as he’s not discovered—by them, he can help us now.”
A grumble went through the room and Duncan let it die down before he stood up again. “Tonight, Rick played on our sentimentalities. Tomorrow, or very soon, he will show us the other fist. I don’t want to be around to see it. Gather your belongings, specifically, anything that has survival value. Be ready to leave at a moment’s notice. And keep preparing.
“We are not as prepared as I would like to be, but time is a luxury we no longer have. We lost that today.”

 
After the meeting spirits were low and you could nearly taste the fear hanging in the air. Some stayed behind, engaging in nervous chatter. Some left as soon as it was over, including Alisia.
“Alisia,” Terry said, “Wait, I’ll walk you home.”
“Oh, okay. Thanks, Terry,” she said.
Terry peeked out through the glass door to make sure they weren’t being watched. It seemed rather silly to him as he already knew they were under surveillance, but still, it seemed like the thing to do.
“I’m really glad to see you here, tonight,” Terry said. “I’ve been hoping to get the chance to talk to you again.”
“Oh?” Alisia said.
“Yeah. You see, I’ve been working on our plan for getting out of here. And I gotta tell ya’, I just don’t see how that’s going to work without you.”
“Without me? Or without the flasher?” Alisia said, grinning.
“Well…both, probably. But, I don’t see how we get out of here in one piece without that chip flasher device you have.”
“Oh…and here I thought you wanted me to come along,” Alisia said.
“Oh, I do….” Terry’s face flushed. “Anyways, I’ve heard of some people digging them out, but I don’t think that went so well.”
Alisia shook her head. “No. No, it didn’t. Did you hear about it?”
“I heard,” Terry said, “but your version might be more accurate.”
“Well, what happened was, two guys were helping the other guy dig his chip out and it blew up. Killed all three of them. Ruined one of my wheelchairs, too.”
Thomas Collins, Terry thought. Shit… He was glad he hadn’t quite been ready to hop on that wagon back when he had met the guy.
“That’s exactly why we need your help.”
“I don’t know, Terry. I mean, I can’t just leave. I’m the only doctor they have here. Besides, I have my mom to think about as well.”
“All the more reason to get out,” Terry said. “Trust me, you don’t want your mom living here, especially now that Rick’s in charge.”
“You may be right,” Alisia said, “but it’s not that simple. I don’t think my mom would be willing to leave and I can’t leave her behind. I could never….”
What if Alisia just gave them the flasher? Terry thought. That would work, wouldn’t it? No. No, it wouldn’t. Once Rick put it together, then Alisia and her mom were dead.
“What if I helped you talk to your mom?”
Alisia looked at him incredulously.
“What? I can be very convincing,” Terry said.
Alisia didn’t doubt it when she saw the boyish grin that lit up his face. Maybe he could help. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to try.”

 
Terry didn’t get home until about 10:30 pm. Kat was waiting for him. “Where have you been?” Kat asked. She didn’t look too pleased. Terry had seen a lot of that look lately.
“I was at the meeting, Kat.”
“Why do you go to those things, Terry? I mean, really—what is it that you think you’re going to do….or solve?”
“Well…I guess I’m just not ready to throw in the towel just yet. This is a great country and I’m not ready to give up on it.”
“Okay,” Kat said, “and how exactly is surviving, considered giving up in your mind? If you’re dead, you can’t save anything.”
She had a point there. If I’m dead, what good am I to my family? He felt that slight nagging feeling that asked, ‘what if I’m wrong?’ Oh, how he hated that feeling. Making him question his stance, his beliefs, his reasons. But he shook it off. What good was a life of slavery? Maybe it wasn’t slavery like whips and chains and being owned, but make no mistake, it wasn’t freedom either. It was a far cry.
“I just think we can do better—on our own.”
“On our own? Are you mad?” Kat said.
“Kat, this isn’t living. Surviving, yes—but living, no. I want to be a free man. I want the kids to be free, to know freedom.”
“They’re not your kids, Terry,” Kat said, sharply.
“I know, Kat, I know, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care for them or that they don’t mean the world to me as well.” He hated it when she felt the need to point that out. It's not like he didn't know they weren't his, but he couldn't help feeling a paternal love for his niece and nephew. Lord knows, they were dealt a shitty dad. 
“You’re right, I’m sorry,” Kat said, “I don’t know why I said that. Tell me what you’re thinking of, Terry. I mean, what exactly are you planning?”
“I’m planning on getting out of here,” he said. Terry paused. He wasn’t sure how to say the next part. “Listen, I know that you and Rick…that you like Rick, but I don’t trust him, Kat.”
“Yeah, I think I got that, Terry.”
“I know you know that,” Terry said, “but I keep saying it because I think it’s important. I think Rick is a very dangerous man, Kat.”
Kat scoffed, “You don’t even know him!”
“Okay, fair enough, but do you? I mean, really—what do you really know about him?”
“I know that he treats me well. That he looks at me like I matter. That it feels nice to have someone care about me! What is the big problem with that, Terry?”
“Jesus, Kat. I don’t have a problem with any of that! What I have a problem with, is that the man is a murderer!”
“Allegedly,” Kat said.
Allegedly? What in the hell is that? He loved his sister but, God, could she ever be pigheaded sometimes. Still, he couldn’t lose his cool this time. “Please, Kat, just think about it, okay? For me. Just think about it.”
“Okay. I’ll think about it,” Kat said. “I’m going to bed.”
“Keep an eye on him,” Terry said. “Be on the lookout for any strange behav—”
“Terry! I got it! Okay? Give it a rest, already.”
“Okay. Good night.”
Terry laid awake in bed for a long time that night.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
The next morning at work, Kat was preparing sandwiches for the day ahead. Though the transfer station was up and running, at partial capacity anyhow, there was still much to be done if the citizens of New Seattle expected to be comforted by a reliable electric glow this winter.
The generators hummed outside, their constant drone, her only companion on this morning. She slipped into thought. What if Terry is right? But…we can’t just go and run off and away from all of this to go live in the woods. In the middle of winter? No. That would never do. She could see where he was coming from but...she would rather live, thank you, very much.
Rick startled her when he wrapped his arms around her midsection. “Oh my God, Rick. You scared me! I didn’t hear you come in.”
Rick laughed. “And how is my beautiful queen this morning?” He planted a kiss on her neck, melting away her tension and worries.
“Much better now, my handsome Chancellor,” Kat said, and she turned to face him. “And how did I get lucky enough to earn a visit from the Chancellor today?”
Rick pulled her in and kissed her deeply. “It’s two-fold. One, I wanted one of those,” and he brushed her lips with the tips of his finger. “Two, I need to talk to you about something.”
“Anything,” Kat said, staring into his forever-deep green eyes. She could look at those all day.
“There’s been some talk,” Rick said, “I’m sure you’ve heard some of it, that not everyone is happy with me being the new Chancellor.” Kat frowned. “And some of these people are even saying that I had something to do with Charles’s suicide.”
“But you didn’t, of course,” Kat said. Only…she wasn’t sure if she was making a statement or asking the question.
“No, of course not. It hurts me to know that anyone would even think that of me,” Rick said. Kat felt a small guilt for doubting. “But still. Even though it’s completely ridiculous, I have to deal with it.”
“Okay,” Kat said. “What are you going to do? What can you do? People talk, but that’s all it is. It’s just…talk.”
“Words are perhaps the most volatile weapons there are, and I intend to stop it.” His face hardened, then softened again. “That’s why I came to talk with you, Kat.”
“To me? Why? What can I do?” she asked.
“You can be my ears.” Kat wasn’t so sure she liked the sound of that. “It has come to my attention that one of my biggest critics—is your brother.”
Kat pushed away slightly. “Terry? Terry didn’t do anything.”
Rick wrinkled his eyebrows at her in a disbelieving fashion.
“Okay,” Kat said, “you’re right, he’s not your biggest fan, but still…it’s just talk. I swear that’s all it is. You don’t have to worry about Terry, Rick.”
“I can certainly appreciate your care and loyalty to your brother, Kat, but what to do about it—it really is my call. Now, can I count on you to help me? To be loyal to the Party?”
Kat didn’t know what to say; she didn’t know what to say at all. So, she said, “Yes.”
“Excellent,” Rick said. He leaned in for a kiss and then he was gone.
This had Kat thinking that perhaps Terry was right after all. How could he ask me to spy on my own brother? The situation was complicated. And terrifying. She wondered what she should do next. Talk to Terry? No. Then he’d be able to pull the I-told-you-so-gig. And she didn’t want to think anything bad of Rick. If she did, then it meant she was single again. And the dating pool was incredibly shallow in New Seattle. What to do?
She considered her position if she were to cross Rick, or if any of the accusations were true. Then she considered her position if she stood by him. She imagined the latter to be the more lucrative arrangement. The safest course. But what would the real cost be?

Rick and his team of ruffians met to discuss the game plan for the coming days.
“As you all know, we have two immediate problems to deal with.” This was met with grunts of approval. “We cannot support all of these refugees. I wish we could, I really do, but they are draining us dry. I’m not going to let a bleeding heart philosophy kill everyone in this camp. If we continue taking care of them, then we won’t have enough to make it through the winter. Nobody wins. We all die.
“The most humane thing to do is turn them away. For our sake, yes, but ultimately, for theirs.”
“But, Sir,” Trevor said, “haven’t we already tried that?”
“We have,” Rick said, “and Trevor brings up a good point, which leads me to Plan B. They can either leave when asked nicely or—we can shoot them.”
Some of the men smiled at this. Austin was sick to his stomach. He wondered how much longer he had until he shared the same fate as the doomed refugees.
“So, that is issue number one. Issue number two is the dissenters or the Anti-Movement, as they like to call themselves. They are a cancer that we will cut out before it spreads. Right now, they are small. Relatively harmless, really. But what happens when they grow? What happens when they start inducting valuable members of our new society? What happens if God forbid, they were to gain a majority?”
Rick surveyed the room and Austin made sure to wear the appropriate mask, communicating his concern.
“We don’t need that kind of chaos taking root,” Rick said. “Order and allegiance to the Party secures our future. Dissenters, the Anti-Movement, are a direct threat to our survival. And I’m not just talking about us, personally. I am talking about the human race. If we have to exterminate them—we will.”
No one seemed to object.
Terry had asked Austin to engage in a misinformation campaign. That started now.
Austin briefed Rick’s goons on the activities of the Antis. He told them how scared they were, that members were dropping away. That there was talk of abandoning the whole thing. That many were beginning to see the wisdom of the New Patriots’ way. That he didn’t expect the whole thing to last much longer.
“There is no doubt,” Rick said, “that the Anti-Movement will be over shortly. They may very well fizzle out all by themselves. Still—we watch them. And after we deal with the refugees, we deal with them. In fact, dealing with one may take care of the other.”
After the meeting, Austin sought out Terry, taking precautions not to be seen by Rick’s henchmen. He took the long way, slinking through alleys and avoiding as many eyes as possible.
Would Rick really just gun down all of these innocent people? Austin believed he would.
Finally, Austin caught up with Terry and Vince.
“Look who decided to show up,” Vince said. He wore his contempt for Austin like a badge of honor.
“Terry, I need to talk to you. It’s about Rick… He’s going to kill all of the refugees.”
“What? When?” Terry asked. “What are you talking about?”
“I was just with Rick. I don't know when, but I know he's going to kill them all.”
“Oh my God,” Terry said.
“Yeah—and that's not all. The Anti-Movement is next on his list....”

It was early in the morning when the gunshots started. First a unified blast, then screaming, followed by a cacophony of deafening rifle reports until it all stopped. It all—just—stopped. Smoking rifles and steaming blood on a cold October morning. And the refugees were no more.
They had been told that vaccine supplies had arrived and they would assemble in Town Square, a small courtyard centered in the largest cluster of civilian housing, to receive their inoculation. Norma Carter had thought it strange to drag everyone out into the cold rather than inside Command for vaccinations, but she was not in a position to pose questions to the authority.
So she followed. Her, her son Jason, and about two-hundred others. Promised salvation but gunned down like feral dogs. Norma held her son close; she used her body as a shield. After Jason watched his mother die and her former vessel, now a bloodied meat-sack, fell to the concrete, he cried out. He wailed for the only person left in this world who mattered, and now she was gone.
His terror and mourning at the loss of his mother lasted only seconds, cut short, when a rifle slug entered his forehead above his right eye. He fell down on top of his mother, their blood mixed, and spirit left his body.
It was a horrifying and gory scene. Elaborately set up to send a message, and the message was clear. Rick’s way or the rifle. Allegiance to the New Patriots or death.
All of it happened within view from Terry’s bedroom window. When the gunshots started, Terry sprang from bed and parted the blinds. Every refugee, every outsider was assembled and mass executed by Rick’s men. If Terry had any lingering doubts about the New Patriots or Rick himself, they were erased forever in that moment.
“Kat, Kat!” Terry called out. She had to see this. Horrible as it was, she had to see it. To see the man she was tangled up in for what he was.
Rick stood by, in shadows, but Terry could make out the grin on his face. Power drunk on this macabre display, this was the real Rick Verdin. And Katherine needed to know.
“Terry!” Kat said. “What’s happening? What is that?”
“Get in here now!” Terry said.
His door burst open and Kat rushed in. “What is it?”
“Have a look for yourself,” Terry said.
Kat came to the window and peeked through the blinds. Her mouth dropped, tears formed and just a small squeaking sound escaped from her throat.
“Do you see him, Kat?” She didn’t answer. She just stood there frozen, then started slowly shaking her head. “That’s Rick out there,” Terry said.
Kat’s body began to tremble, then shake, then convulse with sobs from the pit of her soul.
Terry tried to put his arm around her, to offer comfort, but she pushed it away and ran out. He should chase after but now was not the time. He knew Kat needed to process this on her own first. He also wanted to see what happened next, outside.
Terry parted the blinds again and saw that the men were pouring gasoline on the cadavers. Oh my dear, God, Terry thought. The men stood well back, then Rick himself lit a torch and threw it into the pile of bodies to start the barbecue.
The explosion shook the house and rattled the windows in their frames.

Thirty minutes later, the loudspeakers crackled to life once more. Bodies still burned, ash fell from the sky, and smoke hung in the air.
“Attention citizens of New Seattle. By now you are probably aware of what happened this morning. A conspiracy against our government was uncovered amongst the growing refugee population. This is the sort of threat we take very seriously. As such, the threat has been eliminated. 
“We can rest easy knowing that the threat has been neutralized, but I remind you now, to be ever vigilant. I don’t expect this will be the last time we see such dangerous behavior against our government, against our way of life. If you see something or someone you suspect may be engaged in terrorist activities, report it to Command at once. Failure to do so will result in a swift and serious rebuke.
“Let this serve as a warning to any other dissenters. Treason is a capital offense.”

After the smoke cleared and the burnt bones had cooled, Rick sent Bio-Sanitation out to clean up the mess. Terry didn’t think it was a coincidence that it was he and his crew cleaning up after the vulgar display. Terry and Vince shoveled the ashy remains into the back of the truck. It was dusty and disgusting work, made worse by Rick’s orders to dump the remains in the SIFF Theater. He intended to create a holocaust museum of sorts. A reminder for any would-be rebels.
Alisia caught Terry by surprise when she snuck up behind him. “Terry, I need to talk to you.”
“Sure, Alisia. What is it?” Terry said.
“Can you come by the clinic later?” Alisia said. “I think I’m ready to take you up on that offer…to talk to my mom.”
“Absolutely,” Terry said. “Give me about two hours.”
Terry and Vince continued the clean up, all the while Terry’s mind spun about the ramifications of this horrible act.
Later on at the clinic, Terry met up with Alisia. “Terry, thank you for coming. You were right. We’ve got to get out of here, but I can’t go without my mom. Would you still be willing to come and talk to her with me?”
“Of course,” Terry said. “I’d be happy to. Are you all right?” Alisia looked shaken and why wouldn’t she be? This was some scary shit.
“Yes,” she said. “It’s just a lot to take in all at once.”
Terry nodded in agreement. “Yeah, you got that right. But I think we can do it, I think we can make it out there, if you’re willing to help us.
“I’ll do whatever I can, Terry,” Alisia said. “Just help me convince my mom.”
Terry ran into Otis on his way out.
“Hey, Terry,” Otis said. “Things…got really interesting out there, today.”
“If by interesting, you mean, fucked up, then, yeah,” Terry said.
Otis nodded. He looked like he had more to say but didn’t.
“So, we’ve missed you at the meetings lately,” Terry said. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah,” Otis said. “Everything’s fine but…I kind of decided to step back a little. Distance myself from the Anti-Movement.”
“What are you talking about?” Terry said. Otis wants to get out…now?
“I have a daughter, man. You know?”
“No, I didn’t know that,” Terry said. “But…isn’t that a pretty good reason to get out of here?”
“Maybe, but I’m getting freaked out,” Otis said, shuffling his feet. “Don’t be mad; I just can’t take the chance of ending up like those people out there today. It’s too risky. I’m sorry.”
“Well—it’s hard to say what’s the safest course at this point. I guess if you’ve decided, then that’s it.”
“Yeah,” Otis said.
“Yeah… Okay. Well, you take care,” Terry said. “And Otis? If you change your mind…you’re always welcome.”

The knock at the door startled Alisia. She knew he was coming but she had been a bundle of nerves all day. “Mom, he’s here…the man I told you about. Just hear him out, okay?”
Diane Duvall shifted in her chair, the fear was evident on her face but so was the resistance. She was not interested in hearing what was coming.
Alisia opened the door and welcomed Terry in. “Thank you for coming,” Alisia said. “I think she’s as ready as she’ll ever be.”
“You bet,” Terry said. “Let’s go.”
Alisia and Terry walked to the sitting room where Diane waited for them.
“Terry, this is my mom, Diane. Mom, this is Terry.”
“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Terry said.
“Yes, you too,” Diane said.
An uncomfortable silence followed for a moment until Terry broke it. “Well, I’m guessing you know why I’m here.”
Diane nodded her head. “I do.”
“Alisia asked me to come over and help her talk with you about everything that’s been going on. And about the importance of leaving New Seattle before it’s too late.”
“I understand all of that,” Diane said, “but what you don’t understand, is that I am sixty-seven years old. I just lost my husband. I’m not ready to lose my daughter too. She’s the only family I have left.
“I don’t know what you two think is out there, but if I hit the road, on the run, in the middle of winter at my age, I’ll be dead for sure. I like my chances a lot better right here, in a house, in the city, in New Seattle.”
“But, Mom,” Alisia stammered, “what about all those people that they just gunned down in Town Square?”
“Yes,” Diane said, “that was just dreadful. But I don’t know what else they could have done. With too many people in the city and outsiders at that, none of us would have survived the winter.”
“Diane, what we saw today,” Terry said, “is the true nature of the New Patriot Party. They tell us they’re about the betterment of mankind. They tell us they’re about a new beginning of peace, prosperity and order. I can’t reconcile what they did today with what they claim their mission statement to be. Can you?”
“You watch your tone with me, young man. I won’t have some child talking down to me. I’m your elder and you’d best remember it,” Diane said.
“I’m sorry,” Terry said. “Please believe me when I say, I meant no disrespect. I’m just asking you to think about it. My concern is that things are going to get worse. My concern is that the New Patriots aren’t who they say they are. They’re not about helping us. They’re about power and control and our submission. After what they’ve done, I think it’s safe to say, we can’t give it to them.”
“Mom, think about it. They eliminated the refugees, a whole population of innocents. Why? Because they were inconvenient.”
“It’s more than that,” Diane said. “They were a threat to our survival.”
“Okay,” Alisia said. “I’ll give you that, though I prefer the term, complication over threat. The point is, they didn’t hesitate. What happens when they decide another group is a threat to their survival?”
“You’re being ridiculous, Alisia.”
“Am I? Think about it, Mom. What happens when they decide that our senior citizens are a threat? That they’re consuming too much and not producing enough? What do you think happens then? Will they hesitate then? I can tell you—they won’t.”
“Stop, stop!” Diane sobbed. “Why are you being so cruel? How can you talk to me like that when you know I just lost your stepfather?”
Terry wasn’t sure what he could do right now, so he remained quiet.
“Mom…I’m not trying to be cruel. I’m trying to save your life. I’m trying to save for all of our lives. If we stay here, it’s only a matter of time; we all die.”
“I need to go lie down!” Diane said. “You are upsetting me!”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Austin’s nerves were frazzled as he sat in Rick’s office, tapping his foot and waiting for the man to appear. He wasn’t sure how long his charade would hold up. Rick was no dummy and sooner or later, Austin’s ruse would be called. He hoped today was not that day. If he had to die by Rick’s hand, then let it be in sacrifice for his friends to escape. That was his highest aspiration. To make up for the damage done. To be of use, to be of service to his friends.
Finally, Rick walked in. “Hello, Austin. Let’s get down to business, shall we?” Austin only nodded. “When is the next meeting? What is the word on the street?”
Terry had prepped Austin for this in advance, so he was sort of ready. He wasn’t much of a liar, or at least he wasn’t very good at it. “Well, honestly I don’t know. I don’t know if there’s even going to be any more meetings.”
“Oh?” Rick said.
“Yeah. I think they’re basically running scared now…after everything with the refugees.”
This wasn’t entirely true. Formal meetings had been canceled, that much was true. Planning and preparing for escape was still very much in action.
“That’s good,” Rick said, “if you’re telling me the truth.”
Austin’s heart skipped, and he prayed his face would not hint at his inner panic. “You bet it’s true. I wouldn’t shit you, boss.”
Rick studied Austin’s face momentarily before he said, “Okay. Any chance you’ve been made? That they might still be scheming behind your back?”
“No. No, I don’t think so. I work with Terry and Vince every day. If they were still up to something, I’d know about it.”
“All right. I hope you’re right,” Rick said. “You had better hope you’re right.”
Austin wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say here, so he said, “Yes, Sir.”
“If you see or hear anything, you make sure that I’m the first to know. Got it?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Dismissed.”
Austin breathed a heavy sigh of relief once safely out of Rick’s office. He thought he did okay. Everything was going to be okay.

Bio-Sanitation work slowed down in the two weeks that followed. No one complained. Terry, Vince, and Austin spent most days doing salvage runs. They went out during the day and collected whatever could be useful and brought it back to Rick. Clothing, diapers, personal hygiene effects, food, weapons, ammunition, liquor, you name it. It all went back to Command. Well—maybe not everything, but Rick still believed he had Austin in his pocket so he never doubted it.
The remaining Anti-Movement members collected food, medicine, and weapons. They had tarps, sleeping bags, and tools. A gas siphon and tire chains had been acquired. Finding a rig was the last, missing piece of the puzzle.
Terry and Vince celebrated when they found it in a little tin garage. The kind of little garage kit you might buy from Costco. It was an old, early-eighties Suburban with decent tires, and four-wheel drive. With all of the members that had dropped away, the Suburban would have enough room for all of them, too.
“You think it’ll start?” Terry said, grinning. “It’s about the right year.”
“Nah,” Vince said. “Battery’s gonna be dead…fuel’s probably fouled.”
“Let’s find out,” Terry said, hopping in. “Shit…keys….”
Vince scowled. “We’ll check the house again.”
Terry pulled down the visors, checked the console and glovebox, then under the floor mats. “Got it.” He held up the key. “We’re getting out of here, buddy.” He inserted the key and turned the ignition. Click—click—click.
“Battery,” Vince said. “Pop the hood.”
Vince checked the connections, and Terry tried it again. Click—click—click was all they got out of it. “Let’s pull the battery and get it charged,” Terry said. “We can try it again tomorrow.”
“I’ve got a better idea,” Vince said. “Let’s pull the battery from the work truck and see if it even turns over first.”
Terry pulled the battery from the work truck while Vince did a quick in-place carb clean on the Suburban.
“What are you doing?” Austin asked.
“We might've found our rig,” Terry said. “We’re gonna try this battery and see if it turns over or not….”
It fired right up. All three men hooped and hollered and jumped in the air.
“We need to figure out where we want to stash this and get it stocked,” Vince said. “Preferably, as close to our rendezvous point as possible.”
“And do we know where that is yet?” Austin said.
“No, not yet. Working on it,” Terry said. “For now, it’s probably as safe right here as anywhere.”

Terry got home later and hung up his coat. “Where’re the kids?”
“They’re at the school,” Kat said. “Movie night.”
“Ah, I see,” Terry said. “Kat, I’m just going to cut straight to the chase here. We found a car. It runs, I’m leaving. I want you and the kids to come with.”
“I don’t know, Terry,” Kat said. “Leaving scares me.”
“Leaving scares you? We have a chip in our heads that explodes if we wander off. How does that not scare you?”
Kat first looked shocked, then let out an exasperated sigh. “It’s for our own protection, Terry. How else do we keep track of who’s been vaccinated and who hasn’t?”
“Please tell me you don’t actually believe that….”
“What else would it be?” Kat said.
“Control, I guess. I don’t know for sure. I mean it’s not like I completely understand it or can relate to it, but I do know one thing. This is not how a free society operates. It’s just not. There’s some deep, dark shit going on here. I know you’ve thought about. How could you not?”
“Yes,” Kat said, “of course I’ve thought about it. But have you? Have you considered, even for a minute, that maybe, just maybe, they’re not all out to get you? Maybe this isn’t some vast conspiracy. Maybe it’s just them doing the best they can for now. You know? Desperate times—desperate measures. That sort of thing. Things might look a whole lot different in a year from now.”
“Now there’s something we do agree on,” Terry said. “Only, you think things might getter better around here. I’m convinced they will get a whole lot worse. I don’t want to be here when the other shoe drops, Kat. And I don’t want you and the kids here, either. God, no.”
Kat considered Rick’s proposal to her: that she be a spy, that she spy on her own brother. She hadn’t told Terry about that, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. No—she was pretty sure she didn’t want to. Terry would have an absolute field day with that one. And she had to admit; Rick's directions didn’t quite sit right with her either.
Maybe Rick did have a couple of skeletons in his closet. Lord knows every other man she had ever been romantically involved with had proven to be an epic disaster. She had a bad picker.
“I’ll think about,” Kat said at last. The next part was hard. “Some of what you’re saying kind of makes sense.”
“Thank you, Kat.” Terry was pleased, hopeful even and decided, for now, to let the issue rest.
Kat prepared supper, and as she did so, she thought about Terry’s words. She also thought about something else. Even if Terry was one-hundred percent right, that was no guarantee of safety. In fact, who’s to say that aligning with Rick, right or wrong, wouldn’t be the safer choice. Rick wouldn’t hurt her or the kids. Would he?
Technically, she was guilty of treason, now.

The next morning, Rick came to visit with Kat again at work. Kat was tired as she’d been up half the night wresting the answers for these dark questions.
Rick was all business. He seemed pre-occupied, too. He gave her a quick peck then asked, “So, what has your brother been up to?”
No—how are you? Or, you look great, no nothing. Just, what do you have to report?
“Nothing. What do you mean? Just work,” Kat said.
“Kat. You know what I mean. And you and I both know that your brother has been involved with the Anti-Movement. I shouldn’t have to remind you, that is treason.”
Kat decided right then and there that she would support her brother—at any cost. She couldn’t believe she had been so stupid as to not see what was right in front of her face. “Terry has made some mistakes,” Kat said, “but that’s all over now.” She stroked his chin gently, and he started to smile. “The Anti-Movement is dead. Forget about my brother, okay? I’ll tell you what: how about if I come over later tonight and help you forget all about it?”
“Oh yeah?” Rick said.
Kat nodded and looked up at him with her best sexy eyes.
“Okay, then,” Rick said, smiling. “I’ll be seeing you later.”
Rick left, Kat felt sick, but what else could she do? Gotta use what God gave you.
She went to find Terry on her lunch break.
“Hi Kat,” Terry said, “What are you doing here?”
“I had to talk to you.”
“Okay, what’s up?” Terry had a hopeful feeling again that Kat was coming around.
“I’m in,” Kat said. “I’m with you.”
Terry hugged her immediately, picked her up and spun her around.
“I need you to watch Jonathan and Tabby tonight, though. Okay?”
“Sure,” Terry said. “Anything. Why? What’s going on?”
“I just have to take care of something. I’ll talk to you about it later. I’ve got to get back to work.”
“I love you, Sis.”
“I love you, too.”

Terry left early to beat the kids home but first he went to the commissary to buy a couple of treats. Fruit snacks for Tabitha and saltwater taffy for Jonathan.
He was about to leave when he turned around to buy more. A few for the road. It could offer psychological comfort later, once they got out of here. Something to remind them of normal.
He wanted to talk to the kids about leaving, about the journey ahead. He started scripting it in his head when he realized he had better wait for Kat. They hadn’t talked at all about how to talk to the kids. Her kids, he reminded himself. That didn’t mean he couldn’t cast a line, though. See if he got any nibbles.
Terry wondered what made her change her mind. Was it his words? Was it something else? Either way, he was thankful. It meant he didn’t have to make the tough decision. Should I stay or should I go?
He’d been long convinced that go was the only option but what if Kat hadn’t come around? What if he was faced with the choice between a crack at freedom without his family or staying behind to be near them?
It was a tough one, and he appreciated Alisia’s struggle with her mom. The difference was, Alisia was the lynchpin. Without her help, (the flasher) how would any of them escape? Plus, he wanted Alisia along. Of course, he did.
At home, Jonathan was the first to ask, “Where’s Mom?”
Terry started to answer when he realized—he didn’t actually know. “Uh…I’m not sure, kiddo, but it’s just us tonight.” It wasn’t entirely unusual for Terry to watch the kids so Kat could run an errand or go spend time with Rick, but where was she now? Certainly not with Rick. Was she? That wouldn’t make any sense. She just made up her mind to flee this place. Rick was the embodiment of everything wrong with New Seattle.
“Okay,” Jonathan said, but he looked sad. So did Tabitha. They wanted to see their mother.
“Hey, but guess what I got for you guys?” Terry said, and he produced the candy.
“Yay!” they both cheered.
Yep. Psychological band-aid to the rescue.
While the kids chomped happily, Terry asked, “How was school today?”
“I hate it,” Jonathan said immediately.
“I hate it,” Tabitha mimicked.
“Hey, now,” Terry said to Jonathan. “Let’s not be teaching your little sister bad habits. Okay?
“What was so wrong about school? You wanna be smart, don’tcha? Readin’, Writin’, ‘Rithmetic.”
Jonathan laughed a little at the drawl Terry used. “We’re not even learning any of that stuff….”
“What do you mean?” Terry asked. “Then what are you learning?”
“All we ever talk about is the New Patriots. And how we have to be good citizens…and stuff like that.”
“Really?” Terry said.
Jonathan bobbed his head.
“Oh…well…you won’t have to go to school forever, you know.” Maybe not for very much longer at all…
“I know,” Jonathan said, and Tabitha mimicked him again.
“Now, don’t eat all of that and spoil your dinner,” Terry said. “What should we eat?”
Macaroni and cheese from a box was the consensus.

 
Kat went to Rick’s directly after her shift and let herself in with the key he had given her. She made herself busy preparing dinner and tried to push unpleasant thoughts out of her head. Unpleasant thoughts that she knew would now be with her forevermore.
Rick came home and slapped Kat’s ass. “Hey, baby.”
Kat cringed. Everything had changed and she wanted none of this sort of attention from Rick. “Hey, babe,” she said, then wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.
“I was beginning to think you didn’t like me anymore,” Rick said.
Kat shushed him. “Take me to bed.”
Rick was all too happy to oblige her.
Kat was ill. Had it really come to this? Was her role in the apocalypse to be the Chancellor’s whore? She pushed it aside and made quick justification. This is survival. If I don’t do this, Terry’s dead. Maybe I’m dead…my kids….
An agonizing three minutes later and it was over. She fought back a tear. “I’d better go finish dinner for my hungry man.” She crawled out of bed and made sure to offer up a little eye candy. God, how she hated herself….
Rick grinned and squinted his eyes. “That was great, baby.”
It took everything Kat had to return the smile.
While they ate, Kat couldn’t help but ask, “So did I make you forget?”
“Come again?”
“Oh, yes, please,” Kat said.
Rick was baffled momentarily until he caught the innuendo, and then the meaning of the question. “Terry who?” Rick said.
Now Kat smiled for real.

Terry was helping Tabitha get her shoes on for school when Kat opened the door. “Mommy!” Tabitha said. “Where were you? I missed you, Mommy.”
“I missed you, too, sweetie! Come here and give me a hug,” Kat said, and she bent down to scoop Tabby up.
“Where were you, Mommy?”
“Mommy just had some things she needed to do. Now, hurry up. Get ready for school.”
Terry had figured out where Kat was, what she had been doing. It only took a look into her eyes to confirm it.
“C’mon, Tabitha, it’s time to go,” Jonathan said. “Hi, Mom.”
“Hi, sweetie. How was your night with Uncle Terry?”
“Mom….” Jonathan thought he was getting a little too old for names like sweetie.
“Sorry—Jonathan, Sir!” Kat said and saluted.
“Mom,” Jonathan said again, then his face cracked into a smile. Kat grabbed him and tickled him until he cried out, “Stop it! You’re gonna make me pee my pants!”
“All right, all right,” Kat said. “You two had better get going. Have a good day, okay? I love you.”
“Will you be at home tonight, Mommy?” Tabitha asked.
“Yes, mommy will be home tonight. I’m all yours.”
“Yay!” Tabitha said.
“Bye, Mom,” Jonathan said.
When the kids were out the door, Terry asked, “So, were you…with Rick last night?”
Kat’s face tightened and her jaw clenched. “Don’t judge me, Terry. Don’t you dare.”
“No, no I wasn’t. I swear it. I mean, oh, God. This is all my fault, isn’t it?”
“You could say that.…”
“I am so sorry, Kat. Really…I am.”
“It’s okay,” Kat said. “It will be. I need to get ready for work.”
“Yeah. Me too. Okay,” Terry said. He felt horrible. Lower than dirt. He had forced his sister, his only sister, his only family…to sleep with the enemy.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Alisia and Otis were enjoying a brief break from their duties at the clinic when the receptionist, Lizzy came into the break room.
“Hi Guys,” Lizzy said. “There’s someone here to see you, Alisia.”
“We’re taking a break,” Otis said. “They can wait.”
“Umm…actually…probably not. It’s the new Chancellor. Seems like he might not be the waiting type.
“Oh God,” Alisia said. “What does he want?”
“He didn’t say.” Lizzy's fingers thrummed on her clipboard, and she adjusted her glasses.
“Okay,” Alisia said. “Send him back to my office.” Alisia turned to Otis. “Wish me luck. If you could get the next patient ready…. It should just be a few minutes, I suspect.”
“You got it, Doc.”
Alisia tidied up her office while she awaited her visitor.
A knock at the door.
“Come in,” Alisia said.
“Dr. Casswell, Chancellor Verdin is here to see you now,” Lizzy said as she entered.
“Oh, good. Send him right in.” What a great liar I am, Alisia thought. “Chancellor, it’s nice to see you. Please–sit down.”
Rick sat, and as he did so, he sized Alisia up with his eyes. Or, maybe, ogled her was more apt. She didn’t care for it.
“What brings you here, today?” Alisia said,
Rick crossed his legs and got comfortable. He wore his ever-present smirk. “Well, first off, I wanted to tell you what a fantastic job you’re doing for our little community. We really appreciate it.”
“Oh, thank you, Sir.”
Rick continued to smile and stare, his eyes moving to her neck and breasts regularly. He cleared his throat. “Secondly, I wanted to talk to you about some medical records. And some of your procedures here.”
“I see,” Alisia said. “I’d be happy to talk about procedures and such in a general sense, but you understand of course, that I can’t discuss any of my patients or their medical records without their consent.”
“Oh, I think you can, Doctor. In fact, it’s your patriotic duty to do so.” Rick pulled a folded paper from his jacket’s inner pocket and flapped it out to open it. “Let’s see here…. Article 7 of the New Patriot Charter: Medical professionals shall share any and all information freely with government officials, when and if asked to do so. Failure to comply shall be grounds for treason charges. Don’t get yourself all tangled up in the old laws,” Rick said.
“That’s not in my copy of the Charter.”
“No. No, I imagine it wouldn’t be…. I just added it this morning,” Rick said. “It’s good, don’t you think?”
“It’s great,” Alisia said in a completely deadpan tone. “So, what do you need?”
“I knew I could count on you, Doctor. Actually, I didn’t know for sure, but I’m glad. It would be a shame to lose such a pretty face.”
The threat was not lost on Alisia. She knew she had to get out, now more than ever.
“What I need,” Rick said, “is your so-called chip flasher that I’ve been hearing about.”
“Excuse me?” Alisia said. “Chancellor, Sir, with all due respect, we really need that here—at the clinic. Why would you want it?”
Rick laughed in that hollow condescending way of his. “I think that should be pretty obvious, don’t you? C’mon, you’re a doctor. Don’t tell me you’re all beauty and no brains.”
Alisia did know why he wanted it, and her mind reeled with what she could do, how she could avoid giving it to him. Without it, there was no escape. Not for her, not for anyone.
“Your Charter mentioned medical records. It didn’t say anything about medical devices,” Alisia said.
“Oh?” Rick said. He pulled out the paper and looked again. “Oh dear. You’re right. Have you got a pen? Never mind. I’ve got one right here.”
Rick took the pen and added a quick revision.
Medical professionals shall share any and all information freely with government officials, AND OBEY ANY REQUEST FROM THE CHANCELLOR, when and if asked to do so. Failure to comply shall be grounds for treason charges.
“And there you have it, Doctor. Now—flasher, please.”
“But Sir, what will I do when someone gets the headaches? You can’t take it away.”
“Don’t be so dramatic,” Rick said. “You’ll still be able to use it when needed; you’ll just have to bring your patient to Command. We need more supervision with a device like this. Why, if it fell into the wrong hands, we could have a real problem. You understand, don’t you, Doctor?”
Alisia wondered if it was possible to give him a decoy. He wouldn’t know the difference, would he? Her mind raced to think of a suitable standin for the flasher. She remembered her voice recorder. Could that work?
It was small and slim, had one button for record and stop, a pinhole for the mic, and a green LED that lit up when it was on. It could just possibly fool him—for a little while.
If he recognized it for what it was, then she’d probably be locked up—or worse. She couldn’t possibly give up the flasher, though. She wouldn’t.
“Yes,” Alisia said, “I understand. Let me grab it for you. I’ll be right back.”
She went to the exam room where she had left her recorder. Otis had the patient ready.
“Hello,” Alisia said. “I’m Dr. Casswell. I just need to grab something real quick, and I’ll be right back.”
“No problem,” said the patient, a middle-aged man—with headaches. Go figure.
Alisia rushed back to her office and tried to still her heart. No dice there. “Okay, here you go, Chancellor.”
“Thank you,” Rick said. “So the next time you have someone that needs a chip replacement, you just come over and see me at Command. I’ll keep it safe for you.”
Rick marveled at how small the flasher was, turning it over in his hand. “It’s funny…this could be an MP3 player or something.”
Alisia tried to laugh, and she did pretty well. “I know, right? I thought the same thing. Well, I had best get back to work. Thank you for stopping by, Chancellor. Come back anytime.”
Rick gave her that ridiculous salute, and he was off. Alisia wasn’t sure if she was supposed to return it or what, so she just smiled and gave him a slight bow with her head.

 
After work, Alisia walked to Terry’s. Kat answered the door. “Dr. Casswell, hi,” Kat said. They had met a few weeks prior when Kat had taken Jonathan and Tabitha in for a routine checkup. “What brings you here?”
“Hi, Katherine. I hope you don’t mind me stopping by like this. I looked up Terry’s address…. Normally, I wouldn’t just drop in—is Terry here?”
“Kat, call me Kat. And Terry should be here any minute. Come in.” Kat showed Alisia to the living room and offered her a seat. “Could I get you anything? Coffee, water?”
“No, but thank you,” Alisia said.
“What’s going on, Doctor, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Alisia. Just call me Alisia.”
“Are you and my brother, are you guys like….”
“No,” Alisia said.
She blushed a little and Kat caught it. “Nothing like that. I just need to talk to him.”
“Okay,” Kat said. “Is everything all right?”
Alisia paused for a moment too long before she said, “Yes, fine. Say, how are your children?”
“Oh, they’re doing well. Adjusting, you know.”
“Oh, good,” Alisia said. She was fumbling for her next piece of idle chitter chatter when Terry walked in.
“Alisia. Nice to see you. What are you doing here?” Terry said.
“I need to talk to you,” Alisia said. “Could we go for a walk?”
“Yeah, sure.” Terry put his coat back on that he’d begun to peel off. “I’m ready.”
“Kat, thank you for your hospitality,” Alisia said. “It was nice to see you again.”
“Anytime,” Kat said, and she stood to see them off. What was that all about? she wondered.
“Not that I’m complaining,” Terry said, once they were out the door, “but what’s happening?”
“Sorry. I wasn’t sure if we could talk in front of your sister or not.”
“Up until a couple of days ago, I would’ve said you couldn’t. But now—she’s on board.”
“Oh, good,” Alisia said. “So, something’s happened. I had a visit from Rick today.”
“Oh? And what did he want?”
Alisia stopped walking. “He wanted the chip flasher.”
“What? Oh shit,” Terry said. “Did you give it to him?”
“Not exactly. He thinks I did, but I gave him a decoy. I don’t know how long that will hold up, though. I’m worried that if he figures it out, well…that would be bad.”
“Yeah,” Terry said. “That would be bad. Good thinking, though. Without that flasher, we’re sunk.”
“We need to hurry, Terry. If he finds out…. I’m scared. Not just for me, but for my mom. He’s a monster.”
Terry put his arm around her and somewhat to his surprise, she hugged him back. “I’m scared too. We’re getting out of here, though. Okay? Don’t worry.” They embraced for a moment longer, then Alisia pulled away to blow her nose. God, even that was cute. “We need to go and tell Duncan about this.”
When they got to Duncan’s, Terry knocked. He knocked again. And then again. On the last knock, the door popped opened. Apparently it was only loosely latched. “Hello? Duncan?”
No answer. He turned to Alisia. “Should we just go in?”
Duncan answered in his bathrobe.
“Are we interrupting?” Terry asked.
“No, not at all,” Duncan said, “Come in.” He closed the door behind them. “What’s going on? I can only assume this is more than a social visit.”
“Well,” Terry said, “We might have a problem…. Rick came by the clinic this afternoon and paid Alisia a visit.”
“Oh?” Duncan said.
“That’s right,” Alisia said. “He came to take the chip flasher.”
“Oh dear,” Duncan said. “Did you give it to him?”
“No—God, no. I gave him a decoy, but I don’t know how much time that’s going to buy us. If he figures it out.…”
“That would never do,” Duncan said. “What do we do now? Are we ready?”
“I suggest we accelerate our timeline,” Terry said. “We may not have much time left.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” Duncan said. “Let’s get everyone together. Everyone who’s left anyway.”
Most had fallen away since the refugee slaughter and impromptu museum of horrors had been set up in their old meeting spot.
“Tonight?” Alisia said.
“The sooner, the better, I would think,” Duncan said.
“He’s right,” Terry said. “I’ll go and get Vince. You got Austin?”
“I’m on it,” Duncan said.
Terry turned to Alisia, “Do you want me to walk you home?”
She looked at him incredulously. “Are you kidding? I’m not going anywhere.”
Terry liked the sound of that.

 
Terry and Alisia gathered Vince while Duncan gathered Austin. They reconvened at Duncan’s house in light of the SIFF’s recent conversion to a mortuary.
“I trust everyone is aware of what is going on,” Duncan said, addressing Vince mostly. Vince stood with his arms crossed and responded with a nod. “The question now, is what to do about it? I’m open to suggestions.”
“Why don’t we flash our chips right now, so we’re ready?” Austin suggested.
“Can’t,” Vince said. “If we do that, it throws up a red flag in the system. It tells them who and where and they’re gonna want to know why. They’d be on us, like—right now.” Vince cut Austin a look suggesting he’d already be dead if Terry and Duncan weren’t standing up for him.
“Vince is right,” Alisia said. “We can’t flash the chips until we’re ready to go off the reservation.”
“But wouldn’t that give them a heads up that we’ve escaped and in which direction?” Terry said. “How do we get around that? Or can we?”
Alisia pushed her glasses up to her forehead, rubbing her eyes. “I don’t think there’s any way around that.”
“What we need,” Duncan said, “is a distraction. Something to pull them away, out of the city. Buy us some time.”
Everyone stood around for a moment pondering their options. How to do this? Was flashing the chip and escaping the city even enough? Who’s to say they wouldn’t be hunted down and killed within twenty-four hours anyway? In which case, was it even worth it? Yes, Terry decided. It’s worth it. Better to die a free man than to live as a slave.
“I might have an idea,” Austin said.
“Well do ya’ or don’t ya’,” Vince said.
“I…I do. I could tell Rick that the Antis are meeting…wherever. Wherever we want. Whatever gets him and his crew as far away from us as possible while we make a break for it.”
“And how do you know he’s going to go for that?” Vince said.
“Trust me,” Austin said.
Vince laughed. “Trust you?”
“He wants you guys dead and he’s just looking for an excuse.”
“Austin’s right,” Terry agreed. No one voiced any disagreement.
“Rick still thinks I’m working for him,” Austin said. “If I tell him you guys have picked a new meeting spot, further out of town, with everything that’s going on—he’ll eat it up. He’ll never question it, and you can bet he’ll be there with his goons to deal with the problem.”
“Okay,” Duncan said. “It’s a good plan. We just need to figure out the where and the when.”
“The Suburban’s ready,” Terry said. “My vote is for tomorrow at dusk and we send Rick in the other direction.” All agreed.
“One thing, I’m a little nervous about,” Alisia said, “is going over Snoqualmie Pass. Winter is coming.”
“I understand your concern,” Duncan said, “but this is our only shot. And, worst case, if the weather turns on us, maybe we find something else along the way where we can hunker down till we can go on.”
“Okay,” she said. “I’m just worried about traveling with my mom…and kids, with everything that’s going on.”
“We can do this, Alisia,” Terry said. “We can make it. C'mon, let's go talk to your mom.”

 
While Terry and Alisia went to talk to Diane, a last-ditch effort to get her on board, Austin went to talk to Rick. He held his breath and knocked on the door. It was a horrible situation to be trapped in. Wanting to run from the enemy but being forced to interact—regularly. Being forced to play nice. If it didn’t play off as intended, then deadly consequences were inevitable.
“Come in,” Rick said.
Austin pushed the door open and prayed he wouldn’t have to continue this charade for much longer. “Sir.”
“Sit down,” Rick said. “What brings you here?”
Austin took his seat. The chair skittered noisily across the cold tile floor. “It’s the Antis, Chancellor.”
Now Rick’s attention was piqued. “What about the Antis?”
“They’re moving again, Sir. I thought you had them shutdown, but they’re planning another meeting tomorrow night.”
“Where?” Rick asked. “Not at the SIFF, obviously.”
“No. Not at the SIFF. They are taking it outside of town. Everyone will be there. It could be an excellent opportunity, Sir…. To get rid of the problem—for good.”
Rick leaned back in his chair and locked his fingers behind his head. “I’m beginning to like the way you think, Comrade. What time is this little meeting of theirs happening?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Austin said. “They’re still planning it. All I know for sure right now is that it will be in the evening and a ways outside of town.”
“Very good, Austin. You may just have a future here after all.”
“Thank you, Chancellor.”
“Report back as soon as you have all of the details.”

 
“What are you doing here again?” Diane asked Terry.
“Mom. Don’t be rude. I asked him here,” Alisia said.
“I already told you,” Diane said, “I’m not leaving. Neither are you.”
Alisia looked down at the floor and a tear ran down her cheek. “I am, Mom. I’m leaving here tomorrow. And I really hope you’ll come with.”
Diane was aghast.
“Things are spiraling out of control,” Alisia said. “We have to go.”
“I don’t have to go anywhere,” Diane said. “You would do that? You would just leave me behind?”
“I don’t see that I have a choice,” Alisia said. “I won’t stay here for whatever’s next. I won’t. Plus—I’m as good as dead once…”
“Once, what?” Diane said. “What are you talking about, Alisia?”
“Listen, mom. I’m in this, okay? I have to go or they will kill me. I’m already in it.”
Diane laughed. “You and your theatrics. Ever since you were a little girl. No one’s going to kill you, Alisia. And running off out into the woods is suicide. Honestly—I don’t know what you are thinking about.”
Alisia choked up. It wasn’t working. She was going to have to leave her mother behind.
“Diane,” Terry said. “Alisia speaks the truth. We have to go and you need to come with us. It’s not safe here. It never was and it’s only going to get worse.” Terry felt a pang of guilt at the slight relief he felt that Diane might not be joining them. She was old. She was weak. She was entitled. Still, she was Alisia’s mother. “If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for your daughter. Please, Diane.”
Diane turned her head away, staring into space and held a fragile fist to her withered lips. “You would really leave me behind if I don’t agree to go?”
Alisia sobbed. She couldn’t speak and only nodded her head, followed by another bray of sobs. Diane waited a moment longer for her daughter to regain her composure.
“I’m sure you have your reasons; damned if I understand what they are,” Diane said. “But I do know that you’re a very smart girl, that you wouldn’t just dive into something like this without any forethought.” Diane sniffed and wiped an eye. “I can’t lose you, too, though. I can’t. My heart won’t bear it.” Tears began streaming from Diane’s eyes. “I’ll go with you. Wherever you go, I’ll go.”
Alisia ran to Diane and they hugged. Terry felt guilt pangs again for ever being so selfish.
“Thank you, Mom. I love you.”

Alisia stepped outside to see Terry off. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything. For helping me with my mom. I just don’t know what I would’ve done if she had decided to stay behind.”
“Anytime,” Terry said. “I’ve got your back.”
Alisa stood up on her tippy-toes and planted a peck on Terry’s cheek. He was glad for the cover of nightfall to conceal the blush he felt rise.
“Wow,” Terry said and smiled. “Good night, Alisia.”
“Good night, Terry.” She closed the door and latched it. Terry was enjoying his ride on cloud nine but had to shake his head straight. He still had to get home and talk to Kat and the kids.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
It was past 10 pm when Terry finally got home.
“Where have you been?” Kat asked. “I thought you would be back sooner.”
“Yeah, so did I.” Terry peeled off his coat again and laid it on the back of the sofa. The air held a potent nip now. “A lot happened today.”
“Like what?” Kat looked worried.
“Well...the only way we can figure to get out of here is to disable the chips. Rick came to the clinic today and tried to take the chip flasher.”
“Oh no,” Kat said.
“Yeah. But we’re okay—for now. Alisia gave him a decoy.”
“Oh, good.”
“It’s good, but we’re not sure how much time that will buy us. If he finds out she gave him a fake, he’ll kill her.”
Kat’s face paled. “Do you really think he would do that?”
“Without question. Yes.”
“So, now what?”
Terry brought his hands to his head and rubbed his temples. “Now, we leave…tomorrow night.”
“Tomorrow? Seriously?”
“It’s our best shot,” Terry said. “We should probably talk to the kids about it. Like, now.”
“Now? They’re asleep. I’m not waking them up to scare them with this, Terry.”
“I’m not asleep, mom,” Jonathan said. He was walking down the hall, out to the living room. “What are you guys talking about?”
Kat and Terry shared a glance. She gave him the non-verbal cue to go ahead.
“Here. Come sit down, buddy.” Terry patted the vacant space on the couch beside him.” Jonathan looked a bit unsure, but he took a seat beside his uncle. “You know how…things have changed? How everything’s so different here? Like, kinda weird?”
“Yeah,” Jonathan said. His eyes darted to meet Kat’s.
“Well, the thing is,” Terry continued, “we’re not so sure that all-of-this is for the best. That it might be dangerous. You understand?”
“I’m not a baby, Uncle Terry.”
“No, of course not. That’s why we’re talking to you about this right now. But—I don’t want you to talk about it with anyone else, okay? Not even your sister. No one.”
“Okay,” Jonathan said, “but—about what?”
“Everything is going to be fine. Okay, sweetie?” Kat said.
“MOM.”
“Right, sorry,” Kat said. “I keep forgetting that you’re all grown up.”
“The thing that we don’t talk about,” Terry said, “is that we’re leaving the city. We’re going to head out and make our own place. One that’s not so weird.”
“Where?” Jonathan asked. “And why can’t we tell anyone?”
Terry did his best to smile. “That’s one of the weird things, kiddo. They won’t let us leave. That’s why it’s so important that we sneak out of here while we still can.”
“Why? Why won’t they let us leave?”
Terry struggled for how to answer that one. What do you tell a nine-year-old to make him understand without scaring him witless at the same time?
“It’s kind of hard to explain,” Kat said, “but it’s about freedom. About being free and not having someone tell you where you can live, or where you will work, or how you can spend your money or your time.”
Jonathan looked perplexed, then something dawned on him. “Does this mean no more school?” He was semi-bouncing, waiting for an answer.
Terry and Kat laughed. Funny how everything is so simple when you’re a kid. If it means no more school, then it’s all good.
“It means,” Kat said, “no more New Patriot School.”
“Huh?” Jonathan said, scrunching up his face.
“Yes,” Terry said. “It means no more school, but it doesn’t mean no more learning.”
“Yay!”
“That’s right,” Kat said. “You’ll still need to learn all of your reading and writing and math and such.”
You’ll just be learning it without all the propaganda is all, Terry thought.
“Can we go tomorrow?” Jonathan asked. “If we leave tomorrow or the next day, then we’d never have to go back to school again!”
“Uncle Terry and I were just talking about that.… And, we're going to be leaving tomorrow.”
Jonathan beamed and sat bouncing on the couch.
“Let’s get you back to bed,” Kat said. “It’s awfully late, and you need your rest.”
“Okay, Mom. Night, Uncle Terry!” Jonathan ran back down the hall and jumped into bed.
“That was an easy sell,” Terry said and snickered.
Kat smiled but looked mostly terrified.
“It’s going to be okay, Kat. Everything is ready. We just need to gather up our personal effects and whatever food we have, and we go. Don’t worry.”

 
The next morning, everyone was up early. Though, truth be told, neither Terry nor Kat slept—not really. Too much to do, too much to think about, too much to worry about.
“Mom, did you tell Tabby yet? About what we’re doing?” Jonathan was still buzzing.
“Not yet, sweetie.” Jonathan was so excited he didn’t even notice that his mom had just called him that name. Tabitha glanced up at the mention of her name, but she hadn’t eaten yet. She was a little crabby before breakfast. Just like her father, Kat thought.
She wondered how Dale was getting along...if he was dead....
“Well, let’s tell her, Mom!”
“After breakfast,” Kat said.
“Okay….” Jonathan looked semi-defeated. It was always hard when the adults didn’t share the same level of enthusiasm. “Can I start packing my stuff after breakfast?”
“Yes. That would be fine, sweetie.”
Terry came down the hall, stretching and mewling large yawns. “Good morning, everyone.” Tabitha still couldn’t be troubled with pleasantries, but Jonathan and Kat returned the salutation. “Did you get any sleep, Kat?”
Kat laughed.
“Yeah. Me neither,” Terry said. “I was thinking we should head over to the commissary. Cash out our chips before we go off grid. No sense in leaving cash on there.”
“Okay.” Kat looked to the children. “I think we had better take turns, though. It’s all Jonathan can talk about. Probably safest not to take him out in public.”
“Hey!” Jonathan said.
“No, your mom’s probably right, Jonathan. You can hang out with me while she goes shopping.” Not that Jonathan wanted to go shopping, but the implication that he couldn’t be trusted touched upon his sensitivities.
Terry helped the kids pack while Kat went shopping. Not that they had much to pack; clothing, toothbrushes, a few small toys and some coloring books. When she returned, Terry went out to shop and meet with the others to finalize the plan.

 
Terry finished his shopping then he and the others met at the warehouse where Rick had first cornered Austin. He didn’t use it anymore now that he had an office at Command.
“Good morning, everyone,” Duncan said. “Today’s the day. Are we ready?”
“Just about,” Terry said. “We just need to finalize a couple of details and we are on our way.”
“Good,” Duncan said.
Austin cleared his throat. “So, where am I sending Rick?”
“Vince and I were talking about this,” Terry said, “and we were thinking the city hall building in Shoreline. Seems like a good spot. We’ve been out there to salvage, so it’s plausible, and Rick can find it without dragging you along for directions. He leaves, and then we leave.”
“We should siphon off his gas,” Vince said. “Just give him enough to get there and hopefully leave him stranded for awhile.”
“That’s a great idea,” Terry said. “But how can we do that without being noticed Or, what if they notice before they leave? We don’t want to tip them off.”
“I’m still thinking on that one,” Vince replied.
“That might work,” Duncan said. “If you guys can figure a way to do it without getting caught.”
“Either way. As long as they take the bait, head out of town, it buys us the time we need,” Terry said.
“You guys,” Alisia said. “What about their radios? If they can just phone home as soon as they figure out we're not there, siphoning their gas doesn't do us much good. We have to kill their radios.”
“Okay...but how?” Duncan asked. “I agree with you but how do we do it?”
“The flasher,” Alisia said. “The flasher is essentially a mini, short-range EMP generator. You hold it within a few inches of the walkie, push the button on the flasher, and you should get a dead walkie.”
“Will that work?” Duncan said.
Alisia shrugged. “It has to.”
“All the radios charge in Rick's office,” Austin said. “Get me the flasher...and I can do it.”
“But can you do it without getting caught?” Vince asked. “You lose that flasher, and we're all sunk.”
“I can do it,” Austin said.
Vince shook his head and scuffed the toe of his boot at the ground. “I don’t know, man. Terry? I mean, can we really trust him with this?”
“I don’t see as we have much choice. Do you?” Terry said. “And, yes. I think we can trust him to get it done. You can do this, Austin.”

 
Austin banged on Rick’s door, trying his best to convey his sense of feigned urgency.
“Good, God, what?” Rick said. “Come in!”
Austin pushed the door open, and the resulting whoosh of air blew papers off of Rick’s desk. “Oops, sorry,” Austin said. “I’ve got news–about the Antis.”
“Okay. Spit it out.” Rick twirled his finger in a hurry-it-up motion.
Austin eyed the bank of charging radios and inched over. “They’re meeting again. Tonight. North of town, up in Shoreline,” Austin said.
“Is that so?” Rick paused. “Why? Why now? They must be running scared if they’re meeting all the way out there. Do you know where at, specifically?”
“Yeah,” Austin said. He ran his hands through his hair and paced—then stopped—in front of the radios. “At the old city government building, City Hall.”
“Good. Very good. What time?”
“At 5 pm…or 1700 hours.” Austin wasn’t sure if he was supposed to be using civilian time or military time.
“Well,” Rick said. “We should be there to greet them. Don’t you think?”
“Uh, yeah.” Austin moved his hands to his back pockets, running his finger over the flasher.
“This will be the final meeting of the Anti-Movement. I’ve tried to send a message,” Rick said. “I thought it was clear. Not clear enough, I guess. They’ll get this one. I guarantee it.”
Austin gulped and eased the flasher out from his pocket. “From the sounds of it, I think I’ll sit this one out.”
“What’s that? Oh, no—you’re definitely going. You’ll be riding with me.”
Austin’s mind raced. What in the hell am I supposed to do now? “It might be better, Chancellor, if I stayed behind. I’m not really trained for this sort of thing. I’d probably just be in the way.” Austin pushed the flasher's button, arms folded behind his back. He rotated back and forth, fanning the radio bank with the flasher's invisible ray, acting as if he were stretching his back.
“Well, heaven forbid you’re in the way, Austin, But you are going. Be back here no later than 1600 hours.”
Austin didn’t know what to do so he did the only thing he could think of to stay alive for a little while longer. “Yes, Sir. I’ll see you then.” His heart beat wildly in his chest, he turned to leave and stole a look at the radios. Their charging lights no longer flashed.
Austin considered his future as he walked back to find Terry.

 
Austin took the long way to give himself a little extra time to think. He found Terry at home, taking a final inventory of his gear.
“I’ve got some good news, and I've got some bad news,” Austin said. He stood there wringing his hands, a pained expression on his face.
“Uh oh. What is it?” Terry said.
“The good news is: I zapped the radios,” Austin said, handing the flasher to Terry.
“That's great news. What's the bad news?”
“The bad news is...I’m not going to be able to go with you guys.”
“What’re you talking about?” Terry said. “Of course, you’re coming.”
“No, man. I can’t. Rick wants me to go with him tonight…to the meeting.”
“Well, you’re just going to have to stand him up then. You’ve already got plans.”
“Yeah…. I thought about that…. I don’t think that’s going to work, though.” Austin said. More hand wringing. “If I don’t show up…then he’ll know. He’ll know something’s up.”
“Tough shit if he does,” Terry said. “Have you thought about what happens when you guys get there, and nobody’s there? What do think he’s gonna do to you at that point?”
“It’s all I’ve been thinking about. The thing is, if I don’t go, then none of us gets out.”
“Austin. You can’t do this. He’ll kill you.”
Austin faked a smile. “It’s a risk, but it doesn’t have to happen that way. As long as I can convince him that you guys lied to me, then nothing changes...he still thinks we’re on the same team. You need this diversion or there’s no point.”
“We don’t need it. It would be nice, but we don’t need it. I can’t let you do this.”
“I, um…I appreciate it, I do. But it’s not up to you this time. I’ve made my decision. It’s my bed, and I’m going to lie in it.”
“I could talk to the others. We can come up with a new plan…. Or we could wait, we could—”
“No,” Austin said. “It’s already in motion. It happens tonight.”
Terry wished there was something he could say. Something he could say or do to fix this mess. Austin’s mind was made up, and he was right. They did need his sacrifice. He prayed it wouldn’t cost Austin his life.
“Thank you,” Terry said, at last. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Austin said. “Besides, who’s to say I don’t figure my own way out of here in a little while?”
“I’ll bet you will.” Terry said the words and he smiled, but both men knew it was a lie.
“Tell the others goodbye for me,” Austin said. “And, Terry…. Good luck.”
 
The sun's light faded, and Duncan was the first to arrive, followed by Terry, Kat, and the kids. They’d all agreed to travel separately to avoid drawing attention to themselves.
The wind whipped, and the air held the threat of snow flurries. The Suburban was parked four miles outside of town, still in the garage where they’d found it. It was packed to the gills, leaving just enough room for its passengers.
“Austin’s not going to make it,” Terry said. He set his bag down and looked to Duncan.
“What? Why not? What do you mean?”
Terry removed his cap and stroked his hair back. “When he gave Rick the story–it sounds like he believed it and all–but he said he wanted Austin to go with. Austin tried to get out of it, but if he didn’t go, then they would’ve known something was up. He didn’t have much choice.”
“Oh no,” Duncan said. “Is he going to be okay, do you think?”
“I…I don’t know,” Terry had to admit. “I hope so.”
“Wow,” Duncan said.
“The silver lining in all of this is he was able to zap the radios.”
Just then, Vince arrived, just slightly ahead of dark fall and Alisia and Diane. “What’s going on?”
“Hey, Vince,” Terry said.
“Hey. I kinda heard you guys talkin’. What happened?”
“It’s Austin. He’s not going to make it after all.”
Vince tried not to smile for Terry’s benefit alone. “Is…everything okay?”
“He’s going to be staying behind. Rick made him go with the raiding party.”
Recognition dawned on Vince’s face. “Oh shit.”
“Yeah…. I tried to talk him out of it, but he was determined to do what he needs to do to help us get out. He sacrificed himself for us. ”
“Wow,” Vince said. “Maybe I was wrong about him….”
“Where’s Alisia?” Duncan asked. “She should be here by now.”
“She’ll be here,” Terry replied. “Kat, do you want to get the kids all situated in the car?”

 
Rick and his group arrived at the abandoned city government building just after 1700 hours. They left the truck behind and walked the last block and a half.
“I hope they enjoy their little meeting,” Rick said. “And I sure hope they talk about everything they need to talk about. When they’re done, let ‘em come out and be put to rest. Let the entire Anti-Movement be put to rest.”
Austin faked a smile. A trickle of sweat escaped his hairline though it was cold outside. He willed himself to settle down, to cool off. Sweat glands, don’t betray me now.
“Nice work, Austin,” Rick said. “This is almost over.” He noticed apprehension on Austin’s face. “I know this is hard. But you’ve done the right thing, here. This group, those people in there—they’re putting all of our lives in jeopardy. We only survive if we have order.”
“You’re right, Sir. And I’ll be fine. I will.” Austin was relieved that Rick had interpreted his visible “nerves” for something other than what they were.

“Alisia, there you are!” Terry said. She was about thirty minutes late.
“Sorry, I’m sorry. Guess Who, had second thoughts. I practically had to drag her here.”
“Oh, geez. Well, you’re here now. Let’s get going. Rick’s going to be finding out we’re not in Shoreline any minute now.” Terry took their bags and loaded them into the Suburban. “Hello, Diane. Nice to see you again.” Diane only harrumphed. “As far as I know, they haven’t got working radios…. We should still be good.”
“Where's Austin—the flasher?” Alisia asked.
“I've got the flasher right here,” Terry said, handing it to Alisia, “but Austin...he's not going to make it. Rick forced him to go along to Shoreline.”
“Oh no,” Alisia said. “I wondered if that might happen, but hoped it wouldn't. He...was able to take care of the radios, though?”
Terry nodded. “We had better get our chips flashed and get going.”
Alisia killed everyone's chip, and they were on their way.
It was dark now, but they drove with no headlights for several miles.
“That ought to be far enough,” Duncan said, looking over to Terry and he turned on the headlights, illuminating the ruins of an apocalyptic world.
It was eerie driving through a dead city at night. No lights. No people. No night clubs or bars. No nothing. Just dead machinery.
It didn’t take long to get to the first roadblock. A scattering of cars and broken glass, a downed telephone pole and a rolled-over bus.
“Good thing we’ve got a winch,” Duncan said.
“Yeah, I’ll hook it up,” Terry said, already reaching for the door handle. “You wanna give me a hand, Vince?”
“You know it.”
When Terry and Vince exited, Diane began to complain. “This is a big mistake. We should have never left.” She shook her head and released a dramatic sigh. The same routine Alisia had grown up with and grown to hate.
“Now, Mom,” Alisia said. “It’s just a little setback. We’ll be moving again before you know it.”
Another deep sigh. “I’m only here because of you, you know. I would rather still be safe in Seattle.”
“It’s New Seattle, Mom, remember? And it’s not safe…. That’s why we’re leaving.” Now Alisia sighed and looked out the window into the darkness.
Thirty minutes later, Terry and Vince had cleared the path forward, and the weary group traveled on. It was a laborious affair. They cleared the road in front of them, then re-blocked it behind them.
Terry wondered what was happening back in Seattle. Were they coming for them? Or did they even care? And Austin…. What about Austin? Terry prayed, not for the first time of late, that Austin was still alive.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“Shouldn’t they be out by now?” Rick asked. “Don’t these little meetings of theirs usually last about an hour?”
“Yeah, usually about that,” Austin said and then shrugged his shoulders. He wanted this to be over with. The last couple of hours had been an exercise in mental torture and self-restraint. Everything in him screamed to run, but he was guaranteed death if he did so. He wondered if that might not be better. Get shot in the back as he ran away instead of whatever else Rick might devise, given the time to think on it.
“We need to go in,” Rick said. “No survivors.” They assembled like SWAT and advanced. Rick took up the rear. “C’mon, Austin. Stay with me.”
Austin followed, his hands in his pockets, holding the small pair of nippers he’d brought. If things were looking bad, if it looked like he was going to be discovered, he’d decided to try and cut the fuel line on the truck. Make sure the bastards had to walk back to Seattle. He owed his friends that much.
The trouble was deciding when and if that fine line had been crossed. When and if he’d been made. When and if there was still time for one more clandestine mission. Austin didn’t know yet, and he didn’t want to die today if it could be avoided, so he followed Rick in.
Seven men with automatic rifles led; Rick and Austin behind.
“Where are they?” Rick whispered.
“I’m not sure,” Austin said. “They just said here…at this building.”
Rick pointed to the closed doors on either side of them in the hall, directing his men. They swung them open quickly but quietly.
“Clear.”
Rick flicked a glance at Austin, shaking his head.
Oh shit. Does he know? No…. He doesn’t know anything. Hold it together.
“I am beginning to wonder if anyone is here, Austin,” Rick said. He yelled ahead to the soldiers. “Sweep the building! Now!”
Rick's angry eyes turned to Austin, and he was left speechless—again. Seemed to be a rather persistent problem lately. Like every goddamn day. Like every goddamn time he was around Rick. He tried anyway. “I…uh, I don’t know. They said they were meeting here. Told me to be here…at 5.” Or 1700 hours…or whatever.
“You wouldn’t bullshit me. Would you, Austin?” Rick arched his brow and stared intently into Austin’s eyes.
“No, Sir. No way.” Austin held his composure as best he could though inside was a massive, boiling, full-on panic. No brakes. He guessed Rick bought his act because he turned and walked away, joining in the search of the empty building.
Austin helped.

The New Patriot Guard cleared the Shoreline City Hall. There was no one there; there was no sign anyone had been there since the salvage crew had been, more than a month earlier. Many of the solar panels at Command had come from this very building. They'd had some kind of green initiative program with a huge bank of solar panels at the City Hall. Not anymore, but they did. That was a Godsend.
“They’ve played us for fools,” Rick said.
“Do you think they might’ve tried to escape while we were out here, Sir?” Trevor asked. Trevor was Rick’s new Second.
“Impossible,” Rick said. “That’s what the chips are for. Well…one of the things they’re for.” He ran his hand along his scalp. “Austin, did anything seem off to you? Anything at all?”
“No. No, I don’t think so. I’m honestly surprised they weren’t here. I wonder if maybe it just got canceled, and I didn’t hear about it.”
Rick scoffed. “Would they really cancel a meeting ten miles out of town, that you had to walk or bike to, without telling you? That doesn’t make any sense. Unless…unless they figured out you were a mole.”
“I guess I don’t know for sure,” Austin said. He hoped Rick would drop his intense gaze soon. He felt like he was cracking up. He felt his face wanting to twitch but refused to let it. Finally, Rick looked away, out the window.
“Something's up. No one's here and the radios suddenly go on the fritz?” He looked to Austin again, his eyes boring a hole through Austin's skull.
“I...don't know, sir,” Austin said, straining to maintain his fragile grasp on composure.
“I guess we’ll figure it out when we get back to town. First order of business: locate Terry, Vince, and Duncan. Am I forgetting anyone, Austin?”
“No, I think that’s all that’s left now,” he lied.

 
Several roadblocks and several hours later, everyone was ready to call it a night. Even without Austin, the Suburban was crowded. Too crowded. Diane’s complaining only made it worse.
To their credit, the kids were little troopers. No whining. No complaints. Happy campers. Jonathan, especially. This was the greatest adventure of his life and so far; he relished every moment.
“We’ll be stopping soon,” Kat said. “We can get out and stretch our legs and set up camp for the night.” She was a little worried about the temperature, though. It had to be just barely above freezing.
“Okay, Mom,” Jonathan said. Tabitha was already asleep. Jonathan tried to gently push her off of him, as his arm was going to sleep and beginning to get painful. It was no use. Tabby was out.
“Why don’t you and the kids sleep in the car?” Terry offered. “Might be a little warmer…. Diane, you too.” They didn’t argue. We can lay the front seats back and whoever wants to sleep on the benches can.”
Vince and Duncan set up the tent the rest of them would be sharing tonight while Terry and Alisia helped the others settle in. They had three tents, but better to sleep in the same tent and share warmth.
It was cold that night and an hour after everyone else was sleeping, Alisia snuggled up to Terry. He didn’t mind it. At all.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, “I just can’t get warm.”
“It’s fine,” he said. “It’s just fine.”
Vince and Duncan snored lightly beside them.
“Alisia?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m really glad you’re here.”
“So am I,” she said, and they drifted off to sleep.

By the time Rick and his troop arrived back in town, the Antis were already long gone. They’d slipped away unnoticed, nearly two hours earlier.
“Any explosions while we were away?” Rick asked the man left behind at Command.
“Sir?” He was puzzled.
“Anything funny happen while I was gone? Escape attempts, exploding chips, that sort of thing.”
“Oh. No, Sir. Everything’s been quiet...but...some chips did go offline awhile back.”
“What? When?” Rick barked. “Why was that not the first thing you told me when I walked in?”
“Maybe two hours ago, Sir,” the man said. “I...didn't think too much of it. Sometimes they do that, then they always come back online.”
“Your job is not to think!” Rick said. “Your job is to report!”
The man shrunk behind his desk. “Yes, Chancellor.”
Rick sent the men out to gather the dissenters for questioning while he and Austin sat and waited.
Nearly an hour later, Trevor entered and saluted.
“Well?” Rick said.
“There’s no sign of them, Chancellor. We checked their residences and questioned neighbors. No one knows anything, or if they do, they’re not talking.”
“Goddamnit,” Rick said. “That’s impossible. And Kat?”
“She's MIA as well, Chancellor.”
He rushed to the safe and opened it while muttering a string of curses. “It’s still here,” Rick said as he turned, flasher in hand.
“What’s still here, Chancellor?” Trevor asked.
“The flasher!” Rick said. “So, they couldn’t have gone far. Otherwise, they’re all headless by now.” Then he smiled.
“May I see that, Sir,” Trevor asked.
Rick shrugged and handed it over. “For a moment, I was afraid they’d gotten their hands on that and run off.”
Trevor examined it carefully, then handed it back. “Sir?” he said, trepidation in his voice. “I hate to say it…but that looks just like a voice recorder I used to have.”
“What?” Rick gasped. An awkward silence followed. “What are you trying to say, Soldier?”
Trevor swallowed. “Sir, I think someone…may have tricked you.”
Rick threw the “flasher” across the room. It bounced off the wall and broke in two. A mini-SD card fell to the floor. “Find the doctor! NOW!”
Trevor saluted and parted immediately.
Austin fidgeted in his seat resulting in a loud scrape across the floor.
“I’ll ask you one more time,” Rick said. “Did-you-know? Did you know about any of this?” His face was red, and his eyes bulged.
“No! Of course not. I would have told you!” Austin pleaded.
“Would you?” Rick pulled his pistol and trained it between Austin’s eyes. “Would you? Because I’m not so sure who I can trust around here. Not anymore.”
“Sir, please, I swear it. I didn’t know anything. If I did, you would have been the first person I would have told. I swear to you.” Austin’s heart pounded.
Rick tried to reason his way through it. Was Austin loyal? Had he simply been misled? He couldn’t reach a conclusion. He was too hot, and his mind too muddled to reason his way through anything. What he could see, though was this: if the Antis were gone, then of what use was an Anti-Movement spy? None. He shot Austin in the face.
Austin fell over backward in his chair to the cold concrete floor and painted it red, just as Charles had a few weeks ago.
Ten minutes passed. Trevor came in, and with him, more bad news. His eyes flitted to the corpse on the floor–and the blood–so much blood.
“She’s gone, Sir. I’m sorry.”
“No bother,” Rick said. “Get me someone in here to clean up this mess. Then we have a meeting and discuss our next steps.”
“Yes, Chancellor,” Trevor said. He saluted and left.

 
The New Patriot Guard met after the cleanup. The floor was still damp. Clean now, but the scent of blood hung in the air.
“As you all know,” Rick said, “the dissenters have made fools of us. While we chased red herrings in Shoreline, they slipped away. I don’t intend to let this stand.”
Some of the Guard members nodded in approval. Some of them just looked nervous…like all of this was a little more than they had expected…or signed up for.
“They’ve taken our Doctor,” Rick said. They’ve taken my girlfriend, he thought. “They’ve taken our chip flasher, a despicable act of selfishness and cowardice. Without it, the next of our citizens to reject their chips has little choice but to suffer with it or end their suffering by other means.
“These people are not team players. They care for nothing and no one but themselves. They’ve disobeyed the Charter. They’ve stolen from us. Acts like these threaten us all, and they must answer for it. They will answer for it.
“We leave at dawn’s first light. Only the doctor lives.” He scanned the room to make sure his message was being received. “Everyone else dies. We will show our citizens that acts of defiance will never go unanswered. We bring their bodies back and hang them from the street lights. That is how you quell a rebellion.” Rick placed his hands down hard on the table for dramatic effect. “Are there any questions?”
There were. But none dared voice them. For instance, Trevor questioned the wisdom of killing Austin. If Rick thought Austin may have been privy to secret knowledge, then killing him before extraction was foolery. If the Antis trusted Austin, then he could have been coerced to be useful again. He kept his mouth shut and saluted. Trevor was no fool.
“All right. If there aren’t any questions, then bring me Otis Kearns,” Rick said. “I need a word with him.”

“What's this all about?” Otis asked, being dragged in by a soldier. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“Now, Mr. Kearns, you and I both know that’s not entirely true—is it?” Otis looked away. “But, don’t worry, it’s not you I’m interested in.” Otis looked back to Rick. “Nope. It’s what you know that concerns me.”
“About what?” Otis asked.
“About Dr. Casswell, of course. And her involvement with the Antis.”
“I swear, I don’t know anything,” Otis said. “I cut ties with that group. Hell, if I was still with them, then I’d be with them right now, wouldn’t I?”
“I suppose you have a point, but that’s not quite the same thing as knowing nothing, now is it?”
“Listen, man, I just went to a couple meetings. That’s it. It wasn’t for me, and I got out. Simple as that.”
Rick laughed. “Otis…you take me for a fool. A grievous error, I assure you. You worked with Alisia every day. You were friends. Don’t sit here and tell me you know nothing.”
Otis looked down to his clasped hands in his lap. “What do you wanna know?”
“Just one thing,” Rick said. “Make that two things…. Where did they go and do they have a vehicle?”
“I don’t know,” Otis said.
“You are testing my patience. You don’t want to do that.”
Rick’s eyes told Otis this was not a joke.
“They have a car, a blue Suburban,” Otis said. “I’m not sure where exactly they’re going, but Duncan has a place. Over the Pass. A cabin on a lake…. That’s all I know.”
“Hmm,” Rick said. “What about weapons?”
“They have some guns. I don’t know what kind or how many, but yeah…they have some.”
“Okay…thank you, Otis.”
“Can I go?” Otis asked. He wanted to get back home to his daughter.
“You can go.”

The next morning, Terry awoke with a terrible crick in his neck. He had to pee like a racehorse, but Alisia’s head on his arm, now pins and needles, kept him laying there. Uncomfortable as he was, he still didn’t wish to get up. Plus, frost coated the tent. Motivation eluded him, but his bladder insisted.
He slipped his arm from beneath Alisia as carefully as he could. Alisia woke immediately. “Oh…I’m sorry,” she said.
“Don’t be,” Terry said and smiled. “But–nature calls.”
“Of course.”
Duncan and Vince were already up and drinking coffee. “Good morning, Romeo,” Vince said.
Terry couldn’t help but grin. “Morning.”
The Suburban sleepers still slept.
“We should probably get everyone up and moving,” Duncan said. “Miles to go and all of that.”
Terry rapped at the window, then rushed for the bushes. Unburdening his bladder was almost as sweet as being free of the New Patriots. Almost.
They sat in the Suburban while it warmed up, eating granola by the handful, and sipping coffee.
“Mommy, I’m still cold,” Tabitha said.
“I know honey. You’ll warm up soon, don’t worry.” Kat draped a blanket over the both of them. “How about you?” Kat asked Jonathan. “Were you warm enough?”
“Yeah, it was fine,” Jonathan said, stuffing another handful of cereal in his mouth.
“Well, I slept horribly,” Diane said. Somehow, no one was surprised. “That was just dreadful. In all of my years, I never….” She mumbled something more that no one could make out nor cared to ask.
“It’s only temporary, Mom,” Alisia reminded her.
“Well, we’ll see, won’t we,” Diane proclaimed.
“Yes, Mom. We certainly will.”
Terry wasn’t sure how Alisia put up with it. He wondered how long he could put up with it…or Vince. Vince had a temper sometimes.
Duncan put the truck in gear and kept driving east. They cleared roadblocks, passed through, and then re-blocked the road. If Rick decided to follow, they weren’t going to make it easy for him.

 
Rick and half a dozen of his finest, rolled out of New Seattle at 0600 hours to hunt down the Anti-Movement members. He would’ve brought more if he could. Putting these assholes underground was priority one, but the city still needed to run in his absence.
Trevor drove, and Rick briefed his men. “The subjects are considered armed and dangerous. Shoot to kill, with the exception of the doctor.” He held up Alisia’s picture and passed it around. “And Terry is mine. Understood?” He burned with hate. Terry stole their doctor away. Terry had turned Kat against him, and he would pay for it.
They came upon a roadblock and stopped. Rick got out of the Humvee and surveyed the pavement. “They were here. You see the drag marks?” He pointed down to rubber streaks on the road. “They pulled this car out of the way and then put it back.” A decent strategy, but nowhere near good enough, Rick thought.
“Clear it!” Rick said.
Trevor put the car in gear and pushed the small Toyota sedan out of the way.
Rick got back in the car. “We may not have tracking on these clowns, but their trail is easy enough to follow.”

Duncan rolled to a stop. A formidable roadblock lay in front. “This may take a little while. Everyone who’s not clearing, go ahead and scavenge through the cars, and let’s siphon some gas.”
Vince leaned over to Terry. “We may not be able to drive a whole lot further.” The blockages were getting worse. With every passing mile, the cars got thicker and harder to weave through.
Terry looked around at the scene laid out before him. It looked like they may be headed for a road construction area. That could put them dead in the water. “It’s looking that way, isn’t it?”
Kat and the kids, Diane, and Alisia set out to siphon fuel and gather anything they could from the marooned cars.
After an hour of struggling, the path forward was clear. Terry began to wonder if walking might be faster. He was pretty sure it would be, but with the kids and Diane, it was a gamble.
The scavengers returned with gas and two new blankets.
“Did you find any food?” Duncan asked.
Alisia shook her head, no.
Jonathan set down the gas can he was carrying. “There were dead people in some of the cars, Uncle Terry!”
“Oh…that’s too bad.”
“It was so gross!”
Terry looked to Kat and then to Tabitha. “Are you guys okay?”
It wasn’t Kat who answered, but Diane. “What do you think? None of this is okay!”
“Mom, please.…” Alisia said. Her face told the story of scavenging with Diane. Words weren’t necessary.
“No! Okay? I should have never let you two talk me into this!” She waved her finger at Alisia and then to Terry. “I’m going to die out here! We’re all going to die out here, and it’s all your fault!” This time, she pointed at Terry alone.
Vince’s temperature rose. “I’ve heard just about enough out of you.” Diane’s jaw dropped. “All you’ve done is complained, lady. You wanna go back? Go back! No one’s stoppin’ ya’.”
Alisia stepped between them. “Vince…Mom…You guys…Please.…”
“Nah,” Vince said, storming off. “I’m done!”
“You ought to be ashamed of yourself!” Diane’s words chased him, but he let them drop. “Speaking to your elders that way!”
Alisia began to cry while Diane hyperventilated. That was her go-to when things got rough.
“Diane, why don’t you have a seat?” Duncan said, gently taking her arm. “It’s going to be all right.”
Diane accepted. “I was raised differently than that. We were always taught to show respect!”
“It’s okay. Sit down.” He ushered her to the guardrail beside the road. “Let me get you some water. I’ll be right back, okay?”
“I’m so embarrassed,” Alisia said, shaking her head.
“Ah, don’t worry about it,” Terry said. “I’m sure if my mother was here, she’d be making a nuisance of herself, too.” He hoped he hadn’t just crossed a line. Sometimes, you didn't know until it was too late. Alisia laughed, so he guessed he was all right.
“I better go over and talk to her,” Alisia said and rolled her eyes.
After Diane’s sensitivities had been appropriately massaged, they got back on the road. No one talked. A few words here and there, but mostly silence.
When they made camp that night, Vince laid down extra tarps beneath the tent and draped them over the top as well. “So, Duncan…this cabin of yours… It has a wood stove, right?”
“That it does. Sounds pretty good about now, doesn’t it?”
“Fuck, yeah it does,” Vince said and smiled. He stared off into space for a moment picturing it; sitting around a wood stove and chasing the cold away from their bones. “Listen…I was thinking, and I’m not coming onto you or anything like that, but maybe we should zip our bags together tonight…awkward, I know.”
“Uh, sure. It’ll be a lot warmer, no doubt,” Duncan said and looked over to Terry and Alisia. “But I can’t help thinking…you and I got the short end of the stick.”
“You think?” Vince said. “Terry gets Alisia, and you and I get each other.”
They laughed. “C’mon, give me a hand with this tarp.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
They passed North Bend and began the ascent up Snoqualmie Pass. All were hopeful that tonight, they would sleep with a roof over their heads, a meal in their bellies, and a fire in the stove. That hope was dashed five miles up the road.
All three lanes were blocked as far as the eye could see, bumper to bumper. Concrete jersey barriers blocked the shoulder.
“Oh my God,” Kat said from the back seat. “What do we do?”
“What, Mommy?” Tabitha said. “When are we going to be there?”
“Shhhh, we’ll get there as soon as we can.”
Diane scoffed.
Looking east, clouds were gathering, thick and gray, heavy with moisture. Terry wondered if they held rain…or snow. He hoped for the former.
“Should we turn back?” Alisia said. “Maybe find another way…. The westbound lanes may be clear.”
“No,” Duncan said. “They’d been working on both directions all summer. If this one’s blocked, so is the other.”
“And you just thought of that now?” Diane said. She started laughing. Jonathan and Tabitha stared at her, worry evident on both of their faces. “We’re all going to–“
“Mom! Enough!” Alisia said, cutting her off.
“We’re just going to have to walk,” Terry said. “If I was able to walk the two-hundred and fifty miles to get to Seattle, then we can walk these last forty.”
“I’m sorry,” Duncan said. “I just didn’t…think about the construction still being here.”
“It’s fine,” Vince said. “We can make it. Might even be faster. It hasn’t exactly been a speedy journey, anyhow.”
Diane was still chuckling to herself as if she enjoyed this, reveling in being right.
“Let’s get moving,” Terry said, and he opened his door. “It’ll be best to get as far as we can before the weather hits.”
“So, that’s it? We’re just going to walk?” Diane said.
“Yes, Mom. We’re going to walk.” Alisia was visibly frustrated.
“For now, we’re going to walk,” Terry said. “Maybe once we get past this, we can find another rig. Just relax, okay?” He wished Diane wasn’t so pessimistic all the time. It was easy to see what it did for Alisia’s mindset.
“Maybe we should take the battery,” Duncan said. “If we find another car, the battery will probably be dead.”
“And who’s going to carry the battery?” Vince asked, arching a brow.
“We’ve got a wagon, and I’ll pull it,” Duncan said, opening the rear hatch. “Let’s grab what we can and go.”
They loaded up all that they could on their backs and in the wagon. “If we can get to the top of the Pass today, we’ll be doing all right,” Terry said. “There’s cabins, ski lodges…we can, at least, be out of the weather. Then, tomorrow, we can hike the rest of the way. Easy.” Only, he knew it wouldn’t be easy. Not with Diane, not with the kids, and it looked like snow.

 
“This campfire is still warm,” Rick said, letting the ashes fall through his fingers. “They were here…. Last night.”
He stood, and he smiled, turning around to face the men. “Who’s ready to hunt?”
They saluted and clicked their boot heels together. This power role suited Rick well. Charles would’ve let these vermin escape and go on to infect others. Not Rick, though. He was stronger than that. He got it. He knew what needed to be done, and he wasn't afraid to do it.
Snowflakes drifted down from a gray sky, and the New Patriots were closing in on their prey. A fine start for November. “Let’s go,” Rick said, clapping his hands together. He wondered how things were back in New Seattle. He’d have preferred to leave Trevor at the helm, but needed him more here. Surely, Stephen couldn’t fuck it up in two days. Could he? No bother, I’ll be back soon enough.
They rolled down the highway at a steady clip and the snowflakes became snowfall. Trevor turned on the windshield wipers and glanced over to Rick.
“What is it?” Rick asked.
“The snow is just...really picking up.”
“So it is,” Rick said. “So it is.”
Ten minutes ahead, they were stopped by the gridlock the Antis had met hours earlier.
Trevor stopped the car. “What now, Sir?”
“Now, we get out.” Rick stomped to the last car in the pack, a blue Suburban. “This was their car. They were here this morning.”
Trevor noted the melt pattern of the snowflakes on the hood.
“We proceed on foot,” Rick said. “Gear up!”
The men snapped to action and were underway in minutes.
One man took the front, Rick and Trevor twenty paces behind, and the rest of the troop, another twenty paces behind them. They weaved through the vehicle graveyard like a snake.
“Chancellor,” Trevor said. “Permission to speak freely?”
“Go on….”
“I wonder if we should just let the weather take care of them, Sir.”
Rick’s eyes flashed with anger and then cooled. “Are you questioning me?”
“No, Sir.”
“Good.”
They marched on.

 
The wagon wheels were caked with snow. Occasionally one would lock up like a misbehaved shopping cart and pitch the entire business sideways. “We’re going to have to ditch the battery,” Duncan said, forced to concede. He stopped and rubbed his shoulder, a knot of fiery pain. “Wish I had a sled now instead of this wagon.”
The gridlock had broken up with wider spaces between the cars.
“I don’t think it matters,” Vince said. “I’m not seeing anything old enough to have survived the flares.”
“If it keeps snowing, driving’s out anyway,” Terry said. Eight or nine inches had fallen already, with no sign of letting up.
Diane clutched Alisia’s arm, baby-stepping all the way. They caught up as Duncan was unloading the battery.
“What are you doing?” Diane said. “Did you find a car?” Her tone smelled of desperation.
“No…I’m leaving the battery behind. It’s getting to be too much to pull.”
“What? You said we needed that battery to get another car!”
“We’re not getting another car, Diane,” Duncan said and took a deep breath. “We’re on foot from here on out.”
“I can’t do this! We’re all going to die out here.” Diane was an expert level drama queen.
“Mom! Stop it! You’re going to scare the children.”
“Maybe they should be scared,” she mumbled.
“Jonathan, Tabitha,” Kat said. “Ears.” They obliged at once and covered their ears. “Now, listen here, you old bag,” Kat said, marching up and into her face. “You, shut the hell up. Got me? You’re not helping anything, so just–shut–up!”
Diane began to huff. It looked like she might go into the hyperventilating routine again. Alisia was mortified, and though she didn’t like Kat talking to her mother that way, she had to agree. Mom had to shut up.
“She’s right, Mom,” Alisia said. She found herself wanting to avoid eye contact but struggled to maintain it. “This has to stop.”
Diane gasped. “You, too? I raised you better than this, Alisia. I–“
“Mom–no more…”
“Fine! You want me to shut up? I’ll shut up!” Diane thought she was punishing her daughter, and while Alisia did feel a tinge of guilt, mostly she was relieved.
“Can we go now?” Vince said, rolling his eyes.
“Yes. Let’s go,” Alisia said. She grabbed Diane’s arm and dragged her forward.
They trudged uphill for another hour until blinding snowfall forced them to seek shelter.
“Up ahead!” Terry cried out. He had to shout to be heard above the wind. “There’s a semi with a sleeper cab! We can wait it out in there!” Inside were two dead bodies—flu victims.
“Oh, no,” Diane said. “I’m not going in there.”
“Suit yourself,” Vince said, hauling a body out by the coat collar. It was a light windbreaker. They’d probably been in here for a few weeks. The cold was welcome as it arrested the smell.
“We’ve all been immunized,” Alisia said. “It’s fine, Mom. And we can’t stay out here.”
“You’re the doctor,” Diane said, rolling her eyes.
Sometimes, I could just slap you, Alisia thought.

Terry cracked the window open and lit a candle. “This’ll help keep us a little warmer.”
The blizzard raged outside, laying an insulating blanket over the truck and covering their tracks. For the latter, Terry was thankful. He didn’t think anyone was following, but if they were, he was happy to take a helping hand from Mother Nature.
“Who wants to play cards?” Terry asked, pulling a deck of cards from his knapsack.
“Go Fish?” Jonathan offered.
“Sure. Who else is in?”
Everyone was dealt in but Diane, who was determined to suffer.
Two hours later, cabin fever was setting in, and the snow continued to pile up.
“Ya’ know,” Duncan said. “We’re not too far off from the summit. Maybe I’ll scout ahead…. Find us better accommodations.”
“I don’t know,” Terry said, arching a brow. “Sundown is in two hours.”
“Plus, you’ll get hypothermic,” Alisia said. “That doesn’t help anyone.”
“No, no, I’ll be fine. I’ve got the clothes for it…and I can’t sit here anymore.”
“Count me in, too,” Vince said.
“We’ll be back before sundown. Don’t worry,” Duncan said. “Hell, we might be back with good news.”
“I don’t know,” Terry said again. “I don’t like it. Why don’t we all just wait and go together when the weather clears?”
“We’ll be okay,” Duncan said. “A little walk in the snow never hurt anyone.”
“Really?” Alisia said. “Because I can think of at least a couple of times when a little walk in the snow hurt somebody.”
“We’ll be careful…and we won’t be gone too long. Promise.”
“Wait,” Terry said. “Take the rifle. Just in case.”
“Thank you,” Duncan said. “And Terry, I’ve got something for you too.” He handed Terry a neatly folded paper.
“What is it?” Terry asked.
“It’s a map…to the cabin, you know, just in case anything happens.”
“Thanks,” Terry said, “but let’s make sure nothing happens, okay?”

It was almost dark and still no Duncan or Vince.
“Do you think they’re all right?” Kat said. “I hope nothing's happened.”
“I’m sure they’re fine,” Terry said. “They’ve got an interstate to follow. I can’t imagine them getting lost on I-90.”
“I hope so,” Kat said, stroking Tabitha’s hair. Her little head rested in Kat’s lap. Both kids and Diane were asleep.
Terry was glad to have Diane asleep so he didn’t have to hear her objections and skepticism. He tried to put up with her for Alisia’s sake, but it was tiring.
“Should we go and look for them?” Alisia said.
The snow had let up some, but the wind howled on. “Shhh…. Did you hear that?” Terry said, squinting his eyes. “I thought I heard voices.”
“Oh, good. It’s probably them,” Alisia said.
“No…I don’t think so. The wind is blowing from the west….”
“And?” Kat said.
“They went east. I don’t think we’d be hearing them,” Terry said as he pinched out the candle. “Listen….”
They strained to hear when a searchlight briefly illuminated the snow blanket covering the truck’s glass, then passed. 
“Oh, shit–get down!” Terry said, quietly but forcefully. “It’s them…Rick, the New Patriots.”
They huddled down and heard voices for a few minutes. The light flashed back and forth a couple more times and then it and the voices were gone.
“Oh my God,” Kat said. “Was that really them? And, Vince and Duncan…they’re still out there.”
Terry nodded. “It was them, all right. I’m sure of it. No one else would be out in this. Not unless they were looking for us.”
“You don’t know that for sure,” Kat said.
“No, I don’t–not for sure. But it makes sense. And I thought I heard Rick’s voice. Didn’t that sound like him?”
Kat nodded reluctantly. “What about Vince and Duncan?”
Terry wished he could see out, but was glad they’d not been able to see in. “They’re on their own…. There’s nothing we can do now but wait.”

“I need to pee,” Kat said. They’d been cooped up now for hours.
“Okay,” Terry said. “Anyone else?” Alisia shook her head, no. “We go out on the passenger side.”
The truck sat in the right-hand lane, and he didn’t want to leave tracks or disturb their camouflage where it would be easily seen should Rick and his men return. “Let me peek out first.”
He and Kat switched seats, and Terry eased the door open, holding his breath. For all he knew, they were waiting right outside. Terry peered out into the darkness and saw nothing. The sky was still overcast so neither the moon nor the stars could lend any light. “Okay. It’s clear.”
Terry hopped down and helped Kat from the truck. They faced away from one another and relieved themselves. Terry tried not to pee on his boots with limited success. It wasn’t easy pissing into the wind.
They climbed back up into the truck and Terry closed the door as gently as he could, hoping the snow would remain stuck to the door. Most of it fell away, and Diane woke up.
She looked around in the candlelit cab and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “Where’s Duncan? And that Italian?”
“Vince,” Alisia said, correcting her mother, “Vince and Duncan aren’t back yet.”
“Well, where are they?”
“I…don’t know.” Alisia, Terry, and Kat all shared a look, eyes darting about.
“What’s going on?” Diane said. “What’s happened?”

 
Walking back, against the wind was much worse than walking with it. Goggles would have been nice, Duncan thought. The driving snow and ice pellets bit into his eyes like tiny knives. “Maybe we ought to hunker down for a little bit!” He shouted, competing with the wind.
“Yeah, okay!” Vince replied.
Duncan pointed to an open storage container beside the road, part of a construction staging area. “In there!”
They’d nearly made it to the summit, but turned back when the futility of their mission was fully realized. Sure, they could hike further and sleep somewhere else, but why? Why drag Diane, protesting all the way, through a snowstorm if it wasn’t necessary? Mostly, it had been about fighting the fatigue of cabin fever, anyhow. And they had found another blanket in the trunk of an abandoned car, so it wasn’t all for naught.
“Maybe this wasn’t my brightest idea ever,” Duncan said, watching the snow pile up. The wind whipped it into mini white tornadoes.
“Yeah, well…even worse, would have been staying in that truck another second longer with Diane,” Vince said.
Duncan laughed. “She’s not the easiest person in the world to appreciate, is she?”
“No.”
“But…we did get a doctor out of the deal.”
“True.”
“Hey,” Duncan said, standing up straighter and peering out the door. “Do you see that?”
“What?” Vince said.
“That light. Someone’s coming.”
“Who is it?” Vince said, straining to see. He’d lost his glasses some time ago, and his eyesight wasn’t the best.
“I don’t know. They’re too far out.”
“Can you tell how many? Is it Terry and everybody?”
“I hope so,” Duncan said.
The group continued to approach and minutes dragged on like hours.
“Oh shit…”
“What?” Vince said.
“It’s not them. There’s too many. And they’re too tall.”
“Too tall?
“Yeah, too tall. No kids with them and I count seven…all armed,” Duncan said.
“Oh, shit…. Is it Rick?”
“Could be. Can’t tell,” Duncan said. “Let’s get out of this container while we still can. You can bet that whoever they are, they’re going to want to get out of the snow, too.”
Duncan and Vince snuck around to the back of the container and waited.
“They’re going to see our tracks,” Vince said.
“Nothing we can do about it,” Duncan said, peering through the scope of the rifle.
“If it’s him, I say you pop him.”
“Can’t. If I do that, we’re dead for sure.”
“True, but so is Rick.”
Duncan wondered if maybe he should just start shooting. He could probably get at least a couple of them. But what if this group just passed them by, otherwise? Giving away their position would be foolish.
He was paralyzed by indecision. If only he could see who it was out there. If he waited too long, it would be too late. If it was Rick, and he didn’t shoot him, he hated to think what Rick would do to them. Rick wasn’t going to just shoot them. Not with the others still out there. Unless he’d already dealt with them? No, he’d torture the both of them to give up the others. Duncan could not accept that possibility and he fired.
His target fell. Headshot. He hoped it was Rick, prayed it was Rick. Panic’s long, icy fingers gripped his insides as he pulled the bolt back, chambering another round.
“Jesus Christ!” Vince said. “What happened to we’re dead if we do that?”
A volley of automatic weapon reports erupted, peppering the storage container they crouched behind.
“Option-lock,” Duncan said. He swung out from his cover and took another shot. This time, he hit a man in the shoulder. Whether he’d made the right choice or not, they were in it now. If only they had another gun.

 
It was fully dark, and the wanderers had still not returned when the shots rang out.
It was Kat that heard them first. “What was that? Are those…gunshots?”
Terry didn’t hear it immediately. “What? I don’t hear anything.”
“Who’s shooting, Mom?” Jonathan asked. “What are they shooting at?”
Kat hushed him.
“She’s right,” Alisia said. “That sounds like gunfire.”
“Oh shit,” Terry said. “I’ve got to go help them.”
“No!” Kat said. “Are you crazy? What do you think you’re going to do? Run a few miles up the road in a blizzard and save the day?”
“I have to do something. I can’t just sit here and wait it out.”
“She’s right, Terry,” Alisia said. “By the time you reach them, if you find them at all, it will all be over. All you’d accomplish is making tracks in the snow leading them right back here to us.”
It was hard for Terry to argue against that logic. She was right. They were both right. But how could he just sit idly by while his companions were under attack? He realized he didn’t have much choice.
After seven or eight minutes, that seemed like hours, the shots abated.
Alisia cocked her head slightly. “It’s stopped.”
“Yep,” Terry said and exhaled heavily like he’d been holding his breath the entire time.
“I hope they’re okay,” Kat said, looking out into the nothing.
“Mom?” Jonathan said. “Are we going to be okay?”
“Yes. Yes, we're going to be fine.”
Neither Jonathan nor Tabitha looked like they believed it. Not for a second.
“Hey, you guys want a fruit snack or a taffy?” Terry asked. Tabitha accepted at once. Jonathan took more convincing. The novelty of this adventure was wearing thin.
“We had better keep a watch, tonight,” Terry said. “In case Vince and Duncan–or if….” He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t need to, and he didn’t want to scare the kids any more than they already were. “I’m just going to peek outside real quick.” He grabbed the shotgun and hopped down to nearly a foot of new snow.
Terry stood outside for thirty minutes scanning the dark. He saw nothing and he heard nothing but the wind. He patted his pocket and made sure he still had the map that Duncan had drawn him, just in case. The not knowing, was the worst kind of torture.
He climbed back into the truck. “I think it’s all clear. Why don’t you all try and get some rest? I’ll take first watch.”
“I’ll stay up with you,” Alisia said.
“You don’t have to do that,” Terry said, cradling the shotgun in his lap. “Try and get some sleep.”
“I know, I don’t have to. I want to.”
“Well, all right.” He was glad for the company and eventually the others drifted off.
“Do you think they’re okay?” Alisia said.
Terry waited a moment before answering. “I don’t know…. I hope so.” But the truth was, he didn’t feel hopeful about it.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
A barrage of cover fire from the interstate kept them pinned down behind the container. Maybe this hadn’t been a good idea. Rick and his men knew exactly where they were now, and they were coming for them. Coming to end them. “This might be it,” Duncan said. “Whatever happens—don’t tell them anything.”
“No shit, Cochise.”
Duncan stepped out, shrieked some kind of war cry, and squeezed off his last shot. It went high, hitting nothing. Enemy fire cut him down before he could take aim at the marauders in the snowy dark. His parting thoughts were of his son. Duncan fell, twitching momentarily, before falling silent. Moonlight illuminated the growing red patch of snow shrouding his body and Vince was all alone.
He dropped to his belly and clamored for the fallen rifle.
“Stop. Right. There,” a voice said, behind him. The bolt on his rifle clicked to accentuate the point.
“Okay.”
“Stay down and spread eagle unless you want me to shoot you in the back.” Vince stayed down. “I got him!” Trevor shouted back to his cohorts.
More footsteps approached, their sound muffled by the snow. “Well, well, what have we here?” Vince recognized the voice—Rick.
“Hands behind your back.” Vince complied, and Trevor cuffed him, tight.
“Why don’t we all get out of the weather for a bit?” Rick said, his tone fit for suggesting a Sunday drive or maybe a walk in the park. The other man heaved Vince up by his hands bound behind his back. The muscles in his shoulders burned and tore slightly.
Vince marched around to the double door, rifle muzzle in his back. The soldier threw him down and shined an LED flashlight in his face.
“So, Vince,” Rick began. “It’s nice to see you again.”
“Yeah….”
“Though, I wish you and your buddies hadn’t dragged me all the way out here. This has been a real inconvenience for me—for us all. One of my men is dead. But, so is one of yours,” Rick said, holding his hands out to his side, teetering like a scale.
Vince just stared at him.
“So…why don’t we just get on with it and tell me where the rest of your company is.”
Vince continued to stare at him, mouth in park, but his mind spun.
“Go on…. I promise you, this is your best option. Your only option, actually. You will talk. The only question is how much you’ll suffer before you do.”
“It was just Duncan and me,” Vince said. “The rest are already dead.”
Rick studied his face, casting long shadows, in the shadowy metal box. “I don’t know, Vince…. That just sounds…really convenient.”
“It’s the truth.”
The other man kicked Vince in the ribs for his lie.
“It’s not. Now, cut the shit,” Rick said. “Where are they?”
“I told you—they’re dead.”
The other man kicked Vince again. Harder, this time. Ribs broke in front of Trevor’s steel toe.
Rick paced. “How?” How did they die?”
Vince looked up to Rick, laboring to breathe. “Looters…on the road. We were attacked, and just me and Duncan got out. The rest are dead.”
“You’re lying,” Rick said. “At least, I think you're lying.” He nodded at Trevor, who kicked Vince again. “I've found pain to be the best instrument for freeing tongues. So, I'm going to ask you again. Where are they, Vince?”
“I’ll kill you,” Vince said between ragged breaths. Trevor's rifle butt cracked Vince’s skull, and he slumped over, quiet for awhile.
“Do you believe him?” Trevor asked.
“I don’t know,” Rick said, “but if they are still alive, they’re close. I’ll bet we can spook ‘em out. Maybe we already have.”
“If they’re close, they probably heard the gun shots.”
“Exactly,” Rick said, looking around the container. “This looks like a fine place to call home for the night. Let’s get everybody in here and have a look at Anthony’s shoulder.”
“Yes, Chancellor,” Trevor said and saluted.
“Trevor?”
“Sir?”
“We don’t really have to do that out here.”
“Yes, Sir,” Trevor said, and he went about gathering the others and making camp. Rick stood over Vince and waited for him to wake.

A muted candle burned down to nothing and put itself out. The sun’s rays were visible behind the mountain, and the snow had stopped, at least for the time being. Terry and Alisia had kept a sleepy guard all throughout the night with nothing to report, thankfully.
Kat was fixing breakfast for them all. Vienna sausages, crackers, and cheese—from a can. Terry looked forward to the day when they were settled and could hopefully eat a little better. “So, what’s next?” Kat asked, spreading the pseudo cheese over crackers.
“We’ve gotta keep moving,” Terry said, rubbing his palm over the stubble on his face. “We keep scavenging, and hopefully, we find another gun or three.”
“Rick’s up ahead,” Kat said, passing out paper plates.
“I know he is,” Terry said, begrudgingly putting a cold, jelly-slicked sausage in his mouth.
“Maybe we can just sneak around him or hide out until he leaves,” Kat said.
“I’m not eating this,” Diane said, crossing her arms.
“Can I have it?” Jonathan asked. He liked Vienna sausages and cheese from a can, bless his heart.
“Mom, you have to eat,” Alisia said. “Please.”
“I’m not eating that. And I’m freezing!”
Alisia sighed. “Okay.” She wondered if she should have just left her mom behind in New Seattle. “I’ll light you a candle, Mom.”
“A candle,” Diane murmured.
Just then, when Terry’s sleep deprivation threatened to crack his cool, he heard something. “Shhh!” he hissed, rolling down the window a couple inches.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are. Come out or we kill your friend, Vince, here.” The announcement echoed up and down the freeway corridor. Rick was up ahead, not too far, with Vince and a bullhorn. “We’ve got your buddy, Vince. Come out and join us. We just want to talk.”
“Rick will never stop,” Terry said. “We kill him, or he kills us. We have to finish this.”
“Duncan’s dead, but Vince is still alive…for now. Vince, why don’t you say a few words?”
“I already told you. They’re dead.”
Rick thrust the bullhorn into Vince’s bound hands. “I wasn’t asking.”
Vince shook his head, then squeezed the trigger on the bullhorn and cleared his throat. “This is Vince.” He passed the bullhorn back. “Happy?”
“Very,” Rick said, taking the bullhorn back. “You’ve got twenty-four hours. If I don’t hear from you by then, Vince joins Duncan in the hereafter.”

 
“I, for one, say we go and talk to him,” Diane said. “I’m ready to go back home.”
“It doesn’t work that way,” Terry said. “You’re already a part of this, for better or for worse. He doesn’t just want to talk to us, Diane.”
Tabitha clung to her mother. “I want to go back home, too, Mommy.”
“I know, sweetie. I know you do,” Kat said and stroked her hair. Tabitha closed her eyes and snuggled in a little closer.
“It’s gonna be okay,” Jonathan said, patting his sister on the back.
“Maybe I could go and talk to him, Terry,” Kat said. “Maybe…we should go back.”
Terry’s eyes rounded, and his jaw dropped. “My God. You did not just say that! If we go and talk to Rick, or if he finds us, we are dead. That’s it. That’s how this works. We have to fight him.”
“With what?” Kat said. “One shotgun and our wits? Somehow, I don’t see that working out in our favor.”
“We set up an ambush.”
“We don’t have the weapons for that.”
“Maybe not…but we do have gasoline…and fire,” Terry said. “There was a train tunnel a little ways back. If we could get all of them in a space like that somehow…and then light it up.”
“So, what if I went and talked to him, told him I made a mistake, buttered him up a little and then led him back to the tunnel?” Kat said. “He’s not going to hurt me, Terry.”
“He is going to hurt you, Kat.” Terry was getting flustered.
“Maybe there’s another way,” Alisia said. “I could go and talk to him instead.”
“No,” Terry said. “No way.”
“Just hear me out. I’m the only doctor they have. He needs me. I think I’ll be safe.”
“You’re a deserter, Alisia,” Terry said. “In his eyes, that’s all you are now.”
“Not necessarily. I mean, he doesn’t know that; not for sure. Maybe it was the Antis who kidnapped me…. They needed a doctor too. And the flasher, so they kidnapped me.”
“And your mom?” Terry said. “What about her?”
“They kidnapped her, too. That’s how they got to me; got me to go along…. As long as he thinks he’s got something to gain by keeping me alive, I’ll be okay. He hasn’t killed Vince yet, has he?”
“And what about Duncan?” Terry said. “Rick’s mercy failed him.”
“It has to be me, Terry. You know it does,” Alisia said. “I’m the only one that even has a chance.”
“I don’t know,” Terry said, shaking his head.
“If I don’t do this, then we’re all dead anyway. Let me do this.”

 
Vince opened his eyes, his head throbbed and for a moment, and he wondered where he was. Then he saw Rick.
“Good morning, Sunshine. Did you have a nice nap? I was starting to think Trevor hit you a little too hard.”
“Fuck you,” Vince said.
“Such a mouth on you. I’m sure your mother would be proud,” Rick said. “I’m going to ask you again, where are the rest of your friends?”
“I already told you, they’re dead. If you’re going to kill me, then you may as well just get on with it.”
“Your spirit, your loyalty, it’s admirable. It really is,” Rick said. “It’s too bad you’re fighting for the wrong side, though. Say…that gives me an idea. Perhaps, if you switched teams, give me what I need, maybe there could be a way out of this alive for you. How does that sound?”
“I’ll never join you,” Vince said. “Never.”
“Maybe I should have Trevor come back in…. Talk to you a little more?”
Just then, Trevor did come in. “Sir.”
“Yes?”
“It’s the doctor. We’ve got her, and she wants to talk to you.”
Rick threw a sideways glance at Vince. “They’re all dead, are they? You stay put. Trevor, watch him.”
Rick walked outside and flicked his sunglasses down. The sun was up—the snow, blinding. “Doctor Casswell! So good of you to join us.”
She was handcuffed, and one of the soldiers held her by the arm. “Chancellor,” Alisia said. “Boy, am I glad to see you.”
“Somehow, I doubt that,” Rick said and grinned.
“The Antis, they kidnapped my mother and me. I need your help.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes, Sir.”
Rick laughed. “Oh, you are a pretty little liar, aren’t you?”
“I swear, it’s the truth,” Alisia said.
Vince strained to hear what was being said outside.
“Well then, how about you explain the little switcheroo with the flasher then?” Rick said. “Let’s start there.”
“I am so sorry about that, Sir. They, Terry, he stole it from me. I…thought I could get it back…so, I didn’t tell you, and I switched it. I just didn’t want him to get hurt.”
“And why not?”
“I thought I knew him better than I did,” Alisia said, tearing up. “I thought I cared about him. I thought he cared about me. I thought that I could talk some sense into him before it was too late.... I was wrong, Chancellor.”
Rick eyed her suspiciously. “And then what? They snatched you up and fled town with you and your mother?”
“They took my mom…. Said they would kill her if I didn’t keep my mouth shut and come with them. I was scared, so scared—I’m sorry. I just didn’t know what to do, and I went. I was afraid they would kill her. Please, I’m still afraid they will when they see I’ve gone.”
“Where are they?” Rick said.
“In a train tunnel, a couple miles back. Please, we have to hurry before they wake up!”
“Before they wake up? Sleeping in, are they?”
“They sleep during the day, when it’s warmer, and move during the night.”
Rick considered this, then nodded his head. “And why didn’t you bring your mother with you? Why did you come this way, further up the pass?” Rick said. “It seems to me, you would’ve gone downhill. Back to New Seattle.”
“I heard the shots last night. We all did. And the bullhorn. I hoped I would find you, or your men here to help us.”
“That doesn’t explain why you would leave your mother behind. The one you were so concerned about. Remember that?”
“She twisted her ankle so badly that she can barely walk. This is our only chance, Sir. Please, help us. Please.”
“I’ll be right back,” Rick said, and he went to the storage container. He came back out a moment later with Vince. “Vince, the doctor here has a fascinating story about you and your crew. Says you kidnapped her and her mom. Any truth to that?”
Vince paused for only a second. He’d already pieced together what was being said and knew how to answer. “We needed a doc. And she was the only one that knew how to use that flasher thing.”
“You wouldn’t bullshit me now, would ya’ Vinnie? I mean, ya’ have been lying to me all along,” Rick said.
“Good luck with her mom,” Vince said. “She’s a real pain in the ass. They're kind of a package deal, though.”
“Sorry, Vince, old pal,” Rick said. “You’re just not that useful anymore.”
Alisia cringed at the rifle report. She could cry about it later.

 
While Alisia manipulated Rick, Terry and Jonathan set up the trap in the tunnel. It was rudimentary at best, but it would do the job.
Two five-gallon jugs of gas and a Molotov cocktail were the keys to their salvation. They would enter from the east end, and Terry would wait for them on the west end. When they got close enough to the jugs, Terry would light the rag in the bottle and throw it.
They set up camp, just in front of the gas cans. Two sleeping bags, stuffed with snow; some extra pots and pans. He hated to sacrifice the bags, but this had to look legit.
With any luck at all, they would blast the sleeping bags to hell then move in to inspect their kill. Then Terry would blast them to hell and hopefully not himself, too in the process.
He heard a shot echoing in the distance.
“What was that?” Jonathan said, eyes darting about in the darkness.
“It sounded like a gunshot,“ Terry said and continued stuffing snow.
“Is Alisia okay?”
“I hope so, buddy,” Terry said. “C’mon, help me finish this up and then I want you to go and wait with the others.” Everyone had moved behind the tunnel a few hundred feet to another rig, waiting it out.
“But I want to stay with you, Uncle Terry,” Jonathan protested.
Terry ruffled his hair. “I appreciate that, but I need you there with your mom and the girls. To help keep an eye out for them. Okay?”
“Okay,” Jonathan said. “Why are they doing this, Uncle Terry? Why are they chasing us?”
“That’s a great question, but…I don’t know. I just know that they are, and we have to put a stop to it.”
“Yeah,” Jonathan said, shoving the last of his snow in the bag. “Is that enough?”
“Just about. Why don’t you go grab one more load and then we’re done.” They were hauling snow in the wagon from the west end of the tunnel to fill the bags. One set of footprints led out of the east end, and with any luck, many more would soon be on the way to trample them underfoot.
Jonathan returned with the last load of snow. “Are you scared, Uncle Terry?”
“Uh, yeah. I am.” Terrified would be more accurate, Terry thought. “But this is going to work. Don’t you worry.”
“Okay,” Jonathan said. “I’m scared too.”
“That’s all right,” Terry said, placing his hand on Jonathan’s shoulder. “Sometimes, we should be scared. This is probably one of those times. The important thing is that we keep going. We don’t let the fear stop us. Know what I mean?”
“Yeah,” Jonathan said, and he smiled.
“Good work, today. I couldn’t have done it without you,” Terry said,
Jonathan beamed with pride.
“Let’s get you back to your mom.”

 
Terry waited for what seemed like days. In reality, it was an hour. An hour is a long time when your life and the lives of the ones you love hang in the balance.
What if I’ve screwed up? Terry thought. What if I’ve sent Alisia off to her death? Then what? It killed him not to know. He missed the days of cellphones and text messages.
He thought, too about the men he was prepared to kill. Surely, not all of them deserved it. Rick deserved it, but some of these guys were probably decent men—before all of this started, anyhow. Not that they’d given him much choice. Terry tried not to think too much about it. This was the world now.
Terry didn’t hear them coming, not until they were already in the tunnel. He readied his Molotov and his Zippo. They didn’t speak, nor did they use their lights. Only their quiet footfalls gave them away.
Moments later, a staccato roar filled the tunnel. Terry’s ears rang. I’ll be deaf after this, he thought. Why didn’t I bring something to plug my ears?
The firing stopped, and the men scuffled forward, lights on now. Terry waited from twenty-five feet out. He turned and concealed the light of the Zippo, setting the rag fuse ablaze. He hurled the incendiary, sparking the next round of gunfire. Bullets whizzed by, ricocheting off walls and Terry dropped to the ground, hands over his ears.
For one sickening second, nothing happened. He thought his plan had failed. Then a boom and a whoosh! The air was super heated, and he felt his breath pulled from his lungs. Flames rushed over his head, seeking escape from the tunnel. A two-quart saucepan flew by at terminal velocity. Men screamed, but he couldn’t hear it. There was no more gunfire, just a 150 decibel ringing in his ears. They roared like they would bleed.
Terry grabbed the shotgun and began firing blind. If any had survived the explosion, none would live to tell the tale. What if Alisia was in here? What if they dragged her in too? He shook it off and kept firing till he got only a dry click. He thumbed six more shells in, rapidly as he could and walked forward.
There were no survivors. He started to jog to the daylight on the West end. As he emerged into the blinding light, a shot whizzed by his head, nicking him just above the right ear. Terry hit the ground again, putting his hand to his head. It came back blood slicked. I just got shot in the head, he thought. He ran his finger over it and decided it was just a scratch.
Terry peeked his head up and saw only their backs. Rick was running away with Alisia in tow. Goddamnit, I need a rifle! Terry ran back inside the tunnel and took one of the soldiers’ guns. He test-fired one round, adding to his mounting hearing loss. He ripped two spare magazines away from the man’s jacket and dashed back.
By the time he got to the tunnel exit, they were already gone.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Terry grappled with what to do next. Should he chase after them now or should he run back to Kat first and tell her what had happened? He didn’t want to run off and have Kat think he was one of the cadavers in the tunnel. He didn’t want Rick to get too far ahead, either. He had to pursue him—now.
Terry ran past a storage container at the side of the road. Duncan’s body lie there in red snow. Vince’s too. He was afraid of that, but not entirely surprised. He kept running, following the tracks in the snow, when another gunshot rang out. Terry dove for cover behind a silver Prius. Inside were two dead kids, college students.
“Stop following us, Terry!” Rick yelled from somewhere ahead. “Stop following or I kill her!”
“Let me see her!” Terry yelled back.
“She’s fine! See for yourself!”
He rose to look over the hood. A shot whumped into the side of the Prius. “Sonofabitch!” Terry said, and he dropped to all fours.
“Oops!” Rick said, laughing. “That was an accident, I swear it! Here, have another look!”
Terry sneaked his head out behind the car this time. Another shot rocked the car gently, and he dropped to a prone position.
He didn’t see Rick or Alisia, but he heard her cry out. “Stop, please!”
“Did you hear that, Terry? She wants you to stop!”
“I’ll never stop!” Terry retorted. “Not until you’re dead!”
“You can’t win this, Terry! The best you can hope for is escaping with your own life! The doctor’s going back with me!”
“Just go, Terry!” Alisia cried. “I’ll be okay!”
Terry pushed himself up, crouched, and leaned his back against the car. His breath steamed in dense plumes.
“Go now, and I’ll let you and your family live!” Rick shouted.
Terry considered the offer. “Okay!” he shouted. “I’m going!”
“Good choice!” Rick yelled. “Don’t let me see you again, Terry! Next time I won’t miss!”
“Oh, you won’t see me again,” Terry murmured, then retreated.

Terry ran back to his sister, the kids, and Diane.
“What happened?” Kat said and threw her arms around him.
“Where is my daughter?” Diane said. “You said they wouldn’t hurt her!”
“We got them,” Terry said, breaking away from the embrace, “except for Rick. And…he’s got Alisia.”
“What?” Diane said. Her face dropped. “I knew we never should have come.”
“We have to get her back,” Kat said.
“I’m cold, Mommy,” Tabitha said.
“I know!” Kat shot back, a little too harshly.
“We’ll get her back,” Terry said. “They’re going to have to come back this way. My money’s on tonight…and I’ll be waiting.”
“What are you going to do?” Kat said.
“I’m going to pick a good spot, and I’m going to wait for them. When I have my shot…I’m going to take him out.”
“What if you miss?” Diane said. “Then what?”
“I’m not going to miss,” Terry said. “I need you all to hunker down just a little longer. This will all be over soon, and then we can get to Duncan’s cabin and rest.”
“Did you find Duncan…or Vince?” Kat said.
Terry nodded his head, yes.
“And?”
Terry shook his head, no. “I’ve got to get back out there,” Terry said, grabbing a can of Vienna sausages and a sleeve of Ritz crackers, stuffing them into his pack. “Stay here. Keep your heads down and be really careful about going outside for bathroom breaks and such.
“I picked up another gun, so I’ll leave the shotgun with you. I trust you remember how to use it.”
Kat nodded. “When will you be back?”
“When it’s done. Hopefully soon…and Kat…if you hear shooting, but I don’t come back…wait at least twenty-four hours before coming out.”
“Don’t say that!”
“I’m just saying,” Terry said. “Just in case. He should be long gone by then if it goes wrong. Okay?”
Kat nodded, fighting tears and hugged her brother.
“It’s going to be okay,” Terry said. “And don’t freak out, but I’m going to leave the map here with you.” Just in case. “Jonathan—help your mom with things here, okay?”
“I will,” Jonathan said.
“I’m counting on you, buddy.” Terry tried to smile and took one last look at the people in the van. Three of the most important people in world—and Diane. Jonathan did his best to be brave, Tabitha was openly scared and clutching her teddy bear. Kat was fighting tears, and Diane was crying, not for Terry, but for Alisia. “I’ll be back, you guys, and Diane…I’ll bring Alisia back.”
Terry turned away, slid the van door open, and slid it closed again without another look-back. One hot tear escaped each eye, and he walked.
He looked for the perfect place to hide, where he could see, but not be seen. A little ways off the road maybe, but not too far. His rifle had open sights, no scope.
Terry stopped several hundred feet short of the storage container. He didn’t wish to see his dead friends again, and he didn’t want to risk bumping into Rick accidentally. He was counting heavily on the element of surprise. Without it, he was likely a dead man.
Terry selected his foxhole, a black Yukon with broken glass, stopped on the curve of the highway. It offered good visibility and reasonable protection from being spotted himself. He climbed into the back seat, and he waited.
Hours passed, and the sun began going down. Terry sat shivering and tried to think warm thoughts. The beach. Him and Alisia on the beach…. That’ll be the day, he thought.
It started to rain, and then to hail, and then it stopped again. Another hour passed and still, no sign of them. Had they already passed? Snuck by him somehow? What if they took an off road route? Impossible, he decided. Maybe not impossible, but highly unlikely and he waited some more.
He felt himself drift into pre-sleep and shook awake. He slapped himself, once and then twice. It had been way too many hours without sleep’s restoration.
He drifted off again and startled awake once more. This time, he bit his lip—hard. A little blood and fresh pain to keep him awake. He had to piss but refrained. Holding it might be enough to keep him awake awhile longer.

Another thirty minutes passed. Terry decided he couldn’t hold it any longer. He would get out, empty his bladder and rub some snow on his face. He would’ve preferred coffee to keep him awake.
He leaned for the door when something caught his eye. Was that movement or am I delirious? He froze and watched the road ahead. It was movement all right. Two bodies, heading his way. Terry cocked the rifle, chambering a round and prayed a little prayer. Steady hands and a true shot. Amen.
Terry waited for them to close the gap, his every nerve screamed to pull the trigger. Rick and Alisia advanced, Alisia in front, effectively shielding Rick. Coward, Terry thought, but smart. It was too dark to see their faces, to be certain it was them, but who else could it be? Terry was certain enough that he would take the shot right now if he thought he could make it. Patience, he told himself. Patience.
Five agonizing minutes later, the time came. Terry steadied his breathing and lined up his shot. He aimed for Rick’s heart. The shot would come from forty feet out and pass by Alisia within eighteen inches. He wished the distance were shorter, the room for error greater. He squeezed the trigger.
Silence shattered by the crack of a gunshot, Rick was spun around by the impact, and he fell to the ground. Alisia screamed, and she ran, then ducked behind a dead car.
“Alisia!” Terry cried, fumbling to open the door. He shouldered his rifle and ran to her. “Alisia, it’s me!” Terry yelled again, feet churning in snow.
“Terry?”
“Yeah, it’s me!” Terry was only twenty feet away now, his only focus on Alisia.
He never saw Rick claw his way to kneeling behind a forever stalled Toyota.
“Terry, look out!” Alisia cried, but it was too late. Rick’s thunder rang and entered Terry’s left shoulder. His bladder released, and he fell to the snowy ground.
Alisia ran to him, “Terry!”
“Alisia, no!” he wheezed. Terry could just make out Rick’s pained smile in the darkness. He raised his rifle against a growing storm surge of pain, and fired from the hip, lying on his back. Alisia ducked and covered. Terry passed out.

Terry woke up to shattering pain and bitter cold. “What happened? Where’s Rick.” He tried to sit up, but the pain in his shoulder immediately arrested him.
“Easy,” Alisia said, binding his wound. “It’s over. You did it.” She smiled.
“Rick?”
Alisia motioned behind her. “He’s back there. Dead.” She smiled again, then frowned, feeling a little guilty for her joy over a man's death.
“Thank God,” Terry said. “I’m so cold. And my shoulder…is it…okay?”
“It’s going to be. We need to get you up and moving. My medkit’s back at camp and you’ve still got a bullet floating around in there.”
Terry struggled to gain his feet despite Alisia’s help. “How long was I out?”
“Just a few minutes,” Alisia said. “I was so worried about you.”
“I was worried about me.” Terry chuckled then winced.
“Rick shot you, and you went down…. I swear—my heart stopped.”
“It’s sweet of you to worry about me,” Terry said. “I shocked out before I knew if I hit him or not.”
“Oh, you hit him all right.” Right in the face, as a matter of fact. That gory image would be with Alisia for a long, long time she was afraid. Though he deserved it, there was just something very unsettling about watching a man’s brains exit his head. “Is everyone else okay? My mom?”
“Everyone is fine,” Terry said. “I think we’re all going to be fine, now. Hell, I might even score some points with your mom now. Bringing you back, and all.… And I might get a little sympathy…for this,” nudging his chin towards his shoulder.
“You’re my hero, Terry Burrows,” Alisia said, and she snuggled in a little closer against his good arm.
Terry stopped and pulled her in, her green eyes glimmered in the moonlight, and he kissed her. “I’m never letting you out of my sight again. I mean…if that’s all right with you.”
“That sounds perfect.” She got up to her tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “C’mon, Romeo. Let’s go.”
They walked arm in arm, back to the others and Terry’s imaginings of a future with Alisia were almost stronger than the pain in his shoulder.
It was an hour later when they got back to the van. It was quiet. Dark. Invisible. “Right there, in that van,” Terry said. “We’re back!” Terry called. “Hey, guys!”
Nothing, no reaction.
Terry knocked at the glass. “You guys?” He saw Jonathan’s head poke out of the sleeping bag, and relief flooded him.
Alisia threw the door open, and Diane nearly shrieked with delight. “You’re okay!”
“I’m fine, Mom. Thanks to Terry.”
“Thank you so much, Terry,” Diane said, gushing.
“You are very welcome. Hey, why didn’t you guys respond when I yelled? You scared the hell outta me.”
“We were keeping a low profile,” Kat said. “Remember? Your arm—are you okay?”
“I will be. I’ve got the best medical care in all of the world, right here.”

“I need water, towels, and the peroxide,” Alisia said. Kat would be her triage nurse. She lit the candles for extra light and warmth. Though the toll was heavy, it was nice to feel they were no longer being hunted. That they could light a candle at night and not have to fear it would attract bullets.
Kat couldn’t believe she’d ever been attracted to Rick. Her picker was obviously very broken, and she swore off men as she prepped the operating room in the back of the van. She realized swearing off men just got very easy. For all she knew, the last of them, other than her brother, were all dead. She chuckled, but it was a worrisome sound.
Alisia ran her forceps through the candle’s flame, sterilizing them and clicked on her headlamp. “Okay, I think we’re ready. You want to come and sit down for me, Terry?”
“I’m not sure,” Terry said, climbing into the van. “I have a feeling this will be unpleasant.”
“Your intuition is correct,” Alisia said.
Kat washed the wound with water and peroxide. Terry gritted his teeth.
“I hope you still like me after this,” Alisia said. “This is going to be awful, but I need you to hold very still.”
Terry nodded his head and forced a weak smile.
“You might want to bite down on this,” Alisia said, placing a folded washcloth between his teeth. Jonathan watched with dinner plate eyes. Terry clamped down on the washcloth and gave a small nod.
Alisia fished in his shoulder with the forceps.
“Oh, fuck!” Terry said, grinding his teeth.
“I know, I know,” Alisia said. “I need you to hold very still.”
Kat winced for her brother, but after a couple of minutes, it was out. Kat irrigated his arm, and Alisia bandaged him up.
“You’re a trooper,” Alisia said as she placed a peck on his forehead, glistening with sweat.
“Thanks.”
“Take these,” Alisia said, handing him two pills and a bottle of water. “We don’t want that getting infected. Now—you rest. We’ve got a long walk tomorrow.”
Terry nodded, swallowing the antibiotics with a gulp of water. His arm sang and kept him awake for awhile, drifting in and out of delirium, but eventually he did sleep, Alisia beside him.

The smell of coffee brewing woke him.
“Hey, sleeping beauty,” Kat said.
“Good morning,” Terry said, squinting against the sun’s rays. “How long has everyone been up?”
“About an hour. Coffee?”
“Yes, please.” The sun shining through the windows almost made the van a comfortable temperature.
Alisia handed him an antibiotic and his water bottle. “How’d you sleep?”
“Pretty well, I guess. Didn’t notice everyone getting up. You?”
“Not bad. You think you’re ready to travel?” Alisia asked. Kat handed him a steaming cup.
“Oh, yeah. I’m ready,” Terry said.
Everyone was packed and ready to go. Terry felt like a lump, sitting there drinking coffee and eating a granola bar, but Alisia insisted he sit and drink his coffee.
“Alisia, thank you. For everything,” Terry said. “For saving my life last night.”
“Are you kidding?” Alisia said. “Thank you. Besides, you’re the one that saved me.”
“Well, then…I guess we’re even,” Terry said, smiling. He tipped his coffee up and burned his tongue. “Let’s go find that cabin.”

They walked through the day and into the night, nearly twenty miles. It was cold, but it was dry. Everyone, Diane included, was too happy to complain. The kids ate the rest of the saltwater taffy and fruit snacks. Terry wondered if they’d ever taste them again. His shoulder hurt, but he honestly didn’t care. This too shall pass.
Duncan’s map was good, and they made it to the cabin a few hours after sunset. Outside, the woodshed was fully stocked, maybe seven cords. Plenty to get through this winter, Terry thought. Beside the woodshed was a toolshed, still well stocked with primitive tools—no one had been here. Crosscut saws, a scythe, axes and splitting mauls, hand drills, and handsaws. There was more, too, plenty more. Some of it, he didn’t recognize.
Inside, was kindling, already split beside the wood stove, newspaper and quarter logs. Alisia made the fire and lit the oil lanterns, casting a warm, homey glow. “You did it, Terry.”
“You are an amazing woman,” Terry said, sitting in a rocking chair, tingling with admiration. Alisia smiled back and winked.
Kat sat on the couch with an arm around each child, smiling. Jonathan stuck his finger in a gaped mouth, mock-gagging. Tabitha fought sleep. Diane looked at Alisia and then back to Terry. She smiled.
Terry realized then that the end of the world might not be so bad after all. He closed his eyes and silently offered up a simple prayer of gratitude.
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