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SURVIVE AND ESCAPE
Book One in the Blue Lives Apocalypse Series
 



Dedication
To the brave men and women in blue—who proudly serve our communities.
And to my family, for their never-ending love and support.
 



Chapter One
A wide beam of golden sunlight streamed through the tent screen, warming Jane Archer’s tanned face. She shifted in the sleeping bag, taking in the deep aromatic smell of Sam’s camp coffee. Stretching lazily in her sleeping bag, Jane called out to Sam.
“Do you have any fresh-baked scones to go with that burnt coffee?”
“I’m afraid the menu is limited to stale muesli and reconstituted powdered milk,” said Sam.
“Ugh,” she groaned, and then shrugged on her trail-weary khaki shorts and equally grimy T-shirt.
“Hey, I heard that. A little love for the chef would be appreciated.”
Coming up behind Sam, Jane wrapped her long toned arms around his neck and nibbled on his ear.
“A little love is all you’re looking for?” she whispered in a low sensuous voice.
“Just a little, but I’ll take all you’re giving.” He pulled her onto his lap and nuzzled her closer.
“I can’t believe this is our last morning out here. Back to reality.”
“Me either. I thought after two weeks I would be more than ready for a hot shower and real food.”
Waving a hand in front of her face, Jane said, “A shower sounds pretty good right now. I don’t think the freshwater rinses we’ve been doing have really done the trick for either of us. Although I have loved skinny-dipping in the mountain streams.”
“Me too,” he said with a devious smirk. “No rush to get out of here. We’re roughly ten miles from the trailhead and our car. We can take our time hiking out. It’ll only take half the day to get to the car, plus an hour or so to drive home.”
“Sounds like a plan. How do you think Lea has fared?” said Jane before gingerly sipping her coffee without a grimace.
“Lea is a tough kid. People change. She can change back into her pre-Tank self,” said Sam.
“I hope so. Eight weeks in rehab did her wonders. I just hope we can keep Tank away long enough to give her recovery the time needed to take root.”
“With any luck one of your colleagues in the PD will have arrested Mr. Travis for drug trafficking, human trafficking, assault, rape or any number of other felonies I’m sure he’s guilty of.”
The thought of Tank’s previous and potential rap sheet left her feeling pessimistic—and a little queasy.
“Tank has a way of just narrowly escaping our grasp at every turn—but no one can remain lucky forever. We’ll catch him involved in something that will stick. Hopefully, Lea will be far away from him when that happens.”
“Lea is twenty-four, with the whole world in front of her—and she has amazing parents, if I might say so,” said Sam, producing a wide smile.
She nodded hopefully. “I know you’re right. I just can’t wait to see her.”
“Well, let’s break camp and start the long hike out of here.”
“Sounds good.”
As Jane crawled into the tent, she felt Sam’s hands on her backside while he moved into the tent with her. With a mischievous glance at Sam, Jane decided their departure could wait a little while longer.
 



Chapter Two
The towering pines stood silent over them, watching as Jane and Sam weaved their way back through the forest to the trailhead and eventually the park entrance. The chattering of birds and insects echoed off the forest walls like voices of a choir in a great cathedral.
Hiking out of the mountains was both a joyous and sad occasion for Jane. Their two-week backcountry trip ended with the usual melancholy that vacation endings always brought. Despite the sadness, the trip’s end was also tinged with a degree of triumph. Sam and Jane had more or less passed an important, self-administered test. They’d meticulously planned for the trip, with the intention of thoroughly assessing how they might fare in a real-life emergency situation requiring them to bug out of their neighborhood on foot.
All of the gear and supplies assembled for the two-week backcountry hike had been carefully vetted to sustain them, without resupply, for the duration of the trip. It was a daunting proposition, but when the time came to head out, they couldn’t get into the mountains fast enough.
Now that it was over, Jane didn’t want to leave. She’d come to enjoy the solitude and relaxation of the mountain trails. She dreaded reconnecting with a world where her cellphone never stopped chirping. Of course, they didn’t have a choice. Life in the “real” world waited eagerly for their return. Jobs. A house. Lea. All of it required their attention sooner than later.
Sam stopped suddenly on the trail, glancing around the forest with a puzzled look.
“What’s up?” she said, turning to face him.
“Do you notice anything?”
“What am I noticing?”
“The sounds? There are no sounds other than birds. I would have thought we would start hearing some noise from civilization,” he said.
She listened, noticing nothing beyond the same wonderful forest sounds she’d soon miss. “I guess you’re right. It’s super quiet out here. Maybe we’re further out than you originally thought? Or the trees are muffling other sounds?”
“No, we should be hearing the airport at the very least.”
Up ahead of them on the trail, a man walked slowly in their direction. From what they could tell, he didn’t carry a backpack or any kind of hiking rig.
“We can’t be that far out. This guy just walked into the forest without any supplies,” she said.
“He doesn’t look right. Something is off by the way he’s walking.”
“Let’s give him a wide berth.”
She shifted her weight, aiming the side of her slim body toward the oncoming potential threat. They moved slowly off the trail as the man limped toward them. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, wearing nothing but a pair of ripped and soiled suit pants and a grimy undershirt. Blood trickled down one of his bare feet from a leg wound hidden by his pants.
Not sensing an immediate threat, Jane addressed him out of habit. “Are you okay? Do you need assistance?”
The man stood silent for a second before vacantly looking up at Jane, as though just hearing a distant sound.
“They’re all gone. All gone, and I couldn’t do anything for them,” he said, a wild look taking over his face.
Jane knew the look of a person on the edge of sanity. She had seen it many times before, responding to calls over a twenty-two-year career as a local police officer. She knew something had happened to this man, and he either needed help or to be arrested—most likely both. She reached toward the man’s arm.
“Why don’t you come with us? We can bring you out of the forest and—”
“Don’t touch me!” screeched the man, reeling from her touch.
“Sorry, I just wanted to—” she started.
Without warning, he pulled a bent, bloodstained kitchen knife from behind his back and lunged halfheartedly at Jane. Light and quick on her feet, she easily deflected the man’s attempt to attack her, sidestepping out of his way. The man let out an animalistic growl and swung the knife in a wide arc before running off the trail into the woods.
Jane started to chase him, but Sam grabbed her arm.
“Not this time! We need to get back home. We’ll give the ranger at the station a heads-up.”
“It doesn’t feel right to leave him out here. He could attack another hiker or die of hypothermia.”
“He’ll be fine. The rangers can sort this out,” he said. “Plus, we haven’t seen anyone in days.”
“Okay. Let’s speed up. The sooner the rangers get after him, the better.”
Back on the trail, they picked up the pace toward the parking lot. Jane frequently glanced over her shoulder as they walked, half expecting to find the distraught man following them, but she never caught a glimpse of him again. As they moved further away from the location of the brief encounter, she relaxed, though she couldn’t totally shake the feeling that the man’s bizarre appearance in the woods signified a bigger problem.
 



Chapter Three
Sam walked several paces behind Jane, trying his best to keep up. She was moving at double her normal speed, no doubt fueled by their recent run-in on the trail. He began to wonder how long he could keep up the pace. The last time he’d moved this fast for a sustained period was when he was in the field with the Marines, during his time as a Fleet Marine Force corpsman.
“Do you think we can stop to catch our breath? We’ve been moving at your Bataan Death March pace for more than an hour,” he said, struggling to get the words out.
“Sure, I could use a short break.”
Sam caught up, putting his hands on his knees and breathing deeply.
“You need to join me a few times a week at the gym for spinning class.”
“I’m not riding a stationary bike,” he said, still panting.
“Just saying,” she added, hands on her hips, scanning the forest around them.
He took a long sip of water from his CamelBak, savoring the pristine taste of filtered mountain-stream water. He wasn’t sure how they could go back to drinking the chemically sanitized, chlorine-tinged stuff that poured out of the tap at home. When he’d finally caught his breath, he stood upright, taking in the forest. Something was off.
“We should be close enough for the road traffic to be within earshot. Airport, too.”
“I know. It is odd, but there has been no shortage of people passing us,” she said.
“Yes. But not the usual assortment of people one might expect in the mountains.”
Resting on a rock, Sam glanced down the trail in the direction of their car, wondering what else the day would bring. He couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that something was amiss. Not wanting to alarm Jane, he chose to keep this feeling to himself for now. Jane drank from her CamelBak, catching her breath in between gulps, but he knew her well enough to know she also felt something was off. After twenty-five years of marriage, he considered himself an expert at reading her signals.
“You about ready?” she said.
“Yep, just polishing off the last granola bar.”
“I can’t even tell you how much I’m looking forward to eating real food.”
Sam dusted off his shorts and heaved the burdensome backpack onto his weary shoulders. The weight of his pack seemed to grow the closer they got to the car.
“This looks like a normal bunch,” said Jane, nodding toward the trail ahead of them.
A family of four walked in their direction. The parents both carried excessively large packs. The twin children carried packs, which were smaller, but still seemed large for their tiny frames. The mother’s head snapped in their direction at the sound of a twig breaking under Jane’s foot. The couple seized their children and quickly escorted them off the trail into the dense woods away from Sam and Jane. The family stopped next to a thick tree trunk and huddled together silently, the father standing protectively in front of them. The look on his face told Jane and Sam everything they needed to know. The family was not on vacation.
“Let’s pick up the pace,” said Jane.
“Good idea.”
A little further along the trail, the centuries-old towering trees parted, giving them a view of the parking lot. Cars sat scattered throughout the lot, like large tombstones in an old cemetery. A veil of violence hung over the parking lot, in quiet contrast to the serene surroundings.
“Holy crap,” said Sam.
“What the hell?” muttered his wife.
All of the cars in the lot were damaged to some degree. Almost all of the side windows were shattered, the cars’ gutted bowels exposed to the elements.
“This is not the work of bears or teenagers,” said Jane.
“That’s an understatement. No wonder everyone looked pretty freaked out as they passed us. Must have been some sort of massive gang activity or something,” said Sam.
“I’m leaning toward the or something category,” she said. “Our car should be on the south side. I think I see it.”
Carefully moving through the devastated lot, Jane and Sam made their way to their car. Sam’s Camry had suffered the same fate as the other vehicles. The windshield was smashed, and its side windows were gone, leaving glass beads strewn across the front seats. The trunk had been wrenched open with a crude tool, leaving it open and awkwardly bent.
“Wait a minute. This happened a while ago. Look at the seats. They’re covered in wet, decomposed leaves,” said Jane.
“Yeah, who knows how long the car has been sitting like this. From the looks of it, I wouldn’t be surprised if the vandals were here just after we left, two weeks ago.”
Looking at the crushed hood, Jane said, “Do you think it still works?”
“Only one way to find out.” Sam dropped his pack to retrieve his car keys.
Carefully opening the door, Sam brushed the glass shards into the driver’s foot well. Sam had a sinking feeling that the car wasn’t going to start. The key clanged into the key slot with the usual metal-on-metal ting. When he turned the key—nothing. The engine neither groaned nor rumbled to life. It sat completely still, blending seamlessly into the natural environment.
“Do you think the battery is dead?”
“Not sure. It’s odd that there was absolutely no sound at all when I turned the key. If the battery was dead, we would have heard the ticking of the relays. But we heard absolutely nothing. I’ll pop the hood and see what I can do,” said Sam.
Jane dumped her backpack on the ground. “Okay, while you do that, I think I’ll have a look around at the other vehicles to try to piece together what happened.”
“Sounds good, just stay within earshot.”
“Will do.”
Sam knew he could fix almost anything. His fellow Marines had dubbed him “MacGyver,” a name he openly encouraged. Sam had every tool available for purchase or trade, and a number of custom tools he created by welding various parts together. He loved tinkering in his basement workshop, and over the years people had come to rely on Sam for the odd custom pieces he hand fabricated to solve their mechanical problems.
Opening the hood and peering into the car’s guts, he wasn’t sure he could make a rapid diagnosis. The engine looked completely untouched. Checking connections, wiring and hoses, he could see no obvious reason for the mechanical failure, leaving him with nothing to fix. Unless he could pinpoint the problem and repair it with the limited tools in his pack, they’d have to walk home. Judging from the parking lot mess, he somehow doubted twenty-four-hour AAA roadside assistance was currently available.
 



Chapter Four
Jane walked slowly through the parking lot, watching for movement between the cars ahead of her. A dozen or so vehicles of various makes and models sat useless in the gravel field, which was bordered by dense forest. Someone clearly liked breaking glass. Random tires had been slashed and most of the trunks were pried open by the same crude hand that had visited their car. Jane had seen enough gang violence and teenage shenanigans to know that either group could have been involved in this crime scene. However, what she saw next unsettled her to the core.
A pickup truck sat still, with its hood open. Nothing seemed amiss in the engine compartment other than the thin layer of leaves and sticks that had accumulated. She moved closer to take a look inside the truck, finding the key pushed snugly into the ignition.
“You find anything?” asked Sam while walking up to her.
“Yes and no. All the cars are damaged. Obviously. But look at this.” Jane pointed to the open hood of the pickup truck. “There’s a good coating of leaves and sticks, like the hood has been open for a while—and the owner just left the keys in the ignition. Why would anyone do that?”
“The only reason I would leave my keys in the ignition is if it didn’t matter.” Sam glanced at the vehicle. “If my car had just become a two-ton paperweight, and I knew it.”
“Exactly.” Jane gazed across the parking lot of disabled cars. “Geez, what happened here?”
“I’m not sure. Walking over to you, I noticed that most of the gas tanks are open. I think someone siphoned out the gas.”
“Crap. This is more than some kids messing around drunk on a weekend. We need to get out of here, fast. Do you think you can fix the car?” she asked.
“I’m not sure what’s wrong with it. The whole system seems to have died. I brought some very basic tools. I thought that if I could isolate the problem, then I could scavenge parts from the other vehicles to fix ours, “ he suggested.
“You don’t sound optimistic?”
“I inspected a few of the cars and trucks on the way to meet you. The engines looked fine, but none of them had power.”
“How do you know?”
“I tested them by hitting the hazard lights. The ones I tested failed to blink. This isn’t to say that all of the cars are disabled.”
“I’m calling for a tow truck. I have to let Lea know we’ll be delayed,” she said.
“I’m not sure we’ll get a cell signal out here.”
“Sure we will. I called Lea one last time from here before we hiked out.”
“That’s right. Give it a try. While we’re waiting for the tow truck, we can go to the ranger station and report what we saw on the trail.”
Rummaging around her backpack, Jane finally got her hands on her cell phone. Her anxiety level eased when the phone powered up. The relief was short lived.
“Darn it. No signal. I called Lea from this exact spot before we took off on the trail. The signal was fine then. In fact, I recall looking at the bars and being amused that we were getting a signal in such a remote area,” she said.
“I know this might sound survivalist paranoid, but I have a bad feeling that it’s not just the cars or phone that don’t work.”
“Me too. Everything feels off.” Jane rifled through her pack.
“What are you looking for?”
Jane’s hands moved quickly and deliberately through her belongings. She pulled out two concealed-carry holsters, handing the black leather holster to Sam and keeping the deep brown rig for herself.
“Do you really think we need these?” said Sam, taking his holster reluctantly.
“Better safe than sorry.” Jane removed the Glock 19 from her holster and chambered a round from the already seated magazine. “I suggest you do the same.”
She replaced her pistol and lifted the right side of her shirt to slip the holster inside her pants and attach it to the belt holding up her shorts.
“Whatever happened here is old news. Possibly a warm-up for what we may now be facing out there. We need to move fast and be ready to fight our way back to Lea, no matter what it takes,” said Jane.
“I’m with you,” said Sam, strapping an identical pistol in place on his right hip. “We’ll get back to her—one way or another.”
 



Chapter Five
The ranger station sat two and a half miles from the isolated parking lot. Walking briskly down the tree-sheltered road leading to the station, Jane processed everything she’d seen, drawing some initial conclusions. A street gang was not responsible for the vandalism to the cars in the lot. Not this far into the forest. The assortment of people they’d seen walking through the park on their short hike out had the same general appearance—shaggy, scared and desperately seeking isolation. What had motivated them to seek refuge in the park? What exactly would they find in the world they’d left behind two weeks ago? She didn’t look forward to discovering the answers.
“I know what you’re thinking,” Sam said.
“You do?”
“Yeah, you’re wondering why I didn’t listen to you and upgrade to the never fail, works when you really need it teleporter package on the Camry. It would have saved us a lot of heartache right about now.”
Despite the situation, Jane laughed at his silly attempt at humor. Sam had a way of knowing how to defuse her anxiety with just the right mix of concern and levity. “Actually, I am starting to wonder why we’re walking over two miles to the ranger station. This will put two more miles between us and Lea.”
“I was thinking the same thing. But my concern is that we don’t know what’s happening out there. The park is insulated from the outside. Once we get out of here, who knows what we’ll find. The ranger should be able to provide some answers.” Sam walked next to her, holding her hand.
“If the station is still active. This is either localized to the park and immediate area, or it’s widespread. We really won’t know until I can make a call to the police station, or we manage to get out of the park,” she said.
“That’s my concern, too. If we just start walking home without any situational awareness, we could be making a huge mistake. There could be riots, looting…hopefully nothing. I’d prefer to talk to the ranger first. Get some information. He should know what happened and how widespread it is.”
“I’m just very concerned about Lea. Maybe the ranger will have a landline I could use to call the station. I could ask one of the guys to go to our house and check on her. I might even be able to arrange for someone to pick us up.” Jane compulsively adjusted the straps on her pack.
“I’m frustrated too. If this is some sort of disaster, it would have been nice if it had waited until we were home. Being caught in the woods like this is really inconvenient,” said Sam, smiling slyly.
Forcing a grin, Jane stopped and turned toward him.
“Thank you.” Jane hugged him warmly.
“For what? Stupid jokes, great sex or carrying the heavy gear for the past two weeks?”
“All of it, and knowing when to distract me. We both know that if you weren’t here, I would’ve dropped this pack and started running the twenty miles home to find Lea.”
“True. And heaven help anyone in your path,” Sam said, caressing her cheek with his strong hand.
Continuing along the path, their moment of levity evaporated when the ranger’s station came into view. The door swung lifelessly in the wind. Most of the windows were shattered.
“Not good,” she said.
“Looks like the place has been trashed. Abandoned, too. Let’s have a look anyway. Maybe something in there will help us piece things together.” Sam disappeared into the building.
Jane stood on the threshold of the ranger’s cabin, watching him pick through the wreckage inside.
“They dismantled everything. Even the wires to the radios are gone,” said Sam.
The shock of their situation and the ramifications for Lea started to settle in on her.
“Lookey, lookey, what we have here. Nice piece of mountain ass,” announced a deep male voice, followed immediately by the sound of guys laughing.
Jane spun to face the owner of the voice, catching her pack on the side of the door. She teetered on the granite steps for a brief moment, quickly regaining her balance. When she squared her stance in the doorway, she found herself facing three men in their mid to late twenties—all filthy and covered from top to bottom in scratches and cuts, big and small. They looked ragged, like they had been on the run and exposed to the elements for a long time. They reminded Jane of the escaped prisoners her department had found in town after several days of living in dumpsters, eating trash and drinking from puddles. Except these guys looked worse.
“You get lost from your nice little suburb, lady?” said another one of the men.
“What’s in that sweet backpack of yours, baby? I could use a few things,” said the first man.
“Looks like you could use some protecting out here. I’ll take real good care of you,” said the first man, taking a step toward Jane, with a hand on his crotch.
Jane pulled her shirt up and reached for the gun tucked snugly in its holster against her right hip.
“She has a husband who will blow your heads off if you take another step forward,” said Sam, suddenly appearing next to her, his pistol aimed straight into the group.
“Damn, look what we have here. It’s Hawaii Five-0,” said one of the men, eliciting a round of laughter from his friends.
“You ain’t got the balls to cap us, hoss. I can tell. Shit, you can’t even hold your gun steady,” said another man, a bold look on his grimy face.
In her peripheral vision, she could tell her husband’s grip was shaky, which these punks mistakenly interpreted as weakness. Adrenaline, maybe, but not the kind of fear they assumed. Jane had no doubt her husband could and would drop all of them if necessary. She needed to defuse this situation before it reached that boiling point.
“If he doesn’t, then I sure as hell do,” said Jane, drawing her pistol and aiming it at the leader’s head. “Evansville PD. Stop where you are and put your hands where I can see them.”
“Peeee…Deeee? You a dying breed, police lady,” said one of the men, laughing.
This group was unbelievably brazen, especially with weapons aimed at them. For a moment, she wasn’t sure this would end peacefully.
“Come on, guys, a piece of old ass ain’t worth it,” said the leader. “You better watch your back, bitch. You ain’t got no backup anymore.”
The men nonchalantly walked back to the trail, sneering at them and laughing until they were out of sight.
“Old ass? Really? I should have blasted them for that comment alone,” said Jane as she holstered her Glock.
“Maybe we should keep these out just in case,” said Sam, visibly shaken by the exchange.
“No, my guess is that they’re gone, and they have no intention of following us. Guys like that focus on the low-hanging fruit. They had no weapons and rightfully assessed that they were outgunned in this battle,” said Jane.
“I guess. What do you suppose he meant by the police being a dying breed?”
“I’m not sure, but I didn’t like the sound of it.”
“Neither did I. Maybe we’ll see someone normal on the trail. Someone we can talk to without a confrontation.”
“I don’t know. Given the people we’ve run into thus far, I think we need to get off the trail entirely and avoid everyone unless we can somehow assess they’re not a threat,” she said.
“Good point. Let’s look at the map and think about where to go from here.” Sam pulled a folded map from one of his cargo pockets. “Watch the door for us.”
Sam spread the worn map across the counter in the ranger’s station and started tracing his finger across the trails while Jane positioned herself where she could see both the map and the door.
“We’re here. So…if we take this trail north, we could ditch the trail at this point and cut through the forest to this ridge. We’d be heading in the general direction of Evansville, in a good position to exit the park tomorrow morning,” said Sam.
“Tomorrow morning? You want to stay here tonight? I think we need to keep going. Who knows what’s happening with Lea. I don’t want to waste any more time. She could be in real danger.”
“I know. But at a normal pace, we’re looking at a two-day hike to our house. Minimum. Two long days, taking the quickest route, and we really don’t know if that route will be clear. Besides, it’s almost five. We only have a few more hours of daylight.”
She nodded, muttering a curse under her breath. “All right. Do you remember Charlie from the PD? You met him about a year ago at Sid’s retirement party. He lives in Porter. It’s roughly halfway between here and Evansville, pretty much in our path. I think we should head out before first light tomorrow and get to his house as fast as we can. He lives by himself in a fairly remote location. The guys always rib him about living like a hermit. We can figure out what’s happening and rest there before setting off on the second half of the hike.”
“Sounds like a plan. Let’s get out of here before more hikers pass through. This is probably ground zero for anyone in the area looking for help, and the last place we should be.”
Sam refolded the map with shaky hands, placing it back in his pocket.
Jane gripped his hand. “Hey, it will be okay. We’ll get home.”
“I’m not worried about that. It made me crazy to see those men acting like that toward you. What they wanted to do,” he said.
“All in a day’s work. Those guys were relatively harmless. Just looking to score whatever they could. I could tell they weren’t the hardened types who will kill a person for no reason at all.” She squeezed his hand tighter.
“I know you’re in danger every day, but seeing you in danger up close really rattled me.”
Wrapping her arms around his waist, Jane hugged Sam tightly. “You did great back there. I could barely tell you aren’t a pro.”
He forced a laugh. “Yeah, right. My gun was shaking so badly, I thought I would shoot you in the process of pulling off my knight-in-shining-armor routine.”
Pushing back from Sam, but keeping hold of his hands, Jane smiled. “You have been and will always be my knight in shining armor. But maybe you should leave the gun flashing to me.”
“Deal. You ready to get going?”
“Ready as ever.”
 



Chapter Six
They hiked for almost an hour through the woods, mostly off the trail. For the short time they followed the trail, if they heard someone coming, they quickly sought cover in the trees and scrub until the hikers moved on. Sam now understood why the family they’d seen earlier in the day chose to scurry off the trail and hide from them. The family knew, as they did now, that the biggest threat to their safety came from the other humans. He finally found a tucked-away place to spend the night on the ridge they had identified on the map. The location was deep in the forest, off the beaten path and far from prying eyes. It also gave them a commanding view of the valley below.
“Do you think a fire is a good idea?” asked Jane.
“As much as I would like to say yes, I don’t think it is. Do you?”
“Not really, but I was hoping you would talk me into lighting one. I could go for some hot food.”
“Reconstituted chum isn’t cutting it for you anymore?”
“Frankly, I’d rather go hungry than eat another one of your survival meals. What time do you want to get moving tomorrow?” She opened a zipped bag of granola.
“The sun rises around 6:30 a.m. We should have enough light to make our way up and out around 5:30. If everything goes as planned, we should be at Charlie’s house around dinnertime or at least before it gets too dark again to navigate.”
Jane exhaled while quietly staring at the ground. Sam knew something was wrong. Jane was not a quiet person unless she was either upset or sick.
“How are you doing?”
“Worried. What do you think is happening with Lea? It’s beyond frustrating to be this far away, unable to check in with her.”
“I know. We’ll see her soon enough. At the very least, we’ll get a handle on what’s happening from Charlie. That will help us a lot. My guess, given the condition of the cars in the lot, is that an EMP caused the damage.”
“I was hoping you wouldn’t say that. I wonder what caused it and how far the damage spreads?”
“If it is an EMP, the area affected could be widespread, as in half of the country. The cause? We may never know. And it probably doesn’t matter. All we can do is focus on keeping ourselves safe until things get back to normal,” he said, adding, “If they ever get back to what passed as normal.”
“I have a really bad feeling we may never see normal again,” she said before yawning deeply.
“Come on, we should get some sleep, or at least try to. We have two long days ahead of us.” He took her hand and helped her up.
Inside their two-person tent, Sam and Jane lay entwined in each other’s arms. Sam never tired of the moments he spent holding her. In her arms he felt both invincible and helpless. He loved her with the same intensity now as ever. Breathing in the sweet smell of her hair, he lightly kissed her head before drifting off.
~ ~ ~
Jane lay there, recently woken from a light sleep. Darn it. I have to pee. She hated the complications of going to the bathroom in the woods, especially in the middle of the night. Prior to retiring for the evening, Jane always made a mental map of the site and a plan for later, when she would inevitably have to get up to relieve herself. Tonight was no different. She knew she needed to circle behind the tent in order to stay clear of the ridgeline and its obvious dangers. Trying not to wake Sam, Jane slowly and carefully unzipped the tent and made her way into the steamy night air.
Standing up straight, she stretched her back and yawned. As she pivoted to head behind the tent, she froze. Shaking the sleepy haze, she stared over the ridge into the valley. That can’t be right.
“Sam, Sam, wake up. You have to see this,” she hissed. She stuck her foot into the tent and nudged Sam’s leg. “Come on, wake up.”
“What is it? Are you hurt?” said Sam, rustling to get out of his sleeping bag.
“No, just get up. I need to show you something.”
Sam slowly got up and joined her near the ridgeline. Standing side by side, holding hands, Sam and Jane looked in the direction of the valley—seeing a vast darkness. The sounds of the forest intensified, enveloping them in fear. The sheer expanse of the blackness was unlike anything either of them had ever seen. No lights twinkled in the distance. Not a single illuminated road snaked through the landscape. A changed world lay before them, requiring nothing short of raw survival.
 



Chapter Seven
The hike out of the park was mercifully uneventful. They managed to avoid most people on the trail by either sneaking off into a concealed location as other hikers walked past, or staying off the trail entirely. The few people they did encounter seemed to be harmless, lost souls, looking for refuge in the park. Despite their string of good fortune avoiding a confrontation throughout the day, Sam worried that their luck would run out. He knew the contents of their packs were worth more than gold in this changed world. The supplies they carried on their backs allowed them to survive without support for at least a few more days, depending on how much they ate. Such an open display of resources made them targets for those less fortunate.
“Do you recall exactly where Charlie’s house is?” asked Sam, his voice weary.
“Not really. I know it’s just past Porter, going toward Evansville. I think once we get into town, I should be able to recognize the street.”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to walk through town.” Sam shifted the weight of his pack.
“I’ve been thinking the same thing, but going through Porter will allow us to get a handle on the situation. We don’t even know when all of this started, whatever all of this is.”
“Okay. Porter is a small town. We stay off Main Street and we should be fine. Let’s look at the map for a minute to figure out the best way in.” Sam produced a new map from one of his cargo pockets.
“I didn’t know you brought a state map? I figured we would be moving with just a compass after leaving the park.”
“Really? What kind of survivalist would I be if I didn’t carry an area map?” said Sam before winking.
Spreading the map on the ground, Jane easily pointed out the location of Charlie’s road. Sam knew she could do it with a map in front of her. He was relieved that he’d decided to include the state map—a last minute addition he’d almost left at home.
“If we take Liberty most of the way, we should be able to leapfrog behind buildings, mostly keeping off the main roads. Then we can cut across this farm and approach Charlie’s from the west,” she said, tracing the map with a stick.
“Based on the pace we maintained, we might not get to Charlie’s house before seven tonight.”
“Probably not. Why do you look so worried?”
“Well, if we get delayed in any way, we might end up at his house after dark. We have no way to let him know we’re coming, and I would prefer not to get shot.”
“Good point. The only way to guarantee a daylight arrival is to pick up the pace. What do you think about ditching some of our stuff to lighten the load? Maybe if we can move faster, we’ll avoid trouble on the road. Moving faster and avoiding trouble might be more useful than some of the things in our packs. Besides, we have everything we need at home to survive for a long time.”
“I would love a break from this pack, and being more nimble, especially in a populated area, isn’t a bad idea. But we have no idea what we’re facing or how long we might be on our own. This is especially true if an EMP caused the electrical outage. We also don’t know what we’ll find at home. Our supplies might not be there when we get back. I think we both know that,” said Sam, in a kind voice.
“I know. It has been easier for me to visualize Lea waiting for us in a house stocked to the gills than face any other scenario.”
“Let’s try to pick up the pace as much as possible. We have to deal with one thing at a time right now.”
They walked hand in hand toward the town of Porter.
 



Chapter Eight
Porter stood quietly in front of them, beckoning Jane and Sam to step out of the forest. Maybe a little too quiet. Following the plan, Sam and Jane moved quickly along Liberty Road, catching glimpses of Main Street as they made their way through the outer edge of town. Porter’s once lively and quaint downtown area had been ransacked. Most of Main Street’s ground-floor windows had been broken; the doors were either ripped off the hinges or sitting wide open with no sign of resistance. The sheer desolation rattled Jane.
“Where is everyone?” asked Jane.
“That’s the big question. You’d think we’d see or hear some kind of activity. Unless—”
“I know what you were going to say,” she said. “Hold on. I want to check something out. Wait here.”
“What? What do you mean wait here? Where are you going?” He leaned up against the remains of a smashed car.
“I just want to get a clearer view up Main Street. I keep having this unshakable feeling that we’re being watched. I’ll be right over there—no big deal. I’ll stay concealed.”
Jane dropped her pack next to Sam and quickly jogged between the buildings to the corner. She slowly peered around the side of the building, scanning Main Street. What she found deeply disturbed her.
Bullet holes riddled the buildings in frantic crisscross patterns. The holes indicated that the shots were fired from both directions, into the buildings and from the buildings themselves. Massive dark stains adorned the sides of the buildings and human remains littered the walkways. Crudely written graffiti covered some of the structures, taking her breath away.
DOWN WITH PIGS—KILL THEM ALL!
Many simply stated NEW ORDER. A few appeared to have been scripted in blood. The darkened substance streamed down from the crude letters in a macabre reminder of just how far things had changed. Jane had no doubt this was a warning to those threatening the “new order.” Either way she knew they needed to get away from here as fast as possible.
Turning to return to Sam, Jane froze in her tracks at the sound of a large engine rumbling down the street. Out in the open, with only the side of the building to shield her, Jane knew she needed to make a quick decision. Run to Sam or find concealment nearby. Sensing she wouldn’t have time to reach Sam, she dove behind a large metal dumpster next to the building, hoping she would not be seen from the street. She glanced at Sam to be sure he heard the vehicle’s approach.
Sam peered at her from around the side of the derelict vehicle, where he had rested during her scouting mission. His face mirrored the sheer panic she felt. Jane knew she could not move to him until the threat passed. She signaled to him to stay put and that something was coming. He nodded and quickly heaved their packs into the back of the car to keep them hidden from view.
A dusty old red pickup truck moved slowly down Main Street, headed in her direction. Jane willed herself to melt into the brick façade of the building she leaned against, certain that the vehicle’s arrival signaled trouble. Her instinct paid off.
Five rough and hardened-looking men, wearing face-shielding bandanas, rode in the back of the pickup truck; the words NEW ORDER were spray-painted in white on the side facing Jane. Each carried a different weapon. A few had pump-action shotguns similar to those fielded by local police departments. The rest carried crude, makeshift weapons like shovels, hammers and pitchforks.
Tied to the rear bumper of the truck, a naked man walked shackled and handcuffed. The man’s face was badly beaten—his eyes swollen shut. He blindly shuffled forward, a garland of golden police shields clinking around his neck. Jane recoiled in horror when she saw the man’s various bruises and the deep angry red lash marks crossing his back.
“Make him run!” yelled one of the men.
The shouts and laughter of the other men rang out in the once peaceful town. The driver sped up, causing the man to pick up his pace to a fast jog.
“Run, pig!” shouted another man.
Eventually the chained man stumbled and fell, his body leaving a bright red streak down the center of the road as it dragged behind the truck. She lost sight of the macabre spectacle as the truck sped away, not daring to move her head to readjust her view. Judging by the squealing of tires as the truck rounded a corner down the street, she couldn’t imagine the man tied to the back had survived.
It took Jane a few minutes to recover from what she’d just witnessed. She looked at Sam and wondered if he’d seen the same thing. Given the look on his face, she assumed he’d witnessed enough. Jane jogged over to Sam as fast as she could.
“Did you see that?” she asked desperately.
“I wish I hadn’t. Can’t un-see something like that. What is going on?”
“I have no idea. He had a string of police shields around his neck. My guess is that he was Porter PD. We need to get off the streets, fast.”
Rifle shots pierced the quiet town, causing them to question where they could find safety in the New Order.
 



Chapter Nine
Rusty Evans sat in her rocking chair, slowly swaying to remembered music playing in her head. The sound of rifle fire touched her ears, but roused no reaction. Gunfire, shouts and the tortured screams of neighbors were the new norm for Porter residents. She did the best she could to stay clear of the shuttered windows, just like her grandson, Johnny, had advised.
“Ain’t nothing good to see, Granny,” was what he’d said before being forced to leave by the men claiming to be the new police.
She hoped Johnny would talk sense into the men. Convince them to stop the horrible things they were doing. Mostly she hoped Johnny would come home in one piece. Things had fallen apart since the lights went out. She had two cans of string beans left in her pantry, and the water had stopped running a few days ago. She’d filled the tub, sinks and all of her pots, pans and glasses with water, like her Johnny had told her—but the supply wouldn’t last forever.
The muted thump of a car door quietly closing drew her attention. Sounds like that got the better of her curiosity. Someone was sneaking around. Maybe her grandson was back. Instead of Johnny, she saw a man and woman hiding behind her neighbor’s smashed car. Although she did not recognize them, she did recognize the look. They were runners. People either trying to get out of town or passing through in a hurry. In either case, things generally did not end well for that sort of folk.
Looking a little further past the couple, Rusty spotted a red streak running down Main Street and turning onto Ash Street. A bloodied body punctuated the end of the grisly line, lying crumpled against a telephone pole beyond the intersection. Looking closely, Rusty was able to identify the body as that of Deputy Robert Seits of the Porter Police Department.
Like the others, he was a nice man who had always done a good job for the people of Porter. She wondered how many police officers were left. Looking at Deputy Seits’s necklace, she knew there could not be many. The first officer killed wore one badge. Each officer after the first added his or her own badge to the necklace.
Going back to her rocking chair, Rusty sat down wearily, knowing she would have to wait a little longer for Johnny to return. If anyone could keep her safe, it was her grandson. He’d survived far longer than most his age.
 



Chapter Ten
Strings of burs from the field they crossed covered Sam’s pants pricking against his exposed hands when they brushed against his legs. Normally, he’d spend the time removing each and every annoying bur, but they were on a tight timeline to reach Charlie’s house before dark. Sam estimated that Charlie’s house sat a quarter mile into the woods beyond the field. Their progress had been slow. Each time a New Order truck with its mean-looking men rumbled past, they were forced to seek a concealed location.
At one point, Sam was sure they had been spotted by one of the men. An extremely tall, lanky New Order guard looked right at Sam before casually turning away. He would have sworn the two of them locked eyes. If Sam had to guess, he would say the man chose to ignore them. He wasn’t about to stake his and Jane’s lives on that guess, but it gave him some hope that the world hadn’t completely gone insane. After the encounter, they moved slowly and carefully, each movement thought out to maximize their stealth.
Several yards beyond the tree line, Sam halted. “Let’s take a break. I need to make a last minute adjustment to our trek.”
“Okay. I have to pee anyway,” replied Jane.
Placing their packs on the ground, Sam and Jane sat facing each other.
“I cannot believe that we saw three New Order trucks and no other vehicles,” said Jane.
“It’s almost like any working vehicle has been commandeered for their use. They look like lunatics.”
“I wonder what else has been commandeered for their use,” she said, a disgusted look on her face. “I’ll be right back. Just a quick trip to the ladies’ room.”
Sam watched Jane walk along the tree line. He knew she needed privacy, but hated having her out of his sight. Considering the circumstances, he wished she would relieve herself a little closer. Instead, to his complete annoyance, she insisted on walking a good distance from him and disappearing into the woods. Women, Sam thought as he gulped warm water from his dirty CamelBak hose.
“Flat on the ground, asshole,” said the deep voice of a hidden man.
A furtive glance over his shoulder revealed a man wearing military-style woodland camouflage. A matching body-armor vest, several bulging magazine pouches, and a suppressed AR-15-style rifle told Sam he was either saved or screwed. The suppressor worried him. This guy could shoot them and nobody would hear it.
“Okay, you got—”
“No talking. Slowly lower yourself to the dirt or I blast a hole through your miserable head,” said the man in a loud whisper.
Sam lay flat on the ground, his nose pressed against the dirt and his sweaty fingers laced behind his head. Thoughts of Jane consumed him. Unsure of her location or if the man acted alone, Sam sought to buy time. He hoped Jane would see the interaction and remain hidden.
“I’m just walking through town. I’m not causing harm to anyone,” said Sam in a loud voice.
He hoped to alert Jane before she returned so that she would remain hidden until he could handle the situation.
“I don’t give a shit where you think you and your friend are going, you’re not going there now. Slide your weapon to me, very slowly and very carefully,” said the man.
“I’m alone. It’s just me,” shouted Sam with a scared lilt.
“You always carry two packs, asshole?” said the man.
Sam knew he had only a moment to change his predicament before the man either blew his head off or Jane walked into an ambush. He desperately sought a solution through the dense mental fog of his fear.
“Stand down, Charlie! It’s Officer Archer, Evansville PD!” yelled Jane.
Oh shit, here she comes. She should have stayed hidden, thought Sam.
“What the hell?” replied the man.
“Charlie, it’s me, Jane Archer. You have my husband on the ground. Please lower your rifle and let him up,” pleaded Jane as she cautiously moved toward Charlie.
Jane moved toward the man, carefully positioning herself between Sam and the shooter. Sam twisted his head to get a better look.
“Jane?” said the man, looking at her with stunned recognition. “Geez. Sorry, man. I thought you were another scumbag with the idea to replenish his supplies from my house.”
“No worries. Just glad you didn’t shoot first and ask questions later,” said Sam, trying to force a smile through the anxiety he still felt.
“I usually do, but I saw two packs. Didn’t want to start shooting until I could see both of you,” said Charlie.
A vehicle engine revved in the distance. Jane and Charlie looked in the direction of the sound.
“Shit. Not them again. Grab your stuff. We have to move fast,” said Charlie, with a quick glance around.
Sam jogged behind Jane and Charlie, unsure where Charlie was headed. By his calculations, they should have been going in the opposite direction Charlie ran. After everything they’d witnessed, Sam did not trust anyone, even Charlie. Sensing danger, Sam halted.
“No. We’re not going any further until you tell us where we’re going,” shouted Sam with a rough hand on Jane’s shoulder, stopping her.
“Sam, what are you doing?” asked Jane.
“He’s taking us in the opposite direction of where you thought we should go. We should be headed in that direction,” said Sam, pointing away from the group.
Glancing at Jane, Charlie said, “Suit yourself. But if they catch you, they’ll kill you on the spot.”
“Okay, guys. Take a deep breath. Sam, could you pull out the map? Perhaps Charlie could show us the location of his house,” suggested Jane.
“We don’t have time for this,” said Charlie.
“Humor me, please,” said Jane.
Sam yanked the map out of his pocket and tossed it to Charlie, with an annoyed flick. Charlie unfolded the map, turned it to face them and explained.
“My house is right here,” he said, and jabbed his finger on the map.
Sam noted that the place Charlie pointed to was exactly where Jane thought he lived. Sam and Jane looked at each other, stunned.
“Charlie, what is our current location?” asked Jane.
“Right here.”
Charlie pointed to a spot nowhere near the location Sam would have guessed they were. Every time they had to hide from a passing vehicle, they must have meandered a little off track. Sam thought they had stayed close enough to the intended route, but judging location became difficult in a wide-open field. Obviously they were way off course.
“You were about to walk straight into the New Order clubhouse. Should’ve let you volunteer yourself,” said Charlie, glancing at Sam.
Realizing their mistake, Sam’s face colored a deep red.
“Sorry, man. It has been an unbelievable couple of days. Trust is running thin at this point,” said Sam, offering his hand. “Jane speaks very highly of you. I should have taken that as gospel.”
Shaking Sam’s hand, Charlie said, “As much as I would like to stand around and hug it out, we better get moving.”
 



Chapter Eleven
Sweat rolled down the back of Charlie’s neck, soaking the collar of his shirt. Since the water stopped running, Charlie had grown accustomed to being sweaty and dirty most of the time. Showers were a luxury of the past, along with everything else. His home’s proximity to a creek put him in a little better position than most, but he hadn’t been able to take advantage of it yet. He’d been too busy since the electricity failed—and the chaos descended. Finding Jane and Sam in the woods lifted Charlie’s mood. Anxious to hear where they’d been for the past two weeks, Charlie picked up the pace to his home.
After rounding a rustic-looking rock wall on the edge of his property, the old house came into view.
“It’s not much, but I like it. You’re welcome to stay as long as you need,” he said.
“Thanks, Charlie. We plan to be out of your hair before first light,” said Sam.
“Why the rush? Looks like the two of you could use a solid frame over your heads for a little while,” quizzed Charlie.
“Our daughter, Lea, is alone at the house. We need to get to her as soon as possible,” said Sam, placing his pack on the ground near the door.
“We need to move your packs into a crawl space under the stairs just in case we get unwelcome visitors. I don’t want them knowing you’re here,” said Charlie.
“Who are you talking about? Those New Order thugs?” said Jane before dropping into a chair at Charlie’s kitchen table.
“Can I offer you some warm soda? It’s all I have left besides the warm water I collected in the tub,” said Charlie.
“Single-guy tub water?” said Jane with a raised eyebrow. “I’ll take the soda.”
They all laughed for a moment.
“Wait, what? How long has the power and water been out? Do you know what happened?” asked Sam, sitting next to Jane.
“Here’s all I know. The power went out just after you signed off the duty roster for vacation, Jane. We all figured you were hiding somewhere local, but by the looks of you two, it seems that may have been an incorrect assumption,” said Charlie.
“No, we’ve been hiking in the mountains. We were on an extended backcountry trip. When we came back to our car, we found it vandalized and dead,” said Jane. “So what’s up with this New Order group?”
“Sounds like you missed all the action. Almost immediately after the lights went out, the inmates at the PrisCorp facility escaped en masse. All eight hundred of them, give or take the few killed during the escape,” said Charlie in a grave tone.
“Holy shit,” said Jane in a solemn voice.
“What is PrisCorp?” asked Sam.
“PrisCorp is one of those private, for-profit prisons. The state had one in Grant, about ten miles or so from here,” said Jane.
“It houses some of the nastiest characters we have. Murderers, rapists and lots of competing gangs,” said Charlie.
“The problem is that PrisCorp, like most of the privately run facilities, operates on a shoestring budget. They are woefully understaffed, offering the inmates no sort of distractions, like well-equipped workout facilities and educational opportunities,” said Jane.
“Who cares? These are criminals, not guests at a country club. Why entertain them?” asked Sam.
“I’m with you, but all of those things keep them busy, slowing down the gang activity. Without the distractions, the inmates grow very bored and very dangerous. This combination can prove lethal when housing hardened criminals long term,” said Charlie. “New gangs, on top of the established gangs, jockey for position within the prison hierarchy.”
“Did you say all the inmates are out?” asked Jane.
“Yep. PrisCorp didn’t properly maintain their redundant power source as required by the state. What are the chances of an extended power loss, right? They must have figured the generators were enough. They weren’t. As soon as the generators lost juice, the doors opened,” said Charlie.
“What happened to the guards working there? Or do I not want to ask?” said Jane.
“We think most of them are fine. No bodies were found, so our best guess is that they knew what would happen when the generators ran dry and beat feet before that happened,” said Charlie.
“That was probably the right call,” said Sam.
“Yeah, great for them, but not for the rest of us. It would have been nice to have a little advance warning. PrisCorp’s little mistake dumped eight hundred convicted felons into the community,” said Charlie.
“None of the area police departments were notified?” asked Jane.
“Not one. The inmates streamed out of PrisCorp and into Porter first. Now they’re active in Evansville. We’re not entirely sure, but we suspect two gangs have risen in the aftermath, possibly cooperating—for now,” said Charlie.
“We need to get out of here and back to Lea. God only knows what’s happening over there. It doesn’t sound like she’s safe at all,” said Jane.
“You can’t rush into this without backup or a plan. Trust me. You should head over to CPHQ and see what they can do to help,” said Charlie.
“I don’t think we have time for that,” said Sam. “What is the CPHQ?”
“Clark Provisional Headquarters. The towns of Clark, Porter and Evansville have pooled their remaining resources and created a new, combined police department to get us all through what is happening. We are actively escorting fellow officers to the CPHQ through a chain of friendlies—some fellow cops, military veterans and other regular citizens,” said Charlie. “Kind of like an underground railroad.”
Shifting uncomfortably in his seat, Sam asked, “What do you mean to get us through what is happening?”
“The PrisCorp gangs have taken over Porter and most of Evansville. They’re actively hunting down cops and killing anyone in their way. They busted into each town’s headquarters and stole the rosters of police. They’re also killing military veterans. Anyone they deem capable of mounting a resistance. In some areas they’re going house to house, searching for anything or anyone related to the military. Pictures. Plaques. Shadowboxes. Any of it can get you killed. Seems like they think we’ll just go down quietly,” said Charlie.
“Shit. They know where we live. Lea is there alone. We have to go, now,” said Jane, launching up from her chair again.
“No. They don’t have the Evansville rosters. When all the shit started hitting the fan, Chief Carlisle had us destroy all the paper records and remove all of the weapons and tactical gear. He even had us go to the evidence locker and remove everything from there, including the chain of custody receipts, since those ID the officer involved,” said Charlie.
“Take a seat, Jane. We really can’t leave immediately. Charlie is right. We need a plan,” said Sam.
“You said there was no warning. How did the chief know to destroy everything?” asked Jane.
“A very brave young man by the name of Johnny Evans tipped me off. He’s a local guy, a friend I used to fish with. He was forcibly ‘recruited’ to the New Order patrols. He risked his life to alert me to lie low and not venture out because most of the Porter PD had been murdered or were being hunted,” said Charlie.
“Geez, this is insane,” said Jane with a stricken look on her face. “Is it safe to be here?”
“So far so good.” Charlie smiled. “But I don’t plan to be around for long. We have three more officers that need an escort out of here before I can go to CPHQ. I was waiting for Officer Seits this afternoon. He was supposed to meet me in the woods when I stumbled on the two of you,” said Charlie, waving his hand at them wearily.
Sam and Jane glanced at each other uncomfortably.
“I don’t think he would’ve made it. We saw a man paraded through town with a string of police badges around his neck. They killed him,” said Sam.
“Shit. Not another one,” said Charlie sadly.
The dark circles under his eyes betrayed the deep exhaustion and stress he felt.
“I can’t believe that the combined efforts of our three departments aren’t enough to fight back these assholes,” said Jane in an exasperated voice.
“I guess it might be if we could coordinate our efforts. But with the electrical grid down, we haven’t been able to compare notes, let alone coordinate a pushback of the magnitude we need,” said Charlie.
“With everything else happening, I forgot about the power. What happened?” asked Sam.
“We’re not one hundred percent sure, but most suspect an EMP,” said Charlie.
“How widespread is it?” asked Jane.
“Again, we’re not really sure, but most think it’s the entire Eastern Seaboard at the very least,” said Charlie as he opened a can of beans. “Dinner, anyone?”
 



Chapter Twelve
Sam stood at the guest bedroom window, watching Jane walk slowly down to the creek. She wanted to wash and be alone. They were both shaken by what they’d seen on top of being worried out of their minds for the safety of their daughter. He wondered if Lea was still in the house or if she had been forced to flee to a safer location. By tomorrow evening they should be reunited if all went well. Getting through the next twenty-four hours would be challenging for him. Time stretched to an excruciatingly long period for Sam while he worried for their safety.
Looking around the guest room, Charlie’s bachelorhood was evident. The smallish room contained nothing but an old desk and an even older plaid couch. The couch folded out into an uncomfortable sleeper bed. It was lumpy and worn, but an improvement over the ground. Hearing noise from inside the house, Sam decided to see if Charlie needed any help.
“Charlie?” said Sam, peeking down the basement stairs.
“I’m here. Come on down. Just be careful on the stairs. It gets a little tricky at the bottom,” said Charlie from the dark basement.
Sam moved slowly down the stairs. He hung on to the rail as best he could, measuring each step of his descent.
“Shit!” yelled Sam as his foot slipped, causing him to stumble down the last step.
“Told ya.” Charlie chuckled.
“Geez, you could have told me the last step was the width of a ruler,” said Sam.
“Now where’s the fun in that?” Charlie smiled.
Sam surveyed the small dimly lit room. Charlie sat at a desk made of roughhewn plywood over cinder block. In front of him sat a rudimentary communications setup consisting of a HAM radio, a few police-grade walkie-talkie sets sitting uselessly in their dead chargers, an expensive-looking handheld CB radio, and a recent model satellite phone. The room was alight from the soft glow of a single candle. On one of the shelves lining the walls, he noticed a few items that looked seriously out of place mixed among the canned foods. Two sets of the latest generation night-vision goggles and several olive drab canister grenades stood out the most.
“Wow, where did you get all of this?” asked Sam.
“Well, the HAM radio is mine, the rest belongs to the Evansville PD. The chief figured since I don’t live in Evansville, some of our gear would be safe here, especially since I’m the primary point of contact along the Porter escape route.”
“Not a bad call, from what I can tell.” Sam asked, “Are those smoke grenades?”
“Smoke and tear gas,” said Charlie. “I’m not sure what to do with those.”
“I’m sure you’ll think of something.”
“You’ll find this interesting. I just got a message from Johnny, my contact in the New Order. It seems he saw you and Jane today making a run in this direction. He’s not sure anyone else saw you, but we can’t take any chances.”
“I thought one of their guys looked at me. Is he a tall, lanky, skinny-looking young guy?” asked Sam.
“Yep. That’s him. After they ‘recruited’ him, he has been giving me updates and trying to get the cops and vets out of Porter. He’s a very brave man. Without his help, I’m not sure where we would be right now.”
“This is all crazy,” said Sam, shaking his head.
“Tell me about it,” said Charlie, turning and nodding toward a generator on the other side of the small space.
“I was wondering about that.”
“I’ve powered the radio with the generator since the batteries ran dry. I moved it to the basement in order to reduce the sound, then hooked up a pipe to the exhaust and directed that out the window,” said Charlie, pointing to the small window.
“How much gas do you have left for the generator?”
“Not much. I took out what I could from my car. I also used the little extra I had around for emergencies and the riding mower. I guess I really didn’t plan for this long of an emergency. Who does?”
“Does your car work?” asked Sam.
“Nope. Why?”
“I think I can take the battery from your car and rework the wires from your radio to plug into the car battery. It’s worth a try,” said Sam. “I’d need a power inverter.”
“I have an old cigarette lighter inverter I used to charge my phone in the truck on camping trips, back in the day.”
“I can work with that,” said Sam. “It won’t be pretty or the most efficient, but it’ll work.”
“That would be amazing. If you can charge up these dead walkie-talkies too, I’ll give them to you guys to take with you back to Evansville,” said Charlie.
“Sounds like a plan,” said Sam, turning to the stairs.
“Careful on the bottom step,” said Charlie with a wink.
 



Chapter Thirteen
The cool creek water swirled around Jane’s ankles. Slowly, her feet started to feel a little better after their long hike to Charlie’s house. Her hiking boots were great for mountain trails, but city walking felt a little like driving with snow tires—too clunky and heavy for the conditions. She crouched low and dipped the top of her head in the water, washing away a few layers of grime. She wished washing away her anxiety was just as easy.
Thoughts of Lea consumed her. To make matters worse, just as soon as she started to focus on her daughter, thoughts of the targeted officers and area veterans made her feel guilty. Are they really hunting down the cops and vets?
A low rumbling sound brought her attention back to the moment. Glancing at the house, she could see someone in the garage with a flashlight. After enjoying one last splash of the refreshing water, Jane moved quickly under the light of the moon to the house.
~ ~ ~
“There. That should do it. Give it a try now,” said Sam, nodding at Charlie.
The handheld CB radio crackled to life on the charger, a message coming through.
“Can I pick it up?” said Charlie.
“It’s been charging for a few minutes. It should be good for a quick conversation.”
“Charlie, Charlie, this is Marta. Over. You there, Charlie? Over,” said an unknown voice.
He grabbed the radio. “This is Charlie. Over.”
“Hey, Charlie. We’re ready here. What’s your status? Over,” said the woman.
“Yeah, I’m ready to receive. Same place and time? Over,” said Charlie.
“Same place and time. Sorry about Deputy Seits. He was a good man. Over,” said the woman, risking identification.
“Yeah, me too. Over and out,” said Charlie, putting the handset back on the charger.
“Looks like the two of you will have some company if all goes well,” said Charlie, turning to Jane and Sam.
“Do you know who it is?” asked Jane.
“No. We’re trying to speak as little as possible since we aren’t sure who’s listening. Marta worked in the administrative division of the Porter PD and has been instrumental in coordinating the escape of their police officers. She’s somewhat of a lifesaver. Without her help, not as many officers and vets would have been moved out of harm’s way,” said Charlie, rubbing his tired eyes. “Tomorrow we’ll grab the next runner near where I found the two of you. He or she can go with you to the next safe house.”
“Sounds like a plan. When do we leave?” asked Sam.
“Five thirty, just before it starts getting light out. I’ll bring a pack with extra provisions for our guest and get you guys on your way as quickly as possible,” said Charlie.
“Where is the next safe house?” asked Jane.
“It’s a farm near the border of Grant, just off an old horse trail. The locals still use it when walking in the backcountry. So far there are no reports of New Order activity on the trail. It’s pretty deep in the woods, away from the main roads, but runs roughly parallel to Parker Road. Most of PrisCorp’s guests would have no idea the trail exists, which is why we’re using it,” said Charlie.
“That should put us in a spot where we can easily head west to our house, if I’m following you,” said Sam, pulling out his map.
“This is about where the trail is and here is Doris Venture’s house, the next safe house in the chain,” said Charlie, pointing on the well-worn map.
“Okay, that works,” said Jane.
“Just make sure to lie low at Doris’s house if need be. Things are very dangerous and extremely volatile. We never really know what’s happening, and these guys seem to be one step ahead of us all the time,” advised Charlie.
“All right, we better get what rest we can before shoving off in a few hours,” said Sam, tugging on Jane’s arm.
“Hey, thanks for everything, Charlie. You’re really doing a lot to save the lives of fellow cops and vets, not to mention the civilians that will benefit,” said Jane.
“We all have to pull together at this point. There’s no way any of us can let the New Order change how we live. And I for one am not going to stand around and allow them to hunt down good men and woman like it’s a day of sport at the range. This will end. One way or another,” said Charlie.
~ ~ ~
Jane stripped down to a light T-shirt and bike shorts for bed as Sam lay watching her. He loved to watch her getting ready for bed, even in their current situation. She had rituals he would never really understand, nor would he ever try. He just loved knowing they were together. She turned off the light and nuzzled next to him in the creaky foldout bed.
“I’m not sure this pullout couch is an improvement over the ground,” she said.
“Me neither. I think I’ve been impaled by an errant spring,” said Sam.
Jane giggled softly. “I love you, and I know we’ll get through this. I’m just worried about Lea.”
“Me too. I wish we had some heavier weapons,” said Sam. “I get the impression Charlie might have a few loaners, but I hate to ask. He’s done enough already.”
“When we get home, we have everything we need. We’ll grab Lea and some supplies before heading up to the Clark HQ.”
“You aren’t seriously thinking of joining them right away, are you?”
“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I?” responded Jane.
“We need to find a place where we can hide until this blows over. The last place I want to be is in the middle of a war zone. The HQ might be safe now, but wait until the fighting starts. You saw the New Order guys riding in the back of the truck. Those are people who have no intention of going quietly.”
“I’m worried about it too, but I have a duty to my fellow officers.”
“And to your family,” Sam reminded her.
“And to my family,” she said. “But you heard Charlie. This isn’t going away on its own. We have to band together and fight back, or we’ll never get our lives back. They’re hunting cops. It’s only a matter of time before they find me.”
“I get all of that, but if this whole mess was caused by an EMP—things could be far from normal for a very long time. We might need to consider finding shelter, gathering our resources and looking after ourselves. That includes getting to a place where those thugs can’t find us,” said Sam.
“Okay, let’s not make any decisions right now. We first need to get home and see what we’re dealing with.”
“I agree.”
Sam kissed the top of Jane’s head and gently stroked her hair, trying to calm himself enough to fall asleep. They had another long day ahead.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Johnny Evans carried a tray of warm water, tequila and snacks into the Porter police station’s conference room. Candles and flashlights illuminated the motley crew of hard-looking ex-prisoners seated around the conference table. Since being “recruited,” Johnny had become their slave. Cleaning up their excrement after the toilets failed, serving them food and doing anything else they wanted—including things he would rather not think about.
Johnny couldn’t escape because he couldn’t leave his grandma behind. She wouldn’t survive the hike to the various safe houses, and her supplies were running very low. If things did not change quickly, the meager food he stole from his captors would not be enough to sustain her.
Trying to help the police while keeping his grandma alive gave Johnny a sense of purpose for the first time in his life. His grandma, Ruth, had raised him when his mom died of an overdose. He would keep doing whatever it took to feed her and keep her safe until real help arrived. Relaying information and assisting in the escape of the Porter PD and veterans was the only real way he could fight back against the New Order and keep his grandma safe—as long as he was careful.
On this particular night, it seemed the jackals, the name he secretly called his captors, were planning something bigger than usual. Trying to figure out the details of their upcoming plot would require him to linger a little longer than wanted—to listen in to their conversation. He took longer than needed to quietly arrange the refreshments, then checked the garbage, all while trying not to be noticed.
“We need to check it out, man, that’s all I’m saying,” said a heavily tattooed man named Carl.
“Shit is going down. I know the pigs are planning something,” said a man with a deep red scar across his neck.
“I say later tonight we make a little visit to—” started the man who appeared to be in charge. “What the fuck are you looking at, chump?”
Carl pointed at Johnny, freezing him in place.
“Nothing, just bringing food and drinks is all,” stammered Johnny.
“Get the fuck out of here before I decide I need more than a drink, bitch,” said the leader, to a round of laughter.
Johnny scrambled out of the room. He’d heard enough of their plan to know that he needed to warn Charlie.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Jane stretched out on the lumpy sofa bed. She was convinced the bed had done her back more harm than good. Reaching a hand across the mattress to wake Sam, she realized for the first time that she was alone.
“Sam?” she called out into the predawn darkness.
No answer. The bed creaked as she reluctantly lifted herself off the saggy frame. Muffled talking came from outside the room, reminding her of her current location. Sam and Charlie stood in the candlelit kitchen, talking.
“You go ahead and take this one. We have a second,” said Sam, handing Charlie a portable water filtration system.
“Are you sure?” asked Charlie.
“Yeah, we can’t leave you here knowing you’re drinking water from your tub,” said Sam. “We didn’t use it on the trip, so it should give you close to a thousand liters of micro-filtered water. You can even hook it right up to your CamelBak and pump water right out of a pond—or your bathtub.”
“I wouldn’t recommend that,” said Jane, turning their heads. “Did I miss anything?”
“No, we were just going over the map again. And I gave Charlie one of our Katadyn filters. The smaller one,” said Sam, kissing her forehead.
“Where did all of this come from?” asked Jane, waving her hand in the direction of the table.
A small assortment of military-grade weapons sat piled on the small table. Three magazine-fed rifles with a hodgepodge of tactical attachments; two identical-looking, standard police-issued M4s with front vertical grips and EOTech sights; and several pistols, mostly Glocks. The array also included two suppressors, which looked like they were sized for rifles.
“It all came from Evansville. The non-police-issue items came from the evidence locker. The chief tried to spread out the weapons to as many of us as possible. I’ve been issuing them to the individuals I escort to the safe house trail. Jane, you should take one of the department-issued M4s. I know you’ve trained on them enough to make a difference in a gunfight. Sam should carry this short-barreled rifle,” he said, lifting one of the smaller rifles. “The barrel is threaded to take one of the suppressors, just in case.”
“Just in case of what?” said Sam.
“I don’t know. You might run into someone that needs to be taken down quietly,” said Charlie. “I’ll also give your traveling companion a rifle. You can swap and switch rifles all you want, based on the situation, but from this point forward, I think you should have these ready at all times. Sam is good to go with an AR-15 platform, right?”
“He can outshoot me with a rifle,” said Jane. “Pistols are a different story.”
“She’s right about that. Does this leave enough for your protection?” asked Sam.
“I’m good. I took one of the better rifles in the evidence locker. One fitted for a suppressor. We grabbed it in a drug bust last month, and I’ve been eyeballing it ever since. It’s better than anything the department will buy us. I’ll be just fine.” Charlie smiled.
“I was wondering where you got the suppressors,” said Jane.
“Chief had us go through the evidence locker and destroy the paperwork with the names of the confiscating officers. He also had us collect some of the more useful pieces of hardware.” Charlie winked.
“Finally, we get to play on an even field with the bad guys. I hope none of this is necessary, but super glad to have it all the same. Okay, if you guys are almost finished here, I’ll gather up our things and we should be ready to roll,” said Jane.
Jane went back to the small room. Packing took only a minute, but she found herself lingering. A strong dose of conflicted feelings arose in her. She desperately wanted to get home to Lea. On the other hand, she knew the situation outside this house was the most dangerous one she had ever experienced. Sam slowed her down considerably. For a split second, she considered asking Sam to stay back with Charlie. He could help ferry people to the trail. She dismissed the idea just as quickly. He’d never leave her side, and like Jane, he’d never accept staying behind when Lea was in danger. Heaving the pack onto her small frame, she walked out of the bedroom, wary of what the day would bring.
 



Chapter Sixteen
Charlie led Sam and Jane north through the crowded woods. The darkness slowed their progress significantly, the uneven terrain causing each of them to frequently stumble for footing over the soft bed of the still forest.
Once they reached the rendezvous location, Charlie sat hunched in the low brush near Jane and Sam, waiting for whomever he was to escort to the horse trail. The waiting bothered him the most. Knowing that the rendezvous location was just outside of town, not far from the gang’s center of activity, made Charlie extremely uncomfortable each time he had to do it. After this one, they would have just one more police officer to move out of town. Many of the remaining vets were already in hiding within and around Porter.
A provisional clandestine military force had been quickly assembled by a recently retired Marine master sergeant. The veterans planned to jump into action once the cops started pushing into town. Dividing the New Order with a surprise attack from the inside would hopefully spell the difference between winning and losing the battle. Charlie would be relieved to leave Porter, with the remaining officer, and head for the safety of the provisional HQ. Being the first safe house in the chain as well as the forward communications hub put him in a particularly vulnerable position.
A slight rustling in the brush caused the small group to tense. Both Charlie and Jane held their rifles in the ready position. Sitting back-to-back, they were prepared for any surprise coming their way. Sam served as their over-watch, scanning the shadowy landscape with his binoculars for movement.
Charlie’s earpiece crackled, relaying Johnny’s voice from the radio handset secured in one of his vest pouches. Johnny had broken protocol, which meant there might be a bigger problem in Porter. They usually communicated late at night, when the gang members were either drunk or passed out—too far gone to notice the radio traffic.
“Charlie…Johnny…get…coming.”
“This is Charlie. Repeat. Over,” said Charlie in a loud whisper.
“Get…Over,” repeated Johnny through the thick static.
The radio went silent moments before a twig snapped nearby, causing the group to shift all of their weapons toward the sound.
“Whoa! It’s Mike Sparr,” hissed a scared-looking man, with his hands in the air.
A young, exhausted-looking girl stood mostly behind him, tugging on his loose-fitting shirt. Charlie didn’t know Mike Sparr by sight, but this had to be him. He’d been told to expect a father and daughter. If this was a trick, it was a desperate one.
“I didn’t mean to sneak up on you, but I didn’t even know you were here until you started whispering. I didn’t even hear you approach. We’ve been here for about an hour,” said the man. “I’m supposed to tell you that your mother sent me and that you like pie, or something like that.”
“That’s the code,” said Charlie. “What’s your daughter’s name?”
“Jenny,” said Mike, nudging her gently forward. “Say hi to our new friends.”
“Hi, Jenny,” said Sam, kneeling down at her level. “Is this your dad?”
“Honey,” snapped Jane.
The little girl hugged the man, nodding her head.
“Good enough for me,” said Sam.
“Sorry about that. We can’t be too careful,” said Charlie, letting his rifle hang on its sling. “This is Sam and Jane Archer. Jane is Evansville PD.”
“I completely understand. Mike Sparr, Porter PD,” he said, offering his hand.
Jane shook his hand and said, “Sorry about everything that’s happening in Porter.”
Glancing at Jenny, Mike said, “Yes, but we’re going on a hike to a place where we’ll be safe.”
Picking up Mike’s hint, Jane smiled and nodded. “That’s right. With hot chocolate and some other treats.”
Jenny shifted uncomfortably. Her dirty, matted hair clung to the sides of her pale face. The simple shorts and T-shirt she wore hung on her slight frame and revealed a sustained period of calorie deprivation.
“Daddy, can we eat now? I’m hungry,” protested Jenny in a mousy voice.
“In a little while, honey. Right now, we need to start on our adventure through the woods,” replied Mike.
“Actually, I brought some food for you, Jenny. Here are some crackers and nuts mixed with raisins. Eat as much as you want,” said Charlie, handing her a plastic bag from one of his cargo pockets.
“Can I, Daddy?” Jenny asked, turning to Mike.
Mike glanced up at Charlie with surprised relief. “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely,” stated Charlie.
“Sure, baby. Go ahead,” said Mike softly.
“I think we should start on the trail before the sun comes all the way up,” said Sam.
“Just keep following the trail, like I said,” said Charlie, pointing north into a smallish opening in the trees and thick underbrush. “The horse trail is barely visible from here. If you keep heading due north, moving at a normal walking pace, you should get to Doris’s house well before dinner.”
A bright orange sunrise poked through the trees to the east. Charlie sensed that none of them actually wanted to move onto the uncertainty of the trail.
“Give me a shout tonight, after midnight, advising me of your location,” said Charlie.
“Will do,” said Sam.
Jane stepped forward and hugged Charlie.
“Thank you,” was all she managed to say. “Watch yourself out here.”
“This is my backyard,” said Charlie. “I got it covered.”
Mike extended a hand to Charlie. “Thanks, man. It is really amazing what you guys in Evansville are doing,” said Mike.
“We’re in this together,” he said before kneeling in front of Jenny. “You take care of your dad out there, and make sure to listen up good. You’re safe now.”
Jenny nodded solemnly, barely forming a thin smile.
“Catch you all later,” he said. “Stay quiet on the trail.”
Charlie leaned against a thick tree, watching the small group vanish into the woods, headed toward the horse trail. Although accustomed to living alone, Charlie welcomed the break from his solitude. Having Jane and Sam in the house had allowed him to relax his guard, just slightly. Knowing two extra sets of ears and eyes were in the house went a long way to ease his stress. Charlie turned and walked pensively in the direction of his house. Alone once again with his thoughts.
Johnny’s communication had deeply unsettled him.
Johnny wouldn’t risk communicating during the morning hours unless it was important. Charlie knew he would have to wait until midnight to inquire about the communication. It promised to be a long day.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Johnny sat in the deserted Porter PD communications center, trying to contact Charlie. Either Charlie had his handheld turned off, or it went dead. Damn. The jackals would be awake soon, shaking off their hangovers. He couldn’t count on being alone in the communications room for much longer. If they found him, they would kill him, or worse.
“Charlie, this is Johnny. Do you read? Over.”
“Charlie, this is Johnny. Are you there? Over.”
He glanced over his shoulder at the door before trying one last time.
“Charlie, you have to get out. They are coming for you. CHARLIE! GET OUT!” Frustrated, he shouted a little too loud.
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” said a deep male voice from behind him.
Johnny reflexively gripped the handset. He hoped the man who had just entered the room had not overheard his message. As he turned, he moved his hand casually over the power button and secretly pressed down, turning off the main power to the communications panel.
“Nothing. Just messing around. I finished everything I needed to do and was killing time,” said Johnny, attempting to look nonchalant.
He desperately sought to keep the guilt off his face. His grandma told him he made a terrible liar. Something about his eyes or voice gave him away. He couldn’t recall what she had said, so he generally made it a point to never lie.
“Whatever you’re doing, it’s over now. Get outta here and go make me something to eat,” said the man known as Brown.
“Right away, Brown. I’ll find you something good for breakfast,” said Johnny.
He moved as quickly as possible without running. Brown had the power to put him behind one of the trucks, like so many that had come before him. He could never allow that to happen—for his grandmother’s sake.
Moving out of the communications room, Johnny wondered if Charlie had heard his desperate calls. The New Order men were on their way to Charlie’s house, with orders to bring him back for a “visit” with the Boss. No one lived through a “visit” with the Boss.
 



Chapter Eighteen
Charlie hiked back to his house as fast as possible given the low light conditions. Johnny’s desperate voice echoed in his head. What was he saying? Why did he risk a daytime message? What could be so urgent? When the pieces snapped together, Charlie stopped abruptly. A strong feeling of foreboding overcame him. Years of police work had taught him to trust those feelings. In the field, trusting one’s instincts could make the difference between life and death.
Moving slowly from one concealed point to the next, Charlie worked his way in the direction of his home. About fifty yards away, he climbed a sturdy oak and watched his house. Paranoia might be getting the better of him, but he had no intention of being proven correct. Something was off. He could feel it.
Just after he settled into the crook of one of the tree’s thick, lower branches, a large dusty pickup truck barreled down his driveway. Shit. Charlie watched five heavily armed men offload in his driveway, rushing toward the house. They kicked in the front door and poured inside, shooting immediately. For the next several seconds, they fired bullet after bullet, shattering the first-floor windows and splintering the siding. They moved rapidly through the house, pausing briefly to reload before destroying the next room.
Anger consumed him while he nestled closer to the safety of the oak. He was tempted to open fire on them when they returned to the pickup truck, but his position balanced on a branch was tenuous, especially against multiple shooters—and he didn’t dare drop from the tree to look for a better position. If anyone was watching the front of the house, they might see him hit the ground. He’d have to stay put and watch them shoot his house to pieces.
 



Chapter Nineteen
The horse trail consisted of a barely worn path in most spots, indicating that stretches of it hadn’t been used in years. At other points along the trail, the path was deeply worn and easily discernable. They exercised caution in these more frequently traveled areas. Mike Sparr was relieved to be walking the path with Jane and Sam Archer. He had dreaded the thought of traveling to the safe house with just Jenny at his side.
Over the past two weeks, Mike and Jenny had moved from one neighbor’s home to another. They had hidden in basements, closets, attics and root cellars during the almost daily home searches conducted by the New Order. Their speedy retreat into hiding didn’t afford them the luxury of packing more than a school-sized backpack for the ordeal. Showing up empty-handed to the homes of his brave neighbors didn’t sit well with Mike. His neighbors were not only sharing precious resources, but also risking their own lives to shelter them. He vowed to return every kindness to the people of Porter, one way or another—and to repay the New Order for the atrocities they’d committed.
Jenny and Mike had moved to Porter just two years earlier, after his wife, Carol, died suddenly of pancreatic cancer. Mike thought Jenny would enjoy their new life away from the memory of hospitals and funeral flowers. Until two weeks prior, the move had done them both good. Mike had excelled in his academy training and enjoyed the sense of purpose gained from being a patrol officer. Jenny, on the other hand, made so many new friends in Porter anyone would have thought they were locals, despite having no family in the area. The community had treated him like one of their own from the start—all the way to this bitter end. He’d never forget that.
Glancing at Jenny’s tired face, Mike said, “Can we take a five-minute breather?”
Since starting on the path, Jane had kept the group moving at a tight clip. He appreciated that she had a daughter to return to but knew there was no way either he or Jenny would be able to keep up the pace for the long haul.
“Sure. How about if we grab seats on this fallen tree?” suggested Sam, pointing.
For just a split second, Mike thought he caught an annoyed look from Jane. It was too quick to be sure.
“How much further, Daddy? I’m tired,” whined Jenny.
Sam looked at his watch and then the sky. The late morning sun streamed through the dense canopy of the forest. Even though they sat in a shaded spot, the heat and humidity clung to their bodies. The musical chatter of birds continued, undeterred by the heat.
“We probably have another four to five hours of hiking. Give or take,” said Sam.
“I appreciate you keeping track of where we are and how far we have to go. Without the two of you we’d be lost,” said Mike.
Glancing at Jane, Sam said, “Well, we’ve experienced our share of being lost. It’s how we stumbled into Charlie. We thought we were headed in the direction of his house but didn’t realize how far off we were until he jumped us.”
“He was waiting for Officer Seits when we walked into him,” said Jane, before she recalled Mike’s relationship with Seits. “Sorry.”
Mike’s head hung low at the memory of Robert Seits. He knew Seits had been taken from the Cooper home and paraded around town before being killed. What he did not know was what had happened to the Coopers. Other families had been killed for assisting runners. The New Order men had no problem executing the entire family, kids included. The message sent to the town was loud and clear. Anyone sheltering cops or veterans would be assassinated. Jenny’s friend Melissa was a Cooper. For Jenny’s and Melissa’s sakes, he hoped the New Order had changed tactics.
Turning to Jenny, Mike said, “You about ready to go, honey?”
“Do we have to? Can’t we stay a little longer?” asked Jenny.
“It’s fine. A little longer shouldn’t hurt our progress,” said Sam.
Mike was relieved by Sam’s willingness to give Jenny a little longer of a break. However, he could not help but notice that same flash of annoyance cross Jane’s face. He stroked Jenny’s frail back. Annoyed or not, Mike now didn’t care. He would always put his daughter before everyone. Jenny had been through enough between her mom’s death, relocation and now all of this? If she needed a ten-minute break, she would get it.
 



Chapter Twenty
Charlie waited an hour after the New Order truck pulled out of his driveway before climbing down the tree. His body ached from its awkward position on the branch while watching the New Order men destroy his house.
Arriving at the house, Charlie paused at the destruction in front of him. The men had torn through his belongings with a vengeance. Beyond the obvious damage from the excessive gunfire, the sofas were slashed, the televisions thrown to the floor, and dishes shattered and scattered throughout the kitchen. Everything had been turned over, from what he could tell. And that wasn’t the worst of it.
A strong scent of ammonia hung heavy in the air from the numerous urine stains on the walls and furniture. One of the men had left a floating brown gift in the last remains of drinking water in his bathtub. Assholes. The last couple of cans of food Charlie needed to get him through the next day or two were gone, too.
The steps creaked under Charlie’s feet as he descended the basement stairs. When he stepped on the last step, he thought with a mean smile, Hope one of you assholes tripped.
The makeshift communications setup he’d used to ferry the brave men and women in blue to safety had been completely smashed. Fortunately, Charlie still had the handheld CB in his backpack. This would allow him to remain in touch with the Porter base. He needed to let Marta know that his time in Porter had come to an end. The men who did this knew where he lived and had likely figured out he was more than just a regular civilian. His safety depended on getting as far from his house as possible. This wouldn’t be the last trip they made to Charlie’s house. The last police officer hiding in Porter would have to wait until he figured something else out.
Just as he was about to make his way back upstairs, he realized that he’d failed to check the gun lockers. Two massive gun lockers stood in the corner of the room. Over the years Charlie had become a gun enthusiast, or an addict—however you wanted to look at it. He never met a gun he didn’t like and rarely let a good deal pass him by. Although he’d showed Jane and Sam the weapons he’d collected from the Evansville PD, he didn’t tell them about his personal stash.
Clearly the New Order men knew what was inside the lockers. Even if they couldn’t surmise the extent of his personal arsenal, they knew something of value was safely locked away. The exterior finish on the lockers showed the tremendous effort that the men had gone through to get inside. The doors sustained gouges, nicks, dents and deep scratches; however, neither of the industrial-grade safes had given in to their efforts. Both remained firmly bolted to the cement floor and wall.
The heavy-duty locks and steel-reinforced doors were impenetrable through normal means. Only a blowtorch and crowbar could possibly break open the doors. Even with a blowtorch, getting into the lockers was not guaranteed. Glad I spent the extra change for these babies, he thought, patting the side of one locker.
Charlie realized with sudden panic that New Order’s inability to gain access to the gun lockers made it imperative that he leave the house as quickly as possible. They were likely searching town for the tools needed to open the lockers. Once they acquired the necessary tools, they’d be back. It was only a matter of time. The New Order had access to the entire town. Every repair shop and backyard toolshed lay at their disposal. They could even force the local locksmith to break open the locks. He needed to move, fast.
Charlie pulled a small set of keys from his pants pocket and quickly opened both lockers. His entire arsenal lay in front of him. Several World War II-era rifles and carbines, painstakingly restored to working order, stood in stark contrast to a few modern, AR-style rifles chambered in both 5.56mm and 7.62mm NATO; hunting rifles of different calibers, with their own carefully zeroed scopes; shotguns, both pump action and semiautomatic; break-open barrel shotguns for hunting or skeet shooting; and then the pistols. Charlie had at least a dozen pistols, both revolver and semiautomatic models.
Moving all of the weapons would be a challenge, but leaving the arsenal behind was not an option. Then there was the ammunition to consider. Eventually, the New Order would break in to the lockers, giving them a substantial advantage in the inevitable fight when the police returned. He’d hoped to use these weapons to arm more of the veterans or civilians willing to retake Porter. He had no choice but to hide the entire arsenal.
Charlie moved quickly. He pulled out several black firearm-carrying bags of different sizes and types, which had been tossed on the floor and covered with a toppled shelf. Stuffing the bags to their maximum capacity took Charlie several minutes. Heaving one bag at a time over his shoulder, he lumbered up the basement stairs and out the back door to ferry the items to a safe hiding place.
When Charlie bought the house, he’d walked every square inch of his property, proud of his first home purchase. Toward the back property line, he’d discovered a little rock outcropping that formed a shallow cave on the lower side of the sloped terrain. In the winter he would check the shallow cave for sleeping bears. Now he would stuff it with weapons. He fit the first bag snugly into the back of the cave and then returned for the rest of the bags, knowing his time was quickly running out.
After securely hiding the bags filled with guns and ammunition in the cave, Charlie took one last look around his home for anything useful. The New Order had picked the house clean. Anything that could be used to survive was taken. All the batteries, candles, waterproof clothes and shoes were gone. The rest was destroyed.
Originally reluctant to accept the water filtration unit from Sam, Charlie was now grateful for the help. Having the ability to make fresh water from the creek would be vital to keeping him hydrated and able to move as fast as possible. He needed to catch up with Jane Archer and the others. If the New Order put the pieces together and discovered the trail, they could be actively searching for Jane’s group. At the very least, he knew they’d be searching for him. Putting as much distance as possible between himself and the New Order was essential.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Paul Reed hated his current predicament. Stuck in this shitty car with Jack Reilly was not his idea of a career-enhancing situation. The Boss had said he could use a guy like Paul to help patrol the “outer perimeter.” The Boss talked like he was some sort of general instead of a punk like the rest of them. Punk or not, Paul wanted to advance in the New Order, and riding with Jack was not going to do it for him. The guy was as dumb as a bag of rocks.
“Pull over, shithead. I need to take a dump,” said Paul.
“What? Now? It’s almost time for the end of our shift. Can’t it wait?” asked Jack.
“No, it can’t wait, you dumb fuck. I have to shit.”
Jack maneuvered the old Chevy Impala off the road, onto the shoulder.
“Turn off the engine. The Boss said we need to conserve fuel,” ordered Paul.
“Really? I’ll roast in here without the air on. Hurry it up out there,” said Jack, lowering the windows before turning off the engine.
Slamming the car door behind him and walking off the road into the woods, Paul jabbed his middle finger into the air.
~ ~ ~
Paul needed privacy to do the deed. He wasn’t one of those guys who could just drop his trousers and go anywhere—especially for the deuce. Wading into the dense forest through considerable underbrush took more effort than he had expected. Maybe I should have waited.
After searching for a few minutes, he found a rock he could use as a makeshift toilet. Sitting quietly in the woods, different layers of the forest’s sounds echoed closely. The chatter of birds, the rustle of leaves and the sway of heavy branches filled the spaces around him. Then he thought he heard something out of place. Was that a child’s voice?
Zipping his pants quickly, Paul silently moved through the forest toward the sound. About a hundred yards away, in the opposite direction of the road, he spotted a small group consisting of two men, a lady and a kid. Runners. Better than runners. One of the guys looked like a copper. The hair was growing out, but he could still tell the guy had the cop top. Nobody fooled Paul.
He became giddy at the prospect of delivering the four of them to the Boss. He would be promoted instantly, no longer forced to drive around aimlessly with that idiot Jack. For a few moments, he considered fetching Jack to help. He didn’t want to mess this up. The more he thought about it, the less he liked the idea. Jack was more likely to screw up the opportunity than not.
Releasing the safety on his pistol, Paul rounded the tree concealing his location and shouted, “Get on the ground, all of you!”
The group was stunned and slow to follow his instruction.
“Now!” he screamed.
“We’re just trying to get home, no need for violence,” said the older guy.
“Shut the fuck up and get down!”
“You can have anything you want. We have no problem with you and…” said the copper as he quickly clawed at the kid, trying to move her to the ground.
The little girl stood unmoved by the copper’s attempts to get her onto the ground under him. Then the kid started screaming. The high-pitched anxious shrill angered Paul. The screaming grated on his nerves and the dude with the cop top was doing next to nothing to shut her up.
The kid would have to go first. No sense in hauling her back with that mouth going nonstop. The Boss hated kids, anyway, and Paul could not stand the noise for another second. He walked closer to the girl, aiming his pistol at her thin chest. Fucking loudmouthed runt.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Charlie’s feet burned, and his back muscles twitched from the heavy pack and the additional ammunition for his rifle. He’d moved so fast for the past forty-five minutes that he barely had time to register the pain in his body. Unfortunately, stopping wasn’t an option. Not if he wanted to catch up with Jane and warn them that the New Order might have additional scouts out looking for runaways.
Looking ahead of him on the trail, Charlie caught a glimpse of Jenny’s pink shorts through the dense brush. Just as he was about to call out, Jenny let out the loudest scream he had ever heard. Moving several feet forward on the trail, more of the scene unfolded. Jane and Sam lay facedown on the ground with their hands laced behind their heads; Mike was on his knees, trying to push Jenny to the ground. Something was going down.
Charlie pulled the suppressed rifle across his chest in the ready position as he entered the forest and quickly closed the distance to the group from the concealment of the trees. A short, overweight man with a smooth shaved head materialized beyond the brush, looming over the group and yelling. He pointed a pistol at Jenny, and his screaming intensified. Where are the others?
Are there more New Order men in the vicinity?
Before he could formulate a plan, the man moved with obvious intention toward Jenny, his pistol hand extending further. It was a pattern Charlie had seen before on the streets. The man was moments from pulling the trigger. Charlie beat him to it, sending three bullets into the man’s upper body. The snapping sound of suppressed gunfire faded, replaced by Jenny’s frantic screams. Charlie ran to the group as quietly as he could. Mike threw himself over his daughter’s body as Jane scrambled to her feet and knocked the stunned man onto his back, disarming him in seconds. The man stared up at Jane and helplessly sputtered blood through his lips, unable to speak. Jane stood a few feet away from the dying man, her rifle pointed at his forehead.
“Are there others?” asked Charlie, arriving next to the group.
“Not sure. He just came out of nowhere,” said Jane.
“I’m going to search the area. He can’t be alone,” said Charlie, moving quickly.
“I’m coming with you,” offered Jane.
“I’ll watch him. Jenny, stay down,” whispered Mike, prying himself from the trembling Jenny.
“Be careful,” was all Sam could think to say, glancing at the dying man who had become their prisoner.
Moving carefully through the forest, Jane and Charlie quietly searched for other New Order men. They headed in the direction of the road, correctly assuming the men drove to their location. They both stopped and listened when glimpses of the pavement appeared in the distance. Music softly played. Someone was singing and drumming the music’s beat in a low thump. He scanned from left to right, finding the car beyond the heavy forest scrub. Charlie approached the driver’s side of the car as Jane moved behind the car and headed to the passenger side in a low crouch. They pounced at once, applying the full force of their training.
“Hands where I can see them!” shouted Charlie.
The surprised man instantly complied, placing his hands on the dash. Jane quickly opened the passenger door, inspecting for weapons.
“Clear!” she shouted.
“Get out of the car and lie flat on the ground,” ordered Charlie.
The man started to follow his directions, but before he fully exited the car, Charlie placed the end of the suppressor against the side of the man’s head and pulled the trigger. The man dropped to the sun-scorched pavement with a heavy thud. A thick line of blood flowed quickly from his still head. He hadn’t intended to execute the guy a moment ago. It had been a last millisecond decision. One he didn’t regret.
“Charlie! What the hell?” yelled Jane.
“They found my house, Jane. Came in guns blazing. New Order is onto us, and they won’t hesitate to kill us. That guy back there was about to shoot Mike’s little girl. The rules have changed. We can’t take any chances with people like this. Right now, we need to get this car off the road fast before they see it and send more men to hunt us down,” said Charlie. “They’ll find the horse trail and send ATVs after us.”
“Shit. Alright. We can drive it over in that direction and hide it in the woods. Looks like we can push it far enough off the side to keep casual observers from spotting it. Unless you think we can drive out of here?” asked Jane, hopeful for the ride.
“I thought of that, but we’re way safer in the woods. The road leaves us no way to hide, and the only vehicles on the road belong to the New Order. It’s only a matter of time before we’re spotted in the car. We can keep the keys for later and return for the car when possible. I’ll ask Sam to set a waypoint on his handheld GPS so we can find the car later,” said Charlie.
“What do you want to do with him?” asked Jane.
“Let’s get him into the woods and cover him up. By the time the animals start pulling him apart, we’ll be long gone.”
“Okay. I’ll grab his feet,” Jane said urgently.
They carried the man about fifteen yards along the side of the road and hid him deep in the forest, where they heaved him into a tangle of bushes and saplings. When they got back to the car, Charlie pointed at the blood.
“We need to clean that up,” said Charlie.
Jane searched the car, producing a dirty pair of jeans. “This’ll have to do.”
After she wiped up the blood, they dumped a few handfuls of dirt from the shoulder of the road on the stain, spreading it around with their boots to absorb the remaining blood. Charlie examined their handiwork. It would pass muster from a moving car.
“Good enough,” he said.
She nodded, throwing the blood-soaked jeans into the thick brush.
“Doesn’t look like the past two weeks have caused these guys to lose weight,” commented Jane.
“Yeah, well, these guys stole the entire town’s food and basically gorged on it like there was no tomorrow while the rest of us starved.”
“Assholes,” said Jane as they moved back to the car.
“You put it in neutral and I’ll push,” said Charlie.
A few minutes later, with the car nestled between two trees and covered with broken branches, they headed back to the group.
“Did you find anything?” asked Mike.
“Yes, but it’s no longer a threat. Ever,” said Charlie, in a tone that did not invite questions.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
The small group regained their momentum on the trail after the near disaster, walking swiftly in the direction of the safe house. Sam and Jane tried to walk hand in hand, but most of the trail was too narrow for two people to pass shoulder to shoulder. Instead, the occasional touch sufficed. Jane needed to recalibrate. She also needed a moment in Sam’s arms to forget what she’d just seen and to somehow feel safe again. It frustrated her not to be able to talk freely with Sam. However, she knew that Jenny had been through enough, and talking about what just happened would not do anything to help Jenny’s situation. They’d have time to talk as adults when they reached the safe house.
“How are you holding up?” she asked Sam.
“Shaken—not stirred,” said Sam, eliciting a quick chuckle.
“He just came out of nowhere. We were totally unprepared. Just sitting there drinking water like a bunch of day hikers,” she said.
“We got lucky again, thanks to Charlie,” said Sam.
“I know. Next time, it might not work out in our favor.”
“There won’t be a next time. We get Lea and get out. Simple enough,” said Sam, always the optimist.
“Yeah, simple enough.”
“I’m going to check on Charlie,” said Sam.
Leading the group, Jane tried her best to keep them moving while being mindful of Jenny’s size and ability to travel.
~ ~ ~
Sam walked near the end of the line just in front of Charlie, who brought up the rear. While working as an emergency medical responder, Sam had seen his share of men die as a result of violence. Fortunately, he never actually saw the violence that caused the dying. Thoughts of Lea raced through his mind, intermixed with the memory of the man’s death song. The thud as the man hit the ground and the deep gurgling and whistling sounds that escaped the man’s lungs as he struggled for his last breaths. He’d unceremoniously died moments after Jane and Charlie left to search for the rest of the New Order crew. The sight of it haunted him.
Charlie looked just as shaken. Sam read Charlie as the kind of guy who was everyone’s friend, a serious but kind man. Although Sam didn’t see what had happened when Charlie and Jane found the other New Order man, he did see the blood splatter on Charlie’s shoes. Sam was relieved to have Charlie traveling with the group, even if it meant the New Order might be trailing them. The police officer understood what needed to be done and appeared to have what it took to do it without hesitation.
“You doing okay?” Sam asked over his shoulder to Charlie.
“I’ve been better. You?” responded Charlie.
“About the same. Do you think that was the last of them?”
“It’s hard to know. Either those two were a search party looking for us, or they just stumbled on us,” said Charlie.
“I guess we’ll never know. Too bad we couldn’t have taken their car. A ride would have been great right about now. Air-conditioning wouldn’t hurt either,” said Sam, wiping the sweat off his brow.
“No kidding. My sweat is sweating. I’m concerned about those two,” Charlie said in a low whisper.
Sam glanced down the trail toward Mike and Jenny. Jenny looked like she was in shock. Her face was a clammy white mask of fear, and her eyes were wide open, staring blankly ahead as her little feet plodded along. She hadn’t spoken since she’d stopped screaming. Mike half dragged, half carried her. Both looked exhausted and dehydrated.
“Me too. Not much we can do for them. At this point, giving them an easier pace isn’t even an option. What happened back there? At your house?” asked Sam.
“New Order basically trashed the place. There was nothing left except the guns in my gun safes. They couldn’t get into those. I figured it was just a matter of time before they came back with tools for the job. So I bolted as quickly as possible and basically sprinted to your location.”
“Sorry about your house. That was probably tough to see. Who knows what we’re walking into when we get back to Evansville. Do you think they were looking for you specifically or just going through houses?”
“I’ve been wondering that myself. I’m guessing they were looking for me. Otherwise, Johnny wouldn’t have tried to send me a message. I think he tried to warn me that they were coming. It would have been extremely dangerous for him to send that message during the morning hours. He risked everything for me, for us. I hope he didn’t get…” Charlie trailed off midsentence.
“Yeah. Me too.”
Sam and Charlie continued walking in silence. The sound of their footfalls rang in Sam’s ears as a heavy mood blanketed him.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Doris Venture sat contently in her oversized white wicker chair, looking out over her land. Not much had changed since the lights went out for her, except helping the runners. One day, shortly after everything stopped working, a man named Charlie Stout came to her house and told her about the events in Porter. Before Charlie came, Doris thought only her power was out, until she realized her truck also failed to operate. Doris was glad she never made that trip into town. According to Charlie, the New Order men were a nasty bunch. If her car had been working, she would have driven right into the thick of things without even knowing it.
Sitting alone and waiting for more runners every afternoon and evening became her ritual. She was never certain when or if they would come, only that they would be coming. Charlie told her to place a plant on the deck rail if everything was as it should be. Otherwise, the runners would just keep running. Today, the geranium pot sat on the rail of her large Southern-style verandah—a beacon of hope for anyone on the run.
Despite the fact that she’d gotten along by herself for close to a decade, the visitors comforted Doris. She’d forgotten what it was like to have company. Loneliness had become her only companion after Travis, her only child, left for the Marine Corps. She’d sent him to fight for freedom in Iraq ten years ago, and he came home from Iraq a hero—in a closed casket.
His staff sergeant said he died fighting to save his squad during a vicious ambush. He’d rushed off to cover one of their exposed flanks, whatever that meant, and disappeared in a massive explosion. She didn’t doubt the story. Her son was always a brave and principled boy, even as a child. He was everything her ex-husband was not. The Marine Corps had been perfect for him, even if it ended the way it did. She was very proud of him.
Charlie told her to hide Travis’s picture—something about being safe and the New Order. Doris could not bring herself to remove Travis’s picture from the mantel, right next to his framed Bronze Star medal and service ribbons. It was all she had left of her boy.
Doris figured there would be a runner or two anytime now. She was ready with food, fresh water and a comfortable place to sleep for each person that came through. Her extensive garden served her well during this crisis. She had all she needed. The garden produced far more than she could ever eat. Normally she would preserve the remaining harvest, but using her limited fuel to run the generator for canning just didn’t seem right. Instead, she dried or pickled much of the produce or gave it to the runners. She had so much food she even gave away the peaches right off the trees from her vast orchard. For the winter, she would eat from her extensive stores of canned food. She often chuckled when people talked about “prepping for survival.” Prepping? Try living on a self-sustaining farm. She even had a hand pump water well. It provided all the fresh water she could ever need.
Doris would be just fine as far as food and water were concerned, but providing assistance to the men and women of the Porter Police Department was extremely risky. Charlie had warned her that the New Order men were all convicted felons, who would think nothing of killing her if they found out what she was doing. She didn’t care. Travis wouldn’t have hesitated to help the men and women in blue. He’d always talked about applying for a job with one of the local police departments if he didn’t make the Marine Corps a career. She’d honor his legacy by helping the runners, no matter what the outcome.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Brown sat in the communications room of the former Porter Police Department, scanning the airwaves. As a former Navy radioman, Brown knew how to make the lifeless machine sing for him. He knew that by channel skipping, he would eventually pick up a transmission that would tell him what the cops were doing. The Boss was right, they were up to something, and Brown intended to figure out what they were planning before anyone else did. He’d learned the hard way that information is power, and being the first to know something provided the most power.
That skinny sneak Johnny was also up to something. Brown had caught him communicating with someone—he just could not figure out what Johnny was saying or whom he talked with, if he even made contact. Eventually, everything would come to light. Mistakes would be made, and when they were, Brown would be ready.
After a while, Brown’s hands became weary and his eyes tired from sitting at the communications desk. Turning the frequencies and hearing nothing but static began to wear on him. Channel fifty-two, static. Frequency level C, channel forty-one, had nothing but static. Every channel and frequency he tried, he found static. Then a voice rang out:
“…Marta…come in…”
Mary? Marty? What is she saying? Every time the person repeated the name through the emptiness of static and space, Brown became more furious at his inability to get a clear signal.
“Charlie, this is Marta. Copy?”
Finally, loud and clear.
Marta! Brown froze. He knew that name. Where did he see that name? Was it here or on the inside? It was definitely here, at the Porter PD headquarters. Brown recalled seeing a mug with the name Marta written on it in the break room. She’d probably used a Sharpie black marker in an attempt to ward off her coworkers from using her favorite “Shut Up and Stand in Line” mug. This was the break he needed! She must be part of the PD.
“Charlie, you copy? This is Marta. We have one more delivery. Are you ready?” Marta said daringly.
“Charlie? Are you there?” the voice repeated.
Charlie did not reply to Marta’s calls.
Brown quickly pieced the puzzle together. The Boss had ordered a raid on the home of a man named Charlie Stout. Turned out he was likely a copper. Although there were no uniforms or other cop paraphernalia, there was a large communications setup in the basement and two large gun lockers. The guys were still trying to get into the lockers.
Those sneaky bastards! thought Brown. They were moving their people out, one at a time, right under our noses. Smiling, Brown realized he had discovered very valuable information. Only one question remained. Who would be the best customer for his information?
~ ~ ~
Marta Rhodes sat in her sweltering attic, trying desperately to contact Charlie. He always gave her several “squawkers” right after successfully launching runners on the trail to the first safe house. A “squawker” consisted of three fast on and off babbles, which sounded like someone trying to talk over static. Charlie had failed to do this after taking delivery of Mike Sparr and his daughter this morning. Then she’d seen the New Order truck headed in the direction of Charlie’s house. The truck moved fast, like they had a purpose—which was not a common occurrence for these parasitic thugs.
The sight of them speeding away worried her. They were so close to getting all of the remaining police officers out of Porter. They just needed to get Gayle Jones out. Then Charlie would leave too. She did not look forward to being the only remaining set of eyes in Porter, but someone had to do it. Besides, no one would suspect that “little old Marta” was up to anything. She didn’t look like a cop, and as part of the administrative department, she was not listed on the duty roster in the same way. They might find her name somewhere, but so far, she hadn’t heard of any serious incidents involving the administrative staff. A few houses had been searched, but that was it. She felt safe, sort of.
She would make one more desperate attempt to contact Charlie, then wait until tomorrow to try again. If she didn’t hear from him tomorrow night, she had to assume he was dead, and they’d have to come up with a different plan to smuggle Gayle Jones out of Porter.
“Charlie, you copy? This is Marta. We have one more delivery. Are you ready?” she said into the air.
She knew saying both of their names was prohibited under their rules of communication. However, on occasion she had inadvertently slipped a name or two in without consequence. Those times emboldened her now in her desperation.
Her frantic calls were returned by cold, bare static. Looking out her attic window, Marta suddenly felt very alone.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
“Damn it!” muttered Jane as she swatted another feasting mosquito. “At this point, I think more surface area of my skin is covered with bug bites than not.”
“Me too,” said Sam, scratching his neck. “Next time we go on a backcountry hike, we bring triple the amount of bug spray.”
“If there is a next time. I get the feeling we’re on a permanent camping trip from this point forward,” said Jane.
“How much further, Daddy?” whined Jenny.
Looking at his watch, Mike said, “Not too much longer, honey.”
“We’re almost there. In fact, I think it would be best if the four of you settle here. Take a break while I run ahead. Doris and I worked out a signaling system to alert runners if it was safe to approach her house. I don’t want to walk into a trap,” said Charlie.
“You mentioned that we need to look for the flowerpot before coming out of the forest. I’ll go with you,” offered Jane.
“Okay, let’s leave the heavy gear behind so we can travel light and fast,” said Charlie.
“We got this covered,” said Sam, patting Mike on the shoulder.
“Be back in a few,” said Jane. “Stay off the trail while we’re gone.”
They dropped their packs and jogged down the horse trail due north. When Jane looked back, her husband melted into the forest, dragging the two packs with him.
“Doris’s house is just beyond that rise,” said Charlie, pointing down the trail. “Let’s make our way around those rocks and have a look.”
The house sat still in the middle of a vast clearing. A luscious vegetable garden and a barn flanked the serene white farmhouse. Green grass and a peach orchard covered the expanse of the space behind the house. A flowering pink geranium in a cobalt blue pot sat on the porch rail.
“Wow. Nice place. How did you find it?” asked Jane.
“I met Doris at a Porter fire department BBQ last summer. She mentioned she lived on the horse trail. I knew about the horse trail and had gone for long runs on it, but never this far. When the shit hit the fan, I ran until I got here, hoping to find Doris,” said Charlie.
“Looks like she’s far enough from both towns to keep her out of harm’s way.”
“That’s my hope. Looks like things are fine. That pink geranium is our signal. Let’s get the others,” said Charlie, motioning to Jane.
She glanced at the porch again, chuckling at the simple signal that could mean the difference between life and death. When they returned, a robust-looking woman with gray hair stood on the covered porch. She walked down the stairs to meet them, obviously alerted to their presence.
“Charlie! Gosh, am I glad to see you,” said Doris, in a thickly sweet Southern accent. “I thought I saw something moving on the trail.”
“Were we that obvious?”
“No. I’ve been waiting. Figured it was about time for another group.”
Charlie stepped forward and hugged Doris.
“Glad to see you’re doing well, Doris. Let me introduce you to Mike and Jenny Sparr. Mike is Porter PD. We also have Jane and Sam Archer. Jane is Evansville PD.”
“Evansville PD? Are we moving the Evansville PD out now too?” asked Doris.
“No. They wandered into this mess from a camping trip,” said Charlie.
“Where are my manners, please do come in. Make yourselves at home. The more the merrier,” said Doris, opening the front door for them.
The group moved into the coolness of the neatly appointed farmhouse. Gleaming pine floors and antique furniture greeted the weary travelers.
“Your house is beautiful!” exclaimed Jane.
“Thank you, dear. I’m kind of partial to it, as you can imagine. I can prepare a nice snack while you all rest. Charlie, you can stay in Travis’s room. Mike and Jenny, why don’t you take the front room. Jane and Sam can take the blue room in the back. You can get your things settled and wash up. There are fresh water basins in all the rooms,” said Doris.
“We’re fine. We don’t want to use your water for bathing,” said Sam, shocked that Doris would offer such a precious commodity.
“Don’t worry about that, honey. I have a well with plenty of water,” Doris said proudly. “Take your time and wash as much as you need.”
The prospect of washing and eating seemed to revive the exhausted group.
“Doris, I’ll wash up and then help you in the kitchen. We have some dried grains we can offer to the group for food,” said Jane.
“No need. My garden has done so well this year that I can hardly eat it all fast enough. You all will be doing me a great service by eating your share of the harvest,” said Doris.
“Real food! Can we eat, Daddy?” begged Jenny.
“Yes, after we clean up,” said Mike.
“Aw…” was the only protest the tired Jenny could muster.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Jane dropped her heavy, dirty backpack onto the pristine wide plank pine floor. The bedroom had an antique cherry wood four-poster bed and a matching bureau. A jug of water sat on the bureau, next to an old-fashioned porcelain washbasin. The lace curtains fluttered silently on a slight breeze, filling the serene blue room with earthy scents.
Stretching out on the bed, Sam sighed. “Wow, does this bed feel nice. I think I’ll sleep like the dead tonight.”
“Bad analogy, given what we went through today,” said Jane.
Jane yanked her sweat-stained T-shirt off and stood at the basin, washing herself with the precious well water. A cake of homemade soap sat beside the washbasin. Jane lathered the bar into a sudsy froth, filling the room with a homey lavender scent. The clean feeling was a welcome change from her usual dirty state.
“Now that we can talk freely, what really happened when you and Charlie found the other New Order guy?” said Sam, moving from the bed to stand behind her.
Jane stopped splashing her face and grabbed a thick white towel to dry herself. She leaned back into Sam’s strong arms, allowing herself to close her eyes and forget the day for just a second. After breathing deeply for a moment, she responded, “I’m not even sure where to begin. I’m still trying to process everything.”
“That bad?” said Sam. “I figured as much given how the two of you looked when you came back.”
“It started off fine. We found the dead guy’s partner in a car on the side of the road. Charlie took the driver’s side and I approached from the passenger side. We ordered the guy out of the car and onto the pavement, but before he got all the way out of the car, Charlie shot him at point-blank range. He just dropped the guy right there. No warning or provocation. I’ve never seen anything like it. He put the end of the suppressor against his head and that was it,” said Jane.
“Shit. That is bad. But then again, Charlie saved Jenny and the rest of us from the first guy. Who knows what would have happened if he didn’t come along. From my vantage point, I think Jenny was just the first to be killed. Who knows what else he would have done to us. I think Charlie’s actions are extreme, but also spot on,” said Sam. “The rules have changed.”
“That’s what Charlie said,” added Jane. “What really bothers me is that I think he’s right, and I’m not sure I could have done the same thing myself. Who knows, I might have tried to drag the guy along with us. I could have endangered all of us,” said Jane, rubbing her forehead with her free hand.
Sam led her to the bed, where they took a seat.
“You’re a good person and this is an unusually dangerous situation. Charlie has been dealing with this since it started, and he’s seen things we can’t even begin to imagine. For Christ’s sake, just a couple of days ago we were still on a pleasant backpacking trip, oblivious to all of this,” Sam reminded her.
“It was just a shock to see everything I thought I stood for evaporate in a second,” said Jane.
“Charlie wouldn’t have done that unless it was absolutely necessary to keep us safe,” said Sam. “We have to trust his judgment.”
Jane nodded. “I hope I never reach the point where I could put a gun up to someone’s head and pull the trigger.”
“It won’t come to that as long as we play it safe,” said Sam.
“If it does come down to that, I have to be ready to pull the trigger—for you and Lea.”
“You are not alone in this. I need to be ready, too,” said Sam as he pulled her into him, cradling her in his arms.
Jane closed her eyes and allowed him to hold her a little longer. After a quiet minute, she reluctantly disentangled from Sam’s embrace.
“I’m going to help our hostess while you get washed up.”
“With your dirty bathwater?” said Sam, followed by a wink and quick kiss on her cheek.
“Slightly used water,” she said.
“I stand corrected.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Mike and Jenny sat at the large farmer’s table in the kitchen. Looking around the kitchen, Mike guessed that Doris spent most of her time here. The clean white Formica countertops and large white farmer’s sink dominated the functional kitchen. Doris appeared to be in her glory, preparing refreshments for them. Her ease and welcoming nature finally persuaded him to relax and enjoy the hospitality. He finally felt like a welcome guest instead of a fugitive relying on handouts.
“Can I have more of this?” asked Jenny, holding up an empty bowl.
“Slow down, princess. At this rate you’ll eat Ms. Doris out of house and home,” joked Mike.
“Not a chance. You eat as much as you would like, sweetie,” said Doris.
“Food has been a bit of an issue for us. We’ve been living off the generosity of people like you for the past couple of weeks. Generosity most could barely afford. Jenny and I tried to eat as little as possible, so as not to overstay our welcome—if you know what I mean.”
“I won’t have any of that kind of thinking around here. My house is your house, and I need hungry mouths to keep it running,” she said, taking a seat next to Jenny. “It’s hard for me to believe what’s happening. I’m so far removed from anything like that here. Nothing has changed for me except I can’t watch my shows in the evening. But that’s probably for the best. TV rots your brain, right, Jenny?”
“You have a TV? Can I watch it?” Jenny asked excitedly.
“Did I hear someone mention watching TV?” asked Jane while walking into the kitchen.
“Don’t we all wish. Can I get you some peach salad, honey?” asked Doris.
“Sure, I would love some, but please let me help,” replied Jane.
“No need. I have it all right here,” said Doris, scooping a large portion of sweetened peaches from a handmade ceramic bowl.
“Your home is just lovely. How long have you lived here?” asked Jane.
“Almost thirty years. The place is such a part of me, I just can’t imagine moving anywhere else. I know in the long run I’ll have to move closer to town or maybe hire help for the farm, but right now I’m happy to stay put. Do you live in Evansville?”
“I do. Sam and I live with our daughter, Lea, on the eastern side of town,” said Jane.
Mike saw Jane’s expression change after she mentioned Lea. Now he understood why she’d pushed them so hard on the trail. It must be killing her inside to be out of contact with her daughter.
“Things are different in Evansville, judging by what we heard. I’m sure she’s fine,” said Mike.
Jane nodded silently, clearly not wanting to explore the topic any further. An awkward moment passed before Doris broke the silence.
“Jenny, you look like your peach-stuffed face is about to fall sound asleep. Go ahead and take a nice long nap. We won’t be having dinner for a couple of hours.”
“Sounds like a plan to me. Come on, sweetie. I’ll get you settled,” said Mike, turning to Doris before getting up from the table. “I really can’t thank you enough.”
“Seeing her stuffed to the gills with peaches is thanks enough.”
~ ~ ~
Charlie waited at the top of the stairs until Doris excused herself to pick some vegetables for dinner. He hoped Jane wouldn’t join her. They needed to have a frank discussion, without Doris. When he heard the back screen door slam shut, he descended the stairs and took a seat at the table. He was glad to see Mike and Jenny were gone, too.
“We need to talk about something before Doris returns.”
“What’s up?” said Jane, pushing the bowl of peaches in his direction.
“Thank you. I’ll have some in a minute,” he said. “I was just thinking that Doris might not be safe out here anymore.”
“What do you mean?” asked Sam.
“Well, my friend Johnny tried to communicate with me right before my house was raided. He must have heard that the New Order was going to hit my home, or he wouldn’t have risked a daytime communication. Then we run into those guys on the road, or they run into us, however you want to look at it. It’s only a matter of time before they find the car and the bodies.”
“And the horse trail,” added Jane.
“Exactly.”
“Shit. We can’t just leave Doris out here alone,” said Sam.
“I know. But she won’t want to leave. I’m sure of it. And if the New Order is not looking for us on the horse trail, I need to keep Doris in place until the last person is out of Porter,” said Charlie.
“Maybe Marta will know more. Can you contact her tonight?” asked Jane.
“I can try, but all I have is the small handheld CB. The range isn’t great. The unit is more for close-range communications,” said Charlie.
“Maybe Doris has a radio?” asked Sam.
“She might. I never really asked. We never coordinated her accepting runners. They were just instructed that if the plant was not visible on the porch rail, they needed to keep moving. I guess we can ask her. What do you two plan to do from here? This is probably the closest the trail gets to your house.”
Looking at Sam, Jane said, “We plan to leave before dawn. Hopefully, we can make it back to Evansville before dinnertime.”
“You should plan to take it slow and very careful-like. You might end up going through some populated areas before reaching home,” said Charlie.
“Yeah, we’re worried about that. Do you have any updates on the current situation in Evansville?” asked Jane.
“All I know is that the cops are gone. We managed to move everyone out. You will have absolutely no backup out there,” said Charlie.
“We’ll have to be extremely cautious,” said Sam.
“I’m not so sure it’s a good idea for you to go back, Jane. The New Order might have figured out you’re blue. If they did, they’ll be looking for you,” warned Charlie.
“We have no choice, Charlie. We have to get Lea out of there,” said Jane.
“I know. I’ll do everything I can to help you with any supplies or routing information I can provide,” said Charlie.
“Thanks, we can use all the help we can get,” said Sam.
The trio sat silently in the kitchen. The warm evening sky slowly turned a brilliant orange as the shrill of cicadas filled the space between them.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Sam stirred to the sounds of voices just outside his bedroom window. He had intended to lie down for just a few minutes, but the comfortable bed, cool breeze and sheer exhaustion knocked him into a deep sleep. Upon awakening, he was not exactly sure of his location. Am I in a hotel? A friend’s house?
“Can we roast marshmallows too!” shouted an excited child.
He recognized the voice, which jumpstarted his brain. They were at a house in the middle of nowhere, waiting for tomorrow. Waiting to get back to their daughter. He opened his eyes to the reality he had briefly forgotten. The light of a roaring campfire shone into the dark bedroom, reminding him of his more immediate need. Dinner. He hurried down to join the others outside.
“Wow, this looks amazing,” said Sam.
Kissing Jane on the head, Sam took a seat next to her on a log bench. Everyone lounged around the campfire, anticipating dinner.
“Honey, I could make good food anywhere so long as I have my secret ingredients,” said Doris proudly.
“What are those?” asked Mike.
“Well, if I told you, then they wouldn’t be a secret, now would they. Jenny, be a dear and pass me those bowls—the campfire stew is ready,” said Doris.
Doris passed each person an oversized bowl with roasted potatoes and a hearty stew made in a cast-iron pot suspended over the fire by a tripod. She’d also made some sort of cornbread, although Sam was not too sure how she managed to pull that one off on an open fire. He could not remember being so excited about a meal since he was a child and his mom made the Thanksgiving feast for the entire family.
“Do you think it’s okay to have a fire going? Maybe someone will see the smoke and come looking,” said Mike.
“It should be fine. Plus, we’re so far out of both towns that the likelihood of anyone seeing or smelling the fire is pretty slim,” said Charlie.
“I’ve been lighting fires since the whole thing started, with no problem. In the beginning I had no idea what was happening. I went about business as usual, which included burning all of the scrub I cut from the clearing. Believe me, with the amount of smoke I’ve been putting out, if they were going to find me, they would’ve,” said Doris.
“This is amazing, Doris. Thanks so much,” said Jane, eating a hearty spoonful.
“My pleasure.”
“Doris, you don’t happen to have any sort of communications devices, like a CB radio or a shortwave radio, do you?” asked Charlie.
“I don’t, but Travis did. I haven’t really cleaned out all of his things from the shed. He used a section of it for his hobbies. Said he liked some privacy. You know how kids are. I’m pretty sure he had a radio, although I’m not sure it still works.”
“You mind if we have a look at it? I need to touch base with Marta in Porter,” said Charlie.
“Sure, you go right ahead. There’s a separate generator out there too. Again, I haven’t needed to use it, so I’m not sure the generator works. But it should. I have a helper come by to cut and chop firewood,” said Doris, with a nod toward the extensive row of cut and stacked firewood. “If I recall correctly, he ran the generator to power his chipper, so I think it’s probably still fine. Just pull the generator outside and run a line inside. I don’t want anyone getting hurt from the fumes.”
“Will do, thanks. Is there anything you need us to help you with while we’re here? I’m sure you could always use an extra set of hands around the farm,” asked Charlie.
“If you don’t mind hauling some water from the well into the house, that would be a tremendous help. I have large containers inside. So far I’ve gotten into the habit of bringing one jug in per day. It would be great to have a little stockpile to give my old bones a break.”
“We can do that, no problem,” said Mike.
Turning to Charlie, Sam said, “What’s your plan for tomorrow? Jane and I will be leaving around the same time we left your house. We would like to get home before dinnertime. Like you said, we have no idea what we’re walking into and need to leave extra time in case we need to slow our pace considerably.”
“I think we need to leave around the same time, maybe 4:45 a.m. Does that work for you and Jenny?” Charlie said, looking at Mike.
“It sure does. We can be ready when you’re ready to leave. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the escort to the next safe house. How far away is it?” asked Mike.
“It’s about the same distance as we walked from my house to here. So if all goes well, we should be at the next house before dinner. Then, the following day, we can reach the new HQ,” said Charlie.
“That’ll work. What does the headquarters consist of?” asked Mike.
“Our chief took over a kids camp on the border between Clark and Grant,” said Charlie.
“Sounds decent enough,” said Mike.
“It’s the safest place around right now. All of the Evansville police and their families are there, along with the officers we got out of Porter. It won’t be long until more police departments join the fun. Things are really shaping up to be as comfortable as possible up there until this all blows over,” said Charlie.
Finishing his dinner, Sam turned to Mike and said, “How about if you and Jane haul water and clean up while Charlie and I check on the radio?”
“That’ll work. Jenny can help with the dishes,” said Mike.
“Okay,” said a tired Jenny, with a slight yawn.
Leaning toward Mike, Jane said, “I’ll be surprised if she makes it up the stairs before falling asleep.”
“I won’t be far behind her.” Mike winked.
~ ~ ~
An old wooden shed sat a few hundred yards from the main house. Sam hadn’t noticed it when they’d first walked up to Doris’s home or while sitting around the campfire. He stepped inside and turned on the flashlight he’d carried with him for the past two weeks while out camping. The bright LED light illuminated the entire room, exposing its contents.
Doris stored a few riding-type mowers and a surprising number of tools, old and new, in the shed. The tools were neatly arranged on wooden, handmade pegs attached to the inside walls of the building. A heavy wooden potter’s table sat against the wall under a row of windows, providing the perfect location for sprouting seeds in the spring to get a jump on the growing season. Doris really did have everything she needed here. Sam admired her preparedness, even if it was accomplished through casual lifestyle choices and not by design.
He found a door leading to another room in the shed. The name “Travis” had been whittled at chest level, indicating that Doris’s son had probably carved it as a child. Examining the letters, Sam was sad for Doris. She probably felt the same way every time she saw it, remembering her son as a spirited young child. He pushed open the unlocked door, taking a step inside. Charlie followed closely behind.
“Wow, look at all this stuff.” Charlie whistled.
“Yeah, I guess Travis liked his radio,” said Sam, taking in the set.
An assortment of electronic parts were strewn across a roughhewn table in front of a CB radio set. At least it looked like it was a CB radio. No telling, since it appeared to be built from scratch. Sam was impressed.
“Looks like the kid built this one, nice job too from the looks of it. No telling if it will work until we get some juice going to it,” said Sam. “Looks like he was searching for a part, so I’m guessing I have some work ahead of me.”
Sam picked up one of the electronics pieces, blowing a thick layer of dust into the light.
“Looks like it’s been a while since anyone has been in here,” said Charlie.
“Yeah. Did you see the generator anywhere?” asked Sam.
“No, I’ll check the other side of the shed,” said Charlie, moving out of the room.
Charlie stepped into the doorway and scanned his flashlight into the main area of the shed. “I’ve got it. It’s under a tarp. Give me a hand. We need to move it outside.”
“Okay, I’ll grab a cord and be right with you.”
Mercifully, the generator was one of those portable types built into a frame with two wheels on one side. They muscled the heavy generator over uneven terrain to the outside corner of the building near Travis’s section of the shed and snaked the cord into the shed through a small window.
“Okay, let’s see if this baby works,” said Charlie, checking the gas and oil levels.
“I’ll go back and see if I can hook up the CB to the generator outlet,” said Sam, walking back toward the shed.
Sam moved quickly back into the shed, the light of his flashlight illuminating his path. The fine layer of dust on everything in the small room didn’t give him a lot of hope. The radio hadn’t been used since Travis was still alive, and based on the Bronze Star citation sitting on Doris’s mantel, that meant it hadn’t been powered for close to ten years. He had his doubts whether the parts would still function. The weather hadn’t invaded the room, but electronics were not meant to sit unused for extended periods of time. However, looking around the shed’s ample supply of electronics parts and specialized tools, Sam felt confident that he could fix any problems caused by time. If Travis was able to build the radio from the supplies in this shed, Sam could fix it.
The loud rumble of the generator broke the quiet, drowning out nature’s forest symphony with a harsh reminder of the world they once lived in. Although Sam would have preferred that none of this had happened, he had to admit that living without the noise and distractions of the modern world felt kind of nice. Nice in a way that made him imagine living a self-reliant life with Jane and Lea on a rustic farm like this one. Doris didn’t seem bothered at all by the current circumstances. There was something to be said about that.
“How is it looking in there?” said Charlie through the window.
“Hold on,” said Sam, plugging the power cord directly into an inverter hardwired to the radio.
Sam imagined that Travis had done this before. Probably during a power outage caused by a storm. Sam flipped a switch, powering the radio set. He depressed the transmission button on the handset, but couldn’t hear much over the generator. Turning the volume higher didn’t seem to help the situation.
“Charlie! Move it back!” shouted Sam.
“Move what back?”
“The generator. Take it around the corner, as far from the window as possible.”
Charlie ran from the window and slowly pulled the generator around the side of the shed until the cord pulled taut. The extra distance and redirection of sound away from the window decreased the noise level enough for Sam to hear himself think again.
“How’s that?” asked Charlie, walking into the small room.
“Better. The set seems fine, but without anyone signaling, it’s hard to know if the unit can send and receive. All I hear right now is static,” said Sam.
“Alright. Let’s turn everything off and wait another couple of hours until after midnight. Then I can signal Marta. We should be able to figure out if it’s working pretty fast,” said Charlie.
“I would think so. Given the size of the antenna Travis installed onto the side of the shed, if this thing is working, we should be able to contact Mars.”
~ ~ ~
Doris and Jenny stood side by side in front of the large farmhouse kitchen sink. Even though Doris didn’t need the help, she loved being in the kitchen with another person by her side. The rhythm of household chores served as a medium for unspoken communication between the two of them.
“If you yawn again, I think you might fall asleep while you’re washing,” said Doris.
“I’m tired and Daddy said that tomorrow we have to walk out of here to another house. Can’t I just stay here?” asked Jenny, sponging off a glass.
Glancing at Mike, Doris said, “I would love it if you could, but this time, you need to keep walking to the next house. It will be fine. Besides, you can always come back to see me. You’re welcome anytime, my dear.”
“Okay, Daddy, can we come back? I really like it here,” said Jenny.
“Sure, honey. After we get settled, we’ll come back to visit Ms. Doris. But for now, I think I need to get you to bed. We have an early start tomorrow. Doris, I’m going to get this zombie child to bed and then I can help you finish.”
“No need at all. Jenny and I were able to wash everything. I’m just putting a few things away. You get yourself some rest too. You’ll need it for tomorrow. Here, take this flashlight so you can find your way around,” said Doris.
“You don’t have to ask twice. I could use some shut-eye. Come on, chicken,” said Mike, grabbing Jenny’s still-damp hand.
The floor creaked in the still farmhouse as Mike and Jenny made their way to their cozy room for the night.
 



Chapter Thirty
Freddie Jackson, now known respectfully as the “Boss,” sat on the front porch of his new house, pumping weights. The house was a “gift” from a Porter family to honor his reign. Not that they had a choice. The Boss and his guys walked into any house they wanted and ordered the people out, and out they went. Those who didn’t immediately comply were dealt with harshly, setting an example for the community. It didn’t take more than a few examples for people to get the message. He was surprised by just how easy it was to take over the town. The people in Porter never knew what hit them.
The way he saw it, Porter was his reward for the years spent cooped up in that PrisCorp shithole. Not that life had been too bad in prison. Serving a life sentence without the possibility of parole gave a man perspective. The key to serving a life sentence was making a new life on the inside. The Boss managed to reconstruct his “business network” in PrisCorp. Underpaid guards and fellow inmates were more than willing to fill the ranks of his new army. Before he knew it, Freddie Jackson was on top again. The cash and drugs surged through the facility, followed by the perks. The Boss had his own room, willing ladies brought in for visits as much as he requested, and plenty of take-out food. The only thing he lacked was his freedom, which was a big fucking thing.
When the power failed and his door unlocked, he’d sprinted like a fool with the rest of them until he was well clear of the prison. When he realized the lights were out for good, the Boss knew an opportunity had fallen right into his lap. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to emerge as a legitimate power, out of the shadows. The days of running a covert network of drug dealers and petty thieves—always looking over his shoulder—was finished. With the army he’d built in the prison, he’d do what all of the great leaders in the past had done. Invade and occupy.
Porter, the closest town, had proven too easy. The cops and locals were too busy trying to figure out what had happened to the lights to fight back. Once they’d captured the police station, the town basically gave up. Still, he didn’t need any resistance fighters giving him trouble. He’d read about the resistance groups in World War II, always fucking with the Germans wherever they went. Hunting down all the cops and veterans was the only way to fully establish his new turf. So far, no hero cops had come out of the woodwork to give him trouble. They got the message, along with everyone else.
The rumble of a lone vehicle interrupted his thoughts. A pickup truck pulled into the driveway and four of his “officers” climbed out of the truck.
“Hey, Boss, we’ve got some bad news,” yelled the guy they called Trasher.
“Tell me,” the Boss said in a stern voice. He put down the free weights and walked toward the edge of the porch.
“Fucking dude must’ve come back while we looked for tools, man. Both lockers were open and stripped clean,” said Trasher.
“You’ve got to be shitting me. How the fuck did you idiots allow that to happen? Let me guess, all four of you morons went looking for shit to open the lockers, and none of you geniuses stayed behind at the house in case he came back! Am I right?”
All of the men avoided his gaze. The Boss shone the flashlight on each one of them, scrutinizing their every move.
“Or did something else happen? Did one of you shit bags decide he was gonna get that treasure and cut the rest of us out of that shit? Seems too easy that there was nothing there. I think one of you is a liar,” said the Boss.
He stepped down off the porch, quickly closing the distance between himself and the men.
“Really, Boss, we were all together looking for tools. None of us could have gone back to take anything,” said Frankie, a slight tremble in his voice.
“No? Then you had help. Either way, one of you shits ripped me off,” said the Boss.
Ortiz, a short Hispanic man with bad teeth and a lazy eye, started to say something, but Freddie wasn’t in the mood for any more excuses. He pulled out the Glock he had stuffed in his waistband and pushed it into the side of Ortiz’s head.
“Unless you gonna tell me what happened to the cop booty, I suggest you keep your piehole shut. You hear me, guaco?” said the Boss, shoving the gun into Ortiz’s head so hard that the man stumbled backward.
“So if none of you dumb asses stole my stash, then where is it?”
“The dude who lives there, Charlie something or other, must have taken it. He probably showed up when we left. Maybe was even watching the joint while we were there doing our thing—you know all sneaky and cop like,” said Trasher.
“So now I have two problems. No booty and a cop on the run.”
“Yeah, Boss. Some sneaky shit he pulled on us. Must’ve really wanted whatever was in those lockers,” Trasher offered hesitantly.
“You think? Here’s what we’re gonna do. Starting tomorrow, you boys are going to turn this entire town upside down. I don’t care how many men it takes. I want every inch of this place turned over. And I mean every inch—and don’t get lazy, include the attics and basements. This Charlie dude is either hiding in Porter or he ran. If he ran, I want to know where he ran to and who helped him,” said the Boss. “He wasn’t the only pig to skip town.”
“You got it, Boss. We’ll start on it first thing in the morning,” said Trasher, signaling to the rest of the men to get moving.
The Boss watched the men climb back into the truck and drive off. Those four idiots represented the best men he could find in that PrisCorp hellhole. They weren’t the brightest, but they were loyal to him, at least for now. The Boss knew that if something better came along, those loyalties would quickly shift.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Brown sat in the dark communications room of the Porter Police Department. The room was sweltering hot and the candle he used for light wasn’t helping matters. In fact, it barely provided enough illumination for him to work the dials on the radio. Turning on the lights was not an option. He didn’t want to draw anyone’s attention to him. Brown knew the cops would talk again; at least he hoped they would. One way or the other, he needed to figure out their plan. He wanted to get ahead of this. If the cops were planning something against their Boss, he had to piece it together before it happened. If they were just sneaking cops out of town, with no other agenda, that could be useful information, too, especially if he could figure out where they were hiding. Several cops had escaped, posing a threat to the Boss.
Sitting in the dark quiet room, Brown began to think about the life he had before his life went south. His mind flashed to the look on his momma’s face the first time she saw him in uniform. She’d looked at him like he was made of pure gold. Not the troubled shit he had been as a teenager and became once again after coming home. For once, his momma had been proud. He wished there was some way to go back to that time. Maybe there was. Stretching his back and yawning, Brown looked at his watch, 12:40 a.m. He’d give it another hour before turning in for the night.
~ ~ ~
Charlie and Sam sat in front of the homemade radio. Charlie allowed Sam to fumble with the dials while he waited until Sam felt confident that their channel was dialed in as tightly as possible.
“Okay. Give it a try,” said Sam.
“Marta, it’s Charlie. You there?”
Static.
“Marta, you there?” repeated Charlie.
Static.
“Marta, come in. It’s Charlie. Over,” repeated Charlie.
Static.
“Maybe we’re not broadcasting? We have power, but perhaps the antenna isn’t working?” asked Charlie.
“It should be. I checked everything before we started. It all looks fine. Keep trying,” suggested Sam.
“Marta, come in. It’s Charlie. Over.”
“Charlie? Is that you?” said Marta, her voice a faint echo through the static.
“Yes. It’s me. I had to get out quickly this morning. I’m moving to HQ. I’ll be in touch when we return. Tell the last one to sit tight. Over,” said Charlie, chancing more than usual in their brief conversation.
“Will do. It sure is nice to hear your voice. Been worried over here. Over.”
“Me too. Just sit tight. I’ll be in touch when I have more info. Might be a few days.”
“Okay, be careful out there.”
“You too. Out.”
Charlie put the speaker back on its cradle and rubbed his tired eyes.
~ ~ ~
Shit, here they go. It’s that lady Marta again, thought Brown as he listened intently. He furiously moved the dials to enhance the sound quality, to no avail. There was more static than sound; however he heard enough to get the general gist of what they said.
After the conversation ended, Brown shut off the radio and closed up for the night. In the reflection of a dead computer monitor, he saw the door behind him to the communications room slowly open and then shut quickly. It was as though the person wanted to come in, but changed his mind once he saw Brown. He almost missed it.
Brown quickly and quietly blew out the candle and left the room. The station was deserted except for him and whoever had snuck in to use the radio. He had a strong suspicion he knew who had opened the door, but he wanted to confirm it without tipping his hand. Keeping a low profile while moving through the station, he glanced out the front windows. Brown saw Johnny walking quickly toward town. Yep. That’s what I thought. He waited by the front door to the station until Johnny turned onto South Street and vanished. He opened the door as quietly as possible and sprinted toward the corner of Main and South. Tailing Johnny could be the key to everything.
Staying hidden behind bushes and trees, Brown was able to follow Johnny for several blocks. Finally, Johnny turned off the sidewalk onto a small walkway and disappeared behind a thick stand of bushes that blocked his view of a small covered porch. He heard a soft knocking from the porch and walked quietly through the adjacent yard to arrive next to massive bushes. Johnny knocked again and nothing happened. Brown waited impatiently, starting to wonder whether he was wasting his time. Johnny could be out doing any of a number of things.
When another round of soft raps on the door went unanswered, he considered skipping out ahead of the kid. If this was nothing, he didn’t want to risk Johnny seeing him. All hope of quietly unraveling this little mystery would evaporate. They’d have to torture Johnny for the information or hold a gun to his grandma’s head. Either way, Brown would lose control of the information and any benefit it could bring him. He shifted his weight, ready to leave, when the door cracked open.
“Marta, sorry to bother you, but it’s urgent,” said Johnny.
“Come in. Hurry before you’re seen,” said Marta, shutting the door after Johnny.
A sly smile crossed Brown’s face. What to do? What to do? He now had a few options he didn’t have a few minutes ago. He’d proceed carefully with his new discovery.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Sam quietly nestled into bed beside Jane. The warmth of her body made Sam long for her. For now he would be content to hold her while she slept. He buried his face into the back of her neck and breathed in the scent of her hair. Although Jane hadn’t fully showered in a very long time, she still managed to smell faintly like flowers. He loved that about her.
“Did it work?” Jane asked sleepily.
“Yeah, go back to sleep,” said Sam.
Jane turned to face him, breaking their embrace. “Why haven’t you told anyone about the locker?”
“I guess it never came up.”
“Come on. Really? The fact that we have a storage locker with a two-year supply of survival staples never came up?” said Jane.
“Well, you haven’t offered anyone this bit of information, either,” said Sam, stroking her face softly.
“Yeah, I’m really afraid. I’m afraid our supplies won’t be there when we get home, at the house or storage unit. Who knows how long we’ll need to be self-sustaining. I guess I just want to be sure we can manage on our own before I try to save others.”
“I’ve thought about it all being gone, too. But it’s pretty far out of the way, and people usually keep stuff they don’t use in a storage locker. It wouldn’t be high on my priority looting list.”
“You have a looting list,” she said, smiling.
“Yeah, and you’re at the top of it, when all this is settled,” said Sam, kissing her lips.
“I better be,” she said, sighing. “I know you’re right. Everything should be fine when we get there. I’m just being paranoid.”
“A healthy dose of paranoia goes a long way. The real trick will be transporting the things we need to wherever we decide to hole up.”
“I know it has been a while since I was in the locker, but don’t we have bikes with pull-along carrier systems attached to them? We should be able to ride out with a lot of our supplies.”
“We should be able to. But my concern is that these New Order guys are out there basically stealing food, water and everything else from people. We really don’t want to be in a situation where we’re caught on the road with supplies, and I’m not sure how useful the bike trailers will be on a rough trail,” he said.
“We’ll figure it out. Maybe the plan should be that we only travel at night. That way we’ll have an easier time hiding.”
“I think we’ll need to do exactly that for part of the way. Maybe just while we get out of town. We can use the predawn hours to gain some distance from Evansville. I guess we’ll have to wait and see what’s happening in town. The situation there will determine our course of action,” he said.
“What do you think is happening there? With Lea, I mean?”
“I don’t know. So many scenarios run through my mind, some good ones, some not so good. Overall I have to believe that she’s a smart kid who can take care of herself. I’m hoping it’s enough…”
“Me too.”
Neither Sam nor Jane wanted to dwell on their daughter’s situation. There was nothing they could do from here, so they let the silence comfort them.
Jane kissed Sam passionately. “I love you more than you know. You always make me feel so safe and happy.”
Laughing, Sam said, “Wait a minute, aren’t you the police officer? You should be making me feel safe.”
“Yeah, but it’s always you who somehow does it for me.”
“In more ways than one, I hope,” said Sam before kissing her neck passionately in the dark.
“Yeah, in more ways than one…” said Jane, a little breathless.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Doris buzzed around her kitchen in the early predawn darkness, preparing packs of food for each of her guests to take with them. If her kitchen were fully operational, she would have baked some delicious snacks for them. In its current state, all she could offer was fresh fruits and vegetables, beans, nuts and hard-boiled eggs. She hoped it would be enough to help them reach their destinations. She was particularly concerned about Jenny. The poor child looked rail thin and exhausted. She seemed to eat nonstop since arriving at Doris’s. Hopefully, the extra calories would help to put some meat on her little bones.
“Good morning, Doris. You’re up early,” said Charlie, rubbing his eyes.
“I thought I would send you all off with a nice farm breakfast. I have eggs and coffee cooking outside on the camp stove,” she said.
“Are you using propane?”
“Sure am, why?” asked Doris.
“I don’t want you to deplete your stockpile for us,” said Charlie, sitting at the kitchen table.
“Nonsense. I have plenty of propane, and besides, giving you all the strength to make it to the next house is the best use of what I have. I need you to make it back and start fighting for our towns. We all need it. Helping in this small way makes me feel like I’m doing my part.”
“You are more than doing your part, Doris. Without your help we would never have been able to get as many officers and their families out of Porter. You’ve been a major part of the plan right from the beginning,” said Charlie. “And if I may be so bold, I know your son would have been proud of you.”
Doris stopped in her tracks and took a deep breath, her eyes moistening. “That might be the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a long time. Thank you.”
“I don’t think there’s any question where your son got his bravery.”
She nodded. “We all need to band together if we’re going to defeat these New Order guys. Let me bring in the coffee. It should be ready.”
Doris walked outside into the damp morning to fetch the coffee and eggs she had prepared. She stopped at the edge of the campfire and cried for a minute, hoping nobody noticed. Her role in righting this whole mess gave her the sense of purpose she’d lost with the death of her son. When she was composed, she wiped her face and returned with the campfire’s bounty.
“Wow, that smells amazing,” said Charlie, grabbing a steaming mug of fresh coffee.
“Please tell me I haven’t been merely dreaming about the scent of fresh coffee,” said Jane, walking into the kitchen with Sam close behind her.
“You’re just in time. The coffee is fresh off the stove,” said Doris, handing Sam and Jane aromatic mugs of coffee.
“Yumm…just what the doctor ordered—good coffee,” said Jane.
“Hey, wait a minute. Haven’t I been serving you the best camp coffee in the mountains for the last two weeks?” Sam said jokingly.
“Well—” said Jane to a round of laughter from Doris and Charlie.
“I also have eggs and a potato hash cooking. Everything should be ready shortly.”
“You really amaze me, Doris. It seems like you haven’t missed a beat during this entire crisis,” said Sam, sipping his coffee.
Doris shared a quick look with Charlie, who smiled with pride.
“Well, being on a self-sustaining farm helps a lot. Over the years I have had my power outages. When you live way outside of town, the utility companies don’t prioritize fixing the occasional power outage. After one particularly bad storm, I went for over two weeks with no electricity. An experience like that teaches you a lesson you don’t forget. It’s why I have two generators, a stockpile of chopped wood and plenty of gas and propane on hand to run just about everything.”
“How did you manage to keep the fuel fresh? I assume you don’t run the generators too often,” asked Charlie.
“No, I really don’t run them very often, but I have my farmhand rotate the gas into the various machines and purchase new fuel so that I always have a certain level. In the winter, I like to increase the amount on hand. You never know. It can be pretty isolated out here. Being prepared helps me feel calm about my circumstances, even being alone.”
“Who knows how long the current outage will last. I’m glad to know you’ll be okay out here,” said Sam.
“I should be just fine.”
Returning to the kitchen, Doris brought in the perfectly cooked scrambled eggs and hash browns. She’d cooked the potatoes, onions and peppers in the fire the night before, giving them an unusual smoky flavor.
“Mind if we join you?” ask Mike.
“Not at all, please sit. Jenny, you can help me get a few more things to the table,” said Doris, with a slight nod to Jenny. Jenny beamed at the invitation to help.
~ ~ ~
After breakfast, the group assembled their packs by the door in preparation to leave. Seeing the size of the stuffed packs always surprised Charlie. He often felt shocked by how much people carried on their backs, while simultaneously marveling at how little one actually needed on a daily basis. Moments like that made him think seriously about living in a tiny house, if he could squeeze a sixty-inch flat screen on one of the walls. If not, a slightly tiny house would have to do.
Pulling out the map and spreading it on the table, Charlie said, “Just so we’re on the same page, the next safe house is here, and your home is here, correct?”
Jane and Sam nodded.
“You should plan to stay on the trail as long as you can. Or at least until this point,” said Charlie, indicating the closest point of approach the trail made to their home.
“Do you really think the trail goes that far into Evansville?” asked Jane.
“I’m not entirely sure, because I’ve never been on it. But people talk about taking extended camping and horseback riding trips that go from one end of the state to the other. I’m guessing you should be fine,” said Charlie. “Just pay as close attention as possible to the trail. It could veer off considerably. When in doubt, take some time to determine your position and use your compass to go off trail.”
“Yeah, we don’t want a repeat of what happened when we tried to find your place,” said Sam.
“Right. You have to assume you’re in hostile territory at all times.”
Sam grimaced. “Staying out of the town and its suburbs will likely give us the best chance of making it to Lea in one piece. After what we saw in Porter, I don’t want to be anywhere near a populated area.”
“You will have some urban areas to cross, right here,” said Charlie, tracing a line on the map from the end of the trail to their house.
“It doesn’t look too bad, maybe just a little over a mile. We could walk along the tree line and try to stay mostly hidden until this point,” said Jane, pointing at the map.
“Yeah, you’re right. We won’t have a trail to follow, but might be able to pick our way through the trees and brush. I just hope one of our neighbors doesn’t see us and call the police,” said Sam, quickly blushing from his obvious mistake.
Everyone sat silent for a moment as his comment sank in.
Breaking the awkward silence, Charlie said, “From the distance on the map between your house and the next safe house, I think we might still be able to communicate with the handheld radios. The reception may not be good, but we should still be able to talk. I’ve set them all to the same channel. One we haven’t used at any point so far. We should be able to talk without eavesdroppers, but keep all communications short on time and details, just in case.”
“Okay, why don’t we plan to touch base tonight. 12:30 a.m.? That way we can confirm everyone is safe,” offered Jane.
“And just know that if things get out of hand, you can fall back to Scott’s house if needed,” said Charlie. “Just make sure nobody follows you there.”
“You could also come back here,” said Doris.
“Thank you, it really makes me feel better knowing that we have a place to come back to,” said Jane.
“The company would do me good.”
“I’m going to grab the last few things from the bedroom. We should be ready to go too,” said Mike to Charlie.
“Sounds good.”
“Jane, are you ready to roll?” asked Sam, tucking the map into his pants pocket.
“Sure am,” said Jane.
Turning to Doris, Jane and Sam each hugged her and thanked her again for the much-needed rest and food.
“Charlie, we’ll touch base tonight around 12:30 so long as everything goes okay,” said Sam.
“I’ll be listening for your call. Good luck. Remember, if you need help out there, don’t hesitate to give me a shout. We’re all in this together.”
“Will do,” said Sam, heaving his backpack onto his strong frame.
Charlie watched his friends make their way onto the horse trail. He worried for their safety. They hadn’t experienced the full brunt of the New Order attacks on the towns. They had been tucked safely away in the mountains, enjoying a peaceful backpacking trip, when the murder and mayhem reached its peak. Living through the brutal New Order assault had awakened something in Charlie. He was now a man who would not hesitate, even for an instant, to defend himself and the people he was charged to protect.
Judging by the look on Jane’s face when he’d shot the New Order man by the roadside, he knew she hadn’t reached that point. She still operated under the old set of rules, which were no longer workable in this changed and dangerous world. Hesitation could spell the difference between life and death out there. The more he thought about it, the less convinced he was of their chances.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
Marta lay in bed, trying to will herself up. The late nights waiting for Charlie to contact her were really starting to take their toll on her. To make matters worse, Johnny had stopped by unexpectedly last night, soon after she finished talking to Charlie. By the time Johnny left, Marta was so upset and scared from his news that she couldn’t fall asleep despite her state of sheer exhaustion.
Johnny had told her that he thought a New Order man, a guy named Brown, overheard her conversation with Charlie. He said that she should not try to contact Charlie for at least a few days. Learning that the New Order might find her caused her to panic inside.
The obvious police rosters didn’t include her name, which should buy her some time, but her paycheck was cut by the town of Porter. If this Brown guy heard her first name, he might be able to make a connection if he dug too deep into the paperwork files at the station. For the first time since the New Order’s arrival, she felt completely exposed and vulnerable. If the New Order linked her to the communications, they would kill her in a particularly cruel manner. They were fond of torturing and killing anyone who helped the police, in order to make an example out of them.
Marta wanted to stay in bed until it all went away, but she knew that wasn’t an option. Then again, she had no food to cook, no water to clean with and no job to go to. What was the point? Turning on her side and nestling under the covers, she heard a disturbance outside.
“You’ve already taken everything from us! We have nothing left!” shouted her neighbor Jim Hunt.
“Shut the fuck up and open the goddamned door, or I’ll blow your fucking head off. You still have that, don’t you?” said Tico to a round of laughter from his New Order buddies.
Hearing the exchange, Marta froze in place. What’s going on now? Padding over to the bedroom window, she cautiously moved the curtain aside and peered out. New Order men were everywhere, on foot and in vehicles. It appeared that they were going door-to-door, searching or stealing again. Raids had become a common occurrence of the past two weeks. First, the New Order had stolen all useful items and food from the residents of Porter. Then they’d begun searching “for pigs,” as they put it. The occasional discovery of an officer in hiding bolstered their confidence and resulted in more searches.
Oh shit. What if they’re looking for the mystery radio user? They could be going door-to-door to find whoever is communicating with the cops.
Panic, followed by a nauseating adrenaline rush, hit her hard and fast. Quickly shrugging on shorts and a T-shirt, she ran to the attic, taking the steps two at a time. The radio must be hidden as fast as possible; her life depended on it. Just as she made it into the hot, dark attic, a loud banging on her front door rang through the house, sending a shockwave of fear through her body. She quickly threw a tarp over the radio. The tarp would not be enough to hide the radio, but it was the only thing she could do quickly. The angry banging on the door grew in intensity. Either she would have to open it, or the door would be kicked in. She quickly climbed out of the attic, shutting the door behind her.
“Yes, can I help you?” Marta said to the tall New Order man at her doorstep.
“I’m coming in to search. Now!” shouted the man as he shoved her aside and barged into the house.
“Close the door quick. We don’t have much time!” shouted the man.
“What are you talking—”
“Just do it!” he shouted.
Marta hesitantly closed the heavy wooden door. She was reluctant to be alone with any man, but being alone with a convicted felon terrified her.
“Listen, my name is Brown. I am or was a resident of PrisCorp until all of this went down,” said Brown. “I need to go along with these guys or I will be killed. Do you understand?”
Through her fear, all Marta could manage by way of a reply was a simple head nod.
“I know you worked for the cops and have been using a radio to communicate with them. I also know that you’re probably responsible for getting a lot of cops out of here,” said Brown.
Marta’s legs trembled uncontrollably, and she began to sweat profusely. She felt the world spinning around her and started to black out.
“You there, lady?” said Brown, shaking her.
That was the last thing she heard before finding herself lying on the couch, her vision returning.
“For shit’s sake. You with me again?” asked Brown.
“Y-yes,” she said groggily.
“I don’t have a lot of time before some of the others might try to get into your house. I know you work with the cops. When the shit hits the fan and the cops make their move, I want to help them. I can’t be on the New Order side. I want you to tell them that.”
“Why would you do that?” was all Marta managed to say through her swirling thoughts.
“Because the cops always win. Those idiots think they can keep living here like kings. They’re all one stupider than the other. Eventually, the cops or the military will take back the town. I just want to serve my time and move on with life. I’ve made some mistakes in my life—I don’t want to make another.”
Feeling a little better, Marta said, “Who else knows about the radio?
“No one as far as I know. I was a radioman in the Navy and hung out in the comms room at the station because it was safe for me in there. It also gave me something to do that didn’t involve murder and rape. The guys mostly thought it was a waste of time, and so did I until last night when I heard you talking to that guy Charlie. I pieced the rest together and here I am. Look, lady, I have no reason to support those assholes. I didn’t gang bang inside and I don’t intend to now. I just need to survive,” said Brown.
“Why are they searching? What are they looking for?” asked Marta.
“Somehow those idiots figured out where your friend Charlie lived. They raided the place, but couldn’t get into his gun lockers. They left his house to get tools, and when they returned with the tools, the lockers were emptied. The Boss is shit-fire mad about it. He wants Charlie found and skinned alive as an example.”
“Jesus.”
“Yeah. Charlie needs to stay away from town. I have to go now before they get suspicious. If I hear anything else, I’ll let you know. In the meantime, don’t answer the door,” said Brown with urgency.
Brown got up and left Marta’s home with a soft closing of the door. Outside, she heard him talking to some other New Order guys.
“Searched this shithole top to bottom, ain’t nothing in there. Let’s move on,” said Brown to two New Order men as they approached the house.
Marta couldn’t stop shaking. The surprise of what Brown had told her made her worry for Charlie and Johnny. She somehow needed to warn both of them. She wanted to trust Brown, but the events of the last two weeks had taught her that trust was hard earned.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Jane and Sam followed the horse trail north, snaking their way through dense forest and some open areas, just as Charlie thought it would. They reached a few points along the journey where the trail split or veered off significantly, and Sam had to make a choice based on his compass and the knowledge he’d gained over the past two weeks.
“Do you really think Doris will be okay out there alone?” said Jane, breaking their silence.
“I think she should be fine. She makes most dedicated preppers look bad,” said Sam.
“I’m not talking about her supplies. Do you think she’ll be safe from the New Order?” said Jane, with an obvious edge in her voice.
“I knew what you meant. I’m just trying to lighten the mood a little. You’ve been off all morning?”
“I’m so worried about what we’ll find when we get home. The closer we get, the worse I feel. It should be the opposite.”
“I know. Me too,” said Sam as he squeezed her hand.
The obvious marking of the trail seemed to thin out, leaving Sam with that nervous feeling again.
“Hey, let’s stop for a minute. I need to get my bearings. We should be getting close to our break-off point. If that’s the case, we need to make it to the tree line so we can start working our way through the back of the neighborhood.”
“Can you believe we’ve lived here so long and never knew about this trail?”
“Actually, I can. We always seem to leave for trips, hiking included. It never occurred to me to look right in our backyard. Besides, this is more like a trespassing excursion. I think we’ve violated the property rights of dozens of people on this little walk of ours,” said Sam.
Sam laid the map on the ground and considered it for a moment. Jane tapped his shoulder. When he looked up at her, she was pointing toward the trees behind him.
“I think that’s the Reynolds’ house!” she whispered.
He turned on his knees and stared through the forest, catching a glimpse of the telltale dark blue siding. “So much for looking at the map. I guess I should have just opened my eyes. I guess we could start here and work our way through the development to our house.”
“Do you smell that?” asked Jane.
“The smoke?”
“Yeah. It’s really bad.”
“I noticed it a while back, but didn’t want to say anything. It’s been getting stronger.”
Breaking out of the tree line closer to their house, Jane and Sam discovered the charred remains of several houses. Half of the street in front of them had completely burned to the ground. Peering through the standing houses, they could see numerous other houses burned down as well. Smoke gently rose from the charred bones of several houses.
“Shit. What happened here?” said Jane, staring into the distance.
“Hey, hey…Jane, Sam! Over here!” called a lone male voice.
A familiar man stood on his back patio, waving his arms and motioning for them to join him.
“Who is that again? I don’t remember his name,” said Jane.
“I think it’s Mike. No wait. It’s Mark. He’s the guy who moved in a few years ago from somewhere out west. I think he’s widowed, with no kids. Does some sort of computer work. We met him at the fall neighborhood party.”
“Okay. Right. I remember him. Nice guy, from what I recall,” said Jane. “Do you think it’s safe?”
“I don’t know, but it’s too late to hide. If they’re using Mark as bait, they know we’re here.”
“I guess you’re right. Stay on your toes,” said Jane.
“Yep.”
They approached Mark, who looked a little hesitant to leave his patio. Beyond that, he didn’t sense anything off with Mark’s behavior.
“Hey, Mark,” said Sam.
Mark was unshaven and filthy, and his eyes darted across the landscape of the backyard. He appeared to be anxiously searching for something.
“Hurry up. Come inside before they see you,” said Mark, ushering them in through the open sliding glass door into his kitchen.
The house sat completely dark and still. Mark had closed all the blinds and taped every shade to its window frame, ensuring no one could look inside, even at an angle. The kitchen island, table and countertops were coated in a fine white layer of dust, same as the hardwood floor. Footprints trailed off in every direction. The rest of the house looked like it had been turned over in a tornado. Things were strewn across the floor. Tables and chairs sat on their sides. Sam wondered why Mark chose to leave the house like this.
More worrisome, a sickly metallic odor permeated the rooms, assaulting his senses. He knew the smell immediately. Blood. Glancing at Jane, Sam tried to assess whether she’d smelled it too. The worried look on her face suggested she had.
“It’s good to see you guys. I’ve been alone here for the past couple of weeks. Too afraid to go outside much,” said Mark. “Where did you come from? I thought you lived in the other direction.”
“We were out on a backcountry hiking trip. When we walked out of the mountains, we came back to all of this,” said Sam.
“Whatever this is,” added Jane.
“Well, you missed everything, thankfully. The power went out probably shortly after you left—then all hell broke loose,” said Mark.
“We walked here from the north entrance to the park. We passed through Porter. An escaped gang from PrisCorp took over the town. It’s a real mess out there. They call themselves the New Order. Have you seen anything like that here?” asked Jane, hoping he hadn’t.
“Unfortunately, I’m well acquainted with this New Order. They rolled through and ransacked the houses. They stole anything of value and trashed the properties, leaving them useless to the homeowners. Then they started the fires. They basically burned down the house of anyone who resisted. The fire department is gone, obviously, so once they started a fire, it just sort of kept going to the next house along the line until it finally died out on its own.”
“Shit. It almost sounds worse than in Porter. Those guys didn’t start any fires,” said Sam. “What about the people?”
“Most people fled. I stayed awake at night, watching the dots of flashlights moving through the neighborhood. They all seemed to walk north. Not sure where they were going. I haven’t heard that things were better in other areas, so I stayed put, figuring the New Order already got what they wanted here.”
“What is that god-awful smell? Sorry to insult you, Mark, but it reeks in here,” said Jane.
“Yeah, it is pretty strong with the windows all closed up. I have a deer hanging in the garage. They stole all of my food, not that I would have had any left by this point anyway,” said Mark with a shrug. “I’ve been hunting in the woods. Yesterday, I snagged a deer with my crossbow. At least I managed to keep that hidden from the dummies. I had to wait until nighttime to drag it back and hang it up. I’m hoping they don’t come back and discover the deer. So far, they haven’t detected my presence. I left the downstairs like it is and taped the window shades tight. My hope is that I ride this thing out until the cops come back.”
“I’m not sure you recall, but Jane is with the Evansville PD,” said Sam.
“Sorry, Jane. I completely forgot. Where is everyone? Why aren’t the police out rounding up those guys?” asked Mark.
“The Porter and Evansville PDs were caught off guard by the PrisCorp gangs. Close to eight hundred of them strolled out of the facility. They quickly overpowered the Porter PD and started hunting down officers. The Evansville PD managed to get most of the police out of town ahead of the mob. They didn’t want to leave, but there’s nothing they could have done against hundreds of armed thugs. The departments are now working together to take the towns back. You said most of the neighbors are gone, why did you stay?” asked Jane.
“I have nowhere to go. This is my home. New Order or not. The living has been hard, but I’m managing.
“It doesn’t look like you’ve been staying here. Where are you living?” asked Jane, glancing around the still home.
“Come on. I’ll show you.”
Mark led them upstairs into a small, sparsely furnished spare bedroom. Reaching toward the ceiling, he grabbed a concealed notch between the ceiling and the crown molding. With one slight pull, a hidden staircase slowly lowered itself into the room.
“Holy smokes. Nice!” said Sam, clearly appreciating the mechanical genius that went into building the cleverly concealed staircase. The staircase’s existence was so well hidden that one would never realize it was there unless they saw it come down. Mark had created the perfect hiding spot.
“Thanks. I made the stairs a while ago, almost right after moving in. I planned to use the attic for storing computer equipment. Expensive stuff I don’t want lying around in my home office. I never ended up doing anything with it. I’ve been hiding up there ever since.”
“You said ‘searching as usual.’ What did you mean by that? Do they search often?” asked Jane.
“They would barge into the house almost daily at first. I think they expected people were hiding things. Other times, I think they were either bored or just trying to intimidate us. They took everyone’s guns, knives and anything else that could be used as a weapon. It was terrifying. Things have settled down a bit, but I still wouldn’t recommend turning on a light of any kind. It seems to draw them in like moths.”
The attic ran the entire length of the house. The steep roofline gave the space a high ceiling in the middle, with sloping sides, making it impossible to stand close to the front or back of the house. A table, mattress with blankets and stacks of clothing sat against one of the darkened windows. Empty cans of food, a camp cook stove and water containers were strewn across the floor several feet away. On the opposite side of the house, he spied a covered bucket in the corner. He assumed the very strong human waste odor came from the bucket. Mark must have read his mind.
“Yeah. The bucket is very nasty. But there’s no sewer service. I have to use the bucket and pour the waste out in the woods. It isn’t great, but it has been working.”
“It’s actually a really good idea. Looks like you attached it to a lever by the window to lower it down?” said Sam, once again admiring Mark’s ingenuity.
“Yeah. The last thing I need is to be sloshing shit water around my house, not that it would make much of a difference at this point. Eventually I hope to move back downstairs. Whenever that might be,” said Mark with a shrug.
“I’m not sure you recall, but we live on the other side of the development. We left our daughter, Lea, alone at the house. We haven’t been in contact with her since we left. Have you seen or heard anything about her?” asked Jane.
“No, I haven’t talked to anyone. I kept my head down from the beginning.”
“That’s fine. You did the right thing. These people sound ruthless. I guess we’ll find out all we need to know once we get there,” said Jane.
Sam took this as their cue to get moving.
“We need to get going. We hope to grab our daughter and head out of town,” said Sam. “You’re more than welcome to join us on the way out. We know a safe place, where you don’t have to hide in the attic and crap in a bucket.”
“Let me think about it,” said Mark.
“Don’t take too long,” said Jane. “If all goes according to plan, we should be back through here in less than an hour.”
“Fair enough. Your house is on the north side of the neighborhood, right?” asked Mark.
“Yeah, why?” asked Jane.
“You need to figure out the best way to get there unseen. Some of the New Order guys moved into a house on that side,” said Mark, pointing to the north-facing window.
“Good idea. Are they just in the one house?” asked Jane.
“I have no idea. My view is somewhat limited, but I’ve been trying to figure out where they are so I can work around them. I’m getting concerned about my water supply. At night I’ve been reconning the surrounding areas, searching for ways to get water and fuel. I got lucky with the fuel, but I’m still trying to find a plentiful water source,” said Mark.
“Recon? Were you on active duty?” asked Sam.
“A long time ago. Well, not that long ago. I served my enlistment in the Marine infantry, spending some time in Battalion Recon. I stayed in the reserves for a while after I left Camp Lejeune. Made staff sergeant, but got too busy with travel at work to stay in the active reserves. You?”
“Fleet Marine Force corpsman. Made petty officer, second class, before I came to my senses,” returned Sam with a slight smile.
“Small world,” said Mark.
“Do you mind if I pull back the shade a bit to scan the neighborhood,” said Jane, crouched at the window.
“Just a crack should be fine,” said Mark.
“Shit. There are cars parked at our house,” said Jane.
Sam raced to the window, placing his head next to Jane’s. The front lawn of their house was crowded with two pickup trucks and a small beat-up sedan. A black, 1970s-era Trans Am sat in their driveway. He knew that Trans Am all too well. He’d dreamed about lighting it on fire, along with its owner, more times than he cared to admit. Their worst nightmare had come true. Tank was back, and he was with the New Order.
“We need to get over there. Fast,” said Sam, heading toward the stairs.
“Your house is the one with the cars on the lawn?” asked Mark, an alarmed look on his face.
“Yeah. Our daughter is still there. We have to go. Now,” said Jane.
“You can’t just walk into that house. The New Order guys have been living there—almost from the start,” said Mark.
“Let’s go. Maybe we can reason with them. Get Lea and leave. They can have everything,” said Sam, taking the first step on the homemade stairs.
“Hold on, you guys. You can’t just barge in there and reason with them. They’ll kill the two of you on the spot,” said Mark. “Think this through. It has been over two weeks. Your daughter might have left with one of the neighbors before everything started going to shit. She could be anywhere, and yes, she could still be in the house. The only way you’ll get her away from those jackals is by force, which you might be able to pull off with your load out. But you need to make sure she’s there before you go storming the doors,” said Mark. “Would be an awful waste to bust in there and find out she’s gone.”
“He’s right. We need to stop and think this out. We’ve come too far to blow it now,” said Jane.
“Here’s what I’d do,” said Mark, pointing out the window. “See that white house on the left? I haven’t seen anyone there the whole time. I think your neighbors must have been gone when all this went down and never made it back,” said Mark. You sit tight there and gather some intel before you do anything. You have to think through every move you’re gonna make, inside and outside. One knocked-over chair, a flash from a light—anything can put an end to your mission.”
“That’s the Cramers’ house. I think they were in Kentucky for their annual family visit. Everything must’ve happened while they were away, like us,” said Jane.
“Alright. We break into their house and watch our home for any signs of Lea. Maybe we’ll get lucky and see her. Who knows, maybe she and Tank rekindled something and he’s treating her well,” said Sam.
“You’re kidding, right?” said Jane, with an incredulous look.
“Just being hopeful,” said Sam. “I hate to think of the alternative.”
“Who’s this Tank character?” asked Mark.
“He’s our daughter’s ex-boyfriend. Six foot two, two hundred and fifty pounds, with a shaved head and prominent neck tattoos,” said Jane.
“Aryan Brotherhood?”
“He’s been known to hang with them,” said Jane.
“A real charmer,” said Sam.
“I bet. I’ve seen him in action. It’s hard not to. He’s everywhere. Your boy, Tank, is in charge of this area. He’s their chief asshole or whatever he calls himself. He’s one mean son of a bitch. I watched him assassinate a few of our neighbors for no reason at all. Be careful with him,” warned Mark.
“We really don’t have a choice,” said Sam.
“Use the tree line for cover. Then cut in through there, between the yellow and tan houses. If you need any help at all, close the shades in the corner room of the Cramers’ second floor. I’ll see it and get to you as quick as I can,” said Mark.
“Thanks, man. You’ve been really helpful. Hopefully, we’ll be able to return the favor,” said Sam, shaking Mark’s hand.
“Seriously, be careful out there. Those guys will kill you on sight—or worse.”
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
Breaking in to the back door of the Cramers’ garage was not as difficult or as loud as Jane thought it might be. Sam lightly cracked a pane of glass in the door and carefully pried one of the larger pieces of glass out with his folding knife. Once the piece was removed, he pulled the rest out and unlocked the door.
Like Mark’s house, the Cramers’ house looked disheveled and picked over. The pantry doors stood open and the refrigerator was picked clean of anything useful. The bedroom closets were open, clothing tossed throughout the rooms.
“Geez, you would think those guys could’ve left the kid’s room alone,” said Jane.
“Yeah, it does seem really senseless to trash a little girl’s room. Good thing the Cramers weren’t home. I’d hate to think what Tank and his crew would do to children.”
“They’re absolute garbage. We need to get Lea and get out of here as soon as possible,” said Jane.
The master bedroom afforded them a perfect view of the front of their home. Sam took out his binoculars and stood far enough away from the window to remain hidden.
“Let’s see what we have.”
“Given that there are four vehicles parked in our yard and driveway, we can assume that there are at least four of them in there,” said Jane.
“Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not making any assumptions with Lea’s life on the line. Right now, I only care about seeing one person—Lea. Maybe I’ll get lucky and see her standing close to a window.”
“I doubt it. We might have to get in there and search,” said Jane.
“I was really hoping you wouldn’t suggest that. I don’t like our odds.”
“I don’t see how we have a choice,” stated Jane.
“I know. Maybe we’ll see an obvious opening or some kind of pattern in their behavior we can use. We might be able to get in and get out quickly,” said Sam.
“We can only hope. You keep watching. I’m going to look around to see if I can find anything we might need. I don’t think Stacy or Jim would mind.”
“I don’t think you’re going to find much,” said Sam. “Those animals took everything.”
~ ~ ~
Lea Archer’s head pounded from dehydration and malnourishment. Sitting alone in her family’s basement, she’d lost track of the days. Time seemed to pass in a blur of either abject boredom or sheer panic. At times, it felt to her that her confinement in the basement had just begun. At other times, she feared she had been chained to the metal support beam for weeks. In either case, she’d all but lost hope that she would be rescued either by her parents or anyone else.
The days following the power outage were terrifying. Without the constant hum of electricity-fueled machines, the world became eerily silent, until faceless strangers started to scream in the night. Blinded by a deep darkness, she had no way to discern the location of the screaming or the nature of it. Night after night, bloodcurdling shrieks punctuated the silence, creating a complete state of panic for Lea.
Her parents probably had no idea of the danger she faced. In the beginning she kept a calendar of the days, carefully marking time until they would walk out of the mountains and arrive back home. She knew they would have no reason to leave the mountains early, and when they did, it would take them a few more days to walk back. The thought of being alone for that long terrified her.
A couple of days after the lights went out, the sound of a lone vehicle rumbled through the neighborhood. Lea knew it was Tank’s Trans Am within seconds. Her first instinct was fear. They’d broken up several months ago, after she suffered a year and a half of constant emotional and physical abuse at his hands.
He’d been all right at first, but his true colors shone shortly after they started dating and partying together. It took her far too long to overcome his iron fist and walk out of the relationship. Actually, she hadn’t exactly walked out. She’d been driven to a recovery center by her parents. Somewhere Tank couldn’t find her. Lea hadn’t seen him since she got back, most likely due to her mom being a police officer and her dad promising to kill him if he ever showed up again.
When Tank drove his Trans Am up the driveway like nothing happened after the power failed, she’d been rightfully scared. She should have trusted that instinct and hidden herself or ran out the back door. Instead, she almost welcomed him, for the perceived safety he represented against the chaos unfolding outside the house. He could be charming and frighteningly sincere sounding when he wanted to be. If she had only known that Tank was the one responsible for the insanity.
“I came to make sure you’re okay. You are the only person in the world that matters to me. I want to make up for everything between us and make sure you’re safe. I want to be with you and protect you.”
He looked kind, thoughtful, and even a little sweet. She unbolted the door and wrapped her arms around his thick neck, allowing his strong, heavily muscled arms to encircle her. For the first time since the incident, she felt safe.
A day or so after Tank moved in, he left to get supplies. He returned with more food, candles, flashlights and booze than she would have thought possible. She was a little worried about the alcohol, given that she had been dry since arriving at the recovery center and wanted to keep it that way.
When she asked him how he had acquired so much stuff, he bashed her across the face with the back of his hand and shouted that she should mind her own fucking business. The real Tank was back. He’d actually never left. The beatings slowly increased to an almost predictable daily affair. At first she tried everything she could to avoid making him angry, but nothing worked. Every time he came back from town, he would punch, kick or simply slap her. Her face and body were covered in bruises and welts that never disappeared. She was sure her nose had been broken and one of her front teeth had been knocked out.
The beatings got so severe, she knew it was just a matter of time before he killed her. Determined to survive, Lea quickly packed a bag of essentials and planned to leave while he was in town. Moving around the house, collecting anything she could use to survive, along with some sentimental things, kept her busy. On the day she planned to leave, her pack sat near the door while she filled her last water canteen. Suddenly she heard the sound of Tank’s Trans Am grinding through the neighborhood. Panic hit her hard. She moved through the house, trying to conceal the last efforts of preparation for leaving. Thinking she’d covered her tracks, she flopped down on the couch and waited for him to come through the front door.
As usual, he stormed into the house, intending to beat her after he pounded down some cheap booze. That was the pattern. Go out. Return. Start drinking. Beat Lea. While in the kitchen rummaging for a bottle, he suddenly stopped moving. Silence filled the house. The sound of her heart pounding loudly in her head drowned out the sound of her breathing and panicked thoughts. In her haste to conceal the evidence of her imminent departure, she’d merely shoved her backpack into the kitchen pantry. The pack’s size and heft made it impossible to put back into the basement before he came into the house. He hadn’t been gone long, so she’d hoped he would be in and out of the house quickly and the pack would go unnoticed.
Bursting through the kitchen door into the family room, Tank screamed, “You fucking bitch! You planned to leave me! After everything I’ve done for you!” His fists rained down on her in an animalistic fury. Blow after blow, she struggled to hold on to herself, shielding her face as best she could from his rage. The last thing she recalled seeing was the metal toe of Tank’s now bloody work boot—just before he rammed it into her broken nose.
She woke in the basement, tied to the metal support beam, the lower half of her body slumped against the cold concrete. Her arms and shoulders ached from their static position around the beam. Waves of unbearable hunger and thirst punched through the pain. From her new prison, she heard voices upstairs day and night and knew Tank had moved several men into the house. She worked on the rope ties that bound her, trying to loosen them—but knowing it was futile.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Jane crouched below the window of the Cramers’ master bedroom. Frustration clawed at her while she surveyed her home for signs of Lea. Hours had passed without seeing her. From Jane’s vantage point, she could determine that five men had taken residence in her home. She’d angrily watched Tank and four other men take turns urinating in her side yard flower garden—wanting nothing more than to drill a bullet through each of their skulls. Continued restraint observing these animals got more difficult as the hours passed. Jane now freely fantasized about bursting through the front door with a baseball bat and bashing their heads in, one by one. Of course, she knew her fantasy would never come to pass. But visualizing her triumph over Tank and his crew was strangely soothing.
Walking into the bedroom, Sam asked, “Any sign of her?”
“No. Just Tank and his four buddies pissing all over my flowers.”
“Sorry, you did work really hard on that garden. For what it’s worth, it looked great when we left.”
“I’m beginning to wonder if Mark was right. Maybe Lea has left and we’re just waiting around for nothing. It’s clear that they made the yard their toilet. If Lea were there, I would think she would’ve needed to relieve herself by now. But there has been no sign of her. I’m really starting to wonder if she is gone.”
“The thought crossed my mind too, but we can’t leave until we look through the house,” he said.
“Yeah, I need to see for myself. I would like to see some of her stuff missing—like her hiking boots, sunglasses and purse. Anything. Then I’d know she made it out. But where would she go? How will we ever find her?”
“I don’t know. All I do know is that we need to wait and keep watching the house. As soon as we see an opening, we run over there and search as quickly as we can. After that, we get out of Evansville. With or without her.”
“She might’ve heard the force is gathering in the northeast. Maybe if she isn’t there, she’s heading to the new HQ—looking for us.”
“We can only hope. Besides, if she is gone, she has supplies at her disposal, right? She knows about the storage unit. I would imagine she would go there first to gear up.”
“I think you’re assuming she listened to all of our survival talk. Let’s face it, most of what we say goes in one ear, out the other,” said Jane. “She certainly didn’t listen to us about Tank, and we could see that problem coming a mile away.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right about that. One step at a time,” said Sam. “If she’s not in the house, we’ll figure something out.”
Turning her gaze back to her home, Jane sat quietly scanning each window with binoculars. As time passed, surveillance of their home became increasingly difficult. With night falling, darkness blanketed the neighborhood. Jane knew not much more would be gained by looking out into the darkness. However, she could not pull herself away. Watching for Lea made her feel like she was actually doing something for their daughter. Still holding out hope that she was alive.
Neither of them had wanted to bring up the possibility that she hadn’t survived the past two weeks. That they might find their daughter in the house—dead. She didn’t want to think about it.
“You hungry? I have some of the granola Doris gave us, along with peaches and some nuts,” said Sam.
She turned her gaze away from the house.
“I didn’t notice before, but now that you brought up food, I’m starving. Where should we go to eat? We really can’t put on any flashlights in here, or they might see us. Remember what Mark said about the light drawing Tank and his guys into homes?”
“Right. I checked out the basement earlier, and it’s nicely furnished. The finished part of the basement has no windows. I don’t see any reason we can’t use flashlights down there.”
Jane took a last look through the window, willing Lea to step out of the shadows. Only a vast, empty darkness returned her long stare.
Jane and Sam moved carefully through the pitch-black house, using the house’s predictable floorplan as their only guide. Once through the kitchen and on the basement stairs, the hand railing allowed them to walk confidently down into the home’s subterranean level.
“Hold on. I’m going to close the door and jam some socks under it. That way none of the light we use down here will escape the basement,” said Sam, busying himself at the door.
“Good choice. Not only will the light be kept from leaving the basement, but the stench of those socks will ward off any would-be intruders.”
“Thanks, I aim to please,” said Sam.
Turning on the flashlight, Jane said, “That’s better. I’m glad you did some exploring. I’ve been so fixated on Lea that I didn’t even consider where we would sleep or how we would get around in the dark.”
“Yeah, I was thinking about how dark it was at Charlie’s and Doris’s houses, even with candles and flashlights. After what Mark said, I figured we needed a spot to land that didn’t allow any light to escape.”
“Speaking of Charlie, I’m going to try to contact him in a couple of hours. They should be at the next safe house if all went as planned.”
“Sounds like a plan. It’ll be nice to hear they got there in one piece. I know the two safe houses are fairly close, but given what we encountered on the horse trail, I’m starting to think anything can happen out there.”
“Did you catch what Mark said about everyone moving north?” asked Jane.
“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that a lot. I sort of had a rough plan that we would get Lea, resupply at the storage unit and then walk or ride bikes north—maybe to the lake. I figured we could occupy one of the summer cottages,” said Sam.
“I thought the same thing, though I’m sure we’re not the only ones who came up with that plan. If enough people took off in that direction, who knows? There might not be room left for us up there.”
“All we can do is focus on the first part of the plan—finding Lea,” said Sam, shaking a few peanuts from a bag.
~ ~ ~
The night was the worst for Lea. The basement was dark and dingy enough during the day, but when the sun began to set, pitch darkness enveloped her quickly. Alone, sitting on the cement floor with her hands bound to the metal pole in front of her, she was terrified of the night. Her mind searched the darkness for familiar sounds. Any unusual noises started an uncontrollable cascade of horrific mental images. She pictured spiders, rats, mice, even snakes were coming to get her, crawling across her skin, into her ears, tangled in her hair. She begged Tank to let her out, just during the night. His typical response: “You should thank me for not killing you, you dumb bitch.” He always punctuated his responses with a swift kick to her bruised side or stomach. At this point, she’d rather deal with the unknown in the dark than Tank. She often wondered if death would be merciful compared to the miserable fate that undoubtedly awaited her.
When her wish for death started to become a fixation, she would try to recall the History Channel shows she’d watched with her dad about POWs. They were trained to keep fighting and resisting, even in captivity, when their situation was the grimmest. They continuously searched for ways to escape or foil the enemy’s plans. Recalling their struggles and triumphs gave Lea the strength she needed to continue to fight against Tank. There wasn’t much she could do, but she wasn’t ready to give up, so she did the best she could.
Lea worked on the ropes that held her to the metal support post at night. Tank never came into the basement in the dark, so she rubbed the ropes back and forth across the pole, trying to create enough heat and friction to fray her bindings and break free. She knew it would take a while, but she had nothing but time at this point.
When she got careless, her charm bracelet would clang against the metal pole. It wasn’t a loud sound, but it stopped her cold, especially during the late evening and early morning hours, when the house was still. She’d wait for Tank to burst through the doors. He rarely checked her ropes closely enough or with any regularity to notice the fraying. She would use his laziness against him. Lea determined to keep working against Tank until the ropes finally broke and she could sneak out in search of her parents.
She’d long ago given up hope that her parents would return to the neighborhood.
~ ~ ~
Sitting on the floor in one of the bedrooms facing the back of the house, Jane held the radio under the window. The handheld had a limited range, so they hoped to give their signal the best chance of reaching Charlie at the next safe house.
“Did he give us extra batteries for this?” she said, radio in hand.
“Yeah, he gave us a whole bunch, but considering the radio is our only means of communication, we should use it sparingly,” said Sam.
“Alright. I’ll give it a few tries. Maybe we’ll get lucky,” she said, pressing the transmit button.
The orange glow from the radio’s LED display cast a dim light in the room. She took her thumb off the button, worried that the light might give them away.
“Damn thing is bright,” she said.
“I totally spaced out on that—should have known better,” replied Sam. “I think we’re fine as long as nobody’s out for a walk in the woods, but I’ll lower the shades to make sure.”
Jane waited for her husband to finish with the blinds before trying again.
“Charlie…it’s Jane. You there? Charlie? It’s Jane. Over.”
Static filled the bedroom.
“Charlie? Hello? It’s Jane.”
“Maybe we should give it a little while and try again? It’s not quite midnight. He said to contact him between 12:00 a.m. and 12:30 a.m.,” said Sam.
“Okay, but I’ll leave it on in case he calls us first.”
They lay together on the single bed, holding each other while listening to the crickets and other insects they rarely heard during the summer months. They spent most of the summer holed up inside the house, windows shut and the central air conditioner working overtime to keep the heat and humidity at bay. The thought of air-conditioning reminded her that the house was stifling. Regardless of how sticky she felt, it was good to have Sam’s arms wrapped around her. Leaning against each other in the dark, taking in the stillness outside, Jane felt like they were the only people in this changed world.
After about fifteen minutes, she started to seriously overheat, sweat dripping onto the pillow.
“I’ll try again,” she said, looking for an excuse to get up.
“Charlie, you there? Over.”
Nothing.
“Charlie, it’s Jane. Over.”
Empty static answered her call. At 12:40 a.m. Sam took the radio out of Jane’s hand and turned it off. Pulling her closer to him, he said, “I know what you’re thinking, and they’re probably fine. It’s the distance. I wasn’t very confident we’d be able to reach them from here.”
“Thanks for saying that. I needed to hear it, even if I don’t believe it,” said Jane as she leaned into him—sweat be damned.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Charlie and Mike sat on the floor in Scott Marsh’s family room. The soft sound of Jenny’s deep, rhythmic breathing filled the otherwise silent room. If only they could all sleep so easily. Unfortunately, they weren’t out of the woods by a long shot. The Marshes’ situation underscored the problem presumably faced by everyone in the county—possibly the state or country. A problem that was on the verge of becoming a significant threat to everyone’s survival. The Marshes had very little in the way of essential supplies.
The Marshes’ house had been chosen as one of the safe houses because of its location along the route to the consolidated headquarters, with little regard to their meager and seriously depleted supply situation. Charlie shared all of the food and water Doris supplied them with, leaving the Marshes extremely grateful. It was the least they could do for a family that had taken on such an important role with no organized logistical support from the police.
They had become noticeably gaunter since the last time Charlie had seen them. Seeing their condition, he suggested that they visit Doris. He knew Doris would be more than willing to resupply them. Although Barbara seemed willing, even excited to go to Doris’s house, Scott wouldn’t budge. He couldn’t tell if fear or pride drove the decision, and it didn’t matter. In order to survive, he’d have to get over it and make the trip to Doris’s. The route was safe enough, though he couldn’t blame Scott for worrying about the outside world. After what Charlie had seen, he wouldn’t blame anyone for staying put.
“You should try it again. One more time,” said Mike.
“Jane…you there? It’s Charlie. Jane?”
More static. Charlie had already tried several times, with no success.
“It’s useless. They’re probably out of range. I thought we would be close enough, but I guess I was wrong,” said Charlie.
“Or something happened,” said Mike.
“Or that, which is all the more reason to stop trying to contact them. If something did happened to Jane and Sam, whoever is on the other end could be listening to us. Last thing we need is one of the New Order guys actively looking for whomever is on the other end of the radio.”
“I know you’re right, but I feel bad just sitting here comfortably knowing they could be in danger,” said Mike.
“I’ll leave for their house before sunup and check on the situation. I should be able to get there around mid to late morning. If anything, I can confirm they’re fine, then come back here to take you and Jenny the rest of the way to headquarters,” said Charlie.
“I’ll go with you. No way am I letting you go there on your own.”
“I appreciate the offer, but you need to stay here and keep Jenny calm. She needs to rest or we’ll never make it to the HQ. Once we leave here, we’ll travel across some heavily populated areas. We’ll need to be more agile, moving as fast as possible, responding to or avoiding threats as they arise. Right now, Jenny is exhausted. She could barely make it here—and it was an easy stroll along the horse trail,” said Charlie.
“I know you’re right, but it just sucks to send you out there alone, especially with Jane and Sam potentially in trouble.”
“I plan to make my way into the neighborhood and watch their house from a distance. I’ll just get a look at what’s happening from a safe vantage point. If they are in trouble, we can work up a plan to go back and rescue them.”
“Deal,” said Mike.
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Early the next morning, before the sun rose, Jane resumed her post in the master bedroom window. Things appeared calm across the street. Jane assumed the guys were all still sleeping, because none of them had materialized in the side yard to urinate. Again, Jane’s mind turned dark as she fantasized about shooting each man as he relieved himself on her flowers.
“Anything yet?” asked Sam as he walked into the bedroom.
“No. I don’t think they’re up yet. No one has come out to pee.”
“Do you think they leave at all during the day? Where would they go?”
“I’m guessing they leave. Probably to steal stuff from somewhere else. Whatever our neighbors didn’t take north has obviously been stolen. Plus, you’d think they’d go crazy from the boredom. These idiots need constant entertainment. Without television or video games, I suspect they’ll take off at some point.”
As Jane said the words, her mind flashed images of Lea being used as “entertainment” by five men. Seeing the look on Sam’s face, she was sure he had considered the same thing. She needed Sam to be a rock for her—and Lea. She quickly changed the subject before either of them started talking about it.
“How about a snack while we wait? I’m sure they’re just sleeping off their hangovers. Once cottonmouth and the need to pee starts breaking through the hangover fog, they’ll start piling out. We’ll get our chance to search the house. Part of me thinks we should just shoot them as they come outside. One by one.”
“You mean assassinate them in cold blood?” said Sam.
“Yes—that is exactly what I’m suggesting. I don’t see how this is going down without someone dying. I would rather they die,” said Jane, with a fierce look in her eye.
“I absolutely agree. I have no problem killing each and every one of those lunatics, but we need to determine if Lea is inside before we start shooting. If she’s in there, we can’t take the chance of screwing up the ambush. They could use her as a human shield and take off with her. Then what? First we find her. If we can’t sneak her out, we’ll come up with a plan.”
A few minutes later, the short, skinny guy walked out the back door and pissed on Jane’s flowerpots.
“Really? You had to hit the pots too? Isn’t it enough that you all ruined my beds?” complained Jane.
Tank and each of the other four men rotated in and out of the yard throughout the morning to relieve themselves. As the hours ticked by, Jane began to wonder if they were wrong about the guys leaving. Other than the predictable rotation into the yard, there were no real signs that the entire group would ever leave the house. Maybe she would get to shoot one of them pissing on her flowers.
“How long do you think we should wait? Maybe we need to create a diversion that will draw all of them out? Then one of us can sneak in to search while they’re out of the house,” said Jane.
“Not yet. Let’s give it at least a full day. If we still haven’t been able to get inside the house by the end of the day, we can talk to Mark and see if he’s willing to help us create some sort of diversion,” said Sam.
“That’s a lot to ask of Mark, and I’m not sure what he can do for us with a crossbow.”
“He is a Marine. I suspect he would be willing to help. Besides, he has way more at his disposal than a crossbow.”
“What do you mean?”
“While the two of you were crouched at the window, looking at our house, I happened to notice the tip of a gun sticking out from under a blanket. Given the size of the mass concealed by the blanket, my guess is that Mark is sitting on quite the arsenal.”
“Interesting. Maybe he built the third-floor storage access to hide more than just sensitive computer equipment.”
“That would be my guess—” started Sam.
Before he could finish his sentence, the side door to their home across the street burst open with a loud bang. All five men scrambled out of the house in a jumbled rush. Tank and one man hopped into the Trans Am while the other three loaded into the pickup truck. The two vehicles roared out of the driveway and raced past the Cramers’ house, heading out of the neighborhood.
“Here’s our chance. Let’s go!” said Sam, grabbing his rifle.
Jane snagged her rifle and ran with Sam through the Cramers’ house, desperate to find their daughter.
~ ~ ~
The sound of the back door slamming shut roused Lea from a light sleep. Hearing the door slam, she assumed the guys had left for the day, as they often did. Sitting quietly, straining to listen to the noises in the house, Lea waited to be sure they were all gone before she furiously sawed at the ropes.
One time, Lea had thought they were gone, but didn’t realize Tank sat quietly alone upstairs. The sound of her bracelet tapping against the metal pole drew him into the basement. He untied her and yanked her to her feet by her hair, ripping out a large clump in the process. Once she was standing, he punched her in the stomach so hard that she flew across the room, bashing her head and back against the furnace. This time, she would be more careful.
After a few minutes of listening intently for the slightest movement upstairs, Lea began to work on the ropes with all her strength and concentration. If she could just get a little more to fray, she might be able to pull the rest of the rope strands away with her teeth. The back door creaked open slowly, gently closing. That asshole was trying to trick her! Not happening. She sat perfectly still and waited.
~ ~ ~
Charlie worked his way through Jane’s neighborhood, carefully moving between the remains of burnt houses. He could hardly believe the New Order had nearly burned the neighborhood to the ground. Knowing Jane’s street address but not the layout of the neighborhood made his progress slower than he would have liked. He hoped to get to her house, check in and make it back to Scott’s before dark. At this rate, he was not sure he would make it.
Finally, he spotted their street sign through his binoculars and calculated that the house should be about midway down the street. He started to work his way through the bushes and trees separating the lots, concealing his approach as best as possible from observation in all directions. When he was one house away, he decided to hide in the wild grasses behind the next-door neighbor’s home and watch Jane’s house from a safe distance. Surveillance was warranted in a situation like this. He wanted to be sure he did not walk into a trap.
After settling into place, Charlie watched as five men took turns whizzing on Jane’s flowers. There was no sign of either Sam or Jane. The men looked to be New Order types, heavily tattooed and unkempt. Charlie knew there was no way either Jane or Sam was in their house with these men. He also suspected that if they had already been caught, he might see evidence of their demise. The neighborhood’s streets were marked by frequent splatters or long smears of dried blood, but nothing to indicate a recent execution.
When the men piled out of the Archers’ house and drove away at full speed, Sam considered investigating the house before returning to the safe house. Before he could lift himself from the ground, Jane and Sam crossed the street, running toward their house. In an instant, he knew exactly what they were doing, searching for Lea. He started to rise, but thought better of it. If either of them saw movement, they might open fire and accidentally kill him. Charlie stayed low, waiting for the right time to call out their names—but they vanished into the house before he could say anything.
He determined to stay put and offer them over-watch protection. From his position, he could cover the driveway and the approaching street. If the New Order returned, he would be ready for them.
 



Chapter Forty
Walking through the side door of their house, Sam didn’t feel like it was home anymore. He glanced at Jane to determine if she felt it too. The look of anger on her face confirmed that she felt the same way. The house had been stained by these foul beasts, and no amount of physical repair or cleaning could set that right again.
Dishes sat piled high in the sink and all over the counter. The pantry shelves were picked clean, the garbage overflowed, and dried spills covered the counters and floor. A strong slightly sweet smell of rotting garbage clung to Sam’s nose as he ventured further into the house.
“We should start upstairs and move as quickly as possible,” whispered Jane.
“Okay, let’s stay together. Who knows, there could be another guy tucked away in this mess. I don’t want any surprises.”
“Me neither,” said Jane, aiming her rifle up the stairway and leading them slowly up.
The bedrooms and bathrooms looked exactly as Sam expected. The New Order guys didn’t discriminate between their partying zone and sleeping areas. Both were equally disgusting. A huge fist-sized hole greeted them at the top of the stairs, adjacent to the closed bathroom door. With Jane covering the bedroom hallway with her weapon, Sam quietly opened the door and pushed it in several inches. The moment the bathroom came into view, he wished he’d kept the door shut.
A deep brown sludge overflowed down the edges of the toilet, the stench nearly causing him to gag. Flies buzzed angrily around the bowl, undisturbed by his entry. Broken glass from the shattered bathroom mirror littered the sink basin and floor. He leaned as far in as he could tolerate to check the bathtub for Lea. They had to be thorough. Alive or dead, if she was in this house, they had to know. Based on what he’d seen so far, he couldn’t imagine she was alive—if she’d been here when Tank arrived. His head reached a point inside where he could see enough of the bathtub to determine that she wasn’t lying in the feces-filled tub.
Jane glanced over her shoulder when he closed the door, looking for some kind of answer. He winked at her, indicating that it was all right. His wife edged forward, easing into place next to Lea’s door. Sam leaned against the opposite side of the hallway, covering the other bedroom doors.
“Lea?” whispered Jane into Lea’s room. “Lea?”
They waited, listening for movement. When nothing stirred, Jane entered her room, followed by Sam, who stood guard at the door. Over his shoulder, he saw the same mess as they’d left throughout the rest of the house. Wrappers. Beer cans. Cigarette butts. On closer inspection, her room appeared to have suffered the most damage that they’d seen so far.
Evidence of rage clung to the walls, unnerving Sam. It appeared that someone had kicked two holes in the wall near Lea’s bed. Sam feared the worst for his only child. Seeing her childhood room in this condition broke Sam’s heart—and stoked his rage.
“I’m going to kill every last one of them,” whispered Sam.
“We’ll worry about that later. Look around for her stuff. If she managed to leave, she would have taken her phone and purse at the very least—even without power, she’s addicted to that phone. Sunglasses, too. I’m not sure what else, but I know she never leaves home without those. We should check for her hiking boots or running shoes downstairs,” suggested Jane as she searched Lea’s room.
“I don’t see anything that she normally uses. Even her favorite hairbrush is gone.”
“I know. And there’s nothing downstairs to indicate she’s still living here.”
“Let’s check the other bedrooms and downstairs again. Maybe we missed something.”
The remaining bedrooms held no clues about Lea’s fate—just more trash and human waste. They carefully made their way back down the stairs and looked around for anything they might have missed. Sam searched the landing area next to the kitchen for Lea’s shoes. He found her running shoes, but her hiking boots were gone. All signs pointed to the likelihood that she’d bolted north with the neighbors when it became apparent that things would get out of control in Evansville. He hoped she was safe, wherever she’d landed.
“Her hiking boots are gone,” he said. “We have to assume she’s gone.”
Holding the door open, Jane nodded.
“We should go. We’ll have to rethink our plan. Maybe head north.”
“That’s what I’m thinking. Let me just check the medicine cabinet before we take off. Maybe we’ll get lucky and some of our medications will still be there,” said Sam, disappearing into the hallway off the family room.
“Okay. Just hurry,” said Jane, letting the door shut.
Sam stuffed his cargo pockets with the few remaining bottles of over-the-counter medicines he could find in the bathroom mirror cabinet. All of the prescription-strength painkillers, sleeping pills and muscle relaxants were gone.
~ ~ ~
Hearing the kitchen door close, Lea worked on the ropes again, her bracelet chiming rhythmically against the metal beam. Come on. Just a little more.
Lea knew she might not have a lot of time before they piled back into the house. If she managed to break through the ropes this time, she could grab her backpack and run. Tank had thrown it in the corner of the basement when he dragged her down into her personal dungeon. The bag mocked her—too far away to reach, but close enough to obsess over. In a way, it also gave her hope. When she broke free, she had everything she needed to escape in one place. The idiot hadn’t bothered to search the bag to find the power bars and water filtration pump she’d packed.
~ ~ ~
“Did you hear that?” asked Jane, stepping carefully into the kitchen.
Sam shook his head before crouching with his rifle aimed toward the front of the house. She held her index finger to her lips, and they settled into absolute silence. Listening intently, Jane heard the faint sound again. It was a high-pitched, rhythmic—possibly metal-on-metal sound.
“That!” she whispered excitedly.
“What is it?”
“I don’t know. But it sounds like it’s coming from the basement. We never checked the basement!”
“Damn. We almost skipped it,” said Sam.
“You keep an eye on the street,” she said. “I’ll check it out. Lea might be down there.”
“Jane, her stuff is missing—including her backpack.”
“We have to look,” she said before slowly twisting the doorknob on the basement door.
She carefully opened the door to the basement and eased quietly onto the first stair. The sound stopped. Jane’s thumb pressed against the pressure switch on the rifle’s vertical grip, ready to activate the light. She softly moved down each stair, mindful of her steps in the darkness, until she reached the concrete floor.
As her natural night vision improved, the dim outline of a human form slumped on the floor started to materialize. Before Jane could take a step forward, the figure started to feverishly move its hands against the metal support beam.
“No. No,” the woman whimpered.
She could tell it was a woman. Her thumb triggered the powerful rifle light, illuminating the space and concentrating a bright beam on a dirty, disheveled young woman. Horror and relief washed over Jane. She’d found their daughter.
“Lea! Oh my God!”
“Mom?” said Lea.
Tears streamed down Jane’s face as she ran to her child. She laid the rifle on the floor and took out a flashlight, turning it on. She nestled next to her daughter and kissed her filthy forehead.
“Mom!” Lea sobbed into her shoulder, unable to move more than a few inches toward Jane.
“We have to get you out of here. Are you okay? Can you walk? Are you injured?”
“I think I can walk. I haven’t stood up in a while. Just get me out of here. They could be coming back! They always do!”
“Lea!” yelled Sam, bursting into the basement. “You’re here! My God, we almost left!”
Sam hugged her tightly before standing up and digging through one of his pockets.
“We need to cut the ropes and get the hell out of here, fast,” said Sam.
Jane clung to Lea despite her awkward sitting position and the overwhelming fecal stench. Clearly, Lea had been held in the basement for a long time with no regard for her cleanliness or health. A fierce anger arose in Jane. Thoughts of revenge washed through her mind as she hugged Lea and stroked her greasy hair.
“We’ll get you out of here. We have a safe place for all of us.”
Sam cursed, pounding the support beam with his fist. “Damn it! This knife isn’t good enough. The rope is wound tightly around her wrists, and it’s some kind of super-durable material. Like a towrope. I just can’t get through it with my utility knife without getting really sloppy. I need the hunting knife from my pack. I’ll run back to the house to grab it.”
“No! Daddy, don’t go!” screamed Lea.
Standing in front of her, Sam said, “Maybe I have something in the garage that can cut through this more easily. I’ll be right back.”
Jane sat on the floor, holding Lea to comfort her. Intense love and relief filled Jane, obliterating her immediate thoughts of revenge. Her sole focus was getting Lea out of the house and as far away from Evansville as possible. Glancing at the ropes around Lea’s wrists, she realized what Sam meant about the ropes being tied too tightly. They had wrapped the thick ropes around so many times that cutting into the coils would require a very sharp knife and a skillful hand. Otherwise, Lea’s wrists could get sliced in the process. Turning her gaze to the steps, Jane waited for Sam.
 



Chapter Forty-One
Mark Jordan sat in front of his attic window, watching the neighborhood through the slit in his curtains. His daily ritual was more meaningful now that Jane and Sam were out there, looking for their daughter. He kept a careful watch over the Cramers’ house; particularly the bedroom window they agreed would be their point of communication. So far, they had not indicated a need for help.
He had to hand it to Jane and Sam. They’d kept a low profile at the Cramers’ house, creating absolutely no obvious indications that they occupied the home. He did not see the telltale sweeping of flashlights or any other visible sign of their occupancy. Things had been so quiet over there that Mark began to wonder if they had already left the development. If they had, he hoped they had found their daughter alive, taking her with them.
Peering through his spotting scope, he saw the side door fly open. As usual, the New Order men piled out of the house and drove off, screeching tires as they raced out of the neighborhood. The pattern of their daily departure was hard to predict, but they almost always left at some point and usually in a hurry. He figured the New Order had some kind of communications network, possibly alerting them to the discovery of hidden civilians or a cache of supplies. Gunshots often followed their departure.
The wildcard was their return. Some days they were gone until almost dark. Other days they would be out and back in less than an hour, sooner in some cases. He often wondered where they went and what kind of horrible things they inflicted on innocent people in other parts of the town. The end of New Order’s occupancy couldn’t come fast enough. Hearing from Jane that the police had a plan to push back into the town gave Mark hope.
Mark’s trained eyes caught movement in the Cramers’ yard. Jane and Sam moved quickly across the street from the side of the Cramers’ house, weapons ready. They paused briefly at the side of their house before disappearing through the side door.
Shit. He nervously looked at the entrance to the neighborhood. The New Order men could come back at any moment. He’d witnessed a few false starts when they returned a few minutes later to grab something they’d forgotten. He wondered if Jane and Sam knew how precarious their situation might be. If captured, they might be executed on the spot, like some of the other neighbors.
He’d have to be their eyes and ears. There was only one way in or out of the neighborhood using the roads, so he’d spot them early enough. He just wasn’t sure what he could do to warn Jane and Sam. Shifting his eyes back and forth between Jane’s house and the entrance to the neighborhood, Mark decided to unveil a little surprise he’d hoped to find an excuse to use.
Mark stepped away from the window and pulled a green blanket off the small arsenal he kept ready for any occasion. A compact, AR-15-style rifle with a red dot optical sight lay on its side, magazine inserted. A longer, similar-looking rifle with a sizable scope rested on an extended bipod next to it. He kneeled to grab the longer rifle and a few spare rifle magazines before returning to the windowsill.
He’d purchased the specialized rifle a year after getting out of the Marine Corps, hoping to keep his basic sniper skills intact. The weapon was a civilian version of the Squad Advanced Marksman Rifle (SAM-R) he had carried in Force Recon. Essentially, it was a tricked-out model of the M-16A4, with a slightly heavier barrel and precision trigger.
Mark set the bipod feet on the inside windowsill molding and sighted in on the Cramers’ house for reference. No screen stood in the way, because Mark anticipated the possible need to shoot out of the window and had previously removed the screens. The scope was set at its maximum magnification, which gave him a reasonable field of view at this distance. Just as he settled into the folding chair beneath him, Mark detected movement from the road leading to their neighborhood.
Damn it, guys. You need to get out of there. Having already chambered a round for ready use, he disengaged the safety and centered the crosshairs on the turn into the neighborhood. Sure enough, he caught sight of both cars heading back toward the Archers’ house. The Trans Am was first, followed closely by the pickup truck.
He had no way to easily warn Jane and Sam. There certainly wasn’t enough time for him to run to their house. Instead, he needed to create a diversion to alert Jane while simultaneously slowing down the New Order’s approach.
Mark made a few quick mental calculations, following the convoy through the scope as the vehicles bored deeper into the neighborhood. He centered the crosshairs on the Trans Am, deciding whether to shoot the driver, passenger or tires. He chose the tires, in the hope that they would not know what hit them. Perhaps the driver would guess they had a tire blowout?
He waited until the Trans Am moved closer. Closer. And finally the cars headed straight down the street, lined up with his window. An easy shot, if there was such a thing. Wait for it. Wait for it. Slow and steady. Mark exhaled and applied even pressure to the trigger, sending a single bullet through the calm neighborhood.
The bullet hit the bumper of the Trans Am, just to the left of the front driver’s side tire. Shit. Quickly readjusting the crosshairs, he eased the trigger back again, hoping the sound of the muscle car’s engine drowned out the distant gunfire. The rifle kicked, and by the time he found the cars in the scope again, the tire was flopping in its wheel well. Direct hit.
The car veered back and forth across the street as the driver tried to overcorrect. Tires and metal squealed as the car braked, feet from crashing into a disabled SUV parked on the right side of the road. The driver, who Mark assumed to be Tank, repeatedly kicked the tire and punched the hood of his car.
Shifting his scope back to the Archers’ house, Mark waited for any sign that Jane and Sam had heard the warning shot and escaped. If necessary, Mark wouldn’t hesitate to shoot the men if they got too close to the house. Meeting Jane and Sam earlier had shifted something inside Mark. He’d no longer sit by and allow innocent people to be massacred. He’d once again take the fight to the enemy. One bullet at a time.
 



Chapter Forty-Two
Jane watched Sam’s desperate effort to cut the ropes. Sam had come back from searching the garage crestfallen. The New Order men had been through the garage, making a mess and stealing their tools. The small utility knife he wore on his belt turned out to be the best blade he could find, and Jane knew it would not be enough. Sam needed his razor-sharp hunting knife.
“This isn’t working,” she said. “I think you need to get your hunting knife.”
“I’m not leaving you here,” said Sam.
“We don’t have a choice,” said Jane, cocking her head to the side. “Did you hear that?”
“What?” asked Sam as he carefully worked on the reinforced rope.
“Gunshot. We need to hurry. I’ll run upstairs and see if I can figure out what’s happening out there,” said Jane, moving from Lea.
“No! Don’t leave me!” screamed Lea.
“It’s okay. I’m not leaving you. I just need to get upstairs. We need to be sure no one is coming. Dad just needs a little more time to work on the ropes.”
Jane glanced at Sam, hoping for a silent cue as to how long he thought it would take. Sam shook his head almost imperceptibly; he could not cut the ropes with the pitiful knives at his disposal. The best he could do was try.
She grabbed her rifle and ran upstairs, taking two steps at a time. Scrambling to the front windows, she peeked out into the neighborhood. Tank’s Trans Am was stalled five houses away, a gaggle of men standing in a semicircle around the hood. Tank gestured emphatically, slapping one of them on the back of his bald head before pointing at the Archers’ house. The man nodded and turned toward her. Jane raced back to the basement.
“Sam, we have to go, now! There’s no more time! They’re coming back. We need to leave now!” yelled Jane, running into the basement.
“No! You can’t. They’ll kill me. Please! Don’t go!” Lea shouted hysterically.
Jane placed her hands on Lea’s cheeks and pulled her face close. “We’re staying at the Cramers’, keeping a close watch on the house. We are not leaving you. We would never leave. Right now, we have to go back and get better tools to cut this rope. I need you to be strong for me. Just a little longer and we will get you out. Just a little longer. Can you do that for me?”
Interrupting her, Lea said, “The ropes are almost cut through. See? I’ve been working on it and I’m almost through!”
Lea moved her hands back and forth furiously. The charm bracelet chimed against the pole with her harried movements. “See?”
The rope showed little sign of wear. Lea’s efforts would have never freed her. The only thing Lea had accomplished so far was to rub the skin on her wrists raw. She was delusional.
“Okay, baby. You keep working on that, quietly. We’re right across the street. One way or the other, we will get you out of here. Just hang on a little longer,” said Sam, pulling a pill bottle out of his pocket. “Take this. It’ll help.” He handed her a small white pill.
Lea grabbed it and swallowed hard.
“You’ll be fine. Just a little while and we will be back. Promise,” said Jane through tears.
Leaving Lea in the basement was the hardest thing Jane had ever done. Knowing that her child sat in her own excrement, helpless and brutalized, hardened Jane to their current situation. Jane’s determination to take revenge on Tank and the other men reached a fever pitch as they sprinted across their backyard to the cover of a thick stand of bushes.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
Mark watched as two New Order men ran toward Jane’s house, presumably intent on retrieving a spare tire. Suddenly, the side door flew open. Sam and Jane ran out the side door and toward the cover of bushes behind the next-door neighbor’s house. He knew, as they did, that they could not cross the street without being spotted. They needed to take cover immediately and wait until it was clear to move again.
Just as they moved toward the neighbor’s house, Mark caught sight of a man hiding in the high grass at the back of the neighbor’s lot, holding a military-style rifle. Mark knew Jane and Sam could not see the concealed man as they ran from their home. Instead, they were running almost directly into him. The man didn’t look like a New Order type, but that didn’t mean anything in these changed times. Neither Sam nor Jane had mentioned a traveling companion. The man hiding might be a New Order assassin just waiting to take his shot.
Mark positioned the crosshairs on the man’s head and started to apply pressure to the trigger. Before his index finger broke the trigger, the man stood up and started emphatically waving both hands in the air, directing Sam and Jane to a safe hiding spot. Mark engaged the safety and removed his finger from the trigger well, his hand shaking. He’d almost killed an innocent man.
~ ~ ~
“Jane! Over here!” said a familiar voice.
She scanned the neighbor’s backyard, seeing Charlie rise from the grass at the back of the yard. He waved his hands and arms.
“Get over here fast! They’ll see you!”
Sam grabbed her hand and pulled her across the yard. They both dove into the grass next to Charlie, who lowered himself slowly, keeping his rifle aimed back at the Archers’ house.
“Charlie? Geez, what are you doing here?” whispered Jane.
“Saving your asses, obviously,” said Charlie.
“Nice,” she replied.
“I heard two gunshots. No idea where they came from,” said Charlie.
“Two? I only heard one,” said Jane. “Our daughter is in there. She’s alive, but they have her tied to a pole in the basement. We couldn’t get her out before they came back. We need to get back inside. Can you cover us?” asked Jane excitedly.
“Against all five of them?” whispered Charlie as gruff voices cut across the backyard.
“Jane, I need something heavier to cut her free. They used a heavy-duty towrope. We need a better plan. Shooting them as they walk may or may not work. We need to be certain. We can’t chance a botched shoot-out. If one of them gets back into the house—then what?”
Sam’s words slowly sank through the fog of adrenaline that clouded Jane’s thoughts. She knew he was right, but all she could think of doing was shooting the men on the street as they walked smugly back to their house. Sam’s words rang true. They needed to be certain that all the men were neutralized; otherwise Lea could be killed.
“You’re right. Damn it. We’re so close. To leave her like that, it’s just not right,” said Jane, choking back tears.
“Not to sound insensitive, but if your daughter survived this long, she’ll make it a few more hours. We need to get off the streets and into a safe place before we can do anything. Where are you guys holed up?” asked Charlie.
“Across the street, the white house on the right,” said Sam.
“Alright. We need to wait until dark before we can get back there. We can’t chance crossing the street. Let’s back up into the thicker brush and hunker down for a while. If they all leave again, we’ll be in the perfect position to try again,” said Charlie before unsheathing a wicked-looking knife. “I think this will cut through those ropes.”
“I think you’re right,” said Sam.
The three friends crawled to a more concealed location in the yard and waited for darkness. Jane’s mind kept returning to Lea, hopeful for the first time in weeks despite the rage that consumed her.
 



Chapter Forty-Four
After the crew discovered Charlie’s house, the Boss turned all of his attention toward finding the cops’ escape route. He seemed to take Charlie’s removal of his guns personally, demonstrating a single-minded focus on finding and killing everyone that assisted the police.
The Boss assigned Brown and a guy named Cherry to drive out of town in search of Paul Reed and Jack Reilly. The pair never returned from a routine patrol, and he wanted both men returned—dead or alive. Brown knew firsthand that if he found them alive, they’d expire shortly after the Boss got his hands on them. Reed and Reilly were as good as dead, no matter what was up with them.
Brown assumed that the two had fueled up their Chevy Impala and driven out of town, hoping to escape. They wouldn’t be the first, or the last. As the days droned on, dozens of men deserted the Boss and his murderous mission, seeing life under him as nothing more than a new form of imprisonment.
The small army he had led to Porter had started to dwindle down to true believers, as Brown privately thought of them. The true believers were those that sided with the Boss on every one of his cruel, harebrained schemes, never questioning their orders. Whether they were cruel by nature or simply too afraid to leave didn’t really matter. They were one and the same, and despite the continued desertions, the true believers numbered close to fifty men. More than enough to spread their reign of terror to several towns.
As he drove around with Cherry, Brown gave some serious thought to skipping out on the madness; however, he couldn’t be certain where Cherry’s loyalties fell. Cherry never showed the Boss the kind of extreme loyalty that got him rewarded with women and extra booze, like many of the other men had, but he hadn’t shown any overt signs of growing weary with the Boss’s antics. A quick eye roll here or subtle head shake there spoke volumes about a man’s true feelings. Cherry had kept a poker face from the beginning, giving Brown nothing to work with when determining Cherry’s loyalties.
Brown knew that even suggesting to the wrong person that he wanted to leave was a death sentence. No. He’d keep driving Cherry around until sunset, without mentioning his plans to help the cops. At sunset, the two could return to the Boss and report that the search failed to find either Reed or Reilly. Brown also considered that the smartest option might be to stab Cherry in the neck and put as much distance between himself and Porter as possible. The Boss was becoming less rational by the hour.
As the day dragged on, Brown’s mind started to drift as far away from his present reality as possible. He’d long ago passed his limit of tolerating Cherry’s stupid commentary about everything they passed on the road. The man couldn’t shut the hell up. He was seriously considering the throat-stabbing option when something metallic in the forest reflected light. He hoped Cherry didn’t see it.
“Did you see that?” asked Cherry.
Of course Cherry had seen it. The guy never missed anything, or an opportunity to talk about it.
“You’re starting to see things,” said Brown.
Investigating the source of the reflection was something Brown wanted to avoid. Not only did he want to finish off the shift without delay, he was worried that the cops were hiding a vehicle or something in the trees.
“You need to stop, man! There’s something hidden back there—off the side of the road. Shit, it could be Reed and Reilly! Those assholes might be trying to hide out or something, or they crashed off the road.”
“Alright, don’t get your panties in a twist,” said Brown, seeing no way around it.
Brown slowly turned the car around and drove back to the approximate point where they’d both seen something in the woods. Cherry got out of the car first, apparently anxious to discover something the Boss would be grateful to learn. Seeing Cherry’s excitement made Brown very relieved that he’d kept his mouth shut about his own plans.
“Check this out! I see tire tracks in the grass. Looks like a car drove into the woods.”
The two followed the faint tracks into the woods. Not far off the road, they discovered the Chevy Impala, previously driven by Reed and Reilly, nestled between two trees. Branches haphazardly scattered across the vehicle had mostly concealed it from the road.
“Shit! This is the car they were driving! Looks like those assholes just left it here. If they were leaving, they’d be way better off driving. Right? Why the fuck would they want to walk?” asked Cherry.
“How the hell should I know? Those two weren’t exactly the brightest guys I ever met. Maybe they thought walking gave them a better chance to hide? Come on, let’s get out of here.”
“I’ll just have a look in the car. Maybe I can drive it back. The Boss will be happy if we at least return the car.”
“Can’t argue with that,” said Brown, feigning interest in the scene.
Cherry walked over to the driver’s side door, peering through the windows as he approached. Just as he stretched his hand out to open the door, he froze, staring at the side of the car.
“Check for the keys so we can get out of here. I don’t want to be stuck out here after dark,” said Brown.
“Check this out,” said Cherry, pointing to the door.
“What is it?”
“Looks like dried blood,” said Cherry, kneeling down to get a closer look.
“It’s probably mud.”
“Don’t look like mud to me.”
Brown pushed his way through the brush and headed to Cherry. On the way over, he noticed a trampled path leading to the right. No point in drawing Cherry’s attention to it. He got the distinct impression that they had stumbled on the work of a resistance group. A group smart enough to know that they couldn’t drive a car around without drawing the wrong kind of attention.
He crouched next to Cherry to take a look at the car. A coating of brownish-red droplets covered a section of the driver’s side window and door. It appeared to be a very fine mist of dried blood. Brown scraped his nail against the substance and tasted it—spitting immediately.
“Definitely blood,” said Brown, unable to get the metallic taste out of his mouth.
“What do you think happened?”
“Beats me. If I had to guess, I’d say they turned on each other,” said Brown, eyeing Cherry cautiously.
“Maybe we should search around a little more.”
“Aren’t you gonna check for the keys?”
“Oh yeah,” said Cherry.
Brown walked back to the second path as Cherry dug through the car. He used his feet to move some of the brush to try to camouflage the trampled foliage. There wasn’t much he could do without bending over and using his hands, so he stood where the trail started, hoping Cherry would pass him without noticing.
“I don’t see shit in here!” said Cherry. “One of them must have taken the keys.”
“Let’s get out of here. One of them might be watching us from a distance—planning to pick us off.”
His statement had a chilling effect on Cherry. The man crouched, peering into the woods around him. Now he’s going all tactical? What a dumb shit. Cherry walked quietly and deliberately back to Brown, a look of fear in his eyes.
“We should have brought one of the rifles out of the car,” whispered Cherry.
“Good point. We should remember that next time,” said Brown. “Let’s head back and report this to the Boss.”
“No argument there,” said Cherry, scanning the forest again.
He squinted past Brown. “Move over,” said Cherry, nudging past him.
So much for hiding the trail. Brown just hoped he’d scared Cherry enough to dissuade him from exploring any further.
“Looks like another trail. All flattened out like they dragged something into the woods. We need to check this out,” hissed Cherry.
“With one of those traitors out there? There’s no way I’m going deeper into those woods without an army.”
“And there’s no way you ain’t,” said Cherry, pointing his pistol at Brown.
“Shit. You don’t have to threaten me,” said Brown, slightly raising his hands. “Let’s get this over with and get the hell out of here.”
They found a body several yards into the forest. The man looked peaceful, almost like he was sleeping, a small hole in his head the only indication it was a permanent nap.
“Satisfied? We found the body we both knew would be here. Now, let’s go. It’s obvious that they fought and Reed took off.”
Cherry searched the body, finding nothing.
“Yeah, unless something else happened to them. It just doesn’t make sense. If Reed did split, he would have been better off taking the car, not leaving it here and taking the keys.”
Glancing around the forest, Cherry started to move through the brush deeper into the forest.
“Where are you going?”
“I’m going to check it out. I think I see something a little ways into the forest,” he said, stopping in his tracks. “Look!”
A second body lay on the forest floor, a gaping wound in the center of the man’s chest. The man appeared to have died where he was shot.
“Holy shit. They were ambushed! Wait until the Boss hears about this! What’s that over there? Is that a jar?”
An unbroken mason jar sat in stark contrast to its surroundings, suggesting the existence of others. Cherry picked up the jar and inspected it closely, sniffing the inside of it. “It smells like peaches.”
Brown knew they must have stumbled on the trail that the cops used to get people out of town. He needed to make sure Cherry did not put things together.
“Peaches? You must be hungry. Let’s get back to town. We can tell the Boss we found them and the car,” suggested Brown.
“Look over there—it’s a trail! Holy shit! This is it! We discovered the trail the cops are using to get people out of town! Wait until the Boss hears this! Fucking cops must’ve killed Reed and Reilly, then hid the car!” Cherry said excitedly.
“You want to keep your damn mouth shut?” said Brown. “They might still be out here.”
“Damn. You’re right. We need to report this immediately,” said Cherry. “We found how they’re sneaking some of the cops out.”
“How can you be so sure? We have no idea what went down here. Two bodies and a jar don’t equal some kind of underground railroad.”
“It ain’t no railroad. It’s a trail,” said Cherry.
“That’s just a term for a hidden trail,” said Brown, amazed that Cherry was dumber than he looked.
“Whatever you call it, that’s what it is,” he whispered excitedly. “The trail runs parallel to the road. The road runs directly north, out of town. Reed and Reilly must’ve stumbled on the cops and got themselves killed.”
“I don’t know, seems like a stretch. Besides, I don’t want to give the Boss bad intel. He’ll go ape-shit crazy if we’re wrong,” said Brown, desperate to get Cherry off the idea.
The thought of giving the Boss incorrect intel seemed to slow Cherry down. Brown could see the seeds of doubt starting to bloom behind Cherry’s cold stupid eyes. Being wrong would get both of them killed. Clearly, Cherry wanted to rise in the Boss’s ranks, not get killed.
“To find the start of the trail, all we need to do is follow the road back to town. The trailhead has to be close by the road,” said Cherry.
“If you say so, man. I just don’t want to take any heat if we’re wrong,” said Brown, trying once again to dissuade him.
Cherry was right. They’d found the trail leading out of town. It would be only a matter of time before the Boss had every available guy on the trail, looking for runners and the people harboring them. Eventually, they’d find what they were looking for. Brown knew he needed to warn Marta, fast.
 



Chapter Forty-Five
Safely in the basement of the Cramers’ house, Sam couldn’t sit still. He paced the small space, trying to relieve the tension, anger and anticipation. Seeing his baby girl being held in such deplorable conditions drove him mad. All he could think about was getting her back, no matter what the cost. Somehow he had managed to pull Jane back from the brink of disaster in their neighbor’s backyard. If the same decision had been put to him now, he’d vote for charging in—guns blazing.
For the first time in his life, Sam had trouble formulating a plan. He could tell Jane was in the same condition. Once again, Charlie’s presence was a tremendous relief to him. Charlie’s calm pragmatism was exactly what they needed right now.
“What made you come here, Charlie? With all the excitement, I don’t think you mentioned why you’re here,” asked Jane, breaking the silence.
“You failed to communicate during our designated time. I figured either you ran into a problem or the range was too far. In either case, since you weren’t too far from Scott’s house, I decided to check on you.”
“We tried to call you for about an hour right after midnight,” said Jane. “How are Mike and Jenny? She obviously held up for the walk?”
“Barely. Scott and his wife desperately need supplies, so I’m not altogether too optimistic about the trip to HQ. They’re looking definitively worse for the wear. I hoped to bring some more food back to them, but it doesn’t look like anything has been left untouched around here.”
“Everything has been ransacked by those animals,” said Sam. “Thank you for coming. We were relieved to see you this afternoon, to say the least. I don’t know if we can pull this off with just the two of us,” said Sam. “If they come back again while we’re in the house, we’d be in trouble. We got lucky with the gunshot. Tank probably got pissed and shot one of his crew when the car broke down.”
“Sounded like a rifle shot to me,” said Charlie.
Jane glanced at Sam with a knowing look, both of them blurting the same name at the same time.
“Mark.”
“Mark?” said Charlie.
“He’s a former Force Recon Marine turned attic dweller. He has a clean line of sight down the street. Sounds like he did us a big favor,” said Sam.
“If we could get Mark in on this, we could even the odds with the element of surprise. Three against five isn’t undoable, but it isn’t great either,” said Charlie, stretching out on the couch. “Plus, we don’t know who else might arrive later tonight.”
“We should signal him. God knows we could use his help. He’s probably one of the most capable people we’ll ever run into. It can’t hurt to ask,” said Sam.
“Yeah, you’re right. But why would he want to get involved? A lot of people seem to be keeping their heads down, too afraid to stand up to the New Order. For good reason,” said Charlie.
“He already has gotten involved. He didn’t have to flag us down as we entered the neighborhood, nor did he have to slow down Tank and the guys while we were in the house,” said Sam.
“I’ll go up and shut the signal shade in the spare bedroom,” said Jane, getting up.
Jane moved through the house quicker than she had before. Experience with the contours of the house allowed Jane to move quickly through its dark hallways. Crossing the front of the Cramers’ house, Jane could see her home through a part in the curtain. Inside, a few dim lights cast an eerie glow to the once cheerful home. Silently, she prayed for help and for Lea. They would need all the help they could get.
Hearing a loud noise entering the neighborhood, Jane returned to the front window. A car turned down the street and headed toward their home. Three large New Order men got out of the car and joined their brethren inside. Eight against three, maybe four if Mark would help. A sick feeling crept over her. They needed Mark’s help more than ever.
 



Chapter Forty-Six
Mark had long since moved away from his post at the window. After he determined that the unknown operator was a friendly, he assumed Jane and Sam would wait for nightfall before returning to the Cramers’ house. What he did not know was if they’d found their daughter. Lea had not been with them when they ran from the house following his warning shot. He could only assume Lea was not found. At this point, he figured that Jane and Sam had left the neighborhood. Why would they stay around? They’d indicated they knew of a place containing supplies. They’d probably waited until dark and started moving.
He went back to his usual duties, the excitement of the day passing. He took the waste bucket to the woods, checked the progress of the deer draining in the garage and then settled in for an early night.
Sleep eluded him as he considered how close he had come to shooting Jane and Sam’s friend. The man was seconds from having his head blown off. Luckily, the man motioned to Jane and Sam in an obviously friendly manner, pulling them into the safety of his hiding spot. Before the grid went out, he would never have considered shooting a man in cold blood unless given orders in a lawful wartime situation. The world had changed, taking him with it.
Getting up from the makeshift bed, Mark sat quietly by the window. He’d grown fond of his perch. The bright full moon illuminated the clear sky, casting a bluish silvery glow over the houses. He loved the night. Looking out the window, over the quiet world, he could almost imagine things were back to normal.
Returning his gaze to the Cramers’ house, Mark noticed a slight change in the façade. Looking through his spotting scope, Mark inspected the signal window. Someone had lowered the shade, indicating a need for help. Finally. He was tired of safely sitting in his attic, waiting for others to restore order.
Lifting the blanket off his arsenal, Mark stood looking at the weapons at his disposal, considering his options. Deciding for a full load out, Mark donned a tactical plate carrier loaded with rifle magazines and a ballistic helmet with attached night-vision goggles. He attached the AR-15 to a sling point on his vest and let it hang across his chest. For the first time since the lights went out, Mark felt a sense of direction, excitement and hope.
~ ~ ~
Sam heard Jane’s footsteps as she returned to the basement. He was always amazed at her ability to walk in the dark. She rarely turned on the lights to walk through their own home.
“Everything quiet up there?” asked Charlie.
“Not really. I pulled the signal shade down no problem, but while I was up there, a car came into the neighborhood. Three more New Order men are in the house now.”
“Shit. That makes eight. There’s no way we can get in there with all of them inside,” said Sam.
“I say we wait until tomorrow. Maybe they’ll leave again. Then the two of you can go inside and cut Lea free while I watch over you, like we did today. In fact, I could move upstairs for a better view. I have my radio, so we can stay in contact,” said Charlie.
“Assuming they leave again,” said Sam.
“You’re also assuming they won’t kill Lea or harm her further tonight. We can’t take that chance. We need to get her out of there as quickly as possible. Her life depends on it,” said Jane. “You should have seen the conditions they’re keeping her in. She’s little more than a piece of trash at this point. A few shots of hard booze away from a death sentence—or worse.”
“Sam, do you think with your hunting knife or my knife you can cut her free, or should we try to get more tools for you to use, just in case?”
“I can do it. It’ll take a little time, mostly so I don’t slice through her wrists, but I should be able to do it with my good knife. I didn’t even think to bring it,” said Sam.
“No one could have predicted that we would be in this situation. Don’t be so hard on yourself,” said Jane, wrapping her arms around him.
“I know, but I can’t help thinking that if I’d brought both knives with me, we could have grabbed her and we would be out of here.”
“It probably wouldn’t have made a difference. We only had a few minutes with her before we had to bolt out of there. If you had tried to cut her loose, you might have done more harm than good. Who knows, you could have inadvertently hurt her,” said Jane. “Or got through most of the rope, but not enough to get her free. Tank might have noticed.”
“I know you’re right, but still, it bothers me.”
“How will your friend Mark get in? Did you leave a door open, Jane?” asked Charlie.
“No, I didn’t think of it. Seeing the extra guys roll up to our house sort of threw me. Hold on, I’ll be right back,” said Jane, heading toward the steps.
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
Jane opened the rear sliding door, peering beyond the deck and into the yard, hopeful Mark would see the signal and come to them.
“Jane,” someone whispered from a distance.
A slight rustling near the pines announced Mark’s arrival.
“Boy, you are a sight for sore eyes. They have our daughter tied up in the basement of our home. We’re trying to figure out how to get her out of there without getting us all killed. We could really use your help,” said Jane.
“Definitely. I saw the signal and came as quickly as possible. I’m tired of sitting on the sidelines. I want to help in whatever way I can,” said Mark.
“I can’t tell you how much we appreciate this. Come on in, we’re all in the basement.”
In the basement, the four sat huddled around a flashlight, formulating a rescue mission.
“Jane, you definitely saw three men walk into the house earlier this evening?” asked Charlie.
“Yeah, it was right after I put down the shade to signal Mark. On my way back to the basement, I passed the front window just as they came into the neighborhood.”
“I’m surprised I missed that. I must’ve fallen asleep for a minute,” said Mark.
“Okay, so here’s the situation as we know it. We have eight or possibly more unfriendlies, potentially on multiple levels of the house, and a hostage in the basement. Correct?” asked Charlie.
“Yes. And we’re sure there were only five men originally in the house. Jane and I sat watching them for nearly twenty-four hours before we went in yesterday. While in the house, we searched it from top to bottom. No one else is in there,” added Sam.
“Well, that’s good news. At least we have a firm headcount. That should make things a little easier,” said Mark.
“Eight on four doesn’t sound easy,” said Sam.
“I think we need to draw all of them out into the yard and pick them off one at a time,” said Jane. “Or a few at a time.”
“Bingo,” announced Mark.
“We just need to be sure none of them go back inside. We also need to be sure we don’t hit the house. I wouldn’t want Lea getting killed by a stray bullet from one of our guns,” said Charlie. “She’s in the basement, but bullets have a strange way of travelling and they could move her without our knowledge.”
“How do we get them all out of the house at the same time?” asked Sam.
“That’s the tricky part. We’ll need two levels of distraction. The first will draw out some of the men. I assume they won’t all pile out at once. Then a second to ensure the rest move outside and into the kill zone we’ve created. With the suppressed weapons, the second group won’t have a good sense of what happened,” said Mark.
“How do we get them out?” said Jane.
“I have a stash of fireworks at my house. We could light ’em up in the house next door to our current location, requiring the New Order guys to cross the street to check it out—directly in front of our guns,” offered Mark.
“I like it. As they cross, we pick them off with suppressed fire. They won’t know what hit them. With any luck, the remaining men inside won’t see what happened to the first wave of men,” said Charlie.
“While you two are doing that, if all the men haven’t exited our house, I could shoot up the cars. I would think that might get the attention of anyone remaining in the house,” said Jane.
“Don’t you want to take one of those? It would be nice to drive to the storage locker instead of walk. Besides, Lea might not be able to walk very easily. You saw her condition. She’s been shackled to that pole for so long, her legs might be too weak to make it. I managed to find a muscle relaxant in the aspirin bottle and gave that to her. It should help ease some of her pain, but still, I’m worried about her ability to move quickly,” said Sam.
“All those times you would get on me for mixing pills into the aspirin bottle and it finally came in handy. I feel vindicated,” said Jane, with a broad smile.
“Why would you do that?” asked Mark.
“So I could just pack one bottle when we travel. The New Order guys probably never would have thought to inspect each aspirin.”
“No one would, really. The whole thing is a bad idea,” said Sam, shaking his head.
Mark shook his head, concurring with Sam’s statement.
“I don’t think driving out of here is a good idea, regardless of Lea’s condition. The only people in town who drive are the New Order men. Everything is so quiet now without the constant buzzing of cars and machines. You won’t get out of the greater neighborhood before they either hear or see you on the road. Then you’re screwed,” said Mark. “And what’s all this about a storage locker?”
“Jane and I keep a backup of our readiness supplies in a storage locker at Store-Right on Michigan. We plan to head there to resupply and possibly stay for a while until we figure out our next move.”
“That’s clever. Keeping everything at the house makes sense in most disaster scenarios, but spreading it out gives you extra flexibility…you know, in case a nearby prison disgorges several hundred felony convicts into your community. Thanks mostly to these New Order thugs, most people’s supplies are totally gone. You two might be the only people with any sort of gear at your disposal,” said Mark.
“You’re welcome to come with us. We have more than enough for all five of us,” said Jane.
“We probably have enough for twenty,” said Sam. “And we can’t possibly cart a fraction of it out of there, so you’re welcome to take what you want while you decide on your next move.”
“I plan to go with them, at least for a little while,” said Charlie.
Jane thought it was interesting that Charlie failed to mention the HQ or safe houses to Mark. She knew Charlie would be returning to Scott’s as soon as Lea was extracted. She wondered why he would leave Mark out of the loop. Probably a trust issue, which gave her an uneasy feeling. They had to be a little more careful with whom they entrusted their secrets.
“Alright. Sounds like a plan,” said Mark. “I’ll take you up on the resupply offer and decide what to do from there.”
“Let’s get back to the plan for a minute. Is everyone clear about their role?” Charlie pointed at the crude map of the street flattened on the coffee table. “Mark, you’re setting off firecrackers in this house.”
“That’s the Spencers’ house,” said Jane.
“I’ll be at the front door of the Cramers’ house, with the door open a crack,” said Charlie, tapping his finger.
“After the firecrackers go off, I’ll move to this position,” said Mark, indicating a point on the map.
Mark would cleverly position himself so that he could shoot any of the men who made it past Charlie, without hitting Charlie in the crossfire. Sam joined the discussion, placing his index finger on the Archers’ garage.
“Before any of this goes down, Jane and I will cross the street way out of sight and make our way here, where we can observe the side door to the house and the backyard in case anyone bolts out of the slider on the deck. If all eight of them aren’t taken down in front of the house, we’ll start shooting out tires or whatever we can hit on the cars.”
“Once all of the men are out of the house and neutralized, Sam and I will go in and get Lea,” said Jane.
“I’m having second thoughts about you going inside,” said Mark.
“Me or Sam?” said Jane.
“Both of you, to be honest,” said Mark.
“I’ve cleared houses before—in the dark,” said Jane. “Sam has the least experience here.”
“I understand that, but my guess is that Sam is handier with a knife,” said Mark. “And we need to get Lea untied and back outside quickly. Unless we get extremely lucky and take all eight of them down with suppressed shots, their return fire will be heard throughout the town. In the past, any kind of noise drew other New Order men into the mix. It seems like they’re just waiting around for trouble. Nothing says trouble like live fire. I wouldn’t be surprised if several cars arrived before the gunfight ended. I recommend that Jane lights the fireworks and runs out the back door to a position here between the Spencers’ and Cramers’ houses, where you and Charlie can provide over-watch while Sam and I go in to get Lea,” said Mark.
“Alright. You’re right. That’s a better plan,” said Jane reluctantly.
She didn’t like the idea of being separated from Sam or Lea. However, the house would be pitch dark. Mark’s night vision and close-quarters battle training would tip the scale in their favor if things went awry with the original plan. They might also need to carry Lea out of the house, and Mark would be better suited for that task.
“I feel better about this. When the first wave of men start filtering out, I can be on the south side of Jane’s house, here,” said Mark, pointing on the map. “That enables me to help Charlie pick off the men that rush outside, and get to Sam for round two.”
“Exactly,” said Charlie.
“It’s settled, then. I’ll dash back to my place and grab the firecrackers. The rest of you should get your gear together and be ready to move out as soon as I get back,” said Mark excitedly. “I suggest you pack up everything you want to take out of here, because we’re probably looking at a grab-and-go situation when the shooting stops.”
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
The group huddled together on the floor of the Spencers’ living room. Mark delivered a duffel bag filled with assorted fireworks. It was the largest selection Charlie had ever seen. Although Charlie was slow to warm up to anyone new, especially in this changed world, he couldn’t help but admire Mark. However, liking and trusting were two different things. He needed to be sure about Mark before he felt comfortable sharing the location of the safe houses and HQ. Charlie was grateful that Jane went along with his small lie about where he would go after the extraction. He had no intention of staying at the storage locker longer than required to stuff his backpack with the supplies that he intended to give to Scott and his family.
“We need to join the wicks to make them as long as possible,” said Mark.
“Why? It seems like we’re risking that the wicks may not stay lit,” said Sam.
“I don’t think one round of firecrackers is enough. We need to set off the first round. Give them time to get up and then start setting off the second and third rounds. That way they know exactly where to go. If we just set off the first round, by the time they look outside, they might not catch where the noise came from. That would be a disaster,” said Mark.
“We could have all of the New Order men walking around in different directions. We need to avoid that,” said Charlie.
“I’m glad you guys are helping us. This is a great plan. I’m starting to feel confident about getting Lea back,” said Jane.
“Don’t thank us yet. A lot can go wrong in a short stretch of time,” said Mark.
Tying the last wick, Charlie said, “That should do it.”
“Come on, Jane, let’s get these set up,” said Mark, grabbing the first string.
“The ones with the longest wicks will go into the dining room; then we’ll put the medium-length wicks into the living room and the shortest ones right here—in the front window. You’re going to set off all three simultaneously, starting with the longest wick,” said Mark.
“Got it. If I go quickly enough, the length of the wicks should space out the noise, creating a long chain of blasts,” said Jane.
“That’s the idea. We’re hoping to grab their attention and draw them in.”
“I’ve never really blown off firecrackers before. Never been into them. What do you think will happen to the inside of the house?” asked Jane.
“Let’s put it this way, the Spencers could very well be out of a house. The fountains will likely catch the place on fire,” said Mark.
“Can’t we just stick to the firecracker things?” said Jane. “I hate doing that to them.”
“The fountains will really attract their attention. They might even guess that a fire broke out in the basement and ignited the family’s Fourth of July stash. I wouldn’t be surprised if they dragged out some chairs and watched the show.”
“Wouldn’t that be nice,” said Sam. “We could gun them down all in one place.”
“I’m not counting on it,” said Charlie. “Jane, if you’re ready, we need to get in position.” Charlie glanced at Mark and Sam.
“I’m set. What could go wrong?” said Jane, with a sarcastic tone.
Walking to Jane, Sam embraced her tightly. “I love you, you know.”
“I know, and love you more. Now go rescue our baby,” said Jane, pulling away from his embrace.
“Jane, you’ll be on your own without a radio. Mark and I will be communicating throughout, adjusting the plan if needed. Under no circumstance are you to leave your covered position until one of us signals or yells that it’s clear. No matter what happens, we meet at the end of the street, near the woods,” said Charlie.
“Got it,” said Jane.
“I know those woods really well. With the moonlight’s help, we should have no problem cutting through to get to Michigan Road,” said Mark.
“Alright—let’s do this,” said Jane.
Charlie and Mark walked out first. Sam took one more look over his shoulder at Jane and then slowly closed the door behind him.
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
From her perch near the window, Jane watched the shadowy figures of Mark and Sam sprint across the street to get into their positions. A few minutes after they vanished into the darkness, Mark appeared at the back corner of the Archers’ house and crawled down the southern face of the house to a spot several feet back from the front corner. Once Mark and Sam were in position, Charlie would signal Mark that he was ready. Then, when everyone was situated, Mark would flash a small light, giving Jane the “thumbs-up” to start lighting the wicks.
Jane breathed rapidly, waiting for Mark’s signal. She refused to allow herself to ponder the fact that they were lining up to kill these men in a cold-blooded ambush. The men were vicious killers who had destroyed the lives of her friends, neighbors and fellow police officers. Even after the police took back the town and things returned to normal, it would take a very long time to heal the collective wounds inflicted by these jackbooted murderers. Tonight was just the first of many necessary steps they would all take to smash down this supposed New Order.
Staring intently at Mark’s position, Jane thought she had somehow missed the signal. It seemed like an eternity since he’d settled into a prone firing position. Finally, a faint light flashed on and off.
It’s time.
Jane’s hands trembled as she touched the longest wick and clicked the lighter. The wick took immediately in a golden glow of fire. The flame effortlessly moved down the extended wick with such speed that Jane began to doubt their plan. She raced to the next bundle, lighting the flame before she arrived. She needed to get all three lit before bolting out of the house.
The second wick ignited immediately, racing toward the collection of fireworks. Shit! Jane barreled through the house to the front corner room, locating the fireworks in the center of the coffee table. She clicked the lighter. Once, twice, three times. Nothing. No! No!
Click. Click. Damn it! Finally a flame. Jane held the wick to the flame and tried to steady herself. Her hands trembled violently, making it hard to align the flame with the waiting fuse.
She glanced up, staring through the front window of the Spencers’ house. A New Order man stood on her front stoop across the street, lighting a cigarette. If the man looked up, he would see her in the window. Jane focused her concentration on steadying her hands and lighting the wick.
The flame licked the edges of the wick, gently touching it but not igniting the short wick. Each time Jane glanced up to the smoking man, she lost the connection to the wick and had to reignite the lighter. Click. Click. She had nearly resigned herself to the fact that the other fireworks would go off while she was in the house.
Her hand suddenly steadied. Click. Flame. The gunpowder-laced wick sparked, the short length blazing toward the fireworks. Jane looked up again, her face illuminated by the glowing flame, just as the man looked up in her direction. A moment of confusion seemed to cross the man’s face.
Jane peeled herself from the front window and sprinted through the back door of the house. The ear-piercing sound of explosions and shrieking fireworks followed her out, setting their plan in motion. She quickly reached the back corner of the Spencers’ house. Waiting for the first round of shooting to start, Jane disengaged the safety on her AR-15 and aimed in the direction of the street.
~ ~ ~
Roscoe stood on the front stoop of the house, smoking a cigarette. He intended to enjoy every last smoke he could get his hands on. Supplies were getting thinner by the day. They’d partied so hard the first week, now they had to ration the supplies, including cigarettes. Of course, Tank always ate and smoked his fill. Asshole. Roscoe hated Tank. He had no idea why that loser was in charge. He took a drag on his cigarette, knowing Tank’s time was measured. One bullet and Roscoe was the new chief. He just had to time it right.
Until then, he’d keep a low profile. Life could be worse. He could be a civilian. A regular Joe that used to own one of these houses. Man, had they taught these assholes a lesson. The New Order owned this town. No cops was the best part. He would never have to go back to another shithole PrisCorp prison. He had no idea what had knocked out the electricity, and he didn’t care. It had been the best thing ever.
Something drew his gaze to the house across the street. The house was empty, they’d made sure of that, but every once in a while they found a squatter. He probably imagined what he saw. Only an idiot would pick a house right across the street from them to squat in. His eyes caught movement again. Focusing on the front corner window, he saw a woman’s face.
No shit? Some people are just too dumb to live.
The room burst into light as loud explosions shattered the silent night. The door behind him flew open. He stood watching, mesmerized by the colorful light show inside.
“What the fuck is going on out there?” yelled Tank from inside the house.
“Fireworks in the house across the street! Thought I saw someone over there!”
“Get over there and check it out! All of you!” screamed Tank.
Roscoe and four other New Order men stood in the center of the lawn, watching the fireworks show, unsure what to make of it.
“This ain’t the Fourth of July, you fucking assholes! Lock this shit down!” said Tank, appearing in the doorway.
Moving cautiously, the men crossed the yard, heading toward the street.
 



Chapter Fifty
Mark lay flat on his stomach in the Archers’ side yard, his rifle trained forward. When the fireworks started, he waited patiently, resisting every urge to crawl forward and start shooting. He had to trust Charlie’s judgment. If too many men ran out at once, Charlie would let them drift far enough across the front yard to enter Mark’s field of fire. That way, they could coordinate a simultaneous crossfire. He stared over the red dot sight, willing the men to appear. With the fireworks burning brightly in the Spencers’ house, the New Order soldiers would be perfectly silhouetted.
For all he knew, Charlie had started firing already. The firecrackers created an incredible racket. Just as he was about to slither forward, a partially illuminated figure moved into his kill zone. The size of the group grew as they approached the Spencers’ house. Five men. They could do this.
As previously agreed, Mark centered his red dot sight on the last man’s lower cranial area and fired. The bullet hit the man squarely in the neck, dropping him instantly. The man’s crumpled body lay motionless in the yard, unnoticed by the four men creeping toward the fireworks display.
Lining up the next man in his sights, Mark fired again, striking the man in the head. Strangely, he didn’t go down like the first man. He stumbled forward, still clutching his rifle. Before Mark could take another shot, the street exploded in gunfire—the crippled man’s rifle emptying its magazine into the pavement.
All bets were off as pandemonium descended on the kill zone. Charlie hit one of the men in the shoulder, causing him to spin around and fire into the man behind him. Mark assumed the lead man either saw Charlie or saw Charlie’s fire, because he moved with a purpose toward the Cramers’ front door, shooting as he went. The man’s bullets hit the side of the front of the house, splintering wood and shattering windows on both sides of the door.
Mark compensated for the man’s movement, placing the red dot right in front of the man. He squeezed the trigger repeatedly until the man tumbled to the ground. The gunfire continued for a few more seconds, Charlie’s suppressed rifle snapping bullet after bullet into the remaining men.
When the shooting stopped, silence blanketed the macabre moonlit spectacle. Glancing around the carnage in the yard, Mark quickly counted—four confirmed kills. The fifth man was still alive, dragging himself across the yard, desperately trying to make it back into the perceived safety of the house. He moaned loudly, calling out for his New Order buddies.
He started to track the man with his rifle sight, but the target’s profile was too low to the ground to score a lethal hit. Charlie would have to finish this. Mark needed to link up with Sam immediately.
~ ~ ~
Jane sat across the street from her house, hidden behind a brick chimney. She saw Mark take off toward the back of the house, heading to meet Sam. Together, they would find Lea. When the last of the fireworks detonated, the street went quiet except for the awful sound of a man in agony. She leaned a few inches to her right, finding the source of the misery. A man was clawing and scrambling his way to the front door of the Archers’ house, coughing and choking.
“Sorry,” she whispered, centering the man’s creeping form in the red circle of her rifle sight. “No survivors tonight.”
The Archers’ front door flew open, Tank’s hulking silhouette appearing deep in the shadowy recesses of the doorframe. Tank fired his rifle from the hip on full automatic, pounding away at the front of the Cramers’ house for a few seconds before shifting his fire to Jane. She dropped to the ground and pressed against the house as bullets tore through the brick, spraying her with stone and powder.
The gun went silent, daring her to take a peek. When she poked her head around the corner, she saw Tank reloading the rifle. One shot and she could end this. Before she could move, he charged the rifle and fired a long burst in Charlie’s direction. Tank had that killing machine under good control, which was more than Jane could say for her own shaky hands. She willed her rifle up into her shoulder, hoping to squeeze off a shot before he turned the rifle on her.
Instead of sending the remains of his magazine in her direction, he stopped. The dying man crawling up the stoop lifted a shaking hand toward Tank and begged him for help. Tank emptied his rifle into the man at point-blank range, showering the sidewalk in blood.
“You’re next, motherfuckers!” shouted Tank.
He slammed the door shut before she could press the trigger.
~ ~ ~
Sam watched as the scene unfolded in the front yard. His position allowed him to safely watch the action, out of the line of fire, but he could not effectively shoot into the men without sending bullets toward the Cramers’ house. A quick body count indicated that three men remained active threats. He didn’t see who killed the last man crawling across the yard, but the fusillade had come from inside the house. Whoever was left in their home was on a murderous rampage. Mark hadn’t arrived, but he needed to initiate the second part of the plan immediately. Lea’s life most certainly depended on it.
Nestling into the AR-15, Sam flipped the safety to fire, keeping his eyes on the side door to the house. Without Mark to cover the door, he’d have to split his attention. Now he wished he had listened to Jane and taken one of those tactical rifle classes. Sam could fire accurately, but his experience did not extend beyond shooting paper targets at the range. Hopefully, that was all he’d need. He aimed at one of the cars visible from the corner of the garage, pressing the trigger.
~ ~ ~
Tank angrily paced the living room. Five of his men were dead, leaving him with just the two blank-faced idiots without an idea between them. If he intended to get out of here, he needed to act fast. His first instinct was to make a stand and wait for reinforcements, but whoever had taken down his crew had used suppressed weapons. This was the work of professionals. They’d hit the house hard and fast, leaving him dead. He needed to break out of here before they assembled for some kind of SWAT-like break-in.
Sharp cracking sounds exploded outside the house, causing him to crouch. He raised his rifle, listening intently, immediately recognizing the hiss of tires and the hollow punching of bullets through thin metal. They’re taking out the cars! He started to move toward the side door of the house, but stopped. Why aren’t they shooting into the house? Why didn’t they light him up when he opened the door? They didn’t want to shoot into the house. That’s why!
“It’s that dumb bitch, Lea!” Tank shouted excitedly.
“What is? What do you mean?” asked the man named Chill.
“They want Lea! I bet her cop momma is out there right now, directing the show. Well, if she wants her, she can have her!” shouted Tank, his heavy feet pounding toward the basement stairs.
Tank rushed into the pitch-black darkness of the basement, wielding a large hunting knife. He shone a flashlight at Lea’s grimy face, wondering why he hadn’t gutted her earlier.
“I knew there was a reason I didn’t kill you! You’re finally worth something to me, you dumb bitch!” shrieked Tank.
Yanking her up to her feet by her hair, Tank began to slice through the ropes.
“You’re cutting me!” screamed Lea in pain.
“Shut the fuck up!”
The knife effortlessly sliced through the ropes and her skin, freeing Lea. Tank dragged her upstairs and through the house by her hair, joining his men in the kitchen.
“The two of you follow me to the pickup. They don’t want to shoot this one,” said Tank, thrusting Lea in front of him.
Blood dripped freely from her arms, pooling on the hardwood floor in front of the stunned men.
“No fucking way I’m walking out of here. Didn’t you see what they did to Roscoe and the others? We don’t even know how many there are! I’m staying. It’s only a matter of time before the others get here!” said Chill, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Whatever works best for you,” said Tank.
In one swift movement, Tank dropped the hunting knife in his hand and pulled a pistol from the small of his back. He took a single step forward and shot Chill through the sternum. The dumbfounded gang member stumbled backward into the refrigerator, his limp body sliding down to a seated position on the floor. Lea screamed uncontrollably until Tank aimed the gun at her.
“Shut the fuck up,” he stated. “Or you’re next.”
She nodded meekly, tears running down her dirty cheeks.
“How about you?” asked Tank, shifting the gun to the remaining man.
“I guess I’m driving,” said Salem, grabbing the keys from the dirty table.
 



Chapter Fifty-One
Sam fired methodically, disabling each vehicle within view. He leaned beyond the corner a little further and spotted the Trans Am. He’d rather shoot Tank, but this would do for now. Just as the first bullets started pinging off the side of the vehicle, the side door to the house burst open. Lea appeared in the doorway, one of Tank’s muscular, tattooed arms wrapped tightly across her chest. He half lifted, half dragged her onto the driveway.
Sam aimed his rifle in their direction, with zero intention of attempting a shot.
“Shoot me or shoot her! Your choice, asshole!” shouted Tank.
Shit! This wasn’t part of the plan.
A second man walked closely behind Tank, trying his best to stay hidden. Lea’s bare feet dragged on the ground, making it obvious that she was not walking on her own. Blood dripped from her thin arms.
That asshole cut her ropes and shredded her arms in the process!
Anger consumed Sam, emboldening him. He closed one eye and tried to center the rifle sight on Tank’s face, but Lea’s head bobbed unpredictably in and out of the way. There was no way he could do this.
Movement from the Archers’ backyard caught Sam’s attention. He could barely make out Mark’s dark form as he rounded the corner of the house. A single flash and snapping sound from Mark’s rifle dropped the man closely following Tank and Lea. Tank barely noticed. He just kept pushing Lea toward the truck. Sam felt powerless. Mark obviously didn’t feel comfortable with the shot either. Mark’s rifle, like his own, helplessly followed Tank and Lea as they drew closer to an undamaged pickup truck.
“No! I will not go with you!” screamed Lea.
She worked her feet and legs up the side of the truck, pushing herself back into Tank and nearly tipping him over. True to his name, Tank didn’t topple. He quickly regained his balance and pummeled the side of her head with his free hand until her legs dangled uselessly under her. Before Sam knew it, Tank had opened the driver’s side door and shoved her inside—piling in with her.
The engine roared to life, jarring Sam and Mark into action. At nearly the same moment, Sam and Mark fired single shots at the tires, hoping to end the truck’s journey before it left the driveway. Nothing seemed to work. The truck screeched onto the street and gained speed on its flattened tires.
Charlie and Jane ran toward the street in a mad effort to stop the pickup truck. Charlie passed Jane, sprinting with a pistol in his hand. He got within a few feet of the driver’s side window, extending the pistol, before the truck burst forward, opening the distance. They all met in the middle of the street, lungs heaving from the failed effort. Just like that, Sam realized their daughter was gone.
~ ~ ~
Lea sat in the front seat of the pickup truck, desperately trying to figure out a way to get away from Tank. Her mom had taught her never to allow herself to be taken to a secondary location by an assailant. A kidnap victim’s chance of survival dropped significantly after being taken from the scene of the abduction. If she was going to survive the night, she needed to do something now, before they left the neighborhood.
She started to sob while slowly and carefully inching her way across the seat toward the passenger’s side door. Slowly, slowly, just a little more. Moving her hand an inch at a time, Lea finally managed to grasp the handle of the door.
“Tank?” she said.
“What?” he grunted.
“Go fuck yourself,” she said, opening the door and dropping out of the pickup truck in one smooth motion.
She hit the pavement with an unexpected violence, rolling and skidding along the rough surface until coming to a pained stop. The pickup truck came to a screeching halt thirty yards down the road. Glancing back toward her neighborhood, she prayed he’d keep on driving. No such luck. The white reverse lights illuminated the pavement.
Scrambling to her feet, Lea hobbled in the direction of her neighborhood, moving faster than she thought possible after hitting the road so hard. The pickup truck backed up, picking up speed. Moments before the truck hit her, she darted left, out of the road. The pickup truck continued past, into a maelstrom of bullets.
She crawled as fast as she could away from the street as four figures ran down the middle of the road, rapidly firing as they closed the gap to the truck. Bullets thunked into Tank’s pickup, shattering the rear window and blasting the passenger-side mirror into pieces. The onslaught lasted a few more seconds before the truck lurched forward, racing out of the neighborhood.
“Mom!” shouted Lea. “Dad!”
In the distance, Lea could hear cars headed in their direction. New Order reinforcements were on the way.
“We have to move, keep running toward our house!” shouted her mother.
Two heavily armed men swooped in to provide protective cover as Lea, Jane and Sam barreled toward them.
“We need to get out of here fast! They’re coming!” shouted one of the men.
“Can you keep running?” asked her mom.
“Are you badly injured?” said her dad.
He quickly bear-hugged her and kissed her forehead before taking up a position in the perimeter formed by the two military-looking men. She thought she recognized one of them from the department, but couldn’t be sure.
“Yes! I’m fine. We need to go!” screamed Lea.
She couldn’t believe she was alive. It hurt to run, but she knew it was the only way they would survive. She wanted nothing more than to hold her mom and dad, but that could wait.
The five of them ran as quickly as possible through the neighborhood, grabbing backpacks and spare weapons from a pile behind the Cramers’ house before heading into the woods. The shadows from the trees and underbrush concealed them from the mayhem unfolding on the street.
“Where are we going?” asked Lea.
“To the storage unit on Michigan,” said Sam.
“We need to regroup, get supplies and then head out of town,” said Jane.
“No! We need to get as far away from here as possible. They’ll kill all of us. It isn’t safe here!” hissed Lea.
Her dad placed his warm hand on her shoulder, looking her straight in the eyes. “We’ll be okay. We’re together now, and that’s all that matters. Remember the storage unit? We have everything we need there, and we will be safe. Plus, we have two guardian angels to keep a close watch over us.”
Sam always calmed Lea.
“Who are they?” said Lea.
“You might remember Charlie from one of the police department picnics. He’s a good friend of your mother’s. The guy walking point is Mark Jordan, one of our neighbors. Just so happens he’s a Force Recon Marine.”
“What’s that?” asked Lea.
“A badass. Your dad used to patch them up when they exceeded their badass quotient,” said Jane.
“I heard that,” said a voice out of sight in front of them.
“Looks like all of you are badasses,” said Lea.
“Are you kidding me? You jumped out of a moving vehicle. I’d say you’re in the right club,” said her mother.
“Damn right,” said Lea.
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
Sam walked a few feet behind Lea. He’d checked her wounds during their last stop. The blood from the cuts had slowed to a trickle thanks to the gauze he had taped around her wrists. Beyond that, she didn’t show any permanent signs of damage. He’d feared a concussion, but she’d somehow escaped the fall from Tank’s pickup truck with nothing more than a few scratches and a lot of sore spots. She’d be bruised all over, but that appeared to be the extent of it. He greatly admired his daughter’s resilience and bravery. Not many people would have thrown themselves out of a moving truck.
Moving quickly down Michigan Road, Sam knew they needed to stay concealed, but wished they could get there faster. He wanted to clean his daughter’s wounds and get her fed. She’d been through a terrible ordeal. A few minutes later, Store-Right’s large sign came into sight. Unlit, it stood as a dark contrast to the night sky. Relief washed over Sam. He’d half expected the place to be burned to the ground. For the first time since they’d come out of the mountains, he started to believe they would make it.
“Jane, is this the place?” asked Mark over his shoulder to Jane.
“That’s it. We’re on the south side, unit 52L,” said Jane.
“It’s around the back side of the property. Once we get into the fenced area, we should be fine. No one will be able to see us from the street,” said Sam.
“Alright, let’s stop here. We need to conduct a little surveillance before we go in. Just to be sure no one sees us from the outside—or inside,” said Charlie.
The group huddled between two parked cars in the neighboring strip mall. The deserted mall, with its smashed-out windows and looted shadowy interiors, sat as a stark reminder of a past life, creepy and desolate. Sam wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible.
“How long do you want to wait before we go in?” asked Sam.
“Not sure yet. It’s best to hang back—listen and look,” said Mark.
“Hopefully, not more than ten to fifteen minutes,” said Sam.
“How can we get in? The entire facility is surrounded by a high chain-link fence topped with barbed wire,” said Jane.
“I brought steel cutters. They can get through anything. I recommend we go to that spot, there.” Mark pointed. “Make a small cut and slip through. Nobody will notice it during the day.”
“Good call. It’s the perfect spot. Close enough to the forest if we need to leave in a hurry,” said Charlie.
“Let’s be ready to move in ten,” said Mark. “That should give us enough time.”
“You still okay, sweetie?” asked Jane, turning to Lea.
“I’m good, just super thirsty,” said Lea. “And hungry.”
“We have plenty of food in the locker,” said Jane.
After waiting longer than Sam thought possible, the group moved in a tight formation toward the spot picked by Mark. Mark quickly pulled out his steel cutters and cut a three-foot slit in the fence.
“I’ll cut just a little more; then we’ll need to bend it back. I want to keep it intact so we can bend it back in place once inside. That way, from the road, no one will know we breached the fence,” said Mark as he snipped a few more links. Each of them passed through the narrow opening, mindful of the fence’s jagged edges.
“Come on, this way, it’s just around back,” Sam said excitedly.
Finally arriving at unit 52L, Lea sat down heavily on the hard pavement, waiting for Sam to open the door.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
Sam turned the padlock’s dial quickly, opening the lock within seconds. Instead of immediately lifting the heavy metal sliding door, Sam moved his hands along the seam between the door and the metal frame of the building.
“What are you doing?” asked Charlie.
“Do you need help lifting the door?” asked Mark.
“Nope. I’m removing the bolts I placed to keep the door from opening freely. I drilled a hole in each side. The bolts slide into the track on the inside, freezing the door in place. I figured that if this day came, others might try to break in and look for stuff. Cutting a padlock is one thing, but trying to fix a jammed door might make this locker not worth the trouble,” said Sam.
He pulled a flat-headed, five-inch-long bolt from each side of the door before heaving the door open. The door rolled open, revealing a floor-to-ceiling wall of used furniture, boxes, cabinets, old lamps and other assorted junk. To the casual observer, Sam wanted the locker to look like it was filled to the brim with old, used household goods. Useless stuff. Judging by the reactions he got from the group, he knew he’d accomplished that mission.
“Geez, Dad. What is all this crap?” asked Lea.
“Not to sound ungrateful, Sam,” started Charlie, “but I don’t think we can fit inside.”
“Ye of little faith,” said Sam. “Step inside, quickly. I’ll pull the door down behind us.”
The group stepped into the narrow space, against the seemingly impenetrable wall of discarded junk. As soon as everyone was just inside the locker, Sam quickly lowered the door, plunging them into darkness.
As though orchestrated, Sam, Jane, Charlie and Mark illuminated the dark space with their flashlights. Sam pulled out a small box hiding in the corner of the unit, near the door. The box contained a set of two blocks and clamps. Using a small step stool, Sam jammed the blocks into the top of the door’s tracks and then clamped them in place so the door was jammed shut from the inside.
“There, that’s better. Now let me move some of this out of the way so we can get into the real locker area,” said Sam.
Sam pushed against a shoulder-height metal filing cabinet on the left side of the wall of junk, moving it a few feet toward the back of the unit. The metal cabinet moved easily enough, as though it was empty. He crouched low and disappeared into the space left by the cabinet, easily shifting it to the right and clearing a pathway deeper into the unit.
“This is so cool!” said Lea.
“Ingenious, really,” said Mark. “Even if someone managed to break in, they’d be unlikely to figure this out.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty happy with how it came out. I wanted it to be a sort of hideaway in case we needed to stay somewhere temporarily,” said Sam, with obvious pride.
“Why didn’t I know about all of this?” asked Lea.
“We told you, but I think this is the sort of thing that went in one ear and out the other,” said Jane. “Like a lot of our parenting advice.”
“Yeah, or barely in one ear,” added Sam with a chuckle.
“Wow. I really had no idea what you were doing out here with this locker. I knew you had stuff here, but not much else,” said Lea.
Sam hoped she’d never mentioned the storage locker to Tank. He didn’t want to bring it up right now, but eventually he’d have to ask. Tank would likely turn over the entire town looking for her. If there was any chance she had mentioned it to him, their time here would be limited.
“Is this the same unit we’ve always had? It seems bigger somehow,” said Jane.
“I upgraded to the biggest unit they have. Once I started moving stuff in here, it seemed to shrink. This one has the most floor space of any of the options offered by the facility. I even thought about claiming the one next to it for overflow,” said Sam. “Just waiting for it to become available.”
The unit was stuffed floor to ceiling with neatly labeled, clear waterproof supply bins. Boxes containing clothing, medical supplies, shoes, and foul-weather gear sat piled high against one of the walls. Large plastic jerry cans of water lined the opposite side wall. The entire back wall of the unit was stocked floor to ceiling with containers of dried foods and industrial-sized cans of beans, vegetables and fruit. The locker easily held a few years of food and enough water to hide out for a few weeks before venturing out to one of the nearby retention ponds.
Three mountain bikes fitted with side packs and tow trailers hung from the grated ceiling. Other supplies, like batteries, camping gear, cooking pots and a cooking stove sat neatly stacked on shelving units in the middle of the space. Sam pushed the filing cabinet back into place and slid a heavy dumbbell into place behind it.
Two long shower curtains hung from the grated ceiling in the back left corner of the storage unit, touching the floor and forming a square privacy area.
“What’s behind the curtain?” said Mark.
“Compost toilet with stacks of organic material,” said Sam. “Even supplied it with some old issues of Popular Mechanics.”
“Nobody is spending enough time behind that curtain to read an article,” said Jane, eliciting a round of laughter.
“Well, I’ll be the first to say it. This place is amazing,” announced Mark.
“Incredible,” said Charlie. “What can we do to help?”
“We can start by setting up some cots. We could all use a little break.”
Sam and Charlie started breaking out the camping cots, unfolding them next to the fake wall of junk at the front of the unit.
When they finished, he turned to Lea. “Lie down right there, Lea. I want to clean and re-dress your wounds.”
“I’m fine, Dad. I’m not even bleeding anymore.”
“Nice try. No way we’re going to risk an infection. We don’t have the luxury of taking you to the emergency room. Let me put new bandages and a nice thick coating of antibacterial gel on it,” said Sam.
Sam retrieved a large medical supply bin, looking for the right combination of items to help his daughter.
“I’ll put together a quick meal while you take care of Lea,” said Jane, turning her attention to the wall of food. “Help yourself to some fresh water, or sort of fresh water. I’m not sure how long it has been in here.”
“It’s fresh. I have a rotation system that I loosely follow for the water, food and medical supplies,” said Sam.
“How long have you been working on this place?” asked Charlie.
“I started stocking up at home several years ago, but then it occurred to me that putting all of our eggs in one basket might not be the best idea. I figured that if something bad enough happened that we truly needed to live off our supplies, we might need to do it quietly, away from home. That’s when I decided to move the bulk of our stuff here and purchase the bikes and trailers for mobility,” said Sam, finishing Lea’s dressing. “If our house was still an option, we could transfer stuff back and forth, or just take off for a safer location.”
“You were right about that. All this stuff would have been taken by the New Order if you had kept it at your house,” said Mark.
“Who were those guys? Why are there so many of them?” asked Lea. “Some of the guys at the house were not part of Tank’s original crew.”
“They’re escaped prisoners from the PrisCorp penitentiary about ten miles east of Evansville,” said Charlie.
“Once the power failed, they just walked out, straight toward our towns. Porter was hit the worst. Things are very desperate over there,” said Jane.
“I had no idea either until your parents told me. When things started getting crazy, I just retreated to my attic and kept a low profile. It has been hard to know who to trust,” said Mark. “I wonder if anyone really knows what happened.”
“I stayed put too, hoping for the best and waiting for you guys to come home. When Tank showed up, I knew that was a mistake,” said Lea.
Lea’s mention of Tank caused Sam to bristle. He saw that his wife had stiffened at the name, too. Their daughter had been through so much at his hands both before and after the lights went out.
“I’m so relieved we got you out of there,” said Jane, sitting on the concrete floor next to Lea.
“Not more relieved than I am. Believe me,” said Lea, turning to Mark. “You live in our neighborhood?”
“Yeah. One street over on Sequoya.”
Jane set out a few battery-powered lanterns, creating a warm glow in the otherwise cold, industrial storage unit. She also handed out MREs to the hungry, tired group. Sam approved. Normally, they’d save the conveniently packaged MREs for travel, but they were far more satisfying than the freeze-dried stuff, and they didn’t require boiled water. Each MRE came with a self-heating pack.
“You are both welcome to stay as long as you need. We have plenty of supplies, as you can see,” said Sam.
“I’m with Sam. We really owe you guys. There is no way we would have been able to get Lea out of there without your help,” added Jane.
“We have to stick together,” said Charlie. “That’s the only way we’re going to survive this mess and put everything right again.”
Sam could sense the gears turning in Jane’s mind. Charlie was right. If everyone went their own way, groups like the New Order would come and go as they please, tearing what little remained of civil society apart. They all had to make a stand at some point—the sooner the better. He just wanted some time to let their daughter recover. A few weeks. Maybe several days. Somehow, he didn’t think they had that much time before the situation spiraled beyond the point of no return.
~ ~ ~
After they finished eating, a quiet, food-induced haze descended on the group. Lea stretched out on one of the camp cots. Under the wool blanket Sam stretched over her, she quickly fell fast asleep. Jane moved closer to their daughter, sitting by the cot, gently rubbing Lea’s head as she slept. When she was sure Lea was sound asleep, she joined her husband at a folding table at the back of the unit. Charlie and Mark were busy stuffing their backpacks with food. Jane had insisted that Charlie bring as much food as possible to the Marshes.
“What’s the plan, guys?” said Jane. “Looks like you’re getting ready to shove off.”
“I need to get back to Scott Marsh’s house. I left Mike and Jenny Sparr there. They’ll be worried about me if I don’t get back sooner rather than later,” said Charlie.
“How soon?” asked Jane. “You could use a little more rest.”
“Within the hour. I don’t want Mike thinking he needs to put together a rescue team on my behalf. The sooner I get there, the better.”
“How far away is Scott’s house?” asked Mark.
“About a three-hour, fast-paced hike—if all goes well,” said Charlie.
“You shouldn’t go alone, not tonight, after everything that happened. The New Order could be out actively looking for us. It’s too dangerous,” said Jane.
“I agree, but tomorrow will be worse. At least I can use the night for cover. Once I get into the woods, I can head east. It’s almost a straight shot,” said Charlie.
“I’ll go. That is, if you’ll have me,” offered Mark.
“Really? You don’t have to. I got here and can get back, no problem,” said Charlie.
“True. But I don’t intend to sit on the sidelines anymore. I want to be a part of whatever is happening,” said Mark. “If there’s a war coming, count me in.”
“I’d be glad to have you, Mark. Let’s rest for an hour or so, then head out. It will be around midnight when we leave. As we get closer, I can use the radio to let them know we’re coming.”
“What happens at Scott’s house?” asked Mark.
“Ideally, we grab Mike and Jenny and head out to the HQ at daybreak. We’re assembling in Clark, just over the Grant line to the northeast,” said Charlie.
“The HQ is in that area? If I recall correctly, there isn’t much but forest and Lake Sparrow,” said Mike.
“You’re right—the area is pretty desolate except for Camp Hemlock,” said Charlie.
“Camp Hemlock?” said Jane.
“It’s a summer camp for rich kids. They have about two hundred acres on the lake. It’s all fenced in. Chief Carlisle thought it would make the perfect HQ for Porter and Evansville to regroup,” said Charlie.
“Sounds like an amazing place. What are the facilities like?” asked Sam.
“The camp has several lodges, about twenty cabins, flush toilets and outhouses, plus all the camping gear and food anyone could ever dream of. The kids who went there were definitely not roughing it, from what I could tell,” said Charlie.
“Weren’t kids staying there when all of this went down?” asked Jane.
“Yes and no. The camp was in the middle of their weekly turnover of campers. Some kids stay the entire camping season; others stay for a week or so at a time. When the chief went up there to scope it out, the camp’s numbers were fairly low because of the turnover. Over the past two weeks, some of the parents have filtered in to either stay there with their kids or take them to another location. Things have settled down out there,” said Charlie.
“Sounds like the perfect place to me. Isolated, on a lake—with outhouses. Those factors alone solve many of the problems people are facing right now,” said Mark.
“Yep. It was a good plan on the chief’s part,” said Charlie. “Plus, for most of the kids stranded up there, we represent their only line of defense against what’s going on around here.”
“A sanctuary for kids,” said Sam, looking around at his supplies. “Make sure you reload your ammo. I think we all almost shot through our entire load out back there.”
“Pretty close to it,” said Charlie.
“Yeah, it’s the least we can do for all your help,” said Jane. “When we figure out what we’re doing, we’ll have to find a way to get some of these supplies to HQ.”
“Aren’t you guys joining us at HQ? I don’t like leaving you here in the middle of New Order territory,” said Charlie.
Jane and Sam shared an uncomfortable glance. Jane knew Sam wanted to stay out of the fray, and with Lea needing a long period of rest and recovery, she tended to agree that it would be safer to keep to themselves for now. At the same time, she felt a strong need to help her colleagues push the New Order out of their towns.
She also wanted to get more information about the current situation in the rest of the country. No one seemed to know what had caused the power outage. Most people were too caught up in their own daily survival to worry about anything beyond their front doorstep. At the very least, Jane wanted to visit HQ to piece together the bigger picture. Knowing how long they could expect to be without power or federal help might determine their ultimate decision about where to go.
“We’re not sure yet, but I would like to get to HQ to figure out what’s going on outside of Evansville and Porter. From there, who knows where we’ll go,” said Jane, with a hopeful look toward Sam.
“At the very least, we should check it out. We have our own supplies and food, so our presence wouldn’t pose a burden on their supplies,” said Sam. “If we decide to stay, we could send some people back to gather everything in here. What’s the supply situation at HQ like?”
“It’s stable for now. The biggest advantage to the place is that there’s plenty of water and shelter for everyone. Plus, the camp had loads of canned foods. They’re rationing, but it’s still very livable,” said Charlie.
“I could help round out the food supply with my crossbow,” offered Mark.
“I’m sure they would love that,” said Charlie.
“Well, if we ultimately decide to head out of the area, we’ll donate a large amount of this to the effort,” said Sam. “Not like we can drag it along.”
For the first time since leaving the mountains, Jane allowed herself to feel hopeful. They’d rescued Lea and were safely tucked away in their hideout. Charlie’s description of the HQ made Jane almost believe that things would begin to straighten out. Jane leaned into the cot and nestled her head near Lea. The sound of Lea’s deep rhythmic breathing filled the space, lulling her to sleep.
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
Brown sat anxiously in the Porter Police Department’s communications room. He desperately needed to warn Marta about the New Order’s next move. Time was tight. The best time to go to her was shortly after midnight, when she communicated with the police, but things hadn’t settled at the station. He didn’t want to wait too much longer, or the stations on the receiving end of Marta’s transmission might shut down for the night. She could transmit warnings all night and nobody would hear them. He glanced at his watch. Another thirty minutes and he would head out of the police station. That should give the crew time to settle in for the night after the exciting discovery.
When he and Cherry had returned from their patrol, Cherry gleefully reported their find to the Boss. As predicted, the Boss went crazy. Brown guessed the Boss didn’t care about the loss of the men. He was more enraged by the fact that the cops had run an escape ring right under his nose. The Boss turned his murderous rage into an unproductive search of the entire town.
A few more citizens fell to random gunshots, bringing the New Order no closer to discovering the scope of the human-smuggling operation. All they knew at this point was that the trail started parallel to one of Porter’s main roads at the edge of town, like Cherry suspected. The guy with the big gun safe had been the cops’ first point of contact on the trail. There would be more houses along the trail. The Boss was sure of it.
The Boss had the men walk the trail north as far as daylight would allow, which was when they discovered that the pig’s cabin was far too close to the trail to be a coincidence. The guy with the big gun safe had been the first stop on the way out of town. Of course, Brown already knew all of this. He’d put it together as soon as he discovered Marta’s midnight transmission.
Once night fell and the search ended, Brown knew it was just a matter of time before the men reached other houses along the trail. He needed to warn the police to prepare for the New Order’s invasion and safeguard the people on the trail. The Boss had ordered his men to kill anyone they found along the trail, civilian or police.
Glancing at his watch again, Brown decided to bump up the timeline for his visit to Marta’s house. He had done it before around this time without incident, and it did sound a little quieter in the hallways. Taking one last glance over his shoulder into the dark station, Brown felt confident that he would be able to leave the station unnoticed.
“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” sneered Cherry, from inside the dark building.
Brown rambled off a quick excuse. “I need to take a shit. You want to watch?”
“The Boss said everyone needs to be ready to roll out of here before sunrise. He wants us up that trail and on the cops before they drink their first cup of coffee. You’d better make it quick or they’ll be looking for your sorry ass, too,” said Cherry.
“I can always take a dump inside the station,” said Brown as he left the station.
“No, thanks,” said Cherry before nodding toward the back door to the station.
Brown moved quickly, trying not to raise Cherry’s suspicions. Cherry followed Brown to the back door, holding it open as he moved behind the dumpster to the designated “shit pile.” Fucking asshole—he’s actually watching to make sure I go back to the pile?
“You want to come over here and watch?” he yelled.
Cherry glanced around, looking slightly embarrassed. A few moments later, the door eased shut, his shadow disappearing. Brown couldn’t wait to be done with these idiots. He squatted for several seconds, holding his breath from the stench, before dashing out of sight.
The trip to Marta’s house would have to be faster than he had previously planned. As soon as he cleared the sightline of the station, Brown ran to Marta’s house at a dead sprint. Experience with the route allowed him to run in the dark. He no longer had to think about the best way to get there without being seen. Knocking on her door, with urgency, Brown waited for Marta to let him in.
~ ~ ~
Marta sat in her dark living room, trying to pass the time. She intended to wait an hour past midnight to touch base with Doris. The two had become friends through their nightly talks. Although their talks were quick and cryptic, the sound of another woman’s voice soothed Marta. Loneliness, fear and boredom were a lethal combination for her. She relied upon the nightly ritual of communicating as her rock of sanity.
A soft but insistent knocking on the front door startled Marta. She slowly approached the door, wary of opening it. If a New Order man decided to pay her a midnight visit, she really had no way to defend herself. The image in the peephole was too dark to ascertain the man’s identity. Wringing her hands, Marta debated her options. It really didn’t matter. If they wanted to get in badly enough, she couldn’t stop them.
“Marta, it’s me, Brown. Let me in. I know you’re there.”
Marta opened the door. “What are you doing here? Is everything alright?”
Brown pushed past her into her house and closed the door softly behind him.
“No. Everything is not all right. The New Order found the trail. I’ve been waiting to get to you all day. They hiked it north this afternoon, but didn’t get much further than the cop’s house on the outskirts of town. The Boss is sending a massive search party to hike the trail tomorrow, right before sunrise. The men have orders to kill everyone they come across. Everyone,” Brown said breathlessly.
“Wait a minute? What trail?” asked Marta.
Marta didn’t necessarily trust Brown. He said he wanted to help the cops, but he also received food, water and booze from the New Order. For someone who supposedly hated the New Order, Brown seemed awfully comfortable with them. She had no idea if he could actually be trusted, or if he merely played both sides to his advantage. In either case, she would not reveal the existence or location of the trail. Brown could be tricking her in order to discover more than they already knew.
“What do you mean what trail? You know exactly what I’m talking about. The trail the cops have been using to get out of town. The New Order found it,” Brown said quickly.
“I wasn’t told about a trail,” said Marta, straining to conceal her panic.
“Bullshit. There is a trail, and it runs roughly along Parker Road, heading north. It’s an old horse trail. I don’t have time for this shit. I risked my life to get over here and warn you. You need to tell the cops to get out, or their blood is on your hands, not mine,” said Brown. “I need to get back before they figure out I’m gone. Tensions are really high at the station.”
Brown left without further comment, leaving a stunned Marta standing alone in her living room. He had correctly identified the location of the trail. There were numerous trails in the area, but none that ran due north, parallel to Parker Road.
Marta ran to the attic, her older bones taking two steps at a time. She needed to warn Doris, fast. They’d be at her place by mid-morning if they moved quickly enough. Poor Doris sat alone and defenseless in her house on the trail. Turning on the radio, Marta adjusted the dials to eliminate the static.
“Hello? Doris? You there?”
“Hello? Doris? Come in!” Marta could barely contain her panic.
In the heat of the moment, she’d completely forgotten to follow the right communications protocol.
“Doris! Come in, please?”
Marta panicked that Doris would not be on the radio tonight. Maybe she went to bed early? Or other runners were there? Or maybe Brown lied and this is some sort of trap? An ice-cold shiver ran through her. She put the radio down and lifted her hand to turn it off, feeling the sharp edges of panic prickling her body. Were the New Order men listening? Did Brown trick her into using the radio? Shit!
“Marta, it’s Doris. Are you okay? Over,” said Doris.
Marta paused, carefully choosing her words. If Brown’s plea had been a trick and the New Order was listening to her broadcast, she was as good as dead—but she wasn’t going to give away any information that might make Doris’s situation worse.
“Doris, listen to me very carefully. You need to get out of your house immediately. They found the trail—you’re not safe at the house.”
“Holy—uh, I mean—copy that. How long do I have? It’s after midnight. I can’t leave in the pitch dark. What should I do?” said Doris, the pitch of her voice increasing.
“They will be running in your direction before first light, but they might be listening to this broadcast. You need to get out of there tonight,” said Marta.
“Okay. I can do that. I think I know where to go,” said Doris.
“Don’t tell me where you’re going,” said Marta. “Just get out of there.”
“I understand,” said Doris, with a shaky voice. “Take care of yourself.”
“Never mind me. I’ll be fine,” said Marta. “I’m signing off. Good luck.”
Marta’s hand trembled as she turned off the radio. She expected the door to her house to come crashing in at any moment. When several minutes passed in complete silence, she began to believe Brown. She still didn’t trust him, but if this had been a setup, those animals would have kicked her door in by now. There was nothing to be gained by letting her live.
Her message had essentially shut down the trail and her lifeline to the outside world. The police wouldn’t contact her again, based on her report to Doris. She’d done the right thing letting Doris know that the New Order might be listening, but it meant she was completely on her own. The only thing she could do at this point was hope that Brown told the truth. The alternative scenario terrified her. They would torture her for information she didn’t have. Charlie had purposefully compartmentalized the information for everyone’s safety. All she could do now was wait—and pray.
~ ~ ~
Brown sat across town, in the dark communications room, listening to Marta and Doris chatting about the New Order’s discovery. His plan worked like a charm. Hopefully he’d earned enough goodwill with this act to buy himself a pardon when law and order returned to Porter and the surrounding areas.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
Charlie heaved his overloaded backpack onto his shoulders and took another sip of water.
“You about ready, Mark?” asked Charlie.
“Whenever you are.”
“We’ll need to check the surrounding area before we open the door. You never know if anyone has joined us,” said Sam.
“I wondered how you might do that,” said Mark. “Be an awful surprise to find someone staring at you on the other side.”
“Not being able to observe our surroundings is a huge disadvantage to the storage unit idea. I have a small wireless camera on one of the shelves that I can install at some point. Just need to figure out a way to discreetly wire and power the thing. I hadn’t worked all that out yet,” said Sam.
“What do we do in the meantime?” said Charlie.
“Hold on. I need to move the clamps,” said Sam.
Sam moved the clamps about four inches up the track and then refastened them. Grabbing a small, telescoping inspection mirror that he had hung from one of the walls, Sam lay flat on the ground.
“Okay, lift it as slowly and quietly as possible until you reach the blocks,” directed Sam.
Mark and Charlie eased the heavy metal door up a few inches until it reached the blocks and the door would not budge any further. Once the door stopped, Sam slid a small wooden brick under the edge of the door to keep it wedged open.
“You can let it go,” whispered Sam.
The two men let go of the door, the wood brick holding it up.
“You really thought of everything,” whispered Charlie.
“Thinking of survival scenarios has sort of taken over my free time,” said Sam.
“Sort of?” said Jane.
“Guilty as charged.”
Sam slid the mirror under the opened door and turned it to look down the entire length of the storage facility in both directions.
“How does it look?” asked Charlie, kneeling next to Sam.
“Like nothing changed from last night,” said Sam, pulling the mirror inside. “Give me a second to remove the clamps so we can open the door.”
Once the clamps were removed, Mark and Charlie rolled the door halfway open and stepped out into the cool morning air. Charlie took a deep breath of fresh air. It felt good to be outside.
“Be careful out there,” said Sam.
“We’ll see you in a few days at HQ. We need to give Lea some time to rest before we head out,” said Jane.
“No problem. We’ll be there. Are you sure you’re good with the directions I gave you?” said Charlie.
“We should be fine. I have a rough idea where the camp is, and your map will fill in the details,” said Sam.
“Good luck, guys,” said Mark.
“You too!” said Jane.
Charlie and Mark had reached the fence before they heard the storage locker door clink back into place. The metallic sound carried across the silent night far more than he would have expected. He had half a mind to go back and tell Sam. If anyone had been walking the fence line near the woods, they would have heard enough to pique their interest. Unfortunately, they didn’t have the time to spare. They’d taken longer than anticipated at the locker, and he needed to get to Scott’s house before Mike did anything rash.
Mark peeled back the chain-link fence, allowing Charlie to pass through. Once on the other side, they worked to get the fence back in place. A New Order truck passed in the distance. Fearing for the worst, Charlie wondered if the night would be longer than he originally anticipated. He thumbed the safety of his rifle back into the fire position and walked into the night.
~ ~ ~
Jane and Sam sat quietly next to each other on a thick wool blanket while Lea quietly dozed. Sam leaned into her, pulling her close to him. Jane felt good in Sam’s arms. She loved these quiet moments together. Despite their situation, Jane felt safe and loved. They had their daughter, plenty of supplies and most importantly—each other. The rest would fall into place soon enough.
“What are you thinking about?” asked Sam.
“I’m thinking about how lucky we are that you did all of this,” said Jane.
“To be honest, I never thought I’d hear you say that. At times I began to think maybe things were getting out of control. Kind of cringing whenever the bank statements arrived. Now I’m really glad I never stopped planning,” said Sam.
“Me too. I figured you knew what you were doing, so I never raised an eyebrow,” said Jane. “When do you think Lea will be ready to move?”
“In a day or so. She has been through a lot and just needs some time to rest.”
“I have no problem with that. A few days in a storage locker never hurt anyone.” Jane smiled.
“That’s something I thought I’d never hear in my lifetime,” said Sam. “Or want to hear.”
They both laughed softly before Sam gently kissed the side of Jane’s head.
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
Doris raced through her house, grabbing the last of the supplies she could fit in one of her son’s old camping backpacks. The thought of the New Order thugs coming up the trailhead had galvanized her into action. Charlie had warned her that this day might come. Despite his repeated warnings, Doris had felt relatively safe at the homestead. Her place seemed too remote for the New Order men to find, and she’d never actually seen the men in action. The whole thing seemed like a dream to her. A far removed nightmare at worst. Now the whole mess was headed her way.
She’d briefly considered heading north on the trail immediately after Marta’s warning, hoping to put as much distance between herself and the house as possible, but dismissed the idea after checking on the conditions.
Without the aid of a flashlight, she couldn’t see the ground in front of her, and one wrong step in the dark with a heavy backpack could put a sudden end to her trip. Then what? Crawl off the trail and hope nobody discovered her path? And there was no way she could risk using a flashlight. She’d be an obvious target fumbling around with a flashlight in the dark. She was better off staying put for now and leaving at first light, when she’d still have a sizable head start on the New Order posse. Plus, she had plenty of things to take care of before she left.
Doris tried to hide as many things as she could. She stuffed the rafters in the barn with tools, gas cans and oil for the machinery. The root cellar became a secret hiding spot for jars of canned foods, dried foods and anything else from the kitchen she thought might be helpful later if she was able to return to the house. The root cellar’s location was not obvious from the house, and she hoped they might not find it.
After spending a number of hours putting the house in order, she gathered up her son’s items from the mantel and headed upstairs to her bedroom. The wooden planks in her closet lifted out of place to reveal a small, hidden nook beneath. Doris stuffed the nook with sentimental objects that she knew the New Order would likely destroy. Pictures of her son, his ribbons, burial flag and uniforms were neatly packed away for safekeeping. She had no intention of allowing the New Order to dishonor her son.
Taking one last look at her quiet bedroom, Doris went downstairs with a heavy heart. She knew that once she left the house, she might never come back. Once she finished these chores, Doris lifted the heavy pack onto her shoulders and took a last look at the beautiful farmhouse. The thin light-blue line peeking over the eastern tree line told her it was time to get moving.
On the front porch, Doris picked up the blue flowerpot, her signal to Charlie and any runners that the house was safe to enter. The flowerpot had represented a beacon of hope in a chaotic world. She threw it high into the center of the lawn, hearing it smash to pieces. Maybe hope was lost. Shaking the grim thought, Doris headed north to the edge of the clearing, taking her first steps toward the refuge that hopefully awaited her.
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Prologue
Officer Price walked toward the communications “shed,” trying to shake the sleep from his foggy head. When the police force left the Evansville PD headquarters, the chief had insisted that they disassemble most of the communications system so they could reassemble it when they relocated to the new HQ. The chief hoped it would give them a link to the outside world, in addition to providing a way to communicate with any mobile patrols they started sending on reconnaissance missions into the surrounding communities.
Upon arriving at the new HQ, Price didn’t think it possible to get the communications rig up and running. The place was a summer camp for rich kids, not exactly an ideal replacement for the Evansville Police Department’s headquarters. Fortunately, they had arrived during the camp’s weekly turnover. The place was half empty, except for the kids who stayed all summer and the camp counselors. They had no idea anything had happened outside the camp until the police showed up and started moving in.
Initially, the counselors were skeptical of the chief’s explanation—until the parents started to arrive. Wave after wave of them, mostly on foot, showed up every day to claim their kids. It became so common that the kids waited around to see who would be claimed next in a joyful, tearful reunion. Although they tried not to show it, the few kids whose parents had not yet arrived appeared more and more tense as the days continued, and it became clear that nobody would likely arrive to meet them. Many of the remaining kids lived a full day’s drive or long plane ride from the camp. They’d more or less given up hope after a week passed with no word from their parents.
Much to Price’s surprise, they were able to reassemble the communications system at the camp. They used a generator and typically ran the system late at night, during the agreed upon communication period. Tonight was no different for Price. He would make a pot of strong coffee and try not to feel like an eavesdropper as he listened to Marta and Doris chat. The two women appeared to have become good friends. Although their conversations were quick, he could tell they both cherished the time spent together. Not hard to imagine given the solitude of their circumstances. Their talks reminded him of his mother and aunt sitting around the kitchen table, chatting the night away over a bottle of merlot.
Settled in the shed, he brewed his coffee and turned on the radio. None of the Evansville PD’s radio monitors ever let either Doris or Marta know that they listened to the conversations. For security purposes, the chief thought, for now it would be better if few knew they had a functional radio. Night after night, one of the officers waited for the two women to chat. Night after night, it was the same sort of conversation—snippets about their lives and their hopes for the future. The officers could clearly hear Doris’s side of the conversation, since she was closer, but Marta’s voice was often obscured by static. The distance between Marta’s radio and the HQ’s receiver proved to be too great for reliable, clear transmissions.
Leaning back in his chair, Officer Price sipped his coffee and tuned the system. Sharp crackles punctuated the quiet night, indicating that someone was talking. Price adjusted the system a little more, trying to clear the static. Marta’s voice broke through the white noise.
“Hello? Doris, come in!” screamed Marta.
Hearing the panic in Marta’s voice, Price leaned in, listening intently.
“Doris! Come in, PLEASE!”
A short pause ensued before a different voice crackled.
“Marta, it’s Doris. Are you okay? Over.”
Static and high-pitched “squawks” were the only reply. Price again tried to adjust the radio, but his efforts seemed to make the white noise grow louder. Shit! If he didn’t get this right in the next few seconds, he could possibly lose them entirely. Furiously manipulating the controls, Doris’s voice became clear again.
“Holy—uh, I mean copy that. How long do I have? It’s after midnight. I can’t leave in the pitch dark. What should I do?”
How long until what? Static answered his question.
“Okay. I can do that. I think I know where to go,” said Doris. “I’ll leave a little before first light.”
Price quickly put together what had just occurred. The New Order must have discovered the location of Doris’s house, which had served as the second safe house on the trail used by the police to flee Porter for the safety of the HQ. The New Order, as they now called themselves, consisted of a gang of escaped prisoners from the local PrisCorp prison facility, who hunted down and viciously killed all law enforcement personnel. They needed to help Doris, fast. If the New Order found her, she would be killed for her role in assisting the cops.
Crap!
Price quickly stood up, knocking over his chair with a loud bang. With his flashlight in hand, he ran through the dark forest to the chief’s cabin. Knocking rapidly on the cabin door, Price yelled in a shaky voice for the chief.
“Chief, it’s Price. You need to wake up. We have a situation.”
The chief’s strong, tall body filled the doorframe. He rubbed his eyes and yawned with an exaggerated sigh. “Slow down and tell me what happened.”
“I was monitoring radio chatter and think I just heard Marta telling Doris to flee her home. From what I could tell, Doris is leaving at first light. I have no idea where she intends to go or what she will leave behind for the New Order men to discover. She sounded terrified. Doris may or may not know the location of Scott Marsh’s house, the third safe house.”
“Alright. Nice work. Wake up the others. We need to assemble an assault team immediately. We don’t have a minute to spare.”
Price ran to the center of the camp, where the dinner bell hung from the eve of the large wraparound farmer’s porch. The camp must have used the bell to signify the beginning or the end of activities. When the police first moved to the camp, they designated the bell as their low-tech emergency communications system. Instead of a group text to the entire force, they would now ring the bell to warn of an attack.
With a shaky hand, Price pulled the bell’s cord over and over again, the bell’s urgent metal clang echoing through the sleeping camp.
 



Chapter One
Doris walked swiftly and deliberately through the forest. It had been a long time since she’d hiked on a rough trail. Finding her footing in the predawn hours’ darkness proved to be a greater challenge than she expected. She began to wonder if leaving a little later might have been a better idea, since she really did not seem to be making much headway.
Marta’s grave warning that the New Order had discovered her house terrified Doris. Up until that transmission, Doris believed what others told her about the situation in the world, but never truly thought she would be affected by it. She figured as long as she welcomed the escaping cops or “runners,” giving them safe haven for a day while they worked their way to the HQ, she would be fine—not really part of what happened.
Now she was literally running for her life. If the New Order men found her, they would kill her on the spot. She had no doubt about that. She always knew the aid she gave the police put her in a particularly dangerous position, but helping the police was the only thing she could think to do in the circumstances. Besides, she knew her son, a fallen Marine, would have done the same thing, without hesitation. It had been the right thing to do, and she’d do it again given the chance.
The trail grew thicker and wilder as she walked, leading Doris to believe she’d somehow lost the main path and had veered off into the forest. Stopping, she dropped her pack and fished out the map she’d barely remembered to bring. Looking around the forest and listening for anyone near her, she chanced using her flashlight. She laid the map and compass as flat as she could on the ground, not sure she could make any sense of the two right now. The times she and her son had gone hiking, they merely walked along well-marked trails. This was something different entirely. Her heart sank as she started to wonder if she did, in fact, go far off the trail, losing her way in the darkness. A navigational error could lead her into New Order territory or cause her to be hopelessly lost in the forest, with little by way of supplies or anticipated assistance. She might be better off staying put until it was daylight.
As she sat studying the map and compass, an unusual sound caught her attention. The sound definitely did not belong to the forest. It had a metallic quality to it. The sound grew louder, approaching her from the south. Or was it the north? She had no idea. Panic washed over her as she lay flat against the ground, trying desperately to conceal her location from whatever approached.
Small moving lights appeared in the shadowy recesses of the forest. Damn it! They’re moving right toward me! Shit!
Doris knew she could not move without risking detection, so she tried as best she could to remain flat and calm. Just as she was about to break cover and run away, a line of bicycles silently streamed past her location. The light from their headlamps gave her a glimpse of the riders. The first thing she noticed was that they were heavily armed, each with a rifle slung over his or her shoulders. A few wore cargo shorts, but most wore long pants. They all sported tactical vests, which she guessed had been outfitted with body armor plates. She knew that from what her son had told her. She also knew the plates were heavy. It wasn’t until the second-to-last rider passed that she saw EVANSVILLE PD displayed on the back of one of the vests.
The police? Here? Why? Where are they going?
Standing up from the ground on her creaky legs, she thought about calling out to them, but they’d already disappeared down the trail. She gathered her gear and walked toward the trail, hoping to run into another group of police officers. Doris found the trail again and waited, a few quiet minutes passing before she decided to continue on her own. She felt better about the entire situation, knowing the police were on the trail and had probably cleared it of New Order riffraff.
Doris walked for another minute or two, paying close attention to where she put her feet on the uneven trail. She never saw the man that stepped onto the trail ahead of her until she had nearly bumbled into his rifle barrel.
“Hands up where we can see them!” said the man.
We?
Figures appeared on both sides of the trail, wordlessly, quickly and efficiently enveloping her with their guns drawn. Doris dropped her pack and slowly raised her trembling hands toward the sky.
“State your name!”
“Doris Venture,” she said.
The man lowered his weapon. “Stand down! Stand down! She’s our package.”
At once, the men and women quickly stood at ease with their weapons pointed at the ground.
“Good morning, Ms. Venture. I’m Officer Price from the Grant Police Department. Sorry for the drama, but we can never be too careful.”
Doris accepted Officer Price’s outstretched hand.
“Officer Price? Where’re you all heading? I thought the HQ was north of here. I’m trying to get there myself. Geez—I must’ve really gotten lost.”
“Nope—you’re good. We’re heading south to your house to push back against any attack the New Order might have planned.”
One of the other officers stepped onto the trail, next to Officer Price.
“Good morning, ma’am. I’m Officer Jensen,” he said. “I’m in charge of the foot mobile group.”
Doris shook the man’s thick, sweaty hand, still feeling confused. She had no idea that her and Marta’s conversations were being monitored or that the police cared to defend her home. Why would they?
“Price, will you escort Ms. Venture to the next safe house. Then you can come back to join us.”
“Yes, sir. Ms. Venture, do you need a minute to rest, or are you travel ready?”
“I’m okay to keep moving, but I won’t be running,” she said.
“No problem, ma’am, we’ll keep it to whatever pace you need. You’ve been a valuable asset to the police during this crisis. You’re somewhat of a legend in our circles. There’s no way the chief will let anything happen to you or your home.”
A small blush crossed Doris’s face as she rubbed a tear from her eye. Touched by the care shown to her, all she could respond with was a simple, “Thank you.” Through a series of silent commands, Officer Jensen reformed the group. The police ran silently and bravely into harm’s way. Doris lingered for a moment, recalling memories of her deceased son. She knew he would have joined this courageous group of men and women in the defense of their home. A proud nostalgia warmed her spirits.
“Ma’am? You ready?”
“I sure am.”
 



Chapter Two
Sam Archer moved through the storage unit as quietly as possible to avoid waking Jane or Lea. The three of them had hidden in the storage locker since they’d rescued Lea from her ex-boyfriend Tank. Lea had been home alone when the lights went out because Sam and Jane had been on a backcountry-hiking trip in the nearby mountains. They had rushed back as quickly as possible through New Order-controlled territory. Their trek had been perilous from the start. The things they’d witnessed were beyond Sam’s ability to make sense of.
“Good morning, handsome,” whispered Jane, in a sleepy voice.
“Good morning, beautiful.”
“Or is it afternoon? Being inside a closed storage unit is a little disorientating.”
Sam chuckled. “Yeah, almost like being in a casino—you have no idea how long you’ve been there or what time it is. The next time I plan for a disaster, I’ll try to get a storage unit with a skylight, just for you.”
Jane stretched her petite, slim body luxuriously across the camp cot, like an agile cat rousing from an afternoon nap in the sun. Sam admired her ability to sleep and look completely comfortable in almost any situation. It was one of the many things he loved about his wife of twenty-five years.
Although the unit was large and served their survival needs well, it did not offer much by way of privacy, especially in their makeshift bathroom. A shower curtain suspended from the ceiling created a tiny nook around their “toilet.” However, the shower curtain did nothing to shield the community space from the sounds and smells made by the bathroom’s occupant. Coming out of the bathroom, Jane washed her hands in a sudsy basin placed next to the bathroom.
“I think that thing will need to be emptied soon.”
“Okay—I’ll get it later today.”
The bucket worked great but needed to be kept clean, especially in tight quarters. He was surprised how quickly it had filled up.
Her daughter poked her head out of the top of her blanket.
“I’m starving,” she said.
“May I interest you in a granola bar and dried apples? Maybe go easy on your stomach at first.”
“Sounds great, Dad,” said Lea, with a smile.
“How are you feeling, sweetie?” asked Jane.
“Better. A lot better—I’m not achy all over and feel like my energy is coming back,” said Lea.
“You went through quite an ordeal. I’m not sure what was more of a shock on your system, the dehydration, starvation or Tank’s fists,” said Jane.
Lea seemed to tense at Tank’s name. Sam needed to quickly shift the conversation.
“Okay—if you’re feeling ready, I think we should consider leaving the unit either late tonight or early in the morning. We could get the bikes and carriers ready now,” said Sam.
“I think tomorrow morning would be best. We can all use another solid night of sleep. Plus, we can really take some time planning our route and supplies. We obviously can’t bring everything,” said Jane.
“No. We can’t take everything. We’ll need to bring just the essentials,” said Sam.
“Maybe we need to ditch the idea of using the bike carriers?”
Turning to Lea, Sam found himself once again admiring Lea’s ability to quickly grasp the situation and add to the conversation.
“I agree. Let’s plan to take just the saddlebags and backpacks. Then, once we figure out where we’re going, we can always come back for more,” said Sam.
“Sounds like a plan—I’ll start loading the packs. Where do you want to go? The cottages up north? The HQ? Or to Scott Marsh’s house?” asked Jane.
“Didn’t Charlie and Mark go to that guy Scott’s house?”
“Yeah. They might still be there if we get there tomorrow. I know they planned to stay for at least a couple of days before heading to HQ. Maybe that’s our best bet. If we ultimately want to join everyone at HQ, it would be nice to walk the trail with Charlie and Mark.”
“Yeah, those two rock. I felt really safe with them around,” said Lea.
“I think we all did,” replied Sam.
Sam pulled out a map and settled down next to Jane at the camp table. The map, like them, had been through a lot and showed its wear. When Charlie had told Sam and Jane about the location of the safe house, he did not mark the map. They wanted to be sure there was no written record of its location just in case the New Order got a hold of the map. Finding one safe house would quickly lead them to the next one and, ultimately, the HQ. Sam concentrated to remember exactly where Scott’s house sat on the map.
“It’s here,” said Jane with a jab of her finger at the map.
“You sure? I thought it was a little this way,” said Sam, sliding his finger east on the map.
“No, I’m sure. I remember thinking their house must be really serene, surrounded by the forest and mountains. It just sort of stuck in my mind.”
“Okay. That makes sense. I think Charlie said he managed to get to our house from there in about four hours. So you’re probably right.”
“A four-hour ride on a loaded-down bike while carrying a heavy pack? Oh brother. Wake me up when it’s over,” said Lea.
“Funny, I was thinking the same thing.” Jane smiled as she leaned in to squeeze Lea’s hand.
 



Chapter Three
Charlie dozed in, but mostly out of sleep. Scott and Barbara Marsh had a nice house, but it was not exactly set up for more than a couple of visitors at a time. Charlie insisted that Mark take the spare room for the night, while he slept on the sofa. Like most sofas, it offered perfect comfort for watching television and napping, but try to get a good night’s sleep and the piece of furniture morphed into a backbreaker.
Charlie was exhausted from the previous night’s battle with the New Order thugs that had kidnapped the Archers’ daughter. He’d been on the move nonstop for the past few days. After the shoot-out, the group had made its way to the Archers’ survival storage unit. Charlie felt bad leaving the Archers right away; however, he knew if he did not make it back to the Marshes’ house that evening, Mike Sparr, a Porter police officer, might try to rescue him. Adding Mike Sparr to the already dangerous equation was not something Charlie wanted to risk.
Sam had loaded Charlie’s and Mark’s packs with enough dried food and water to resupply the Marshes for at least a week, with rationing. Barbara Marsh burst into tears at the sight of the food. Scott, a man who tended to be more proud than practical, merely nodded his head, unsure if he should take what likely seemed like a handout. Jenny Sparr, Mike’s young daughter, had no such hesitations accepting the food. From the living room sofa, Charlie could hear Jenny’s excited voice.
“Wow! Dried bananas!” she exclaimed.
“Slow down, honey. We can only have a little nibble right now. Besides, this is Mr. and Mrs. Marsh’s food. We need to be sure they have plenty when we leave,” said Mike.
Rubbing his stubbled face and walking into the kitchen, Charlie noticed that the pile of food remained where he’d put it last night. The Marshes had not touched it.
“You guys are up early,” said Charlie.
“Not really—you’re up late—its 10:00 a.m. You were out cold for hours. We just didn’t want to wake you,” said Mike.
“You snore louder than Daddy does,” said Mike’s daughter.
“Jenny! Sorry, man. But yeah—you were snoring up a storm.”
“It was a rough night,” said Charlie, with a solemn glance to the ground.
“Did everything turn out alright for the Archers?”
Charlie knew Mike needed to be careful about what Jenny heard.
“Yes. Everything is great with them. Their daughter, Lea, is fine. They decided to rest there a few days and then they might meet us at HQ. When we left, they were not too sure where they’d go.”
“Speaking of HQ—when do you want to get out of here? If you need a little time to recuperate, no worries. We can hang here a little longer, especially with this amazing load of food. Was all of this from the Archers?”
“Yes. They have a nice setup. They’re also very generous people. Given the current situation, many people would be stingy with their supplies, for good reason. Have you seen Mark?”
“He made his way through here about thirty minutes ago. He went out for a jog or a walk. I’m not too sure. He said he needed to get a handle on his surroundings and then just walked out. Who is he?”
“Mark is one of Jane and Sam’s neighbors. He’s also a former Force Recon Marine. Probably one of the most accurate snipers I’ve ever seen. Last night could have been a lot different without him.”
“What’s a sniper?”
Charlie shot Mike an apologetic look.
“Just someone who likes to be accurate with things—you know, someone who does a really good job when they’re working on something. So you want more dried apple?”
Charlie could not help but smile at Mark’s use of food to distract Jenny. Anytime an uncomfortable situation arose in his own home when he was a child, his mother would pull out snacks. Although Charlie had no children, he started to understand the seemingly universal use of food to bribe and quiet them. Probably not that different with grown men under normal circumstances.
The screen door closed with a loud bang as Mark walked into the house. Both Charlie and Mike tensed at the sound, unsure of the house’s rhythms.
“Hey, guys. This place is amazing. I took a walk around the perimeter. It’s a beautiful location,” said Mark.
“Thank you!” said Barbara, walking into the kitchen.
Charlie noticed the sideways glance Barbara gave the food. Every time he came to the Marshes’ house, they looked increasingly worse, especially Barbara. Barbara’s already slim frame could not withstand the severe caloric deprivation forced upon it. Her eyes were sunken into their sockets and rimmed in black. Charlie suspected that Scott’s ego stood in the way of Barbara and the food given to them by the Archers. Scott, on the other hand, fared better. Although Scott looked as unkempt as everyone, Charlie did not notice much of a reduction in the size of Scott’s rotund abdomen.
“Barbara, we’ll leave you our water so you guys can cook the grains,” said Charlie.
“We won’t be needing anything. You can go ahead and take all this stuff with you when you leave. The Marshes do not accept handouts,” said Scott, walking into the room.
Mark shared a tense, knowing look with Charlie. Something was wrong with Scott.
“We’re planning to leave later today. The HQ is only about five hours from here. We should be able to get there before dinner. Getting there before nightfall will allow the sentries to recognize us. We don’t want to be misidentified. You both should come with us,” said Charlie to Scott and Barbara. “There’s only one more officer in Porter that needs to be moved out. The situation has changed dramatically, preventing us from getting to that person—whoever it is. At this point, there really isn’t the need for a third safe house. You would be much better off coming with us than staying here on your own.”
“Besides, you’re a great carpenter, Scott. The HQ could really use your skills. From what I heard, they need all the help they can get,” said Mark.
A glimmer of pride shone in Scott’s eyes. The thought of being useful again seemed to really appeal to him. Charlie silently admired Mark’s ability to steer Scott into making the right decision.
“Well, so long as you think we’d be helping. I don’t want to be a burden on anyone.”
“You’d be invaluable.”
An almost imperceptible smile grew on Barbara’s face.
“Okay. It’s decided. When do you want to leave?” asked Mike.
“How about an hour. That’ll give us plenty of time to repack and organize for the trip,” said Charlie.
“I better get busy if we’re leaving that soon,” said Barbara as she buzzed out of the room.
“Us too. Come on, Jenny, let’s get our things together,” said Mike.
~ ~ ~
Charlie sat alone with his thoughts on the front porch while the others packed. It had been two weeks since he’d seen Gayle. Gayle Jones was an officer in the Porter Police Department. She lived in the Porter city center. They had been together for two years, prompting Charlie to buy a house near town. He would do anything to be near her now—and for the rest of their lives. He had planned to propose to her on an upcoming vacation to the Florida panhandle. Unfortunately, the lights went out two weeks before their trip.
When everything started to fall apart in Porter, she was one of the first people he moved out of town. He knew she would never be safe with the New Order around. He also knew that his judgment would be clouded with her in the thick of things. He would naturally act to protect her, even to his own peril. Getting Gayle to HQ early in the game was a way for him to keep her safe, and function effectively as the first point of contact for police officers smuggled out of town. Gayle was less than excited to be sent into “exile,” as she put it. He knew she wanted to stay and help him, but there was no way he could do his job protecting the other officers with her around. On top of that, two of them sneaking through the woods doubled their chances of getting caught.
Seeing Gayle again was on the top of Charlie’s list for wanting to leave the Marshes’ house today. The sooner he confirmed she was safe, the better he would feel. He knew all too well that things could go really wrong along the trail to the HQ. Nothing but holding her in his arms would reassure him.
“You expecting company?” asked Mark, from the shadowy recesses of the house.
“Nope,” said Charlie, trying to remain calm.
Charlie knew unexpected company could only mean one thing—the New Order had found Scott’s house.
“We have unidentified contacts inbound to your two o’clock.”
“Roger that.”
Charlie slowly and casually stood from the porch step, stretching and scanning the surrounding area. In his peripheral vision, he detected movement in the dense bushes lining the horse trail. The trail extended from Porter, past Doris’s house, eventually snaking to Scott’s house and beyond. He needed to get inside fast. Grabbing his pack, he slowly moved inside and shut the door while trying to remain as nonchalant as possible. Giving the enemy any indication they had been spotted could destroy the advantage Mark’s keen observation afforded them.
“Mike is spotting them through the upstairs window. I need to get around back to see if we’re being surrounded,” stated Mark as he moved quickly through the house.
“Where are Jenny and the Marshes?”
“Basement.”
Charlie quickly moved the sofa in front of the living room window. Settling in behind the couch, he scanned the trail and surrounding woods. A man’s torso appeared in the distance. Charlie did not recognize the man. Then another head appeared, bobbing in and out of view behind the first man. He could swear the second person was a woman. The crack of a gunshot rang out through the house, breaking the silence. Shit. Mike is shooting. What the hell?
The bullet must have missed, since the two people remained in the open. They seemed dazed at the sudden shock of being shot at, as though they weren’t sure what happened. A second bullet ricocheted off the tree next to the first man, who dove to the ground out of Charlie’s view. The second figure remained frozen long enough for him to get a good look. Doris. Fuck!
“STOP SHOOTING! STAND DOWN! Possible friendlies!”
“Back is clear. Did you say they’re friendlies?” asked Mark, running back into the living room.
“It’s Doris and some guy. Damn it. Why the fuck is he shooting before we identified them?”
Mike came running down the stairs to join them.
“You know them?” he asked.
“Yes. It’s Doris and some guy. We need to be certain it’s just them and not some sort of trick. Mike, go back upstairs, but hold your fire. Mark, you watch our backs for an ambush. Doris wasn’t supposed to be moving to this location. Look sharp. But don’t shoot until I say so.”
The men quickly disbursed. Charlie moved back to the window and viewed the area. No movement. If it was Doris and a friend, they were probably glued to the ground, terrified that they would get shot. If not, they might be recalibrating their attack—using Doris as bait. Shit. This was not good. Scratching his head, Charlie scrambled for a plan that wouldn’t get them all killed.
“Identify yourselves!” he shouted.
No sound.
“Identify yourselves or we start shooting again!”
Rustling in the bushes. Then the man’s voice rang out.
“Officer Price with the Grant PD. I have Doris Venture with me.”
Grant PD?
“Stand up slowly, hands in the air.”
Officer Price and Doris stood very hesitantly, unsure if they would be shot where they stood.
“Move toward the house very slowly.”
The two emerged from the trail. Charlie could now clearly see them and their immediately surrounding areas.
“Drop your weapon!”
Officer Price slowly removed his pistol from its holster and tossed it in the grass.
“Doris, why’re you here!” shouted Charlie.
He’d never met Officer Price and had no reason to think the Grant Police Department worked in this area or to believe the man was in fact “Officer Price.”
“Last night, I got a warning from Marta that the New Order was coming up the trail! Officer Price and the others found me heading here!” she shouted with an unsteady voice.
“Stand down! Stand down! They’re friendly!”
Charlie ran out the front door to greet them.
“Holy crap! Sorry for the reception. We had no idea you were on your way here or that anything had happened.”
“A few of us from the Grant PD were at the HQ when we overheard the call from Marta to Doris.”
“Overheard? How can you guys hear anything that far north?”
“The antenna at Doris’s house could send a transmission to the moon. We’re able to hear her loud and clear, but not always the Porter radio. Last night, we heard enough to get our asses down here pronto. The chief wants to keep that radio operational.”
“Did you say you’re from Grant?” asked Mark.
“Yeah. We caught wind of the HQ being formed and made our way up there. We can fill you guys in on the details later. Right now, I need to drop her off and head back to Doris’s house. The team plans on ambushing whatever the New Order sends down the trail.”
The others joined the group on the lawn. Scott and Barbara held each other while Mike tried to comfort Jenny.
“Sorry about the shot over your heads. That was my bad. Just a little overanxious given the situation,” said Mike.
“I’m with you. We had no real way to let you know we were coming.”
“Alright. New plan. I need to go with Officer Price,” Charlie started saying.
“Please call me Joe.”
“Okay. I need to go with Joe to Doris’s house. Mike, you’ll have to take the route to HQ yourself. Can you manage?” asked Charlie.
Mike hesitated long enough for Charlie to realize that he did not feel confident about getting safely to HQ.
“I’ll go with Joe and then rejoin you guys at HQ. That way you can get them to HQ and Joe has some backup,” said Mark.
Considering Mark’s offer for a moment, Charlie said, “Mark is a former Marine Force Recon, and probably one of the best snipers I have ever seen. He can more than handle it.”
“Fine. But we can’t offer you a weapon. Supplies are very thin.”
“Don’t worry about me. I have that covered,” said Mark, with a slight smile.
 



Chapter Four
Brown sat in the communications center of the Porter Police Department, considering his situation. Brown had joined the New Order group mostly to survive the harsh new reality that had descended on the land. Knowing that he had no ready contacts in the area, he rightly estimated that getting food and other necessities would not be possible on his own. Siding with the New Order was the logical move at first; however, the Boss had become more and more unstable as time passed. He was making irrational decisions, which would eventually get them all killed. His best bet was to help the police at this point and secure his safety in the long run.
He’d aided the cops by giving them advance warning of New Order’s plans. Once the Boss discovered the horse trail, Brown realized it would only be a matter of time before they would find that lady Doris and her house. Although Marta wouldn’t admit it, he knew the cops had created an underground railroad to remove their own from Porter. Doris would be killed on the spot or tortured for information and fun, whichever the Boss was in the mood for. He hoped Doris had already hit the trail.
The Boss had roughly thirty of his “soldiers” headed in her direction. Some were running the trail while the others drove the rough terrain. The drivers needed the guys on the trail to keep them following the route. Brown knew that the process of guiding the drivers from the trail would slow them down considerably. All the men were heavily armed, with the weapons stolen either from the Porter Police Department or houses they raided. The door to the communications room swung open with a loud bang.
“What the fuck are you still doing here?” shouted the Boss. “All you motherfuckers are supposed to be on that trail.”
“I assumed you wanted me here monitoring radio traffic.”
There was no way Brown was running that trail with the rest of the idiots. He’d managed to slip away back to the communications room when the Boss was busy shouting orders at the men.
“Monitoring? Is that what you call it? I call it ain’t doing shit. You haven’t heard a damn thing since you started.”
“No. But it could be that no one else has the generators we do to run their radios,” offered Brown.
The Boss eyed him suspiciously as he walked closer to Brown.
Jabbing his finger into Brown’s shoulder, the Boss said, “You better start hearing something, hoss, or your fucking days as a shitball radio jockey are over. You get me?”
“I’ll try harder. There has to be someone on the radio somewhere.”
The Boss lingered for another moment, staring intensely at Brown. The Boss had a way of looking through people. It was his favorite intimidation method. Hell, it worked every time on Brown. Beads of sweat slowly trickled down Brown’s back. Finally, the Boss broke his stare.
“I’ll be watching you.”
Alone again in the communications room, Brown knew he could not last much longer in this position before he got himself killed. He secretly wished the cops would hurry up and push into town.
“Hey, Brown. Give me a hand in the supply room,” whispered Johnny.
“What the hell? Why?”
“I need you to watch out for me. My grandma needs more food. I figured while they’re out, I would stock her up.”
“Shit. You’re going to get us both killed,” said Brown. “Come on, I’ll help you, but let’s make it fast.”
The two moved quickly through the quiet station. The interior spaces of the station were dark and shadowy from the lack of light. Even when the sun sat high in the sky, the station seemed to have a gloom that could not be chased away.
“I’m gonna grab some cans and other shit for her,” said Johnny. “What do you think they’re going to find on the trail?”
“Don’t know. Nothing, I guess.”
“You’re probably right. Glad I didn’t have to go. I guess being the Boss’s personal shit doer has its advantages.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
The Boss’s booming voice could be heard from down the hall.
“Johnny! Johnny! Where the fuck you at?” said the Boss.
“Damn it. I need to get out there. Grab this bag and hide it for me. I’ll get it from you later!” said Johnny, running from the room.
“Shit, man. Are you fucking kidding me?” said Brown, holding the bag away from him like it was radioactive.
“I’ll meet you in the comms room later,” said Johnny.
Johnny jogged down the hall toward the Boss’s office. Getting caught trying to steel food would get Brown killed. The Boss did not take stealing lightly. He quickly stashed the small bag of cans under the radio console, examining the hiding place from several locations in the room. Satisfied that their deception would remain undetected, he started to relax.
“New roommate, shitball!” The Boss’s loud voice rang out behind him.
Straightening up from a crouched position, Brown could not be entirely certain the Boss or the guy standing with him didn’t see him hiding the bag.
“This here is Bet. He’s gonna be joining you, helping you listen and shit.”
“Hey,” said Bet unenthusiastically.
“Really, Boss, I got this. I don’t need the help.”
“You ain’t heard shit. You’re getting the help.”
Bet settled into the chair beside Brown. If Bet heard Marta’s transmissions or any other ones, the Boss would quickly figure out he had been lying all along about not hearing anything on the radio. He needed to act fast.
“Why the fuck do they call you Bet?”
“I can burp the entire alphabet—bet is short for alphabet.”
“Nice.”
Purposely knocking his drink over, Brown yelled, “Oh shit! Go grab me some napkins, man!”
Bet ran out of the room. During his absence, Brown quickly reached over and disabled the antenna from the system. No one would notice unless they knew what to look for. The guy returned a few seconds later with a roll of paper towels.
“Thanks, man,” said Brown, mopping up the spilled warm Mountain Dew.
 



Chapter Five
Tank pounded his way through the Archers’ house, determined to figure out where they had fled after their escape. Fury had overtaken him last night when he realized that he could not grab that dumb bitch Lea without possibly getting killed. Her bitch mother, a stupid cop on top of it all, must have gotten a couple other cops to help with Lea’s rescue. Otherwise, they would have been no match for Tank and his guys.
Now he had to deal with the humiliation of his crew knowing that dumb bitch had escaped his grasp and killed a tidy number of his people in the process. A sign of weakness this big could mean the difference between Tank advancing in the New Order or getting killed by some punk-ass gangbanger looking to better his future. No. Tank would get that dumb bitch Lea and her mother. He had plans for the mother. She would be the prize catch. He planned to make her the centerpiece of the activities he had planned for Lea and her family. After that, Tank’s place in the New Order would be solidified. No one would step up to him ever again. Not unless they wanted their head mounted to a street sign.
Moving through the Archers’ house, the stench of Chill’s body overwhelmed him. The dude stank bad enough when he was alive. Tank replayed the entire scene in his head again. The Archers had been outside shooting at his men, but Tank rightly realized they would not risk shooting their own daughter. The bullets stopped the moment he walked out with that dumb bitch. He stuffed her in one of the trucks they had and simply drove off. The only thing he didn’t count on was that dumb bitch throwing herself from the truck as they sped out of the neighborhood.
Fucking bitch!
Reliving the events of the previous night reignited Tank’s fury. Seeing Lea push open the door and roll out onto the pavement made his blood boil with murderous rage. No one dared to cross Tank. Not even that dumb bitch and her cop mom. He would find them both, and they would pay dearly.
Room by room, Tank searched for any sign of their whereabouts. Pulling out drawers, he dumped their contents on the floor, kicking through their belongings as though they were discarded trash. He ripped the place apart, becoming more and more enraged by the minute at his inability to find any sort of clue.
Standing in the kitchen near Chill’s body, Tank stared at the pictures on the fridge. Magnets from various trips held the family’s memories. The Grand Teton magnet held a picture of Lea graduating from high school. The Florida Sunshine State magnet held a picture of the three of them smiling over a table of food at a resort. Picture by picture the Archers mocked him with their happy, smiling faces.
“Where the FUCK are you!” growled Tank, his fists punching the wall next to the fridge.
On the side of the fridge, a lone business card hung silently by a “#1 Dad” magnet. Just a card. Nothing more. Nothing less. Tank saw the card through his peripheral vision. Grabbing it, Tank turned it over in his large dirty hands. On the back of the card someone had written #23C.
Bingo!
“Get your shit together. We’re moving out!” yelled Tank to the other men searching the house.
He never would have thought of a storage unit. Why would he? Who would go to a storage unit?
“Where to? You find something?” yelled Salem as he ran downstairs.
“I found this.”
Triumphantly, Tank held the card high for the men to see as though it were pure gold.
“What is it?”
“It’s a card to that storage place on Michigan Road, with the number 23C written on the back!”
“Shit! You think that’s where they’re hiding?”
“How the fuck should I know? We check it out. We either find that dumb bitch or we find some shit we can use. Either way, we need to get the fuck out of this shithole. The smell is killing me.”
 



Chapter Six
Jane crouched low in the shallow creek, swirling the water in and out of the red bucket. Since they didn’t plan on staying at the storage unit long term, they’d decided to use a bucket for peeing instead of the compost unit. They’d also gone through a lot of water trying to rehydrate themselves, which filled the bucket quicker than they had expected. Sam had offered to clean it again, but Jane needed a break from the storage unit.
Living inside a closed storage unit presented its challenges, a lack of fresh air being one of them. Sam had done an excellent job stocking them with everything they needed for at least a year, and with rationing, they could likely go longer, but they’d probably go crazy long before they ran out of food. The locker unit had already shrunk inside her head, and they’d been there less than twenty-four hours. The trick would be finding another location to safely ride out the New Order storm.
Standing and stretching by the water’s edge, Jane lingered. She had no real reason to rush back to the unit. Having a creek near the unit turned out to really benefit them. All part of Sam’s master plan, if they decided to remain in place for a long period of time. There was only so much water you could store in the locker.
Jane surveyed the land beyond the creek. She realized for the first time how sparse the trail was in these woods. She hoped Charlie and Mark made it back to Scott’s house without incident. Getting lost and veering into the New Order was something that had almost happened to her and Sam. Time to get moving.
Jane scrambled up the embankment, careful not to get scratched up again in the tangles of underbrush that grew on the sloped terrain. As she approached the top of the incline, near the storage facility’s fence, she heard voices. She lowered herself to the slimmest profile she could manage and unholstered her pistol. Two cars pulled up to the Store-Right facility fence, on the far side of the compound.
“Hey, Tank, it’s over here—number 23C is on this side!” yelled an excited male voice.
They found us.
Jane’s heart raced as she considered her options. Lea and Sam were in unit 52L. Sam had moved their things from 23C to 52L in order to get more space. He also liked that 52L sat in the back of the facility, near the woods. No one would see them coming and going from the road. Unit 23C was located on the other side of the facility, closer to the main road. Not far enough away to shield them entirely if someone happened to come in their direction. They needed to act fast.
“Get something to pry it open with!” shouted someone that sounded a lot like Tank.
Jane slipped through the fence and made her way to unit 52L. She lay flat on the ground and nudged the door open a foot or so, just enough to slide her slim figure under the door. Once through, she quietly shut the door, careful not to make a sound.
“Hey, honey, we can’t remember—is Uno won by getting the most cards or points?” asked Sam, with a casual air.
Jane’s eyes took a second to adjust to the gloomy interior of the unit. The battery-powered lanterns did a fair job of lighting the space, but it still seemed like a coffin after being outside.
“Ssh! Ssh! Quiet. They’re out there. Tank and his men found us. They’re on the other side. At unit 23C! We need to move.”
Sam stood quickly, dropping the cards in his hands. Lea sat motionless.
“How many are out there? Do we have a chance fighting against them?” asked Sam.
“No way. There are too many. We either stay put and hope they can’t open the unit—maybe they’ll lose interest—or we leave. I say we leave. They’ll stake out the place for sure, which will trap us inside. We can’t stay here indefinitely.”
“I’m with you. Let’s grab the packs and move out. I’m just going to add more medical supplies and I’m ready.”
“Be sure you put the water filtration unit back in your pack. It’s on the table,” said Jane.
“Got it.”
 



Chapter Seven
Lea knew that insane asshole would find her. He always did. Somehow Tank managed to stick to her like glue, no matter how many times she tried to escape. His obsession with her had become a single focused drive.
She didn’t understand why he’d kept her chained in the basement rather than killing her. It had dawned on her in the basement. She was smarter than Tank and he knew it. She never purposely bested him, it just happened naturally. Every time she figured something out before him or corrected him, another thread was sewn between them, binding them together. He needed to beat her. Until he had a victory over her, she would never be safe and neither would her parents.
She hurriedly shoved food, clothes and medical supplies in the pack her dad had given her. Something she’d just thought hit her like a ton of bricks. Tank would never leave any of them alone unless he got what he wanted.
“I’m not leaving,” she announced.
“What do you mean you’re not leaving?” asked Jane.
“I have to stay, or the two of you will never be safe.”
“Not a chance. We won’t leave you to that maniac,” said Sam, grasping Lea’s delicate hand.
“We need to stay together, for all of our safety, not just yours. Besides, there’s no way we will let you go back to him after what we went through to get you,” said Jane.
“You don’t get it. Tank will never stop until he has me back. I’m all he wants. If I go with him, the two of you can escape to the HQ and come back for me.”
“We’re wasting precious time talking about this. You’re not staying. End of discussion,” said Jane.
Lea bristled at her mother’s change in approach. Hearing the finality in her mother’s voice made her even more determined to take her chances with Tank. Sam moved closer to Lea and rested his warm hand on her shoulder.
“Honey, I need you with me. I don’t think I can handle knowing you’re with Tank again. It would break my heart. I simply can’t leave you here. If you stay, I stay. We can take our chances together.”
Her dad’s words always had a way of melting her heart. She knew he was serious. That he would stay with her and get killed in the process. He once again brought her back from that stubborn edge of anger elicited by her mom.
“Fine, Dad,” she said before stuffing the last few items in her pack.
“Alright. It’s settled. Let’s get moving. Do you both have everything?” said Sam.
“Yeah,” mother and daughter said in stony unison.
 



Chapter Eight
Sam lay flat on the cement floor of the storage unit, a mirror in one hand. He nodded to Jane to open the lift door. Slowly the door rolled quietly upward on its well-oiled tracks. When the door was high enough for him to effectively survey the surrounding area, Sam held his hand up, indicating she should stop. He quickly slipped a block underneath, wedging it open.
Mirror in hand, he surveyed the back of the facility. The distant shouts of men came from everywhere. It was difficult for Sam to determine the location of the men without stepping out of the unit. Leaving would be risky, but they didn’t have a choice. The storage unit would become their tomb if they were discovered. All the New Order men had to do was light a fire in each of the adjacent storage units. The smoke alone would drive them out.
Seeing no one, Sam indicated it was time to move. Both Jane and Lea slid silently out of the unit as Sam held the door in place. He pushed their bug-out bags through next. Once outside the unit, Sam locked it and wedged the shims into place. He figured most people could pop off the lock, but if the door wouldn’t budge, laziness would overcome desire to get into the unit. Or at least he hoped it would work. He hated the thought of giving up the storage locker and everything he’d stockpiled inside to Tank’s crew. Once the police resolved the New Order problem and Tank was gone, the supplies would be critical to their survival.
The three of them slipped through a break in the chain-link fence, scurrying into the brush on the reverse side of the slope. The New Order men were everywhere. Sam made sure they escaped undetected before crawling back to bend the links on the fence to mask their escape route. Even with his multitool, he would have a hard time putting the links back together without his gloves on. The rough edges of the metal would cut his fingers to ribbons. He paused to dig out his gloves, instead finding his hand on the backup weapon he carried in his pack.
For a moment he considered an alternate plan. Nothing would give him more pleasure than shooting Tank, even if it meant giving up his life in the process. Ending Tank’s reign of terror over their family was something he’d fantasied about long before the lights went out.
“What are you doing?” said Jane.
“Coming.”
Sam made a few adjustments to the fence before joining Jane and Lea. Together, they moved silently down the embankment toward the creek and the trail that would take them away from Tank.
 



Chapter Nine
Tank leaned against the fence, watching his idiot crew crack open one locker after another. None of the lockers held anything useful. Just a bunch of discarded and forgotten junk, like farted-on sofas and dinged-up old tables. Unit 23C was mostly empty, much to Tank’s dismay. A couple of wooden chairs and a broom were all they found in the Archers’ unit—if it had in fact ever been the Archers’ unit.
Just as Tank started to give up hope of finding anything, the answer occurred to him. If unit 23C was empty, they either no longer had a unit or they’d moved to a different one. Why would anyone move from one shit unit to another? All of the metal boxes seemed the same. Something didn’t add up. Surveying the facility, he noticed something he hadn’t caught before among the roughly two hundred storage units. Most were small, but a few of the rows held larger-sized bays. Unit 23C was a small one.
“Hey, let’s move back here to the big ones. They must’ve upgraded to the deluxe shit-box models,” yelled Tank on a hunch.
The men circled around the grounds to the back of the facility, which housed the larger units.
“Open the big ones only!” he shouted to the men as they moved to the rear of the grounds.
“Grab me the bolt cutters!” shouted Salem as he crouched down at the first unit.
Tank continued to walk the facility, sticking to the outer fence line, where he had the widest view of the place. The chain-link fence circled the entire storage lot in an unbroken line. Smoking a cigarette, Tank watched the men open locker after locker, finding more junk. Damn. Still nothing. Only one row of large lockers remained.
Taking the last draw of his cigarette, Tank flicked the butt into the air, creating a flash of hot orange ash in midair—his signature move. The glowing butt arched skyward before bouncing on the blacktop near the fence line. Glancing at the cigarette, his eyes were drawn to the fence. Son of a bitch.
The chain links had been cut from the ground to a point about three feet off the pavement, just large enough to peel back and squeeze through. Taking a closer look at the makeshift opening, Tank noticed that the grass and bushes outside the fence were trampled. Someone very recently has been coming and going through the fence.
“Hey, get over here. I found something!” shouted Tank to the men.
His men arrived a few seconds later.
“What is it?” shouted Salem.
“Look at this. Someone has been coming and going through here, probably stealing shit from the lockers. Let’s follow their trail and see what we find.”
“What trail?” said Salem as he pulled back the cut metal links.
“Just get moving, asshole,” growled Tank.
Tank and the others slowly fought their way through the dense brush, every scrape and jab infuriating him. He would find Lea, and when he did, she would pay a steep price for making him go through all this.
“Do you think this connects to anything?” asked Bardo, a bearded heavyset man.
“How the fuck should I know? Do I look like Daniel fucking Boone?”
The man’s face reddened at Tank’s mockery. Good. Served that jackass right. He always asked too many stupid questions.
The woods seemed to close around them. Everywhere they turned looked the same to Tank. He couldn’t be sure they weren’t moving in circles.
“Let’s head back up. They’re gone.”
As they scrambled up the embankment, Tank caught sight of a small red object. Leaning into the bushes, he picked up a cherry red hair scrunchy. Lea’s scrunchy. That dumb bitch always wore her hair in the laziest way possible—a scrunchy. He had been right all along. They had been here. Moving through the fence onto the pavement, Tank redoubled his resolve to find Lea and teach her the most important lesson of her life.
 



Chapter Ten
Sergeant Dale Spencer urged the bike team on, toward Doris’s house, leaving the foot mobile group behind to wait for their reconnaissance report. They streamed toward Doris’s house with quiet precision. About a half mile from her home, Spencer halted the team. They needed to carefully scan the area before charging in. The New Order might have beaten them to the location.
“Alright, guys, listen up. We’re approximately half a mile from the target. Green and Shorey, take a five-minute breather, then head out to conduct a stealthy reconnaissance of the immediate grounds surrounding the target. We need to know what we’re getting into. If the New Order beat us to Doris’s house, we’ll have to take an entirely different approach.
“Got it,” said Officer Green, between pulls of water.
“The rest of you start prepping your gear. Be ready to move out within thirty minutes.”
“What about the bikes?” asked Officer Gould.
“Let’s get the bikes off the trail. Turn them around so they’re facing HQ, and lean them against the trees. Somewhere out of sight. If we need to make a hasty retreat, those should be ready to roll when we are.”
Gould nodded. “I’ll find a good spot.”
Spencer pulled Officers Green and Shorey to the side.
“Move quickly, but carefully. Fall back immediately if you run into trouble. Remember. Your job is recon, not Rambo. Got it?”
“Yes, Sergeant,” they said in unison.
“Alright, good luck.”
Both Green and Shorey were young and fairly new to the force. He needed their athleticism and eyes, not their tactical acumen for this mission. Calculating the time to run from their current location to the house and back, adding the surveillance time, Spencer estimated the men should return in thirty to forty minutes. Setting his watch timer, Spencer hoped he didn’t just send the two brave young men into an ambush.
A few moments later, the forest swallowed the two men, leaving Spencer to organize the rest of the group. They’d need to set up a perimeter while they waited. They were in hostile territory, a fact that he couldn’t afford to forget. With a little luck, the group of officers on foot would catch up before Green and Shorey returned, giving him a sizable assault force.
~ ~ ~
Officer Seth Green grew weary as they approached Doris’s house. He jogged closely behind Dan Shorey, but Shorey was a better, stronger runner than Green. The difference between the two men became painfully obvious the further they ran. The Evansville Police Department had become a second home to Green. He’d grown up near Evansville in a small town up north. Becoming a police officer and joining the force was the proudest day of his life. Finally he had something to believe in. Serving and protecting the people of Evansville was more than just a job to him, it was his life. The danger of their current situation did not bother Green, so long as his efforts served to protect the citizens.
“Hold up. We should lie low and crawl to a lookout position,” said Shorey, taking a knee behind a tree.
Green caught a glimpse of the white farmhouse through the trees. The farm sat in the middle of a large expanse of open land, which he assumed was mostly ringed by the forest.
“Here’s what we do. Seems like we’re approaching the side of the house, which works out perfectly. You go to the right, viewing the front, and I’ll make my way to the left, where I can scan the back. The only area we won’t be able to thoroughly examine is the far side of the house.”
“I think we’ll be able to make a solid assessment watching the sectors visible from this side,” said Green.
“I agree. Let’s set our watches and plan to be here in fifteen,” said Shorey.
“Got it.”
“Remember. We don’t engage any hostiles. No matter what we see.”
“Roger that. See you in fifteen.”
Green moved slowly through the forest, finally catching his breath. He opened his senses to the world around him in an effort to see and hear more as he approached. Anything could happen. He needed to be sharp. Judging by the cruelty inflicted on his brothers and sisters on the force by the New Order, he couldn’t be too careful.
Settling into a good position along the edge of the forest, Green pulled out his binoculars. Let’s see what we have. He moved his eyes methodically over each front window of the house. All of the windows were closed, which was a good sign. The first thing he’d do if he had to barricade a house like this would be to open the windows. Easier to hear and shoot someone that was approaching the house. Some of the windows were covered with curtains. Looked random to Green. Another good sign. He stared at each window for several seconds, looking for any movement. Nothing. Everything looked normal except the smashed blue flowerpot in the front yard.
The shed next to the house looked the same. The large roller doors on the shed were shut, and nothing moved behind the windows. The gigantic antenna attached to the shed explained why the chief wanted to keep this place out of New Order hands. If everything went well, the police could use that radio to communicate with other towns or the National Guard. They had precious little information about the world beyond the few surrounding towns. Figuring out what had happened to the electricity was on everyone’s mind, but knowing how long the blackout would last was even more important.
After glancing at his watch, Green gave the house and grounds one more look. From what he could tell, the house, shed and approaching road were quiet. He swept the binoculars along the tree line on the other side of the clearing, finding an opening into the forest. It appeared to be a path of some sort, heading south toward Porter. The path must be the horse trail the others used to escape. He was about to head back to meet Shorey when he detected movement on the path.
He watched the path very carefully, looking for anything out of place. Sure enough, something stirred in the foliage. He watched and waited, focused intensely on the forest behind the trail. So intensely that he barely noticed Shorey creep up on him.
“Geez, Green. I’ve been looking all over for you. We were supposed to meet eight minutes ago.”
“Get down. I think I have something.”
Shorey quickly lay flat next to Green on the soft pine needles.
“Straight ahead at two o’clock. Something or someone is moving in this direction from the path.”
“Got it.”
“What do we do?”
“We wait and see, then report. Just like Spencer ordered us to do,” said Shorey.
Green’s hands sweated in anticipation, eyes trained on the dense brush of the path just beyond the trees.
Two people emerged from the horse trail. A twentysomething man and woman dressed in hiking gear.
“Hikers?”
“Looks like. Let’s see what they do. Maybe they’ll knock on the door. House was quiet on the back side.”
“Same here until those two showed up.”
Sure enough, the couple walked up the large wraparound porch and cautiously peered into the windows. The woman tried the front door without success. They walked around to the back of the house, out of sight.
“What do we do?” asked Green.
“Nothing. I say we give it another minute. See if anyone inside opens up. If not, seems like we just confirmed the house is empty.”
The two sat silently watching. The couple moved back to the front of the house, grabbing peaches from one of the overburdened trees.
“Let’s get back.”
 



Chapter Eleven
Dale Spencer glanced at his watch for the fiftieth time since Green and Shorey had left. Sending the two of them out alone was a necessary risk, but it still made him extremely nervous. The team needed to be sure of the situation before they raced in.
The men approached from a different side than Spencer anticipated, throwing him off. They looked like they’d seen something.
“Glad to see you guys. What are we looking at?”
“The place is deserted. No sign of any New Order men in the vicinity,” said Shorey.
“That’s great. We should have a good shot at this, then.”
“Except,” said Green.
“Except?”
“Two hikers showed up just as we were leaving. We lingered to watch them. They peered into the windows and tried to get in the house. The place is buttoned up. And there was no reaction from inside to their arrival.”
“That’s good news. Did they leave, or are they still there?”
“They were sitting on the porch steps, eating peaches, when we left,” offered Shorey. “They looked harmless enough.”
“What’re we looking at in terms of grounds and buildings?”
“Two structures, a house and a large work shed set out approximately like this,” said Green as he drew a map of Doris’s property.
“What do the grounds look like? Is it clear or wooded?”
“The grounds are completely clear. Looks like some sort of working farm. As far as we can tell, the New Order would approach from here or here,” said Green, pointing in turn to the horse trail and the road’s entrance on the map.
“Nice work, guys. Grab your packs and gear up. We leave in ten.”
Spencer walked over to the rest of the group. The remaining ten officers sat in small groups, chatting softly to break the tension. Controlling pre-operation jitters could make a huge difference in their success. The team needed to be sharp, not locked up with anticipation.
“We confirmed the house is still empty. Looks like we caught a break by beating the New Order here. This will give us time to get set up for their arrival. Be forewarned, Shorey and Green spotted two civilians. They may or may not be there when we show up. Either way, we need to ensure they don’t get caught in any crossfire.”
The group listened intently while prepping the last of their tactical gear.
“The rules of engagement are as follows: we shoot the New Order on sight if they approach the house. We don’t have the capacity to take prisoners at this point. The chief ordered there to be no prisoners. Are we clear?”
“What do we do if one of them is wounded?” said Green.
“I’m not executing anybody,” said another officer.
“Nobody’s asking you to execute anyone,” said Spencer. “But I need to know you’re willing to open fire first, without issuing any warning to the New Order. The house is important, and we’ll need every bit of advantage we can muster. Does anyone have a problem with that?”
A few of them muttered, but nobody refused. Spencer knew his officers would be uncomfortable killing the New Order men on sight; however, they had no practical way to secure and feed prisoners. Trying to re-create a prison system in their current predicament would likely result in more police casualties. The decision was made and they would execute it.
“You didn’t really answer the question,” said an officer.
Spencer considered his response, not wanting to lose any of his officers.
“Here’s how I see it. We’re at war with the New Order. If an enemy combatant falls wounded on the battlefield, it’s not our responsibility to patch them up. We’ll take away their weapons so they’re no longer a threat and then assess their situation. My number one priority is removing the threat. I won’t execute anyone, either, but I won’t risk your lives to save any of those scumbags. Frankly, we’ll be lucky if we can take care of our own wounded, let alone theirs. That’s the situation. If you’re not okay with this, I need to know right now. No judgment.”
He locked eyes with each of his officers for a few seconds, gauging their reactions. From what he could tell, he hadn’t lost anyone.
“We move out in five.”
~ ~ ~
Deputy Kara Lovell walked behind Seth Green as the group approached the house. A veteran police officer in the tactical unit, Lovell had seen her share of hostile takedowns. She double-checked her vest pockets for her supplies. Extra ammunition, weapons, a hunting knife and two flash grenades were neatly packed away. Double-checking her load out usually calmed her pre-mission nerves. Not this time.
She had never been on a mission that involved shooting first and leaving survivors to die. This did not sit well with her, but she couldn’t see a way around it. The situation required a dramatically different approach than what they were all accustomed to, but leaving the wounded to die felt unethical. She hoped it didn’t come to that.
The team approached the tree line near the edge of the clearing. Sergeant Spencer sent two men to the front of the house and two to the back. The others waited and watched. The two in the front quickly pushed their way through the door and into the house. The back door must have been breached as well, although she could not tell from her vantage point. Shouts of, “Clear!” rang through the house, echoing in the forest.
One of the breaching team members stood on the front porch and gave them a thumbs-up.
“Let’s move in,” said Sergeant Spencer.
The group gathered on the front yard under the shade of a tree. Their sergeant and team leader scoped the surrounding area. The four members of the breaching team joined their huddle.
“Here’s what we have. Two points of approach, the horse trail over there and the road right here,” said Spencer while pointing to the openings in the forest. “We need to cover both points while also planning for any surprises the New Order throws in our direction. Green and Shorey, I want you on the forward observation post. Hike about a half mile up the horse trail and wait. The first sign of the New Order, you radio it in. Markus, Lovell and Peterson, I want you in the second-story windows, there and there. Roy and Stacy take the shed. The rest of you filter in behind the house and well.”
The team quickly disbursed to their assigned locations and waited. For Lovell, waiting was always the hardest part of a tactical operation. Ensconced in a forward-facing second-story bedroom, Lovell made preparations for the attack. She created a makeshift bunker with the mattress and laid out her extra weapons in a way that would facilitate her quick access.
~ ~ ~
Dale Spencer circled through the various points where he’d placed his officers. They were all well trained and highly effective. He had every confidence they would be able to hold the house. His radio cracked to life.
“Sergeant, it’s Miller. You copy?”
Deputy Miller headed the foot mobile team they’d left behind on the trail.
“This is Spencer, copy.”
“We’re about a mile away. Over.”
“The pizza is in the oven,” said Spencer, using their prearranged code for all clear.
“Sounds good.”
The men and women would arrive within fifteen minutes. Their numbers would really bolster the team. He would spread them around the forest, house, outside the shed and house, and even under the porch. Reflecting on the tactical advantage the police had over the untrained New Order thugs gave Spencer some hope that the team might walk out of this fight mostly intact.
 



Chapter Twelve
Travis Marks drove the first of four New Order cars. The Boss had become convinced that the cops were moving their survivors out of town. Nothing pissed off the Boss more than thinking someone was getting the better of him. As far as Travis was concerned, he couldn’t give a shit, so long as the cops were gone and they could continue to live like kings.
Trying to drive parallel to the trail had been a little bit of a challenge for him and the other three drivers—since no road actually followed the damn trail! They’d zigzagged back and forth on roads close to the trail, following its general direction. Periodically, the men on the trail would emerge from the forest to indicate they were still going in the right direction. Not exactly a stellar plan.
They were moving at a snail’s pace. After a few hours of this nonsense, Travis had finally thought to look in the glove box of the grandma car he was driving for a map. Sure enough, he found a well-worn local map stuffed between a bunch of receipts and car-related paperwork. The map told him everything he needed to know. They’d travel in a northerly direction, looking for roads that led to properties along the trail. The only problem was that they didn’t see many homes or driveway entrances outside town. They’d have to look at the map and guess where a road or driveway might take them, hoping it would be connected to the trail. So much for expediency.
Eventually most of the guys hiking the trail got too tired from heat and exertion to keep walking. They squeezed their sorry asses into the cars like a bunch of clowns in a circus. Only he wasn’t laughing. The vehicle now reeked like a toxic combination of body odor and bad breath. Annoyance mounted as the miles slowly ambled by, one more boring than the next. He had half a mind to force the extra men back out onto the trail, but he refrained. Most of the men in the car were stupid, angry, and armed, a dangerous combination even on a good day.
Thoughts of slamming the car into a utility pole filled Travis’s head as the men got more obnoxious and mouthy. He couldn’t blame them. They were driving roughly parallel to the trail, he hoped, but the road had given them nothing. Fuck it. Maybe it was time to call it good. Best he could do with a car full of smelly losers. Finally, a lone mailbox sat on the side of the road, indicating a residence. If he had been looking at the boring scenery or lighting a cigarette, he might have missed it.
“Reece! Check it out,” said Travis to Reece, the front-seat passenger.
“You think we should stop?”
“It’s the only house we’ve seen on this long fucking boring drive. So, yeah, we stop.”
Travis slowed the vehicle and turned into the driveway. The other three cars followed closely behind.
“Why’re we stopping?” said Twinky from the backseat.
“Why the fuck do you think we’re stopping? The Boss wanted us to check out every house along that trail,” said Travis, finally hitting his stupid quotient for the day.
The long drive snaked through the dense forest, leaving Travis unsure where they were heading. It seemed like a lot of driveway for just one house. Then the large white farmhouse came into view.
“Well, well, what do we have here! Look at this place!” said Travis.
“Yeah, makes where we’re staying look like a shit box,” said Reece.
“Doesn’t look like anyone is home either. Maybe the Boss was wrong.”
“Only one way to find out!” said Twinky, eliciting a round of barely contained excitement from the backseat.
Travis pulled the car through the circular drive like a millionaire pulling up to his mansion. He had always wanted to do that. Growing up in the projects, no one had a circular drive, or any driveway for that matter. To Travis, the driveway alone was a luxury. The other cars crept into place behind him, the armed men piling noisily out of the vehicles.
~ ~ ~
Dale Spencer stood in the front bedroom, behind Officer Lovell, and watched as four vehicles turned into the driveway. The heavily armed men that climbed out of the cars resembled typical gang members. They pounded the tops and hoods of the vehicles, hooting and hollering like a pack of hungry jackals.
“What should we do, Sergeant?” whispered Lovell.
“Give them a minute to get away from the cover of their vehicles.”
“New Order” was spray painted on two of the cars, leaving no doubt in Spencer’s mind who they were.
He lifted his handheld radio and whispered to Officer Stacy, who was in the shed with Officer Roy. “Hold your fire until I give the order.”
“Copy that, sir,” replied Stacy.
The New Order goons gathered in a loose group near the tree in the front yard. He wanted them a little closer to the house to give the few officers only armed with pistols a better chance to effectively join the first volley, but he couldn’t risk the possibility that the group might disburse. If they didn’t take the men down now, while they stood around in a tight group, the advantage would be lost.
“Fire! All hands open fire!”
In unison, the police hidden in the house, tree lines and shed poured bullets into the New Order men. Some of the bullets were personal, retribution for personal losses. Most were in service to the innocent civilians who would be saved by ending the New Order’s savage reign.
The first wave of shots caught the gang unaware. Several men dropped at once, landing on the ground where they had once stood. The survivors quickly ran behind the vehicles and returned fire. Bullet after bullet hit the house, shattering windows and punching through the outer walls. Splinters of wood and glass showered Spencer as he methodically pressed the trigger of his rifle, moving from target to target. With the New Order gang pinned down, it was time to maneuver into position to end this.
“Spicer and Marz, get behind them. I want fire superiority from all sides!” barked Spencer into the radio.
Over his rifle sights, he could see his officers rushing through the underbrush to close off New Order’s only avenue of escape. Before they could get into position and effectively take out the remaining five men crouched behind the cars, one of the men climbed into the front vehicle and tore off down the driveway. Bullets hit the gravel road, chasing the car with no success.
“Watch your fire!” barked Spencer over the radio. “Marz and Spicer are out there!”
The two officers fired several shots at the fleeing vehicle, shattering the rear window, but failing to stop the escape. Having heard the gunfire from their rear, the gang members panicked and repositioned themselves among the cars, effectively exposing themselves to gunfire from every direction. Within seconds it was over, the last New Order gunman taking several hits to the torso before bouncing between bumpers and coming to a rest on the driveway. The yard became quiet once again.
Spencer swept the forest line and surrounding areas with his binoculars. Nothing moved. No additional men were coming.
“All teams report your status!”
“Overlook one. All clear.” The south forest and side of the house were clear.
“Robby two—clear.” The north forest and rear of the house were clear.
“Central three clear.” The shed and front of the house were clear.
“All units stand down,” said Spencer with relief.
Spencer and Lovell walked out of the bedroom to join the others in the front yard. The second front bedroom sat in quiet contrast to the rest of the house, which was crawling with excitement.
“Peterson? You okay?” yelled Lovell down the hallway toward the officer stationed in that bedroom’s window.
No response.
Spencer glanced at Lovell and said, “I’ll check. I know you two were close.”
“I need to do this for him.”
Bret Peterson’s lifeless body lay supine in an expanding pool of blood—a reddish-black hole in the middle of his forehead.
“I’m so sorry, Kara. He was a good man and a great officer.”
The room seemed to have a stillness of its own as Lovell held her friend and cried. Glancing at the cops gathering on the front lawn, Spencer decided to give her some privacy.
 



Chapter Thirteen
By Spencer’s count, nineteen New Order men lay scattered around the yard. It was a dent in the New Order’s ranks, but not a huge one.
“Alright, people, let’s get the bodies in a pile about thirty feet into the eastern tree line. We’ll bury them later. I don’t want to draw any scavengers to the house. We’ll be jumpy enough at night,” said Spencer to the group of officers gathering in front of the house. “Line the cars on this side of the driveway, facing west. Take all usable weapons and ammunition off the bodies and out of the cars.”
Standing off to the side, he decided to check in with Green and Shorey. They were sent south, down the horse trail, as the team’s eyes and ears. If anything came down the trail, they would have alerted the team.
“Green, it’s Sergeant. You copy?”
Nothing.
“Green? Come in, it’s Sergeant.”
Nothing but static.
“What’s up, Sergeant?” asked Lovell, appearing on the porch.
“I’m not sure, probably nothing. I can’t seem to get Green to come in. He didn’t respond during the last report.”
“They hiked pretty far into the woods. Maybe they’re out of range?”
“Yeah, maybe.”
He thought about sending a group into the woods to check on them, but if they had somehow fallen prey to a silent ambush, he’d just as likely lose anyone else that ventured into the woods.
Turning to Officer Roy, Spencer yelled, “Roy, get the radio in the shed up and running. We lost communications with Shorey and Green.”
~ ~ ~
Officers Green and Shorey walked side by side along the horse trail. They heard the gunfire, followed by the “all clear” reports. Shorey also reported that all appeared clear on the trail, but he’d never heard back from Sergeant Spencer.
“I think we should head back,” whispered Green. “If they can’t hear our transmissions, we’re no good as scouts.”
He was right. They couldn’t see very far in front of them on the trail. If a group appeared, they’d have no choice but to stand and fight, hoping their gunshots would warn the police at the house. Turning to run, they risked getting shot in the back before they were in radio range. Both options relied on gunshots to warn the other officers. Both options would likely get them both killed. Spencer wouldn’t send more officers blindly into the forest. They needed to get back into radio range. Walking down this trail, even as quietly and carefully as they’d been, didn’t seem like such a good idea anymore.
“I agree,” said Shorey. “What do you think happened back at the house?”
“I don’t know. My guess is that it went our way. The whole thing didn’t last very long. I’m just hoping—”
Green dropped to his knees on the forest floor, a bloody arrow protruding from the front of his neck. His stunned eyes pleaded with Shorey as he gurgled through gushing blood for air.
“Holy shit!” screamed Shorey, crouching as low as he could without lying down.
He needed to find cover fast. But from which direction? The arrow seemed to come from their rear, but he couldn’t be sure. He started to sweep the immediate area around him for the threat.
“Drop it, asshole! And don’t none of you shits shoot him! He’s mine!” yelled a sneering voice from behind.
“What are you doing? Just cap the pig!”
“Nope. We’re bringing him back to the Boss. He’ll love to get his hands on fresh cop meat. And looks like we’ve got a live one here,” said Burner, to a round of laughter.
“How much further should we go, man? I’m getting tired of walking. This sucks!” said one of the men.
The other six men nodded and grumbled their assent.
“We go until we meet up with the guys. From the gunfire we just heard, sounds like they leveled the pigs sitting in their little hidey-hole. I intend to ride back to the Boss in style, with this asshole as my prize,” said Burner.
Strong hands yanked Shorey to his knees. The hands spun him around, and he was pistol-whipped a few times before someone pulled him to his feet. His face had been hit so hard that his eyes started to immediately swell. Green’s radio crackled to life. Crap, not now.
“Green, it’s Sergeant. You copy?”
“Green? Come in, it’s Sergeant.”
Shorey stole a glance at the man they called Burner. He seemed to be deep in thought.
~ ~ ~
Lovell heaved another bucket of cool water from the well, placing it on the wet grass. She had never tasted anything so good. They had been rationing the limited supply of water at the HQ. Creating fresh water at HQ involved hauling and boiling water from the nearby lake. A chore that became more arduous by the day. Everyone tried to drink only what they needed to avoid creating more work. Guzzling cup after cup of fresh well water felt like a guilty pleasure.
Sitting on the edge of a rock, she looked across the landscape. Doris had a great setup. The farm boasted a beautiful house, large garden, water well and plenty of fruit trees. She could get used to this.
She let her mind relax for a moment, taking in the quiet, idyllic scene, until one of the Porter cops dropped to the grass. Her mind didn’t register a problem until another officer fell, and the sound of rapid-fire gunshots washed across the clearing. Holy shit! The men and women in their company ran for cover, darting in zigzag patterns to try to make themselves a difficult target. She watched as her fellow officers were gunned down.
She scrambled to locate the source of the shooting. Flashes appeared in the southern tree line near the horse trail. She had no radio and no way to communicate to the other officers. Lining up the first target, she fired, hitting the mark. One of the New Order men looked down at his dead friend and turned in her direction to return fire. She nailed him in the chest, center mass, knocking him into the thick foliage.
Unable to acquire a new target, she fired bullet after bullet into the group of men hiding in the trees, hoping to at least give the other officers cover. Her suppressing fire worked. The police started shooting back as a group, bullet after bullet ripping through the trees. The gunfire stopped just as suddenly. She knew they needed to be cautious about the amount of ammunition they used. Maybe they were trying to assess the situation.
Two figures emerged from the shadows, the one in front waving a white cloth. She immediately recognized Officer Shorey. The man hidden behind him held Shorey by the shoulder, a gun likely stuck in his back.
“Stop shooting or this asshole goes down too!” yelled the man.
She remained still, centering her rifle sights on the men. No shot. From her angle, she had just as much chance of hitting Shorey.
“Let him go and we’ll talk!” yelled one of the officers.
“No way, hoss. He stays with me. We’re going to take a little drive together.”
The man made his way across the lawn toward the cars, dragging his human shield with him.
~ ~ ~
Mark Jordan and Joe Price were on the horse trail, headed to Doris’s house, when the gunfire erupted. Knowing the other police were in danger, the two ran the remaining mile to the edge of the clearing, pausing, exhausted, to assess the situation. From what he could tell, the police had won their first battle. The New Order bodies had been gathered in a pile next to the porch, and a police officer maneuvered the last vehicle into a convoy pointed west, down the driveway.
Joe raised his hand and started to announce their arrival when Mark grabbed him and pulled him down. Joe hadn’t seen the first man drop, but Mark did. A furious gunfight erupted, lasting a few seconds before abruptly ending. Bizarre. He crawled to the edge of the tree line and observed, his rifle barely protruding from the brush. After a brief moment, two men walked out of the forest, waving a white cloth. Mark centered his rifle’s scope on the men.
“Shit,” he muttered.
“What?” said Joe, who had crawled next to him.
“Hostage situation.”
“Can you take the shot?”
“I don’t know.”
Mark had the New Order man in his sights, but the officer’s head kept appearing in the crosshairs when he started to apply pressure to the trigger. Mark needed to wait until he had a perfect, predictably unhindered shot, if that ever happened. The New Order man did a decent job of shielding himself with his hostage. Mark had one advantage in this situation. The guy didn’t know he was in the crosshairs of a former sniper. Given enough time, he’d make a mistake. The problem was time. The two of them were headed toward the vehicles, where time ended for the hostage. If he didn’t find a shot in the next several seconds, the officer was as good as dead.
He kept the crosshairs on the New Order man, breathing as shallowly as possible with most of the pressure off his rifle’s two-stage trigger. Just give me something. Finally, as the gang member stuffed the hostage into the car, Mark’s opportunity arrived. With deadly precision, Mark took the best shot he had. The sound of his rifle cracked through the air as the man slumped to the ground next to a blood-splattered, open car door.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Jane hiked fast along the horse trail, heading north toward the HQ. They needed to put the maximum amount of distance between themselves and the New Order. She could hardly believe that Tank had found them. It was like a living nightmare. He must have gone through their things and found some evidence of the locker, unless Lea told him.
“Are you sure you didn’t say anything to Tank about the locker?” she asked Lea.
“Geez, Mom. How many times do I have to say that I didn’t! I hardly knew what you guys were doing there, let alone the location and locker number. Really, it wasn’t me.”
“Maybe he found something at the house. A receipt or something?” offered Sam.
“I don’t know. You were really careful not to keep any records of the locker. I remember you always shredded the statements after you paid the bill.”
“I did. But I’m not perfect. Something could have slipped through the cracks. It really doesn’t matter at this point. We needed to move and are moving. End of story,” said Sam with finality.
Jane knew she was obsessing over how Tank had found them and that it didn’t matter at this point. Still, she was convinced that Lea must have told Tank and wouldn’t admit it. For now, she would take Sam’s cue and leave it alone. Nothing good would come of her pursuing it. She glanced over her shoulder at Sam and smiled. He returned the smile with a faint nod.
“Can we take a break? I need to go to the bathroom,” asked Lea, exasperated. “I could use a break, too.”
“It’s been several hours since we left the locker. At this rate, I think they’d need to be driving to keep up with us. What do you say, Jane? We take fifteen?” asked Sam playfully.
“You’re right, we’ve made good time. Let’s take fifteen minutes.”
Lea had dropped her overloaded pack before Jane stopped talking. She trotted off the path into the woods.
“I’ll be right back!”
“Don’t go far!” yelled Jane as Lea disappeared into the forest.
The few minutes Lea was gone was the only time she and Sam had been alone since rescuing their daughter. She moved close to Sam, circling her arms around him.
“Thanks for getting me out of the how did Tank find us rut,” she said.
Smiling, Sam kissed her head gently and said, “You really didn’t seem to be getting anywhere with that besides upsetting Lea. For what it’s worth, I don’t think she told Tank anything. Otherwise, he would’ve broken into the locker long before we got there.”
“I thought of that too, but it just seems far-fetched that he found us. I overheard one of his men shouting that they found locker number 23C. He clearly knew where we had been.”
“I’m hoping they get frustrated and leave. I’d hate to lose all of our supplies. We might need them once things go back to normal. Or whatever they go to after the New Order is gone. I’m not sure how well equipped the HQ is or how many people will be sharing the limited resources they may have.”
Lea reappeared from her bathroom break. Sam and Jane’s time was over.
“Dad, how much further do you think we have to walk?” said Lea.
“As long as we remain on the correct trail, I think we should get there within the next few hours.”
“Good. I’m getting sick of carrying this pack.”
Jane reluctantly pulled away from Sam’s arms before stretching her body. Hiking with a full pack had seemed so charming two weeks ago when they’d first left for their backpacking trip. Little did she know. Now the darn thing seemed like a cruel punishment. The contents of the pack made her extremely fortunate, given the circumstances, so she tried to focus more on their good fortune and less on her heat blisters. Heaving the pack onto her slight frame, she turned to Sam and Lea.
“You guys ready?”
Jane waited for Sam and Lea to pass her and take the lead. Father and daughter walked ahead, chatting amicably. Smiling to herself, she knew she was lucky—not just for the contents of the pack, but for having her family intact. Many people had lost more than just their canned goods to the New Order. She felt exceedingly fortunate.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Sergeant Dale Spencer surveyed the carnage left by the New Order counterattack. Two of his officers had been killed in the driveway and an additional five were wounded. Doris’s living room had been turned into a makeshift emergency room. They carried a field medical kit, which came in handy to patch up the less severe wounds, but two of his men needed the kind of care they couldn’t provide at the house. From what he could tell, they required surgery.
Immediately after the shooting stopped, he formed a rotation to staff the perimeter guard. His officers ringed the house and nearby forest at strategic intervals. Each carried a handheld radio to signal a warning. They would not be caught off guard again if he could help it. The remaining men and women buried the dead, tended to the wounded and assessed their supply situation. The most important task fell to Officers Donnelly and Pritty. They were getting Doris’s radio up and working.
Walking into what was now called the “comms shed,” Spencer had to take some time for his eyes to adjust to the gloom.
“How’s it going in here? Is the radio working again?” asked Spencer.
“It seems like we have everything working. We’re able to test it by squawking one of the handhelds. The signal was sent and received loud and clear on both ends,” said Officer Jason Donnelly.
“That’s great news. If you’re sure it’ll work, we should turn it off and wait for tonight to communicate with the chief. I’m sure he’s anxious for a status update,” said Spencer.
“There isn’t more we can do without risking a statewide communication. The antenna is crazy strong on this thing,” said Officer Howard Pritty.
“Nice work, guys. There’s talk about lunch. Whenever you’re ready, we’re meeting in the backyard.”
Spencer gave them a stoic smile. If any of them had any reservations about how the day had gone down, nobody said a word about it. Securing this location, with its radio and close proximity to Porter, was tactically critical. The rapid arrival of the New Order thugs only underscored its importance. They would need everything the farm had to offer in order to fight back and regain their towns. Everyone involved in the mission knew that. They couldn’t afford to lose this place.
 



Chapter Sixteen
Johnny sat in stunned silence as Travis recounted what had happened at the farmhouse. When Johnny realized the cops had mounted a coordinated effort to fight back against the New Order, he could barely contain his excitement. For his own safety, he needed to at least appear neutral in the eyes of the Boss. If the Boss knew he celebrated the death of the New Order men and the possibility that the cops were on the offensive, he would be killed on the spot.
Listening to Travis, Johnny tried to figure out how many police officers were involved in the attack.
“You should’ve seen it, man. They just started fucking shooting. Whatever happened to our rights? Shit. They didn’t care if they killed us all. Might’ve too, if I hadn’t jumped in the car at the last second,” said Travis.
“Fuck them! They think they’re going to kill my soldiers! Well, let them try to come into Porter! I’ll skin them alive with my own hands if that’s what it takes!” shouted the Boss.
Several loyal New Order men nodded and mumbled their agreement with the Boss’s lunacy. Glancing at Brown, Johnny saw a flicker of what appeared to be hope. Or was that ambition? Hard to tell with Brown.
“No way will they be able to take over the town. We’ve got this shit locked down!” said Brown.
“Yeah!” shouted another man excitedly.
“Those fucking cops are no match for us. Never were. We’re gonna fight the pigs right where they are, tonight. Spoc, get the guys ready! We’re gonna show those assholes who they’re dealing with. No way can we let this one lie! We hit them hard tonight!” shouted the Boss.
His actions and words had become increasingly erratic over the past days. Less proactive and more reactive. The guy didn’t respond well when things weren’t one hundred percent under his control. Johnny predicted that he’d unravel fast if the police directly attacked the town. He couldn’t wait.
“Fuck yeah! I know exactly where they are. We can hit them at night, all creepy and secretive. They won’t know what hit them!” shouted Travis, to another round of jeers from the hardened men.
Johnny slowly made his way toward the back of the group and faded off into another part of the Porter police station. He knew from experience that when the guys started getting excited, it was time to clear out. Once the New Order men started drinking, anything could happen. He never saw a wilder, meaner bunch than these men. Getting away now would ensure he wasn’t part of their drunken activities. Plus, he could use the chaotic moment to get the bag of supplies Brown had stashed for him in the radio room.
“Where’re you going?”
Johnny froze, turning slowly around to face Brown. “I need to get the supplies to my grandma. Can you cover for me?”
“Why should I?”
“What do you mean? I need your help?”
“I don’t want to get my ass capped for you and your grandma!” said Brown.
“I’ll be back within the hour. Just watch out for me.”
“All right, man. Just hurry,” said Brown, annoyed.
Johnny slipped out of the station’s back door and ran as fast as he could across town to deliver the supplies to his grandmother, Rusty. The couple of cans and bars should keep her going for a few more days. Seeing her lose so much weight really worried Johnny. He wished he could do more for her but knew that was impossible.
~ ~ ~
Brown leaned back in the cracked leather chair he’d dragged into the communications room. The radio sat silent now. The New Order had been running so many lights without any thought about the fuel supply. Now they needed to be more cautious about their use of the supplies—especially the generator. Brown knew the men were too stupid to understand the concept of rationing.
It was only a matter of time before their thinning food stockpile vanished. The men gorged like they had arrived at a buffet thirty minutes before closing time. They had no concern for tomorrow, which was probably why they were in prison in the first place. Same thing had landed his own ass in jail. He wasn’t going to make that mistake again. Big picture or little picture.
Brown had slowly saved a few cans here, a bottle of water there—whatever he could get his hands on—stashing it safely in the house he’d taken over. No one seemed to notice. He ate with the guys and enjoyed the bounty while secretly preparing for a time when the food went dry. He’d slip away at that point, the place guaranteed to descend into sheer madness. Not that it wasn’t already an insane asylum.
After hearing Travis’s version of the day’s events, Brown knew he’d made the right decision to stay back from the raid on Doris’s house. He had a gut feeling it would not go well, but he didn’t realize the cops would wipe them out down to the last man. Now more than ever he needed to let the police know he was on their side and not the New Order’s. That was big-picture thinking. It was only a matter of time before they came back into town, and when they did, he did not intend to be on the receiving end of a bullet.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Sam swatted mosquitoes as he searched for the camp’s entrance. They had left the storage unit in such a hurry that he hadn’t thought to restock their bug spray. Their packs contained the mostly used bottles from the backpacking trip. Slapping his arms again made him even angrier at their current situation. He had prepared for everything, even having the foresight to put the bulk of their supplies in a second location. He just hadn’t counted on having to leave the location so quickly. If he’d just had another day, they could have taken so much more.
“Hold up, ladies. I think this is the entrance,” said Sam, pointing to a smallish dirt road.
Following the map had forced them off the horse trail and onto a paved road for the last mile. He’d felt entirely exposed on the road, so they’d taken to the forest, a decision that quickly became one of his least popular so far. They just couldn’t risk being spotted on the road. They’d gone through too much and come too far to screw up something that simple. Sam slapped the side of his neck. Even he was starting to lose it. If the map was correct, the camp’s entrance should be just down the road.
“We’re almost there,” he said.
“You said that ten minutes ago,” said Lea.
Sam mumbled a few choice words under his breath. They came upon a dirt road in the trees, which looked well used.
“This might be it,” he said, walking up the dirt road to the pavement.
He couldn’t find a camp sign or any indication where one had stood.
“It’s not marked. I don’t know. Maybe we should keep walking. I would think a camp would have a sign of some sort,” said Jane.
“Me too, but this has to be it. Look at the map.” Sam brought the map to Jane.
They huddled together, their hips touching. A wave of desire washed over Sam as he stood close to his wife.
“You see? We came out of the forest’s trail here, and now, we should be around this point. The camp is on the map and so is the road. I say we try it,” said Sam.
“Me too. I can’t bear walking another inch. Especially if we’re going in the wrong direction, again,” said Lea.
“Okay, but let’s be cautious. We have no idea what we’re walking into.”
“Do you think we should draw our weapons?” asked Sam.
“No, let’s just unholster them. Weapons drawn might get us shot. We just need to be ready in case the situation spirals in the wrong direction. Lea, you get behind us.”
The three walked cautiously down the dirt road. In the distance a chain-link gate blocked the road, preventing anyone from wandering in or driving through.
“Now what?” asked Sam.
“Looks like there’s a call box. We should just ring for someone.”
Sam and Jane turned toward their daughter at the exact moment. Did she really just forget there is no power?
“Oops. My bad. It’s so habitual to keep expecting the power to be on and for things to work,” said Lea, laughing.
“Stop right there! Drop your weapons!” shouted a lone female voice.
The three of them hesitated, not wanting to give up their only means of defense. They could have stumbled onto anyone’s hideout. Sam’s stomach churned at the thought of the three of them being turned away, stripped of their packs and weapons. He glanced at Jane. He could tell she was thinking the same thing. Should we run? A few tense seconds passed.
“You heard me! Drop your weapons. Slowly!” the woman yelled forcefully.
Without moving to throw down her weapon, Jane shouted, “We’re looking for Camp Hemlock. I’m Jane Archer.”
Sam knew what Jane just did. She’d identified herself and the camp, thereby alerting the listener that she was a fellow officer. If this was the right place, Sam knew they would get in. If not, Jane managed to not give away any information.
“Jane? Holy shit!”
A lone woman trotted out from behind the gate, moving to unlock it.
“Joyce!”
Jane ran to her friend. The women quickly embraced.
“I had no idea you were heading up here. Charlie told us about your daughter. We all hoped you would be okay. Is this her?”
“Yes, our daughter, Lea, and my husband, Sam.”
“Nice to meet you both. Let’s get you inside so I can secure the gate.”
The gate rolled shut with a rickety metallic clang. The gate looked like the sort of thing to keep out bored teenagers, not murderous convicts. Sam hoped the HQ would be a place they could rest easy; so far he’d seen very little indication that they were truly safe.
~ ~ ~
Jane followed her friend closely as they walked the dirt road to the interior of the camp. Distant voices echoed off the trees. The glimmer of Lake Sparrow sat in the distance.
“We weren’t sure we had the right place. There’s no sign,” said Jane.
“Chief had us take it down, along with the road signs. Better to hide the location,” said Joyce.
“How long have you been here?”
“Soon after things started spiraling out of control, Chief had us strip the station and move here on foot.”
“Are Bret and Suzi with you?” asked Jane, referring to Joyce’s husband and daughter.
“Only Suzi. Bret was one of the first men dragged into the streets. After it happened, Suzi and I hid, finally finding our way to the station just as everything was being dismantled.”
Joyce’s face was tight with worry and grief. She had been through so much more than Jane. Placing her hand on Joyce’s shoulder, Jane said, “I’m so sorry, Joyce. That must have been awful. I can’t even imagine.”
“It’s been hard, but at least we’re here, relatively safe,” said Joyce, trying to hold back tears.
“Relatively? What do you mean?” asked Sam.
“The New Order moved up the horse trail in this direction. Apparently they were headed to Doris Venture’s house, the first safe house coming out of Porter.”
“We know it very well. We stayed with her on our way home,” said Sam.
“Right, with everything going on, I forgot you were away.”
“Is she okay? Doris, I mean? Has she been moved up here?” asked Jane.
“We’re not sure yet. A team went down this morning to get her out of there. Hey, Chief!” said Joyce, waving to their chief. “He can fill you in on the details. I’m on the watch rotation and need to get back to my post. I’m glad you guys made it here.”
Chief Carlisle moved quickly in their direction. Jane felt her shoulders relax, just a little. The chief was the best leader she’d ever served under. He ran the police with a calm, steady hand. He was also one of the best tactical planners she ever met. She knew that if anyone could help their towns regain civility, it was their chief.
“Jane! Nice to see you!” he said, shaking her hand.
“You remember my husband, Sam, and daughter, Lea.”
“Of course. I’m so happy the three of you are safe and sound. I heard about your trek out of the mountains.”
“We’re pretty relieved to be here too,” said Sam.
“Joyce said a team went to Doris’s house to get her. What’s going on?” asked Jane.
“Come on. Let’s head inside and we can chat. I don’t want some of the younger kids to overhear us.”
The four walked to an immaculate, spacious post-and-beam camp lodge. The place looked more like a woodsy four-star hotel than a kids’ camp. The back side of the building had large floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the vast expanse of Lake Sparrow. Gleaming hardwood floors stretched across the entire building. A grand two-story fieldstone fireplace framed the room.
“This is a kids’ camp? I should’ve listened to the two of you when you wanted to send me away for a few weeks in the summer. Looks like I really missed out!” said Lea.
“Don’t worry. You didn’t miss anything. We would’ve sent you to the rustic camp down the street.” Sam smiled.
They moved outside to the large wraparound deck and sat on a picnic table overlooking the lake.
“As you know, we moved here to get away from the New Order. The New Order took us completely by surprise. We were adjusting to the loss of power, rendering aid as needed, when they just rolled into town and started cutting us down. I had to make a quick decision. Stay and fight, with the odds stacked against us, or withdraw and regroup for an organized counterattack. I went with the second option, because I felt it best served the people of Evansville in the long run. If the New Order had wiped us out at the outset, nothing could protect the people. At least now we have a fighting chance. And a good one at that.
“The first wave of our resistance started today by securing Doris Venture’s house. One of the Porter police officers named Gayle Jones is assembling veterans outside Porter to push into the town from the south. The plan is to hit the New Order in Porter from both the north and south in a coordinated attack. Probably within a day or two.”
Jane sat looking at the chief in stunned silence. She knew the police would eventually mount a resistance, she just didn’t know when. It all seemed to be moving so fast.
“How did you know about the New Order’s plan to hit Doris’s house?” asked Jane.
“We dismantled and brought a portion of our radio from the station. We had to connect to the camp’s antenna, however. There was a small radio here. It must’ve been here for emergencies. We really couldn’t hear anything outside of the camp until Doris’s radio started broadcasting.”
“I helped get that radio operational with Charlie,” said Sam. “It has one hell of an antenna. You might be able to contact county for help.”
“One step at a time,” said the chief.
“Is Charlie here?” asked Jane.
“Haven’t seen him yet.”
She had a sinking feeling hearing that. He should have been here by now.
“What’s happening at Doris’s house? Has the New Order arrived?” asked Sam.
“Not sure yet. We’re maintaining radio silence until tonight. Doris’s radio is so powerful, we can’t chance being overheard by the New Order. So far, we believe the HQ’s location is unknown to them. We’ll know more about the situation at Doris’s house tonight, just after midnight. Until then, let’s get you settled.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
Charlie unconsciously picked up the pace as he neared HQ. He was in excellent physical condition from the daily runs, swims and bike rides he enjoyed. Getting to HQ and being reunited with Gayle was the only thing on his mind as the hours passed on their hike from Scott’s house to HQ.
“Charlie! Hey, man, can we ease up on the pace?” asked an obviously winded Mike.
“I don’t think I’ve moved this fast since the two-for-one sale on shoes at Marshalls,” said Barbara with a smile.
“Sorry about that. I guess we’ve been moving pretty fast. We’re very close to the HQ. Let’s stop for a minute so I can alert them we’re coming,” said Charlie.
Charlie pulled the handheld radio out of his pack. Using the predetermined channel and squawking sequence, he attempted to reach HQ.
“What are you doing? Doesn’t the radio work?” asked Doris.
“It works just fine. We have a signaling system in place. It’s better than actually talking just in case anyone other than HQ is listening.”
Charlie rapidly depressed the call button and then waited for a reply. Someone on the HQ side responded with the exact sequence of sounds.
“That’s cool!” said Scott.
“We should be good to go now. They’ll be looking for us to approach from the south,” said Charlie.
~ ~ ~
The Archers were situated in a rustic cabin building called Meadow. Each cabin around the camp had a different name. Their cabin contained four bunk beds and one single bed placed to the rear of the cabin. The cabin, along with four others just like it, had sat unused until they arrived. Jane was surprised to see that HQ did not contain as many people as she would have thought. By her estimation, there were probably twenty police officers and their families. Plus another thirty people, including some of the children whose parents had not made it to them yet. Jane knew that many of those kids would likely never see their parents again.
“I’m going to head down to the lake to clean up,” said Lea.
“Okay. Just stay where you can be seen,” said Sam, to Lea’s retreating figure.
“This place is great. I’m just surprised that there aren’t more people here,” said Jane.
“Me too. Didn’t the chief say that around thirty officers left this morning for Doris’s house?”
“That must be what it is. Most of them aren’t here. The place just seems emptier than I imagined.”
She went to Sam, holding him tightly. They’d had no privacy since being reunited with Lea. Holding him, Jane leaned in and gave an almost imperceptible sigh of relief.
“What’s on your mind?” he asked.
“I’m relieved to be alone with you, and to be here. Finally I feel like there’s some purpose and direction for us. Fleeing the unit so quickly sort of threw me for a loop.”
“Me too. All I keep thinking was that I planned for everything and still failed.”
“You didn’t fail. Not even close. This is the nature of disaster planning. Besides, we still have everything you stocked for us. That’s an epic win in my book.”
“Let’s just hope Tank and his merry band of idiots didn’t find it.”
“They were just opening and looking. I didn’t see any real effort being made to dig through the units. They’ll meet your wall of junk and leave,” said Jane.
“If they don’t try to burn the whole place down. Never know with those idiots.”
“Hey, Mom! Dad! Look who just rolled in!” yelled Lea from the distance.
Jane and Sam separated with a quick kiss. Jane could barely pull herself away from Sam’s warm embrace. They would have to find a secluded spot for some alone time once they got cleaned up. She stepped out of the cabin, looking around the camp.
“Charlie!”
Jane ran toward Charlie, the cabin’s screen door banging behind her.
“Jane! Sam! I didn’t think you would be here yet. I assumed you would lie low at the unit for at least another day or so,” said Charlie.
“We were sort of forced out. Tank and his men found us,” said Jane.
“Holy shit. How?”
“We’re not sure, but they were cracking open units. We scrambled to leave before they got to ours. Hopefully, if they open it, they’ll be fooled by Sam’s wall of trash,” said Jane.
“Let’s hope so. Have you seen Gayle Jones? I’m not sure if you know her. She’s my girlfriend. An officer with Porter’s PD. She was one of the first officers I put on the trail. She should be around here somewhere,” said Charlie.
“Are you sure she should be here? I think she’s the officer chief mentioned that’s heading up the team of veterans in Porter,” said Sam, turning to Jane. “Right?”
Jane nodded as the color drained from Charlie’s face. Her friend started to sway; Sam quickly rushed in to steady him.
“Sit down, man,” said Sam.
Her husband led Charlie by the elbow to the steps of the cabin.
“I need to find the chief and figure out what happened. I put her on the trail. She was supposed to be up here waiting for me after I moved the last officer out of Porter. Damn it. She mentioned wanting to form up the veterans. I didn’t think she meant she would do it herself.”
Charlie sat for a moment on the steps. Jane glanced at Sam, meeting his eyes. She worried for Charlie.
Slapping his hands on his lap, Charlie stood up abruptly. “I need to find the chief. Good seeing you guys.”
“You sure you can stand?” said Sam.
“I’m fine. Just wasn’t expecting this little twist.”
He jogged away quickly back to the main lodge.
Jane shook her head. “Honestly, I didn’t even know he had a girlfriend. I feel like such an ass. He helped us and we never even asked about him. I just assumed he was alone,” said Jane.
“He’ll get it sorted out. Let’s see if they need us to do anything,” said Sam as he took Jane’s hand. They walked silently toward the center of camp.
 



Chapter Nineteen
Travis drove the old Chevy Impala back toward the house claimed by the cops. If he did this right, he would come out of this alive, with a chance to move up to the Boss’s second-in-command position. Then all of these assholes would have to respect him.
Although he knew roughly where the house sat, it was hard to find the driveway entrance in the pitch dark of a cloudy night. He counted on seeing some sort of marking that would jog his memory, but so far, nothing had jumped out at him. Not finding the house for tonight’s raid would ensure his permanent place at the bottom of the pack, if not a bullet to the head. He needed to find the house and recapture it. Slowing to look at the first driveway along the road, he didn’t see a mailbox. He thought he recalled there being a mailbox at the beginning of the driveway. Now he wasn’t so sure.
“What the fuck? How much longer? My nuts are getting numb sitting back here all crammed in,” shouted a thickly muscled, heavily tattooed moron named Vox.
“It should be right around here,” said Travis.
“Should be?” Vox grunted. “You mean you ain’t sure?”
“I’m sure. I think. I mean, the entrance has to be right around here. I can’t see shit!”
“You don’t sound so sure,” said Vox.
Travis stopped the car. “That’s gotta be it!”
The entrance had no mailbox or sign of any kind. He could have sworn there was a mailbox there this afternoon. Nonetheless, he figured he should get the guys out of the car before they started to turn on him.
He didn’t maneuver the car onto the driveway. Instead, he pulled up along the side of the road and killed the lights. The second and then third car pulled up behind him. Just as he was about to get out and address his soldiers, the guys in the third car sprinted past them, headed down the dirt driveway, in the direction of the house. Stupid idiots. He knew what they were doing. Chico, the driver of the third car, wanted to claim this victory for himself. Dumb ass.
“Chico! What the fuck? Where’s he going?” asked Vox.
“Gonna get himself and everyone else killed,” said Travis. “Keep your eyes open and your mouths shut. We don’t know what those fools are doing.”
The group walked silently down the dirt path. None of them had thought to bring flashlights, making their progress slow in the darkness. Probably better that way, thought Travis. The lights would give them away. Travis could hear the men from the third car up ahead, talking like they were headed to a Fourth of July picnic. Idiots. He was glad they went ahead. Let them get shot first. Maybe it would distract the cops long enough for Travis’s group to sneak around the side.
“Okay. Let’s stop here. The house should be just a little further,” said Travis.
“Why are we stopping?”
“We need to move slowly and figure out where the cops are.”
Hearing nothing but the fools in front of them, Travis and his heavily armed crew walked slowly and quietly toward the house.
~ ~ ~
Dale Spencer sat with Jason Donnelly, Howard Pritty and a few others around the campfire. They’d managed to bury the bodies of their slain fellow officers. Large stones and a makeshift wooden cross marked each grave. Spencer had recorded who was in each grave so the families could retrieve them later. The New Order bodies were arranged in a long shallow grave topped by fallen trees to discourage scavengers.
The team had had a long hard day. Fortunately, the farm afforded them the luxury of fresh water, fruits and vegetables. Everyone ate their fill before drifting to their bunk areas for rest. He stayed outside with his radiomen and the last remaining officers, waiting for midnight.
Spencer wondered if he had enough personnel to effectively guard the perimeter. The farm was vast, with long borders. Officers were placed near the entrance to the road and on both the northbound and southbound mouths of the horse trail. He’d scattered a few officers to guard the remaining approaches, which was the best he could do with the limited human resources at his disposal. He hoped it would be enough. All they had to do was listen for out-of-place sounds. Easier said than done by yourself, in the middle of the night, after a long hard day. The team would rotate four hours on and four hours off until reinforcements arrived. He’d tighten the schedule if too many of the sentries missed their thirty-minute check-ins—a sure sign they had fallen asleep. It would be a grueling, exhausting schedule, but they’d manage. Somehow.
“Sergeant, we’re gonna try to reach HQ. It’s almost midnight,” said Donnelly.
“Alright. Let’s see what we can do.”
The three moved to the communications shed. A soft glow from the lit candles in the house partially illuminated their walk.
Pritty started up the generator with a roar, cutting through the silence. The noise of the machine reverberated off the trees, echoing back to them.
“If the radio can’t reach HQ, the noise from that beast sure as shit will,” said Spencer to Donnelly.
“No kidding. I can’t believe she had all this stuff. Her son must’ve really been into building radios. Did you see the box back there of spare parts? We could build a second one of these babies!” said Donnelly, slapping the top of the radio.
Pritty came in and sat down at his seat. The two were ready to attempt to reach HQ.
“Eagle’s Nest, come in,” said Pritty into the handset.
“Eagle’s Nest, come in. It’s Blue Jay. Over.”
“This is Eagle’s Nest. Come in, Blue Jay,” said a faceless voice from HQ.
“Overlook One is secure. We sustained heavy casualties and require immediate medical assistance. Over.”
“Roger that, Blue Jay. We’ll assemble a team and try to bring more medical supplies to you. Not sure what we’ll have to offer. Over.”
“Anything would help. We have two officers down with serious injuries.”
Just as Pritty finished his report, automatic gunfire echoed through the shed.
“What the hell?” said Spencer, moving into the front room of the shed. Bullets rattled through the shed’s wood siding, spraying them with splinters.
“We’re under attack! Repeat, we’re under attack!” yelled Spencer.
Donnelly joined him at the front door of the shed, both of them sticking their rifles through the opening at the same time. Two New Order men were standing in the front yard. They were blanketing the house with bullets, seemingly on a suicide mission. Spencer released a short burst of suppressed fire, hitting the man closest to the shed. The other man continued undeterred by the fall of his comrade, pausing only to reload his rifle. Another burst of bullets from an unseen officer stopped the second man’s rampage.
Tires screeched in the distance. Nothing stirred in the front yard or house. Spencer sprinted from the shed to the backyard.
“Officer Spencer coming through!” he yelled, making sure his approach wasn’t mistaken for a hostile attack.
Inside the house, his officers scrambled around, moving away from the windows. Others checked on the two injured men in the living room.
“Casualties?”
“None in here, Sergeant. I think we got lucky this time.”
“You might be right. Stay alert. We don’t know what may be coming next.”
Moving back outside, Spencer met Alice Gleason on the front steps.
“All secure, Sergeant. We caught a bunch of New Order men creeping their way up the driveway. We managed to neutralize most of them, but then those two breached our line. They made a mad dash to the house—guns blazing,” Alice said wearily.
“Nice job. Your team saved us. Things could have been a lot worse. Any casualties?”
“None. We’re all safe and sound. Rogers and Cleff are grabbing the vehicle the New Order men left behind.”
“How many cars were there? Could you tell?”
“We think there were three cars in total, but we weren’t sure how many men arrived. There are five KIA on the driveway plus these two,” she said, waving her gun in the direction of the dead New Order men.
“How did you manage to see them walking up to the house?”
“Honestly, we didn’t, nor did we hear their cars. The driveway is so long, and with this cloud cover, it’s damned near impossible to see anything. We got lucky. One of them stopped to light a cigarette.”
“I guess cigarettes can kill,” smirked Spencer. “Drag the bodies to the New Order gravesite and then rotate in for early relief. I’m sure your team could use the break.”
~ ~ ~
Sam held Jane’s hand as they listened to the gunshots over the radio. Doris’s home had turned into a war zone. Knowing the team had sustained casualties bolstered Sam’s desire to help. He needed to get to Doris’s house and provide medical assistance to the injured officers.
“Eagle’s Nest, this is Blue Jay. All clear. Repeat, all clear. No casualties. We caught a group advancing in the dark.”
“Let them know a team will reinforce them tomorrow,” said the chief to the radioman.
The chief turned to Charlie. “I need you to assemble a team equipped with medical supplies and ammunition. Get down there ASAP. They need reinforcements. Looks like the New Order is hell-bent on taking that place.”
“Will do, Chief. Once I drop off the reinforcement team, I plan to get back into town. The veterans will need the weapons and ammunition I hid behind my house. I’ll join them for the push into Porter,” said Charlie.
Sam knew Charlie was desperate to be with Gayle. Standing up, Sam interjected, “I’ll go too. I was a Fleet Marine Force corpsman. I can help with the injured.”
“Sam! We need to talk about this. You can’t just go. Didn’t you hear? They were under attack,” said Jane.
“All the more reason for me to go. I have experience rendering the kind of battlefield medical care they need. I have to do this. You and Lea can stay here. I’ll be fine.”
“Jane, we could sure use Sam’s help,” said the chief.
“Then I’ll go too. We need to stay together.”
“I need you here, with Lea. She needs your protection more than I do. I’ll get things stabilized at Doris’s house then come back, no problem.”
“I need you on watch rotation up here, Jane. Sorry to be selfish, but we’re stretched pretty thin. Most of the team went to Doris’s house. Making a big push into Porter leaves us a little exposed up here,” said the chief.
“Alright. I’ll stay.”
“Then it’s settled. We’ll move out before daybreak,” said Charlie.
Sam and Jane walked silently toward their cabin. Holding her hand, Sam stopped and said, “Let’s not go back yet. I want to be alone with you for just a little while.”
He pulled her close and kissed her passionately and longingly. Running his hands over her body, he felt her smooth curves.
“I love you, you know,” he said.
“I know. I just wish you weren’t so damned useful. If you didn’t know how to patch people up, I would be able to keep you for myself.”
Laughing, Sam stroked her hair. “Yeah. But if I wasn’t so useful, you might not have kept me around for so long.”
“Good point.” Jane swatted Sam’s backside and said, “Let’s get you inside so you can rest up for tomorrow. You’re going to need all the energy you can get to keep up with Charlie. He seemed pretty eager to reunite with Gayle.”
“I can’t blame him,” said Sam, kissing Jane one more time.
They walked into the cabin, where Lea peacefully slept.
 



Chapter Twenty
Charlie kept the team’s pace brisk as they moved their way back down the trail to Doris’s house. He had been up and down the trail so many times, it was becoming second nature to him. Thoughts of Gayle swirled in his head as he tried to stay focused on the path and getting to the safe house in one piece.
“We’re roughly thirty minutes out, give or take,” said Charlie to the men.
“Do we know the severity of the casualties?” asked Sam.
“Not yet. I only know that two men need critical care and about six others need the basics. It could’ve been a lot worse.”
“The sooner we rid our towns of the New Order, the better. Things are going to be tough enough moving forward,” said Sam.
Sam was right. The New Order was only one part of a long line of problems they all faced. They still had no idea what had killed the cars and the electricity, or how long the grid would remain down. He guessed it would be a very long time, which meant they had a lot of work ahead of them. Work they couldn’t accomplish with a bunch of convicts running around the surrounding towns.
As the team made their way along the trail, Charlie caught partial glimpses of Doris’s white house in the distance. He could not believe he was once again heading into Porter. At this point, he assumed he would have been reunited with Gayle at HQ, planning the attack on Porter.
“Hold up. I need to radio our arrival to Overlook One,” said Ray Ross, an Evansville police officer.
Stopping, Charlie realized how distracted he had become. Thoughts of Gayle blocked out his operational sharpness. He needed to stay sharp, or he would never see her again.
Ross pulled out his radio and gave the agreed-upon signal, turning to Charlie a few seconds later.
“All clear. Ready when you are to move out.”
Charlie, Sam and the other five men walked out into the open field toward Doris’s house. The driveway was littered with shell casings; several dark brown stains marked where someone had fallen. This must have been the scene of the attack last night. Now more than ever he needed to be alert and ready for anything. His life and future with Gayle depended on it.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
The Boss paced the front porch of his house. He could hardly believe that the cops had bested him again. He needed to do something, fast. He didn’t tell the men, but he was pretty sure the cops were building up an attack force at that house on the trail, getting ready to come back into Porter. Why else would they defend the place? That was what he would do. He was sort of surprised that none of his men had figured it out. It seemed obvious to him.
Then again, this wasn’t the brightest group out there. He’d keep his thoughts on the matter to himself for now. Many of them would flee if they knew a storm was brewing. There was little loyalty among them. Food, booze and cigarettes were the motivators that kept this changed world running, but once the supplies ran out, the Boss couldn’t count on any of them. They’d slip away one by one until he was left with his dick in his hand and nothing else.
By his last estimation, he had roughly fifty to sixty men still with him. Properly using them would be key to keeping the town. Earlier in the day, he’d walked around town with that idiot radioman Brown. They’d set lookouts in strategic locations throughout the downtown. Tall buildings, the church steeple—all designed to give him early warning when the cops arrived. If they spotted the pigs far enough out, he could plan a deadly trap.
More importantly, he prepared for his own possible escape. If things got too far out of control, he planned to leave. There was no way he would allow himself to be captured or killed by the pigs. He was done with prison.
The Boss picked up his dumbbells and started pumping. Working his biceps always calmed his nerves—except that one time. He had been curling some serious iron in the prison yard when one of the Mexicans would not shut the fuck up. On and on the man went, chattering away in Spanish or whatever the fuck they were talking in. The eighty-pound dumbbell crushed the man’s skull, finally silencing the yard once and for all, and killing any chance he had of convincing a parole board he was reformed. Small price to pay.
“Hey, Boss!”
Trasher’s voice interrupted the fond memory. He’d wanted to crush a few more skulls over the past day or two, but with his numbers dwindling, he resisted the urge.
“Everyone is where you want them to be. We pulled all the ammo and guns from the station and distributed them to the men. Everything except the guns you wanted,” said Trasher.
“Bring everything around back!”
Putting down the dumbbell, he knew he needed to be careful about what he told the men regarding the weapons he had saved. If the shit hit the fan and he needed to run, he planned to leave with a carload of firepower. By his estimation, the weapons and ammunition would be more valuable than food. He could start over and build an army from scratch. Real soldiers. Not these prison rejects.
“Put everything in the back of the black SUV!” he shouted to Trasher and Linc.
“Damn, this shit is hot. I could use one of these semis,” said Linc, appraising one of the semiautomatic rifles.
“Hands off! All of that shit goes in the SUV!”
The two loaded the SUV until the back end of the vehicle sagged from the weight.
“What’re you planning on doing with all this?” asked Trasher.
“It’s strategy. We need to be ready for a second fight in a fallback location. These are the weapons we’ll use to rearm the troops,” said the Boss, trying to appear like a master strategist.
“Shit cool!” said Trasher, hitting Linc’s shoulder. “See, I told you the Boss knows what he’s doing! Shit cool, man. Shit cool!”
Satisfied that he had everything he needed to get out of town, all he needed to do now was wait. Picking up the dumbbells, he watched his arms as his numerous tattoos moved in pace with each pump.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Brown moved quickly through town. The whole morning had been spent with the Boss, looking for “sniper nests,” as the Boss put it. The Boss acted like he was some sort of military mastermind instead of a gangbanger like the rest of them. Having to pretend to support the Boss was getting old.
After the cops had easily defeated two attacks on that house on the trail, the Boss became convinced that it was only a matter of time before the cops moved on the town. Brown figured he was right. He also needed to be sure the cops won. Telling them where the snipers had been positioned would give the cops the advantage they needed.
Brown picked his way through the backyards. He carefully chose his path to stay out of the view of the New Order men. The last thing he needed was one of them catching him with Marta. Knocking on Marta’s back door, he waited for her to let him in. They had begun meeting almost every day. Being with Marta made Brown feel like a regular person again, not just an escaped convict.
“Brown! Hurry up before they see you,” said Marta when she opened the door.
“I brought you a couple of candy bars and half a bottle of water. It was all I could grab without looking suspicious.”
Taking the water first, Marta swallowed the bottle’s contents in nearly one gulp.
“Thank you!” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “What’s going on out there? The New Order guys have been moving around a lot.”
Sitting down at her kitchen table, he said, “They’re planning to stop an attack by the cops. Last night didn’t go well for them. Again. Only a handful of them returned from their little raid,” said Brown.
“Damn right! The cops are pushing back. Finally. I feel like we’ve been waiting forever. Last night I listened to the cops calling HQ. I couldn’t hear HQ, but I could hear Doris’s radio loud and clear.”
“You need to tell them the locations of the New Order men. The Boss has them hidden all over, waiting for them to push into town. They need to be warned, or they’ll get cut down before they ever make it inside the town.”
“Shit! Okay. I’ll do it tonight. I haven’t been saying anything on the radio, just listening. After the latest scare, I don’t want to be found out.”
“You won’t. I disabled the radio at the station. They aren’t hearing shit.”
“How did you manage that?”
“Just yanked out a few wires. They’re all too stupid to figure it out,” said Brown with a chuckle.
“Alright, I’ll radio Doris’s house tonight.”
“Here, I drew out a rough map of where the guys are hidden. Make sure they know.”
“Will do.”
Marta opened the wrapper of one of the candy bars and munched on it. Neither moved from the table or said anything. Brown knew he should leave; being gone for too long raised suspicions. However, he couldn’t seem to pull away. Being in Marta’s house evoked images of happy family meals, movies, bowls of popcorn and love. All things he’d given up when he started running with the wrong crowd. Regret over his past and hope for the future combined to form a potent sense of duty to protect Marta and the cops who would be fighting for their lives.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Sam scrubbed his hands in the washbasin placed on top of Doris’s living room bureau. Looking around the room, he could hardly believe this was the same pleasant, cheery home he’d visited only a few days ago. Officers from Porter and Evansville came and went in a near constant buzz of activity. The injured and wounded lay on the couches or floor, waiting for assistance.
Two of the men were seriously injured. Sam had managed to remove a bullet from Deputy Sinclair’s shoulder. With a few days’ rest, the proper antibiotics and a generous amount of painkillers, Sinclair should be able to make a near full recovery. However, their current situation afforded none of those luxuries. Sinclair would be lucky if his wound did not get seriously infected.
“Can I get you more water?” asked Sam, changing the cool cloth on Sinclair’s forehead.
“No. I’m good.”
“You need to stay hydrated. How about just a little?”
Sam held the glass to the injured man and watched as he weakly sipped.
Turning to Jordan Avery, Sam said, “How’re you holding up?”
“I feel like a piece of Swiss cheese.”
“Here, these should help.” Sam held a glass of water for the man while he washed down the four aspirin he had offered.
Sam knew that aspirin was hardly enough to cut the pain, but it was all he had. Avery’s injuries were more substantial than he could handle with the limited resources at his disposal.
“Close your eyes. Try to get some rest,” he told the man, covering him with a blanket.
Avery was shivering in the stifling heat. Sam knew he needed to get the man to a hospital, or they would soon bury another Porter police officer. Voices from the kitchen drew Sam’s attention away from the men. Charlie, Dale Spencer and Mark were all sitting at the kitchen table, discussing the plans to push into Porter.
“My house is here. I hid my entire collection of weapons and ammo in a shallow cave right on my property,” said Charlie, pointing to a map. “I need to grab everything and then meet up with the veterans.”
“How long will it take you to get to your house on foot?” asked Spencer.
“At a good clip, not more than five to six hours. The tricky part will be carrying everything to their location. I have several heavy bags loaded with the weapons and ammo. I can barely carry one bag myself, let alone the rest of them.”
Sam sat next to Mark at the kitchen table, surveying the map. “Where are the veterans?”
Pointing to the map, Spencer said, “They’re at a hunting lodge approximately here.”
“Looks like a full day hike to get from your house to the hunting lodge,” said Sam, turning to Charlie. “Maybe longer carrying one of those bags.”
“That’s what I’m thinking. I’ll have to spread the walk over two days.”
“You’ll need to avoid these areas,” said Sam, pointing to the map. “I recommend you make a wide arc around the town. It’ll add distance, but you should mostly avoid the New Order.”
“I’ll go with you,” said Mark, causing all of them to turn in his direction.
“You sure?”
“I’m sure. I’m a veteran too. I need to be with those guys.”
“Thanks. I could sure use your help. We’ll leave before sunrise.”
Charlie and Mark left the table, heading outside with the others.
“Gotta sec?” Sam asked Spencer.
“Sure, what’s up?”
“We need to get Avery and Sinclair to a hospital. I managed to get the bullet and most of the fragments out of Sinclair’s shoulder, but Avery’s injuries are beyond my abilities. Both require immediate assistance.”
“How long do you think they can wait?”
“Avery needs to be seen now. Sinclair can likely wait until tomorrow. Possibly longer. But I would rather not chance it. If an infection sets in, he’s in serious trouble. What’s the status of the Chase Memorial Hospital?”
“Last I heard, Memorial was being held by its security officers and a few cops. Apparently, the New Order tried to hit it right away, but they were held off and haven’t been back yet. The cops were able to secure the building fairly quickly. I think a family member of a Porter officer happened to be recovering at the hospital when the shit hit the fan. The first thing he did was hightail it to the hospital, lock it down and wait for the New Order. Without his efforts, the hospital would have been gutted. I think one or two other officers from Porter followed him, but I’m not sure.”
“We need to use a vehicle to get Avery and Sinclair to the hospital.”
“Okay, let me see what I can do. We have three cars, courtesy of the New Order. We might be able to drive them to the hospital and get back without being spotted. Last thing we want is more attention drawn to this location.”
“I’ll do what I can to prepare them for transport. It won’t be an easy ride for either of them,” said Sam, getting up from the table.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Marta paced the rooms of her dark house. The nights were the worst for her. She rationed her limited candles and batteries, allowing only the slightest light at night. Being alone in the dark with the New Order men roaming the streets terrified Marta. Bad things always seemed to happen at night. The guys would get drunk and rip people from their homes. Often the nights were filled with the screams of sorrow from her neighbors.
She had once loved her home. The lovingly restored old Victorian had been her home for more than twenty years. Lately, her home had become a prison. Venturing outside was not an option. She needed to stay hidden from the men. During the day, she chanced opening a few windows, but at night she shut the place tight, hoping to remain off their radar.
Walking the steps to the third floor, Marta wondered how much longer the radio’s battery would last. Turning the dials, the radio powered again. One of these days it wouldn’t. Relieved, Marta called out into the night.
“Blue Jay, come in. Blue Jay, come in.”
“This is Blue Jay. Come in.”
“It’s Marta, um, I mean Overlook One.”
Balancing the obvious necessity for radio secrecy with the need to warn the police of the sniper locations, Marta hesitated.
“All secure here. What’s your status?”
“Secure here. Have a treasure map for you. Over,” she said.
She waited, hoping the police on the receiving end of her communication understood her message.
“Roger that. Pizza delivery tomorrow, late day.”
“Perfect! I mean roger. Over.”
“Blue Jay out.”
Turning off the radio, Marta looked out the window across the dark town. The crescent moon lit the night in a shadowy silver glow. For the first time in weeks, Marta felt a glimmer of hope. Delivering the map with the locations of the snipers would give the police a tremendous advantage in the coming fight. Marta swelled with pride.
~ ~ ~
Donnelly and Pritty adjusted the dials on the radio, attempting to clear the signal to the HQ. Sam listened to the entire exchange between Marta and Pritty, wondering if Jane and Lea heard the same communication.
“What do you think she meant by a treasure map?” he asked Charlie.
“Hard to say. Maybe the vets have relocated, or the New Order fanned out in a different direction,” offered Spencer.
“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”
“Eagle’s Nest, this is Blue Jay. Come in,” said Pritty.
“Blue Jay, this is Eagle’s Nest. Over.”
“All secure at Blue Jay. Over.”
“Eagle’s Nest is secure. What is the status of the injured? Over.”
“Two require immediate transport to Memorial in the morning. Over.”
“Roger that. Out.”
Pritty turned off the radio.
“I’ll get the generator,” said Sam, heading out of the shed.
He knew they had to maintain radio silence outside of necessary communications, but he would have liked to let Jane know he was okay, in case she was listening. His inability to communicate with her bothered him more than he imagined it would. Being away from his family after the events of the last few days had begun to take its toll. Turning off the generator, Sam made his way inside Doris’s house. He slept on the floor in the living room, near the injured men. The sound of Avery’s raspy breathing worried Sam. He reconsidered his plan to hold back on using the few doses of antibiotics he carried in his bag.
The hasty retreat from the storage unit only afforded Sam enough time to grab a very basic field medical pack, with a few backup items. Seeing the number of injured people at Doris’s house reminded Sam how quickly things could deteriorate for everyone. If the New Order managed to get into the unit and steal all of their supplies, the items in his medkit represented everything he possessed to keep his family healthy.
The limited antibiotics he carried would be depleted in a matter of hours if he used them to treat the officers. The use of those pills would barely put a dent in the need here at Doris’s house and likely not save Avery. He carried a few doses of a broad antibiotic more typically used to treat ear or sinus infections. Saving these for his family suddenly seemed like a better use of his limited resources.
Selfishness did not sit well with Sam. Turning on his side, Sam tried to sleep, Avery’s laborious breathing a constant reminder of the tough decision.
~ ~ ~
Jane walked up to the dark cabin, the glow of the moonlight illuminating her path. Lea sat on the cabin step.
“Did you hear anything about Daddy?”
“I didn’t get to talk to him, but they said Doris’s house is secure.”
“Secure? What does that even mean? Nothing is secure.” Lea’s voice rose as she spoke.
“Keep your voice down. People are trying to sleep.”
“Sorry. I’m worried about him. Why did he have to go? This is ridiculous. We should all be together.”
“They need his medical expertise.”
“Then we should have gone too.”
“You see this place. There’s hardly anyone here to guard the HQ. I’m needed here and he’s needed there. End of story.”
Jane didn’t want to argue with Lea. She knew their daughter was worried, and so was she. There just was no point going over a decision that had been made.
Taking a seat next to Lea on the step, she said, “Come on. Let’s rest. There’s nothing we can do sitting here worrying like a couple of sailors’ wives.”
Lea chuckled at the reference and said, “I know you’re right. I’m just scared for him.”
“Me too, sweetie. Me too,” said Jane, stroking her daughter’s hair.
Jane purposely omitted the part about the medical transfer to Memorial. She knew driving a vehicle across town could go south quickly. The only cars on the road were New Order. The sound of a lone vehicle would draw the attention of every New Order crazy in the area. She tossed and turned on her bunk, hoping Sam realized how dangerous the transport would be. Frustration at not being able to talk to him and fear for his safety consumed her.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Sam did the best he could to prepare the injured men for transport. All he could do for them was pack their wounds well enough to stop, or at least slow, any bleeding. Avery’s abdomen wound would not stop seeping. He knew a bullet must have nicked one or more of the man’s internal organs. Knowing that nothing in his field kit would have helped them made Sam feel a little better about his decision to withhold their limited supply of medicines. Avery needed surgery above all, which he’d arranged.
“They ready to go?” asked Spencer.
“As ready as they can be. I’ll need a hand getting them to the car. I created two makeshift stretchers,” said Sam.
“Alright. We put the seats down in the SUV. They should fit in the back.”
“That works. I’ll sit back there with them, somehow.”
“No way. I can’t let you ride in the truck too. I need every inch of that SUV for mission-capable personnel. They’ll be moving fast and traveling hot. I need people who can shoot hanging off the sides or from the limited space inside.”
“Sergeant! We’re ready to go!” said one of the men from the front porch.
“All right, we need a hand moving these two!” yelled Spencer.
Several officers came into the house and carried the two men away. It wasn’t the smoothest transition, but under the circumstances, they did a fine job. The men were loaded into the back of the dusty SUV, with just enough room to shut the rear cargo hatch. Two armed officers stood outside on the running boards, one on each side, holding onto the rooftop cargo rack. Another sat in the passenger seat and a fourth sat squeezed between the two stretchers, his rifle protruding from the missing back window. The truck looked loaded and ready for action. A crude white flag with a red cross was taped to the antenna.
“Do you think the flag will be enough to alert the hospital personnel that this isn’t another New Order attack?” Sam asked Spencer.
“Let’s hope so. I’m not sure why their comms aren’t working. You would think with the large hospital generators, they’d be all set to communicate.”
“Are you going to supply a radio?”
“Two. I’m hoping to hear back from the team this afternoon.” Spencer walked toward the driver’s side window and said, “Good luck and Godspeed.” He patted the side of the truck and moved out of the way.
Sam and Spencer stood side by side, watching the brave men and women heading out into an uncertain fate.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Charlie and Mark made excellent time getting to Porter, thanks to Mark’s prime physical condition. Finally, he was able to move at a pace more suitable for the situation. He could tell Mark felt the same way. Running on the horse trail felt good.
“Hey, let’s hold up. We’re almost there. The New Order seemed pretty keen on taking Doris’s house. They might have set up shop at my place after discovering the horse trail.”
“You got it.”
Mark slowed and then stopped, dropping his light pack to the ground. Neither man packed much beyond water and a day’s supply of food. They needed to reserve their strength for carrying Charlie’s stash. Looking through binoculars, Charlie surveyed his land and house from a safe distance. Through the trees, the house looked still. No signs of the New Order men.
“Looks quiet. Let’s take a moment to make sure,” said Charlie.
Mark crouched behind a thick, fallen tree and aimed his scoped rifle toward the house, slowly panning left and right. Charlie carefully searched the property, looking for anything out of place. After a few minutes, Charlie lowered the binoculars.
“What do you think?” said Charlie.
“Looks abandoned, unless this is the most disciplined group of gangbangers we’ve come across yet.”
“We’ll approach cautiously. The bags are around back.”
The men moved deliberately, but vigilantly to the hidden cave behind Charlie’s house. They dragged the bags out of the cave and lined them up on the ground. He wasn’t sure how the hell the two of them were going to manage the two extremely heavy bags, given the distance they needed to travel. They’d have to shuffle things up, maybe put the ammunition in one and spread the rifles between the remaining bags. Charlie glanced at his house for a few seconds, thinking about something inside. Mark jarred him out of his trance.
You want to go in? Have a look around? Seems like no one’s here.”
“You read my mind. Yeah. I need to grab something. If it’s still there.”
“I’ll watch your back out here.”
“Thanks. I’ll just be a second.”
Charlie ran around the house and into the side door. He needed to quickly find Gayle’s engagement ring. When everything started happening, he’d hid it in the pocket of an old shirt in the spare room. Hopefully, the New Order didn’t find it too. Last time he was in the house, he was so focused on getting the weapons out quickly that he forgot about the ring. After he had left, he could have kicked himself for leaving it. It was silly to grab the ring, but he knew the ring would make Gayle happy. It was all the hope he could offer her in this grim new world.
Thumbing through the clothes in the closet was quick and easy. Most of the shirts and slacks hanging had been ripped off the hangers and thrown throughout the room. The shirt with the ring was gone. Damn them. He quickly clawed through the clothes strewn across the floor, finding the old blue shirt. Somehow, the ring had managed to stay put. He grabbed it and ran to meet Mark.
“Let’s rearrange this stuff and get out of here,” he said with a renewed spring in his step.
“By the way, nice place,” said Mark. “Great property.”
“It was until those assholes trashed it.”
The two moved their way slowly across the outskirts of Porter, weighed down by the cache of weapons.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Marta sat at her kitchen table, unsure of what to do. Wringing her hands over and over again, she reviewed the events from last night. She’d told the police that she had a map for them. That was fine. They were coming to grab it. However, the next morning, she looked more closely at the map. One of the sniper nests overlooked her backyard. She had unwittingly invited the officers coming to her home into a trap.
Over and over again, she considered calling back to Doris’s house. Daytime communications were risky at best. She knew she shouldn’t do it. She also assumed that the radio was turned off during the day to conserve fuel. Trying to reach them during the day could just end up getting her killed. Then again, Brown had said he’d disabled the radio in the police station; maybe she could get away with it. Over and over again she thought through the situation she had created, searching for the best solution.
A soft knock on her back door broke her concentration.
“What are you doing here?” she asked Brown as she opened the door. “Can’t they see you? Your map has one of their positions in the old Miller warehouse. Geez, you’re gonna get us killed!”
“Don’t worry. They’re back at the station, eating. Those idiots can’t even set up a proper watch schedule. Besides, I just came to bring you these,” said Brown, handing her two bottles of water.
The warm bottles of water were pure gold. Dehydration had been the hardest thing about her confinement. Thoughts of drinking water, or anything at all, were a constant companion.
“Holy crap! Thank you!” she said, opening the first bottle hurriedly.
Marta took huge gulps of water.
“Hey, slow down. You might get sick chugging like that!”
“I know. I know. I’m just so damned thirsty. Can you sit for a minute? I think I made a huge mistake. I don’t know what to do.”
“I can’t stay long. They’ll be coming back soon.”
“Someone is coming here later today to grab the map.”
“That’s good news. Wait. Shit. They can see the back of your house.”
“And I have no way to warn the officer coming here. The radios are off during the day to conserve fuel.”
“Fuck me.”
“What should I do? They’ll walk right into a trap and get killed or captured.”
“Only one thing I can do. I’ll go and replace Snuff, the guy in the warehouse.”
“Can you do that?”
“Only one way to find out,” said Brown, standing to leave. “Stay put.”
“Thanks, I don’t know what I would do without you,” said Marta.
Brown slowly closed the door behind him and Marta latched it. Brown had been consistent in his support of the police. Risking his life over and over again for her and the other citizens of Porter. She tried not to worry about what would happen to Brown when the cops recaptured the town.
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Brown swiftly walked through the backyards to get to the warehouse, with the hope of beating Snuff back to the site. The man was dumb as rocks, but he could shoot. Snuff could easily kill anyone coming or going to Marta’s house. Brown took the stairs to the office two at a time, arriving at an open door.
“Hello?” he said, sticking his head inside.
The office was empty. Perfect. He set himself up at the window, making sure he had a clear view of Marta’s backyard. The view was a little too clear. Snuff would have to be on the toilet to miss the cops.
“Hey, man. What’re you doing here?” asked Snuff, barging into the room.
“Thought I would give you a break. Must be boring as shit.”
“Don’t you need to be at the station, trying to fix that piece of shit radio?”
“Nah. We’ve done all we can. I can’t get the thing to work. Why don’t you take a break? I’ll stay here the rest of the day.”
“I don’t need a break, I just got back from lunch. I’ll be just fine right here. I sort of like the quiet, just sitting here looking out the window. Downright peaceful.”
Brown didn’t know what to do. The man clearly would not leave. He had no way to make Snuff go without raising suspicions.
“I’ll hang with you, then. Get some of that peace and quiet for myself.”
Brown rolled another office chair to a second window. From his vantage point, he could see Marta’s house and the road leading out of town.
“Suit yourself, hoss.”
The men sat silently looking out the windows. Brown secretly flipped the safety off his weapon, weighing his options.
~ ~ ~
Mark had never spent any time in Porter. As a resident of Evansville, his visits to Porter were only short trips for dinner or shopping. Although he did not know Porter well, he did know they made a wide arch around the town. The two walked through the woods most of the way.
The bags they carried slowed them down considerably. Mark estimated that one of his bags probably weighed at least one hundred and fifty pounds.
Breathing heavily, Mark asked, “How much further until we cut into town?”
“Another thirty minutes at this rate. These bags are a bitch to carry.”
“Mine too. But it’ll be worth it to have some decent firepower.”
“I’m hoping this stash will help to even the playing field against the New Order. All too often the bad guys outgun us. Not this time,” Charlie said with obvious pride.
“Judging from the weight of my bags, seems like you could’ve armed a small country.”
“Or an army of veterans,” said Charlie. “Once we get to the other side of that outcropping of trees, we should stash these bags. If we get caught, at least the New Order won’t get them. Plus, there’s no way we can stealthily move around the town with these.”
Charlie’s words were a grim reminder to the men of the dangerous situation they faced in town.
~ ~ ~
Time dragged by slowly for Brown. Being stuck in the stifling warehouse with Snuff had started to take its toll. Maybe Marta was wrong and the guys weren’t coming today? What if he sat here bored out of his skull for nothing? He started to consider calling it quits for the day, leaving Snuff alone. Standing and stretching, Brown weighed his options, becoming more and more convinced that no one would be coming.
“You leaving?”
“I’m thinking about it, unless you want to?” offered Brown.
“Nah, I’m good right here.” Snuff leaned back in the office chair, slightly reclining.
“Alright, man, I’m outta here. Catch you on the flip side,” said Brown.
Brown left the office, walking down the dark staircase to the street.
“Holy shit! Brown, get up here!” shouted Snuff.
Brown ran back to the office, two steps at a time. Looking across the yards, he saw two armed men moving slowly through the yards toward Marta’s house.
“Fuck yeah! We got ourselves two coppers! Look at them, short fucking hair and everything.”
Snuff leaned into the window, steadying his weapon on the men. Even if he didn’t kill both men, the sound of the gunshots would alert every New Order thug in the area. The place would be crawling with them in no time at all. He needed to act fast. Grabbing a letter opener off a nearby desk, Brown moved to Snuff purposefully. In one swift movement, he jammed the opener into Snuff’s neck, ripping open the man’s carotid artery.
Snuff immediately dropped his rifle and grabbed his neck with one hand. His other hand pawed helplessly at the windowsill. With stunned eyes, he sank to the floor, staring up at him. Brown picked up Snuff’s rifle and waited until the man bled out completely, watching with no sense of remorse. When it was clear that Snuff had been snuffed, he dragged the body to the bathroom and locked it from the inside. He then locked the door to the office and moved down the hall to a second, nearly identical office. Setting up a chair by the window, he hoped no one noticed the change.
~ ~ ~
Marta saw Charlie and the other man coming to her yard long before they reached the patio. Brown must have managed to take care of the sniper at the warehouse.
“Charlie! Hurry up, get inside fast,” said Marta, opening the door quickly.
“Marta, you’re a sight for sore eyes. This is Mark; he lives in Evansville. How’re you holding up?”
“Surviving. Listen. The New Order has men stationed all over town. They’re waiting for the cops to come back. The Boss is convinced the cops are planning something and he’s getting ready. I have a map identifying each sniper location.”
“The Boss?” said Mark.
“That’s what they call the guy in charge of the New Order. Tall, super-muscled guy with tattoos all over. Shaved head.”
Charlie examined the map, shaking his head and smiling. “Holy shit. How did you get this?”
“Brown, a New Order guy, made it for me. He has been helping all along. He’s the one who told me about the raid on your house.”
“Are you sure this is accurate? According to the map, there should be a guy in the Miller warehouse. He would have had a clear shot at us in your backyard,” said Charlie.
“Maybe the intel is old, or they’re changing locations?” said Mark.
“No. Brown went there earlier this morning to neutralize that position. It must’ve worked.”
“Crap. Either it worked or we got lucky coming in. Hard to know,” said Charlie, turning to Mark.
“We need to lie low until it’s dark. It’ll be our safest bet. One wrong step and someone could spot us,” said Mark.
“Agreed. Can we crash here until then?”
“Absolutely. Not that you have many other choices,” she said.
They all laughed.
“I guess not,” said Charlie. “Have you been in contact with the veterans?”
“Yeah. They checked in a couple of days ago. Gayle is down there with them. They’re waiting for orders,” she said.
“When we leave here, we’re going to them—to help coordinate the attack to retake Porter.”
“How long until that happens?”
“If all goes right, within the next day or so,” said Charlie.
Marta once again considered her friend Brown, unsure of his fate. He would be expected to fight with the New Order. Refusing could get him killed.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Lea sat on a rock, watching the kids swim. She had been given the job of head babysitter, something she initially despised. She wasn’t really into kids, even on a good day. However, in their current circumstances, being around children who would likely never see their families again softened her heart toward them and kids in general. She began to feel very protective of them. Besides, the other jobs weren’t great either. Cleaning, cooking and tending the miniscule camp garden were all worse choices as far as she could tell. If she had the choice, she would have requested to stand watch, like her mom.
Her mom had made a point of making sure Lea had self-defense training, knew how to shoot a pistol and a rifle, and could use a knife well enough in close-quarters fighting. Lea felt like she would be able to protect the kids if anyone breached the camp.
Worry over Tank finding the camp consumed her. She could not help but replay images from her past confinement and beatings. Dread and worry over Tank’s next move distracted her from paying close attention to the kids at times. She replayed what she would do to Tank if he happened to stroll into the camp. There was no way she would allow him to hurt any of the kids.
She felt frustrated that the chief chose to first fight for Porter instead of Evansville. Even though Lea had not seen much of the New Order’s activities in Evansville, she believed that Tank was the only one in charge. She had no idea how many guys were there with him or how loyal they were to Tank. But she suspected that if they eliminated Tank, then his whole posse would fall apart.
When she heard of the chief’s decision to retake Porter first, her panic over Tank’s roaming freely in Evansville overtook her. She knew he would never stop looking for her. Especially after she’d escaped from him. He would view her escape as a personal affront, punishable in the harshest terms.
She fantasized about fighting Tank. At times she imagined herself winning a fistfight against him. Other times she dreamed of simply smashing the hood of his red Trans Am, his prize possession. She knew neither would ever come to pass, but even imagining a win over Tank made her feel less afraid and more in control. At times when her thoughts became particularly dark, she imagined killing him. However, she knew she needed to let those images go.
Her mom had given her a pistol, a holster and extra ammunition. Everyone was expected to be armed and ready in case of an attack on the HQ. She hoped her skills were enough to protect the kids and her parents. She strongly believed any problems arising from Tank were her fault. Her presence at the camp would be the only reason he would venture into the camp.
Shifting on the rock, Lea stretched her face up to the afternoon sun warming her skin. Splashes of cool water from the lake touched her toes. The more she thought about Tank, the more she wished she could help prevent him from ever coming near the camp.
“Ms. Lea? I have to go to the bathroom,” whined a skinny little girl.
“And I’m hungry,” complained a blubbery boy.
“All right, let’s go up to the lodge. Maybe lunch is ready,” she shouted to the kids.
She walked the short distance from the water’s edge to the lodge with the six kids in tow. Lunch probably wasn’t ready, but sitting down by the water was getting old. She could tell when the kids were starting to get bored.
“Hey, honey!” yelled Jane, coming out of the lodge. “Where’re you off to?”
“We thought we’d sit up here and wait for lunch. You?”
“I’m relieving the watch on the south perimeter for the next four hours. I should be back before dinnertime,” said Jane.
“You want some help? I’m sure they’ll be fine here for a while,” said Lea, hopeful for the change in duty.
“We’ve been over this. The chief really needs you to keep the kids together and safe. I know it may not seem like it, but it’s an important job.”
“So I’ve heard. Come on, kids, let’s go around back and sit on the deck,” said Lea as she gathered the kids. “See ya, Mom.”
Lea walked with the little group the rest of the distance to the lodge. Sitting in the shade, they waited for lunch.
 



Chapter Thirty
Gayle sat at her post near the hunting cabin. The house was little more than a rustic, three-season cabin in the woods, used by one of the veterans for fall hunting trips. She suspected that Bill and his buddies used the cabin as a place to hang out, drink and be guys, away from their wives. It was crudely appointed, showing absolutely no evidence of a woman’s touch.
The property surrounding the cabin was mostly forest. A dirt road extended from the house to the small two-lane road that eventually snaked through the landscape, connecting with a main road into town. They felt reasonably confident that the New Order would not be active in the area for a while. Once supplies started to run low, however, the New Order would journey outside Porter’s town limits. They might decide to drive down the road to the cabin, stumbling across their location. Hopefully, the town would be back in the citizens’ hands before that happened.
Marta had told them that the cops were moving some of their officers from HQ to the first safe house on the horse trail, to set up a staging area for the battle. She hadn’t heard how the relocation went, or if Charlie was with them. Saying goodbye to Charlie on the horse trail more than a week ago had broken her heart. She knew she needed to tell him a few white lies in order to stay and help the veterans, but it saddened her nonetheless. Charlie was truly the love of her life. Once they started dating, she knew he was the one.
She and Charlie were supposed to take a trip together right before the lights went out. He had been hinting about getting married. They chatted about where they would live, how many kids they would have, and where they would grow old. She knew it was just a matter of time before he popped the question. Thinking of him made her heart swell, an emotion that was just as quickly replaced by fear. She had no idea where he was or even if he was still alive. Marta had never mentioned him by name. Maybe when they called this evening, Marta would know more.
Checking her watch, she realized that her shift was almost over. She’d have some downtime until the midnight communications window. Josh Simmons whistled as he approached her location. The veterans had worked out a near silent communications system using whistles and bird sounds. If a person did not know what to listen for, the sounds of their communications would imperceptibly mix with the forest’s song. She returned the whistle, indicating all clear.
“You ready for a break?” asked Simmons.
“Sure could use one. I’m stiff from sitting here all morning. Nothing has moved, at all. When is your shift over?”
“About eight. Patty is relieving me.”
She stood and stretched her body, shaking her limbs loose. Gayle was anxious to leave her post. Sitting for hours alone in the forest sounded like a magical almost meditative retreat, until you actually did it. The boredom quickly moved in, playing tricks with the mind.
The cabin itself was far too small to house the twenty-two veterans who had moved to the location. Everyone had some sort of tent, tarp or garbage bag combination for sleeping accommodations. It was far from comfortable, especially when it rained, but they made it work. Everyone worked tirelessly to improve each resident’s situation, sharing supplies and constructing makeshift shelters. The veterans knew what they were doing.
On top of taking care of each other, they immediately formed a rank structure and a duty chart, which included a rotation for the perimeter sentries. They drew a map of the cabin and surrounding areas, making sure everyone understood where they needed to go in case they were attacked. They even started creating long javelin-like spears from sturdy branches cut from the forest. They had plenty of firearms among the cabin members, but taking the town back would require more than the able-bodied veterans assembled around the cabin. They needed to provide any citizens willing to fight with a weapon.
Although she had never been on active duty, her respect for the brave men and women in uniform grew every day she spent with them. Watching the group of relative strangers come together so quickly and efficiently really awed her. The chief thought she was needed to help get them mission capable. However, from what she could tell, they helped her. She had no doubt they would be able to make a huge dent in the New Order’s control of their town.
Lying down in her small two-person tent, she tried to drift off for a short late afternoon nap. It was only when she was alone that she allowed herself to relive memories of her and Charlie. Thinking of him always made her smile. Hopefully she would see him again.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Tank opened his third warm soda of the day. He guzzled half the can before pausing to let out a long, deep burp. They had moved their headquarters from Lea’s house to a restaurant in a fancy, old-as-shit-style house, which had been left empty by its owners. He couldn’t remember the term for the style. Old as shit was good enough.
His anger roiled as he thought about how close they must have been to capturing Lea, her cop momma and that simpering father of hers. They’d finally cracked open all of the lockers, finding nothing but a bunch of junk, which was kind of a mystery. Maybe 23C had been their unit after all, and they’d just used it to hide out while they came up with a better hiding place. He’d tried to retrace their steps, but hiking through the forest didn’t seem to be getting them anywhere, and it was annoying as all shit. So he decided to take a different approach. Regrouping at the restaurant, he took time to study a map of the area and think through where they could have gone.
The map of Evansville and its surrounding areas lay on the table in front of him. Lake Sparrow sat to the northeast and Lake Juniper was due north of their location. He had never been to Lake Sparrow, but he had been to Lake Juniper. All the kids from Evansville would go up there in the summers to swim, smoke weed and fool around. There was just a bunch of cottages around the lake, a few supply stores and restaurants but nothing more.
Looking at the map, there wasn’t much around Lake Sparrow. Looked like a bunch of undeveloped land with rolling hills, a lake and not much more. From what he could tell, there might not even be many houses or other signs of life in that area. Going up there could be a colossal waste of time. Then again, Lea and her family were always going on hiking trips. Her parents were real idiotic nature people. Why anyone would choose to leave the comforts of their home for the great outdoors always perplexed him. Might be worth checking out.
“Hey, Tank, we’re all done looking for supplies,” said Mac Bower, his second man in charge.
“You get anything?”
“Just some more cans of food, spices and pasta. It’s getting harder to get food.”
“No shit. And the knuckleheads just keep eating like it was Thanksgiving.”
The other men brought several boxes of nonperishable food through the restaurant into the dark kitchen. The light from the wide windows barely penetrated the back room. They would need to open the back door to do any food preparations. Not that opening cold cans of food required much culinary intervention. They’d have to start ranging further to find food. Turning back to the map, he considered their options.
“You still looking at that map?” asked Bower.
Bower and Tank had been friends since grade school. He was the only man Tank would allow to speak freely.
“You ever been up to Lake Sparrow?”
“Just a bunch of nothing up there.”
“I’m thinking Lea and her family could be hiding up there.”
“How, man? Sleeping under trees?”
“Yeah, sleeping under the fucking trees. I think we should check it out.”
“Alright, I’m with you. But let’s get supplies first. The guys won’t be much use to us if we can’t feed them. Some have already started to break off to find their own. Sooner than later, they’ll quit coming back.”
Glancing at the map again, he made a decision. They would go up to the lake to see what they could grab from the cottages, stores and restaurants in that area. Who knows? Maybe they would get lucky and find Lea and her family hiding out up there like a bunch of frightened squirrels huddling from a fox. Once he found them, he would be absolutely certain they never got away again. Just the thought of having Lea in his clutches again gave Tank a perverted sense of power and control.
“Tomorrow we’ll make a run to Lake Juniper. We’ll turn the whole place over, grabbing what we can, and then get back.”
Satisfied at his decision-making prowess, Tank again leaned back in his chair and guzzled the remaining warm soda straight from the can.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Bruce Sleeper flipped on the switch to the CB radio one of the guys had brought with him to the cabin. The radio was in fine shape, but it was slowly losing battery power, no matter how much they conserved. They needed a charge or it would not last the next few days.
Sleeper had served for eight years as a naval officer; his first assignment was a frigate in Japan, followed by an aircraft carrier out of Norfolk, Virginia. He had decided to transition to the reserves when his second child was born. The long deployments had started taking their toll on his wife, Mary. He was scheduled to do his two weeks of active time in Pensacola when the lights went out. Unsure of what to do, he linked up with the other veterans in town to start figuring out how they could help the rest of the citizens if the power failure was permanent. Given the striking resemblance to an EMP, he guessed the lights would not come on anytime soon. The first thing they did was establish a rank structure. Since Reynolds outranked all of them, as a reserve Navy captain, he naturally assumed control of the group.
When the New Order rolled into town, killing the police and murdering civilians, they knew the time would come when they’d have no choice but to fight alongside the police—to save the town. They just couldn’t figure out how to coordinate their efforts with the police. The veterans had no way to contact them directly.
Shortly after they organized themselves at the cabin and started to run out of things to do, Gayle had arrived with two veterans she’d helped escape from town. She filled them in on the status of the police force, or what was left of it. Communications were finally established with the police through Marta. Now he knew they would be involved with the police in fighting the New Order. It was just a matter of time. Until then, he would continue to keep his wife and girls safe at the cabin.
“Sir, are you ready to contact Marta?” asked Simmons, their radioman.
A small group of them stood around him and Simmons inside the rustic camp. Candlelight flickered on the unadorned walls as they all waited to hear from the outside world. Reynolds and Gayle remained in the cabin during their brief calls to Marta.
“Whenever you are,” said Sleeper.
Turning on the CB and adjusting the settings, Simmons said, “Overlook One, this is Storm. Come in. Overlook One, this is Storm. You copy? Over.”
“This is Overlook One. I hear you loud and clear.”
A collective sigh of relief rippled through the room. Sleeper knew how dangerous Marta’s situation was. The New Order could find her at any time. If they did, she would be brutally killed for helping the police. Every time they contacted her, he worried that their calls would be answered by silence.
“Storm, you have two friendlies inbound.”
“ETA?”
“Tomorrow. Probably later in the day.”
“Roger that. Out,” said Simmons.
He turned off the dial and turned to the room.
“Who do you think is coming?” asked Sleeper, turning to Reynolds.
“Not sure, but I’m glad for the help. It’d be nice to get more information, too. These calls are necessarily short, but also a little frustrating.”
“Last time we spoke to Marta, she said the cops were moving to the first safe house as a staging area. Maybe they’re ready to coordinate the attack on Porter.”
“If that’s the case, we need to fine-tune our preparations,” said Reynolds.
Looking over the various noncommissioned officers, he said, “Get your guys to do a full inspection of the weapons, ammunition and handmade implements. I want all the weapons ready for immediate use. Whatever is happening, we need to be ready.”
~ ~ ~
Marta turned off the radio. The short communication with the veterans assured her that everything was fine on their end. Turning to Charlie, she could tell he was not satisfied with the brief exchange.
“She never gets on the radio. I’m sure she’s there and doing just fine,” said Marta to Charlie. She knew her words had little impact on Charlie’s state of mind, but she tried.
Still tense, Charlie said, “We’ve done all we can do for one day. Where do you want us to bunk up?”
“Come on. I have a couple of spare bedrooms. This house has always been way too big for just me.”
Marta quickly covered the radio with an old sheet, making it seamlessly blend into the cluttered, packed attic.
“Did you hear something?” asked Mark.
The three stopped in the second-floor hallway and listened. The deep silence of a darkened world answered their query. And then a faintly audible knock came from somewhere downstairs.
“There! That. Did you hear it?” Mark asked.
“I did. Marta, stay here. Come on, Mark, let’s go!” whispered Charlie, slinging his weapon to the ready position.
“Hold on, hold on,” she said, grabbing Charlie’s arm. “It could be my friend Brown. He often visits around this time. I’ll go too.”
The three walked down the dark stairwell to the first floor, the insistent knocking growing louder.
Peering through the side window, Marta exclaimed, “It’s him!”
“Brown, get in here. Geez, we were upstairs. How long were you there?”
“Longer than usual, I thought you might be upstairs, so I waited.”
Mark and Charlie emerged from the shadows, approaching Marta and Brown. Brown started to pull his weapon, but eased it back into his waistband, apparently thinking better of it when he saw that Mark and Charlie had rifles pointed at him.
Slapping Brown’s back, Marta said, “It’s okay, they’re my friends. This is Charlie and Mark. Charlie is Evansville PD.”
Brown was hesitant, unsure of how to react with the men in her house. He was a convicted felon and part of the New Order. He was also working against the New Order, on the side of the police.
“Relax. They know you’re with us,” she said.
Extending a hand to Brown, Mark said, “Hey. Thanks for all your help. Marta showed us the map. We basically would’ve walked into a trap if it hadn’t been for you. What happened with the guy in the warehouse?”
“He had a slight accident just as the two of you were slinking around Marta’s back door,” said Brown. “It was a close call.”
“Crap. Do you know if they will replace him or abandon the position?” asked Charlie.
“Oh, they’ll replace him. I’m just worried about them finding his dumb ass hidden in a bathroom. Soon as they do, I’m fried. I think I covered my tracks well enough to buy us some time. Guys are slipping away every day.”
“You can’t go back to them. They’ll kill you if they think you’ve been helping the cops,” said Marta.
“I have to agree. If they find the other guy, it will only be a matter of time before they put two and two together,” said Charlie.
Turning to Charlie, Mark said, “Maybe he should come with us?”
“No way. I’m not going anywhere. I need to stay here and help. The only way you cops are gonna win this battle is with me helping your asses from the inside. Besides, I need to make sure Ms. Marta is safe and sound. No need to let those assholes get a hold of her. No, thanks, I’m staying put,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest defiantly.
“Alright, but when the shit hits the fan, you need to come here and stay put. No one on our side will know you’re with us. You could easily get shot. I’ll pass your general description and the fact that you’ll be here, but beyond that, it’ll get too complicated. The chief’s orders are to shoot to kill,” said Charlie.
“Damn! You guys aren’t messing around. I like it,” said Brown, chuckling.
“How many guys are part of the New Order in Porter?” asked Mark. “Estimated.”
“Probably around fifty, give or take.”
“How well armed are they?” asked Mark.
“They have all the police shit plus all the weapons that the cops had in the evidence locker. They’ve also stripped the civilians clean of their firearms. The guys are very well armed, I’d say. Many of them are even wearing police-issued body armor. They love playing dress up like they’re all important and shit. Bunch of stupid gangbangers, if you ask me.”
“Brown, tell them about the radio,” said Marta.
“Oh yeah, they have the police radio system at the station. It’s how I found Marta. I used to listen to you guys talking at night.”
“But not anymore?”
“Nope. I had to disable it. The Boss didn’t like that I couldn’t pick up on any radio traffic, so he put someone in there to babysit me.”
“Any chance he will be able to get the radio operational?” asked Charlie.
“No way, the guy is as dumb as a bag of rocks.”
“Other than that radio, does the New Order have any way of listening to us communicating?” asked Mark.
“Not as far as I can tell. Those idiots ran the handheld radios dry the first week. The only reason the station’s radio is still working is because of the kick-ass generator at the station. Without it, they’d be in the dark.”
“That’s good news. It means we can communicate during the day. It’ll make working with the vets much easier,” said Mark, turning to Charlie.
The four of them startled at a knock on the back door of Marta’s house.
“You expecting company?” said Charlie, turning to Marta.
“No, but it could be Johnny. He likes to stop in occasionally,” she said.
Marta noticed Brown stiffened when she said Johnny liked to stop by.
“I’ll go check.”
“We’re right behind you,” said Mark.
Marta took a quick look between the curtains to the backyard before opening the door.
“Johnny!”
“Hey, Marta. I thought I would check in on you.”
“It’s okay, guys.”
Charlie was the first to come out of the shadows. “Johnny! Wow, am I glad to see you. I know it’s only been a couple of weeks, but boy, does it seem longer. How have you been holding up?”
“We’re okay. I’ve been trying to steal food from the New Order for grandma, but the lack of food and water is starting to get to her.”
Suddenly, Marta felt guilty about the few items Charlie and Mark had brought her.
“Here. Why don’t you take these to her? She could probably use them more than me.”
“That’s really kind of you. Thanks, Marta.”
“Hey, Johnny.”
“Geez, Brown. You’re here too?”
“I was just checking on her.”
“Johnny, meet my friend Mark. He lives in Evansville,” said Charlie, motioning to Mark.
“Brown, are the guys in their lookout posts right now? Or do they take a break for the night?”
“I don’t know, but I suspect they’re all getting loaded on the last bit of booze in Porter. That’d be my best guess.”
“Mark, we need to get out of here long before the sun rises, that way we’re sure no one’ll see us leaving town.”
“No shit, you guys aren’t as stealthy as you think,” said Brown.
“You should talk. I saw your sorry ass slinking around heading over here, no problem,” said Johnny.
“Oh shit. And here I did my best SEAL Team Six.”
Laughing, Marta felt truly safe and in the company of friends for the first time in a very long time. Since her husband’s death, she had been reluctant to get close to anyone. Finally, she felt a sense of belonging and the warmth of camaraderie. She knew the situation would change rapidly, but just for a little while longer, she wanted things to stay as they were.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Sam walked out of Doris’s house into the dewy quiet morning. The sun was still under the horizon, yet high enough to color the sky with brilliant oranges, pinks and lavender. He loved this time of day the most. Everything seemed possible and new. Gathering kindling for the fire, Sam managed to get the campfire restarted. Luckily, Doris had showed him how to make coffee over the fire pit, using her iron kettle. It was easier than he expected. He only incinerated the first two batches.
Placing the well-water-filled kettle on the hot grates, Sam waited for it to boil. He knew from experience that once the coffee started to brew, people would begin to stir and his morning solitude would end.
Thinking of Jane and Lea, he wondered how they were doing. Last night Sergeant Spencer had their radioman contact HQ. The communication was nothing more than a simple check-in to confirm things were all clear on both sides. He would have liked to grab the radio and speak directly to Jane. Obviously he knew that was not possible. Every officer at Doris’s house had left someone behind. Each and every one of them were feeling just the same. Worried about their loved ones, but compelled to fight. The all-clear signal would have to be enough for them until they were back together.
The faint sounds of fast-approaching footfalls alerted Sam to someone’s approach. It sounded as though someone was running toward the house from the front driveway. In the distance the faint sound of a vehicle’s engine broke the morning silence. Officer Lovell streamed past him, running into the house, her radio cracking to life.
“The SUV is inbound, ETA three minutes,” Lovell said to Spencer as Sam walked into the kitchen.
“Any report of their condition?” asked Spencer.
“None.”
“Sam, can you make sure you’re ready? The team should be fine, based on their check-in last night, but still. We need to be sharp.”
“Will do,” said Sam, following the others to the front of the house.
Spencer ran around the house, alerting the other officers. Although he believed the vehicle approaching was the men returning from the hospital run, they had no way to be sure this wasn’t a trick.
“Look alive, everyone,” shouted Spencer.
The black SUV rolled slowly up the gravel drive. Nothing about the SUV gave any impression of a problem. However, the dark-tinted windows prevented the men and women from seeing clearly into the interior of the vehicle. Moving away from the windows, Sam suddenly felt scared that New Order men had packed into the vehicle, ready to pounce on them.
The front door opened and Dave Mann got out, followed by the rest of the group that had departed yesterday.
“Stand down! All clear!” shouted Spencer.
Sam followed Spencer and the others outside to greet the team.
“How is it out there?” asked Spencer.
“Pretty quiet. We really had no issue at all getting to Memorial and back,” said Mann. “The streets are deserted. No one is on the move in any way, either on foot or in vehicles. It was sort of eerie to see the streets so quiet.”
“I don’t suspect things would be so quiet if you had to go through town. Memorial is situated right between Porter and Evansville. Maybe the New Order hasn’t ventured that far?” offered Spencer.
“Maybe. Is that coffee I smell?” said Mann.
“Oh crap! I left it on the fire.” Sam ran behind the house to the campfire.
The coffee had boiled over, sputtering from the top. It didn’t smell burnt, so he might be able to save it.
“Got enough in there for us?” asked Spencer, with Mann and a few others in tow.
“Of course, grab the mugs from inside. I’m not a barista, but it’s caffeinated and it’s hot.”
“That’s all I look for in my coffee,” said Mann.
“I can attest to that. I’ve been on stakeout with him. The man will drink anything.” Officer Susan Newman laughed.
Sam poured the piping hot coffee into the mugs and passed them around. One of the men brought water from the well for the second pot.
“Other than being quiet getting to and from Memorial, what’s their status?”
“The head hospital administrator, Beth Pulte, was at home when the lights turned off. Apparently, she immediately went to the hospital, just as all staff is required to do in the case of an emergency. However, as an Army brat, she quickly realized something more than just a blown transformer was behind the lights going out. She had the entire facility locked down,” said Mann.
“Over the last couple of weeks, they have thwarted attacks, but just barely. The New Order tried to get in but quickly realized they weren’t able to very easily. She thinks it’s just a matter of time before there’s a full-scale attack on the hospital,” said Newman, sipping her coffee. “Hey, this stuff isn’t bad. Or my standards have been lowered. Either way, it’s good, thanks.”
“No problem, I’ll keep it coming,” said Sam with pride.
“Do they have power? What’s the status of the patients?” asked Spencer.
Mann and Newman glanced at each other uncomfortably.
“That’s the bad news. When the hospital when dark, it was a small but fully functioning facility. The generators immediately kicked in, allowing the surgeries to proceed, the life-support machines to continue humming and all the monitoring equipment to function. As the days went on, with no indication that the power would be restored, the hospital staff needed to make some decisions regarding how to ration the hospital’s quickly depleting energy reserves,” said Newman.
“That doesn’t sound good,” said Sam, shaking his head.
“No. It’s not. The morgue filled up quickly. The entire place reeks of death. They had to start piling bodies in the back. Animals have ripped the body bags open and picked at the remains. It’s really bad,” said Mann.
“They always say one of the worst places to be in the case of a disaster is on life support. I guess that’s true,” said Spencer, shaking his head. “Did you get a sense of their food reserves and how many people are in the facility?”
Newman looked up from the fire and said, “I think they’re mostly fine with the food situation. They are rationing, but apparently the hospital had a lot of stored nonperishable food. Water is more of an issue. They’re on a well. However, when the power went down, so did the water pumps. They divert power to the pumps once a day to gather water. I guess it’s working out okay, but it could definitely be better.”
“There has to be at least a couple hundred people at the hospital. Plus, more keep streaming in. Most people regard a hospital as a place of refuge during a disaster. With their towns under attack, many probably figured their best chance was at the hospital,” said Mann.
“It can be a place of refuge, depending on the disaster. In this situation, if the lights stay off for much longer, I would not want to be there. Disease will quickly spread through the facility. Even under regular conditions, hospitals have a difficult time keeping a wrap on infectious disease spreading. This will only exacerbate the problem,” said Sam.
“At least the people there were mostly safe from the New Order. The rest of us took that hit pretty hard,” said Newman.
Sam recalled that a stray New Order bullet had killed Newman’s husband one night while they were at home, hiding. New Order men had been in the streets, lighting fires, drinking and shooting their weapons into the night sky. One drunken thug decided to blanket the front of a row of townhouses. A bullet penetrated Newman’s townhouse, killing her husband. Again, Sam thought about how fortunate his family had been given the circumstances.
“Has anyone at the hospital heard anything from beyond our towns? Anything about what happened?” asked Spencer.
“They don’t know anything more than we do. When they couldn’t initially get anyone on the radios, they diverted the energy use to their patients,” said Mann.
“Probably the best use of their resources, given how little chatter we’ve heard,” said Spencer.
“We told them about what we’re doing and where we’re all located. We also explained that everyone maintains radio silence until after midnight for safety and fuel economy. They will be making contact with us tonight after midnight for a simple check-in,” said Newman.
“Good job, it’ll be nice to keep them in the loop,” said Spencer. “How are Sinclair and Avery?”
“Hard to say. I think Sinclair will be okay. But they said Avery needs diagnostics and likely surgery. Two things they’re unable to provide,” said Mann.
“That’s too bad. This situation stinks,” said Spencer. “Once we get our towns back, we’ll plan to render aid to the hospital. At the very least, we can organize volunteers to bury the dead. It might be all we can do.”
“Getting our towns back is a lot. People can’t continue to live in fear. Once we’re all safe, things will start to feel different for all of us,” offered Newman, lightening the mood.
The group sat quietly sipping their coffee by the fire. News from the hospital wasn’t exactly what Sam expected. In some ways it was better. At least the New Order hadn’t gotten to it. On the other hand, making life-and-death decisions about who would live and who would die solely because of dwindling resources must have been excruciatingly difficult for the hospital personnel. Once again, Sam reflected on his good fortune in having his family intact and healthy. It was only by sheer luck that one of them didn’t just happen to be in the hospital during the blackout.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
Charlie shifted the heavy black bag on his shoulders for the third time since they’d reclaimed the weapon cache from its hiding spot on the outskirts of town. They’d breezed through the town easily, before any of the New Order men went back to their lookout posts. The remaining hike to the hunting cabin should be fairly uneventful, except for the physical strain of carrying bags loaded with heavy weaponry.
“Hey, man. Can we ease up a little? We’ve been booking it since we left Marta’s house,” said Mark, breathing heavily.
“Sure. Sorry. Why don’t you set the pace for a while.”
Charlie knew his anxiousness to see Gayle fueled the fast pace to the camp. The anticipation of seeing Gayle mounted with every mile they covered. Charlie had no confirmed information regarding her status or current whereabouts. They assumed she was fine and hiding at the camp; however, Marta did not know for sure. For all anyone knew, Gayle had been taken by the New Order when she left him that morning on the horse trail. Doubling back into town would have left her vulnerable to getting caught. Anything could have happened to her.
Worst-case scenarios about Gayle swirled in Charlie’s mind, causing him to lose concentration on their route.
“Should we be turning more toward the east or stay due south? I’m not entirely sure where the cabin is. Are you?” asked Mark.
Realizing his mind had been focused on Gayle and not on the walk, Charlie stopped and took out the compass and map.
“You’re right, we should be seeing another path off to our left, heading east. That will connect with the road and take us directly to the cabin.”
“Any chance we could have passed it? I saw something like that back a ways. It was just a smallish path off the left side of the trail. Maybe we need to double back to be sure?” said Mark.
“We could. It’s hard to tell on this map, without the assistance of GPS and road signs. According to this, if we keep going a little further, we’ll meet up with the same road. From there we’d need to go just a little further than we would’ve from the small path. The small path was basically a shortcut.”
“I’m good with continuing on this path if you are.”
“Works for me.”
The two continued in silence. Although Mark never said a word, Charlie knew the man must’ve been slightly annoyed with him. Charlie needed to get his head out of the clouds and remain focused on getting them to the cabin. Thoughts of Gayle would have to wait until later.
~ ~ ~
Gayle volunteered to take the morning front perimeter watch. Marta did not disclose who was coming, only that there were two people on the way—and they were friendly. Gayle hoped beyond belief that it was Charlie. She hadn’t anticipated how hard it would be to be away from him, with no communications and no way of knowing if he was doing okay. If the circumstances weren’t so dangerous and tumultuous, she would have had an easier time being apart. The constant worry over Charlie’s well-being had started to wear her down, impacting her tactical sharpness. She needed to focus on something else, but pacing back and forth, quietly listening to her surroundings, she couldn’t stop thinking about him.
She worried about how things would be between the two of them now that everything had changed and the full scope of her deception was exposed. Lying to Charlie was something she would have preferred to avoid, but there was no way he would have been fine with her serving as the police liaison at the cabin. Instead he would have volunteered to head the team of veterans, just to keep her out of harm’s way. She couldn’t allow that. If he had spearheaded the veterans’ resistance, then the remaining police officers in Porter would have been on their own. He knew the land around the trailhead better than anyone else and had successfully moved dozens of officers to safety by that point. Knowing she did the wrong thing for the right reason gave Gayle a measure of hope that Charlie would see it the same way and forgive her.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Tank knew the drive to Lake Juniper would be boring as shit, and once again he was right. They decided to take two cars. Tank and Bower drove in one car while four of his “soldiers,” as he liked to call them, drove in the second car. He knew they needed to conserve fuel, but the thought of driving an hour with those idiots jammed in the car was more than Tank felt he should have to put up with. He needed the occasional break from the men.
His “soldiers” consisted of some of the guys he’d hung with prior to the lights going dark, plus a lot of dudes from the local prison. When the lights first went out and didn’t come back on, Tank sensed an opportunity. Apparently others did as well. The so-called “New Order” rolled into town, intent on taking over. Tank had two choices, work with them or fight against them. He chose to work with them, and in exchange, the Boss put him in charge of Evansville.
The New Order men periodically reported back to the Boss regarding the situation in Evansville. They would also divert food and booze for their shit-bird jail buddies back in Porter. Every time they drove off, taking Tank’s bounty to Porter, he considered putting an end to the New Order’s involvement in Evansville, but he didn’t have the numbers to fight the Boss at the moment.
In a way, Tank hoped they didn’t find supplies in the area around Lake Juniper. He knew the New Order men would begin to leave once the supplies ran dry. He wanted them to leave, freeing him from the Boss’s clutches. On the other hand, if the New Order guys drove out one day, Tank worried that the ten or so men loyal to him would not be able to continue to control the town. Eventually, the police would see an opportunity to move back into Evansville, putting an end to his glorious reign. No way he could let that happen. For now, he would feed the shit bags and put up with their Boss until a better plan presented itself.
The Lake Juniper sign stood silently welcoming the men to the quaint summer vacation resort area. The town looked very quiet. Tank had expected to see more people in the area, but the place seemed almost as quiet as it would be in the late fall. Stopping at the first variety store on the smallish main strip of town, Tank realized his first impressions were incorrect. There might not be many people in town, but the few around had done some damage. Most of the glass storefronts were shattered; the contents of the stores, mostly gone. The New Order men pulled up next to Tank’s car and got out. Looking up and down the small street, Tank considered the options.
“Alright, here’s what we do. Bower and I will go through the stores and restaurants on Main Street. The rest of you split up the cottages. Go house by house. If there’s so much as one Dorito left in a bag, grab it. We meet back here in two hours.”
The men quickly dispersed, running down the street to the tiny rows of neatly spaced summer cottages. Tank knew if there was anything to be found, it would be in town, not the cottages. People only stayed up here for a week or so at a time for summer vacation. The cottages weren’t likely to have large stores of canned food, pasta and booze, like a regular home or restaurant.
“Nice job getting rid of the goons. I didn’t think they would go for it. Especially Spike. He always likes staying super close so he can report our every move to their Boss,” said Bower.
“I didn’t think we would get rid of him. He’s probably hoping someone’s teenage daughter is hiding in one of the houses. Let’s get going before they come back. Anything of value we find, we save for ourselves.”
“You got that right. Those guys would slit our throats for the last Twinkie crumb.”
The two quickly worked their way through the small grocery store. Not much remained in the dark, dusty businesses. Tank assumed that the people who’d fled Evansville likely came here first, emptying the town’s supplies.
The first restaurant contained next to nothing. They only found a few jars of pasta sauce, some pickles and a can of beets. The two could barely see anything in the dark buildings, even with flashlights.
“Let’s get outta here. Maybe the other place will have more in it,” said Tank.
The final restaurant was an old-fashioned country diner, complete with Formica tables and cowboy pictures. The front bank of windows gave them more light for their search. Tank went around the back of the counter, looking for anything of value, while Bower went into the back room.
“Hey, Tank, check it out!” yelled Bower.
The kitchen area of the restaurant was mostly bare. The store closet had been picked clean and the refrigerator contained foul-smelling rotting food. Other than that, there was nothing.
“What is it? You find anything?” said Tank into the darkness. As his eyes adjusted, he had a hard time finding Bower.
“Yeah—over here.”
In the corner of the kitchen, behind a long black curtain, sat another storeroom. The dark curtain must have shielded the storeroom from the view of most people coming into the kitchen. Plus, its location, away from the main storeroom and refrigerator, would have made it nearly invisible to anyone doing a quick search in the near pitch darkness.
“Holy shit! Nice!” said Tank.
The small narrow pantry contained floor-to-ceiling cans, jars and various bottles of food.
“Here’s what we do. Take a few things to show the guys and then we hide the rest in the trunk. Got it?”
“I’m with you. Do you think we’ve much time before they get back?” asked Bower.
“It’s hard to say, let’s just do this as quick as possible. Last thing I want is to share this bounty with those dumb assholes. They’ll eat through it in two days, the idiots.”
With none of the New Order men in sight, Tank and Bower quickly filled the trunk of Tank’s car. Satisfied that they’d managed to pull it off, Tank and Bower waited for the men to return.
“I’m gonna see if any of these cars have gas we can take back,” said Bower.
Tank stood in the entryway of the variety store, considering their next move. Considering where to find Lea and her parents. The New Order men started filtering back, one at a time. Their bags looked mostly empty, or maybe they were stashing food too.
“You guys find anything?”
“Not really, the place is dead,” said one of the men.
“Same for all these shithole restaurants and stores. Picked clean,” said Tank. “Give Bower a hand getting gas. At least we’ll be able to get some fuel.”
Tank stood on the porch of the restaurant, watching the men syphoning gas from the few cars on the town’s main street. A slight breeze carried discarded papers, wrappers and other garbage through the once quaint town. A bright green sheet of paper tumbled past Tank, catching his eye. He picked it up, examining it. It advertised an “Open Day” at Camp Hemlock. Camp Hemlock was a kids’ camp located at Lake Sparrow. So there is more to Lake Sparrow than a bunch of trees.
A sly smile formed on Tank’s face as renewed hope of finding Lea and her parents filled him. They might not be hiding under a tree, like Bower said, but they could be at a camp. Checking out the camp would be his next move.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
The late afternoon sun hung low on the horizon, stretching the forest’s shadows. Night was quickly approaching. Charlie knew they needed to find the cabin soon or face the prospect of spending the night on the cold ground. The map and compass helped, but the area was so rural that many of the roads leading off the main well-driven gravel road were unmarked. Most of the residents in the area were locals whose families had lived in the same place for generations. None of them needed the road signs like Charlie and Mark did.
Once again, Charlie could tell Mark was irritated by the situation, but was nice enough to keep it to himself. In truth, Charlie’s limits were being tested too. The veterans didn’t exactly help them find the cabin. The directions they provided had been sketchy and vague—probably on purpose. The safety of the cabin required their discretion on the radio when they’d told Marta the location. Charlie understood that, but would have liked a little more information.
“Do you think we should keep going in this direction? I feel like we overshot the cabin,” said Mark as he placed his bag on the ground.
“I’m not sure. I would have thought we’re right on top of it, but there’s no indication that a cabin exists here. Better directions would have been nice.”
Charlie put the large black weapons bag that he’d hauled from Porter onto the ground with a heavy thud. His sore shoulders ached from the strain. Looking at the map, Charlie was once again perplexed. They should be able to see something of the cabin, yet there was nothing, just forest on both sides of the road.
“I think—” Charlie started to say.
“Shhh…listen. You hear that?”
Mark stood straight and called out a loud birdlike call into the shadows. From somewhere inside the recesses of the gloomy forest, an exact birdcall echoed Mark.
“We’re here,” he said.
All at once, three well-armed men emerged from their concealed locations among the trees.
“Charlie?” asked one of them.
“Guilty,” said Charlie, raising his hand.
“I’m Mark.”
“I’m Sleeper; that’s Simmons and Volk. Welcome to Storm.”
“Here? We thought we were lost. There’s no sign or road, just dense trees lining both sides of the road. How far is it to the cabin?” asked Charlie.
“Sorry about that. We purposely gave you guys the wrong directions just in case anyone else was listening. Last thing we need is to have the New Order show up on our doorstep. We’ve been at this location all afternoon, waiting for you two ladies to finish your day stroll,” said Sleeper, eliciting a round of laughter from Volk and Simmons.
“Nice. I heard your call and knew we were in the right location,” said Mark.
“Army?” asked Sleeper.
“No. Marines.”
“The cabin is only a half a mile east of this location, but you would’ve never found us,” said Simmons.
“I recognize that voice. Are you the radioman that called Marta last night?” asked Charlie.
“The one and only. I’m a former Navy radioman third class.”
The five men picked their way through the dense brush toward the cabin. Finally, Charlie caught glimpses of a clearing and a small rustic cabin. A few people sat around a campfire. Others chatted in small groups.
Seeing a woman standing off in the distance by herself, Charlie’s heart skipped a beat. Although her back was to Charlie, he recognized the curvy hips, long legs and the beautiful color of her curly golden hair. Gayle.
“Look what the cat dragged in!” shouted Sleeper.
Charlie’s eyes remained fixed on Gayle. He dropped the bag and ran for his one and only. Pulling her into a tight embrace, he breathed in the familiar scent of her skin. Finally, he pulled back from her, cupping her tear-moistened face in his hands.
“Charlie, I’m so sorry…” she tried to say.
“Don’t be. I’m proud of you. You’re the kick-ass, tough-as-nails woman I came to love, and still love. It was stupid of me to think you’d be content to sit at HQ, waiting for me. I’m the one who’s sorry.”
Tears streamed down her striking face faster than Charlie could wipe them away with his strong rough hands. He kissed her deeply and let all the worry and strain from their separation wash away.
“Hey, man. Get a room. This is a family establishment!” yelled Reynolds, from the porch of the cabin.
“Bill! Holy shit! I didn’t know you’d be down here,” said Charlie, breaking away from Gayle.
“This is my hunting cabin. If you had ever taken me up on one of my invites, you’d know that,” said Reynolds.
“Now I wish I had. This place is amazing!”
“Thanks. It’s been great for hunting, and ironically, hiding from being hunted. Who knew the place would be so handy?”
Reynolds’s reference to being hunted brought Charlie’s mind back to their current situation. For just one sweet moment, he’d forgotten.
Unzipping his bag, Charlie said, “We brought you some gifts.”
Mark joined the men, opening his bags next to Charlie’s.
“That should help,” said Reynolds, a wide smile on his face.
“We thought so.”
“Let’s get everything inside,” said Reynolds, motioning to the cabin.
The interior of the rustic cabin was everything Charlie imagined. An old plaid couch sat in front of a stone fireplace. A couple of very used chairs were arranged near one of the windows. The shelves of a bookcase held various puzzles, board games and sets of cards.
Charlie pulled out a seat at the simple pine kitchen table. One by one, he removed the weapons they’d brought and placed them on the table side by side. In front of them lay several semiautomatic, military-style rifles, a few bolt-action hunting rifles, a dozen or so pistols and three tactical-style shotguns.
“Divvy up the items as you see fit,” said Charlie. “We also dragged along some ammunition and magazines. You’ll have to be a bit discreet dividing up the ammunition. We prioritized bringing weapons over ammo.”
“Looks like your stuff is chambered in the usual calibers—9mm, .223, .308,” said Reynolds. “Ammo won’t be a problem. We have plenty of that around here.”
“Excellent,” said Charlie.
“These weapons are amazing. Where did you get all of them?” asked Simmons.
“It’s my private collection. I’m a little into guns.”
“A little? For our first date, he took me to the shooting range,” said Gayle to a round of laughter.
“Damn right. And the minute I realized you could outshoot me was when I also realized you were the woman for me.”
The men dug into the weapons, each choosing one.
“What’s the status of the run into Porter? Are the cops ready to hit the New Order? We’re getting tired of sitting around here, knowing those assholes are in our town,” said Reynolds.
“I’m not sure how much you guys know, so here’s the status. The Evansville police chief had most of their cops relocate to a kids’ camp near Lake Sparrow. It’s just north of Porter and East of Evansville.”
Moving the guns and ammo to the side, Reynolds said, “Here, use this.” He stretched a map on the table.
“Thanks.”
“The HQ is in this location. Although it isn’t marked on the map, the old horse trail snakes through the forest in this direction. We have two safe houses, here and here,” said Charlie, pointing to the map.
“Let’s mark it up. I’ll grab a pen,” said Reynolds, handing Charlie a pen.
“The chief moved approximately eighteen officers to this location on the trail,” said Charlie.
“But the New Order attacked the house, killing four officers and seriously wounding another two,” said Mark.
“Damn them,” said Gayle. “Who went down?”
“Peterson, Green, Maeve and Kreen. Avery and Sinclair are injured. As far as we know, they were taken to Memorial,” said Charlie.
“I’m so sorry. Were you guys there when the house was attacked?” asked Simmons.
“Mark was, and he apparently put an end to the active shooter threat with one well-placed piece of lead.” Charlie looked at his new friend with admiration.
“What’s the status of the hospital?”
“We don’t know,” said Mark.
“Do you know how the attack on the town is supposed to go down and what role we should play?” asked Reynolds.
“The chief plans to split the team at the house, one group going south on the trail, a second group arriving by car. He hoped your team could be in position, here. We would then have a three-pronged attack,” said Charlie.
“That could work,” said Reynolds, considering the marks on the map.
“When the chief made the plan, we didn’t yet know that the New Order has men posted all over town in concealed sharpshooter positions. We need to modify the plan or it won’t work,” said Charlie.
“How do you know about the sharpshooters?” asked Gayle.
“Marta has a man on the New Order side that gave her the information,” said Charlie.
“Can we count on it? Or is this some sort of trap?” said Gayle, wary of trusting any New Order man.
“We aren’t sure.” He drew out a map indicating all the sniper locations. “Apparently, he intervened, neutralizing the sniper in this location just as Mark and I arrived at Marta’s back door.”
“Or he told you he did that only to win our trust. I don’t know. Trusting one of them is something I’m finding hard to do. I’d hate to divert our team to look for nonexistent snipers,” said Gayle.
“I agree. I think we should split off into four squads. Two squads will neutralize these sniper locations first, if they exist, and the other two squads will push into town from this direction as the chief planned,” said Reynolds, pointing to the map with the sniper locations.
“Hitting those two sniper nests will open up the town for the cops pushing down from the north,” said Mark.
“Exactly. Those two locations would help the inbound cops the most, so we’ll clear their path; then the two squads can circle back through town, hitting these spots in this order.” Reynolds pointed to the map, outlining his plan. “One, two, three. That should clear the southern route for the vets too.”
Charlie considered the plan and knew it would work. The anticipation of winning their town back fueled him even after the day’s grueling hike.
“Alright, tonight we’ll let HQ know the plan and that we’re ready when they are to execute it. We’ll have to relay the information from Marta to the safe house and then HQ. Your signal isn’t great. My guess is that the chief will want to move forward tomorrow morning,” said Charlie.
“That should work. We’ll take care of sending the information tonight. We’ll get the word out so that everyone is ready for action in the morning if the chief green lights the plan,” said Reynolds.
Getting up from the table, Charlie asked, “Do you have a well or stream? I need to wash up.”
Gayle took his hand and said, “Come on, I’ll take you to the stream.”
The two walked out of the musty-smelling cabin into the twilight of the forest. Walking hand in hand, Charlie kept looking at Gayle. He knew how fortunate they were to still have each other. Things could have turned out much differently for them. Smiling, he remembered the ring in his pocket.
“What are you smiling about?” she asked.
“You and me.”
“Me too,” she said, squeezing his hand.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Bet sat alone in the dim, stiflingly hot communications room at the Porter police station. He had been assigned to this location ever since the Boss made him “help” Brown with the radio. Night and day he and Brown sat together, adjusting dials, getting nothing but static. Bet started wondering about Brown. He wondered how loyal Brown was to the Boss.
Brown had started acting really nervous yesterday and then failed to come to the station. He still wasn’t anywhere in sight, even though it was almost midnight. Something had to be up with him. Or maybe he ran away like some of the others. Bet had no intention of running. Where would he go? Back to his mom, in the dingy apartment they shared in the city? She was probably so wasted on meth that she might not even know the lights went out. No. Bet would stay with the Boss—his only real family.
Leaning over the table, he considered the radio again. He had no idea what any of the dials did, but had watched Brown enough to know that he needed to adjust them to look for a clear signal. The problem was that there never was a clear signal. It was almost as if the antenna was broken. Getting up from his chair, he leaned over the table and inspected the wires connected to the radio. Everything looked fine. He must just be getting paranoid. Sitting down, he again tried the dials, getting nothing but static, as usual.
Bored out of his mind, Bet knew he couldn’t leave the radio room or the Boss would have a shit fit. But continuing to turn dials and listen to static had a way of making a person bonkers. Leaning back in his chair, he pulled out his lucky quarter and started flipping. Ever since he was a child, he’d always flipped the quarter. He would guess heads or tails and even make bets with himself. The simple act distracted him and calmed his mind, even during his mom’s violent fights with her boyfriends.
Flipping the quarter with his thumb and forefinger, the quarter flew into the air just beyond his grasp, landing on the linoleum floor with a soft thump. He quickly grabbed his flashlight and leaned under the table, looking for his lucky quarter. Wait a minute. What do we have here? A single thick cord dangled from the back of the desk area, like it had been pulled out of the radio. He quickly grabbed the antenna, snaked it up to the back of the radio system and plugged it in. He swiped his lucky quarter off the floor and kissed it before putting it back in his pocket. Once again, it had brought him luck.
Things sounded different when he adjusted the dials. He could hear some spots that were not just static, but a clear signal. No wonder Brown was acting so funny. He’d probably disabled the radio. Bet determined to stay at least another hour before joining the guys in finishing the booze. He listened intently, finally hearing nameless people communicating through the dark night.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Jane walked into the shed, anxious for an update from the rest of the team. If all had gone as planned, by this time Mark and Charlie would be with the veterans. The chief had briefed Charlie on the plan of attack so he could coordinate with them. If Charlie and Mark did not make it, they would have to rework the plan to exclude the assistance from the veterans. She also wanted to hear from Sam. Being apart from him under these circumstances became more taxing as time stretched the distance between them.
“Hey, guys,” she said to the chief and the two men seated at the radio.
“Jane, you must be exhausted. You don’t need to be here; we can fill you in,” said Joyce Rolz.
“I’m good. I’m anxious to hear if everything went okay with the hospital run and if Charlie and Mark made it to the vets in one piece.”
“I think we’re all sitting on the edges of our seats, hoping for the best on both accounts as well,” said Joyce.
Jane watched as the two radiomen adjusted the communications rig. Tension over Sam and Charlie mounted as they waited until just after midnight to call out into the darkness.
“It’s twelve fifteen. Anytime you’re ready, you may proceed,” said the chief.
“Blue Jay, this is Eagle’s Nest. Over.”
“Blue Jay, this is Eagle’s Nest. Over.”
“This is Blue Jay. Come in Eagle’s Nest. Over,” responded a man from Doris’s house.
“Status report?”
“The hospital run was a success. No information yet from Overlook One. We’re still waiting for her check-in. Over.”
“Let them know they should contact us once they have a complete status report. We’ll be on again at twelve thirty. I don’t want to run the radio any longer; we need to reserve our fuel,” said the chief.
“Blue Jay, check in again at twelve thirty with full status report,” said the chief’s radioman.
“Twelve-thirty check-in, roger that. Blue Jay out.”
The radioman put down the receiver and turned off the radio.
“All we can do is wait,” said the chief. “If everyone is in place, I’d like to commence the operation tomorrow morning. There’s no reason to delay. Once the New Order starts to run out of food, they’ll expand their range further out. The last thing I want is for this scourge to spread to other towns. I’m sure people are dealing with enough; the last thing anyone else needs is a visit from the New Order.”
“Amen to that, Chief,” said Joyce.
“Assuming we’re moving forward tomorrow, Jane, I’d like you to move down to Doris’s house. They’re cut as thin as possible. I don’t want to leave them wide open to a counterattack while most of our guys are in Porter. I would like you to head up the squad that stays behind at Doris’s house. We need to hold that location, even with a reduced presence.”
“Yes, sir. I’ll be ready to go before sunrise. I should be able to get there mid to late day,” said Jane.
“We have two bikes left; I’d like you and Rapp to ride down there as fast as possible.”
“Yes, sir.”
Jane stood still, stunned by the chief’s orders. She had not anticipated being in the middle of a gun battle. Nor did she want to leave Lea behind. The HQ seemed safe enough, but Jane knew that the safety offered by the HQ was just a thin veneer over a dangerous world. The world as they knew it was no longer safe, for anyone. Keeping her family together once again rose to the forefront of Jane’s concerns. Maybe Sam was right; maybe coming to HQ was a mistake. What would happen to Lea if she or Sam or both were killed.
Joyce put her arm around Jane and whispered, “Don’t worry. Lea will be fine.”
“Am I that transparent?”
“Just a little. You turned white as soon as the chief gave you the order. I’m a mom too. I get it. She’s safe here at HQ. There’re plenty of people watching over her. It’ll be okay. You and Sam will be back in a matter of days. And I’ll keep her close to me.”
“Thanks, Joyce,” said Jane, smiling slightly.
She could not shake the overall sense of foreboding. Somehow she knew she shouldn’t leave Lea alone. But there was no way she could use family as an excuse in their current circumstances. Everyone had family to protect. Everyone wanted to be safe. It was only if they all worked together that things would get better. She knew she had to go. Breaking the news to Lea would be excruciating.
~ ~ ~
Marta and Brown sat in her attic, chatting until it was time to call the veterans. The two had become close in a short period of time. She never asked Brown what he’d done to land in PrisCorp. In the beginning, it mattered to her because she hadn’t felt safe around him. All she could think about was his past. However, as the days went on and he proved his loyalty to the police over and over, worries about his past slowly faded in her thoughts. She knew eventually once everything went back to normal, he would be incarcerated again. On some level, she wished things would drag on as they were, allowing the friendship to continue to blossom.
“Alright, here goes nothing,” she said as she turned on the radio.
“Storm, come in. Storm, you there? Over.”
“This is Storm, reading you loud and clear.”
“Status?”
“The package arrived safe and sound.”
Tears pooled in her eyes at the report. There was a tightness and scratchiness to her voice as she said, “Great news!”
“We’re ready as directed.”
“Okay, I’ll pass it along. Over and out.”
“Storm out.”
“What did he mean they’re ready as directed?” Brown asked.
“The chief wants the attack on Porter to go down tomorrow morning. Everyone should be in place by then. Charlie had the plan of attack and is coordinating the vets with the cops heading in. I think you should stay put tomorrow. If all goes well, the streets won’t be safe.”
“You got that right! Man, will I be glad to get rid of the Boss. They need to know to concentrate on the police department downtown. Those shit bags always hang out there, like it’s their clubhouse or something. It’s just pathetic.”
“Will do. I need to call Doris’s house or Blue Jay, I think. Isn’t that what they’re calling it?”
“I don’t know. I thought you were keeping track of all the names,” said Brown, chuckling.
Smiling and swatting his arm, she said, “What good are you? Geez.”
Turning to the radio again, Marta called out to Doris’s house. “Blue Jay? You there? Blue Jay? You there? Over.”
“This is Blue Jay. Over.”
“Storm is in place and ready as planned. Over,” she said.
“Blue Jay is ready as planned too. Over.”
“There’s a heavy load at Steel and Magnolia. Over,” said Marta, hoping they would understand her cryptic message regarding the concentration of New Order at the police station.
“We anticipated it. It’s all good on our end. Over.”
Relieved, Marta said, “Godspeed. Over and out.”
“See you on the bright side, Blue Jay. Over and out.”
Turning off the radio, she sat still for a moment. The magnitude of the plan to regain Porter sat heavy with Marta. She knew the cops would be fighting for their lives and for the lives of all the people of Porter. The thought of more officers being killed by the New Order worried her. However, the prospect of the police losing this gun battle terrified her even more.
“Tomorrow morning, you need to be in the basement all day,” said Brown.
“And so should you. You can’t go out there; you’ll get gunned down. The cops have no way of knowing you’ve been working with us.”
“I can’t just hide in the basement like a scared little girl.”
“Hey, watch it. I’ll be in the basement.”
“Sorry, but you know what I mean. I should be doing something to help.”
“You’ve done a lot already. We both have. Now we need to sit back and wait for the cops to do their jobs.”
“I guess you’re right.”
There was no way Marta would let her friend go outside tomorrow. If the New Order won, they would all need Brown to help plan a second attack. Besides, she needed Brown.
~ ~ ~
Sam sat in the communications shed at Doris’s house. Hearing that Charlie and Mark had both made it to the vets gave the room a certain levity that didn’t exist before. Everyone knew that with the help of the vets, they would have a decent chance of winning.
“She didn’t mention anything about the package she had for Charlie. What do you suppose happened with that?” asked Donnelly, the radioman, to Sergeant Spencer.
“I was thinking the same thing. Whatever it was, Charlie has it and we have to count on him to know how to handle the situation on that end. It’s all we can do. It’s twelve thirty; let’s call up to HQ to confirm that the teams are ready to proceed in the morning as planned.”
“Roger that,” said Pritty, picking up the receiver.
“Eagle’s Nest, this is Blue Jay. Come in.”
“This is Eagle’s Nest. Over.”
“Status update, all teams ready. It’s a go.”
“Roger that. We’re sending a package to you. Over.”
“Does the package change the timing or plan?”
“Not at all. You’re clear to proceed. Good luck.”
“Blue Jay over and out.”
Sam wondered what sort of package the HQ could be sending. The supplies at HQ were thin at best, so he figured they weren’t sending food. It was likely more personnel. Despite himself, Sam hoped it was Jane who would emerge from the horse trail.
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Henry Kreen sat in the upstairs bedroom of his house in Porter. Looking out the bedroom window, he waited for his friend Adam Fogel to flash his shades. The two grew up in the houses they now lived in. As kids they would signal each other by opening and closing the shutters of their shades. They’d worked out a complicated communications system that not even the most astute mother could detect.
When the New Order rolled into town, Henry took a chance that his friend Adam would have the same thought. He closed his blinds and started flashing the shutters opened and closed in rapid succession. Are you there? Adam, you there? Night after night, he would try with no reply. Then finally, one night Adam answered. I’m here. Scared and hungry. Since that night, the two communicated on a daily basis.
Henry knew the New Order had raided Adam’s house, along with all the other houses in Porter. He also knew Adam had managed to conceal his hunting rifle. Their houses were downtown, near the police station. The two watched the New Order men coming and going, communicating plans to pick off the men one by one. Even though they knew they were outnumbered and unable to fight, they still planned. It felt good for them to be doing something.
One night, Adam told Henry he had talked to the neighbors on both sides of his house. They were all armed and willing to join the fight. Adam encouraged Henry to talk to his neighbors. Little by little, the men managed to pull together a string of eleven houses all near the police station, all armed and ready to fight. Now they just needed an opportunity.
Flashing his friend, Henry asked, “You okay?”
“Yeah, it’s quiet again.”
“Better than a fire and shooting,” signaled Henry.
“We need a plan to get them.”
“I know. If we kill the Boss, what do you think will happen? Maybe we just nail him?”
“I thought so too. But still too risky. We need more people.”
“Agreed. Catch you tomorrow.”
“Okay,” signaled Adam.
Henry closed the shutters and turned in for the night. In the master bedroom, he snuggled close to his wife, Margaret, and their young son. He wondered how eleven regular citizens could take down a gang of hardened convicts.
 



Chapter Forty
The Boss stood in the parking lot of the police station. On hot, sticky nights, the station was intolerable. Leaning against one of the disabled police cars, he drained the rest of the Chivas from the large bottle. They had emptied every bottle of wine, beer and booze from the houses and restaurants—and still it wasn’t enough for them. They drank with the reckless abandon of men who had been locked up, dry and thirsty for a buzz. It was all they knew.
Soon they would have to venture out of Porter to resupply. The question remained if they would all leave Porter or just go to resupply. Or maybe he would leave on his own and never return. He had the back of his truck loaded with weapons, ammo, food and enough alcohol to keep himself busy for a while.
“Hey, Boss! Boss!” yelled Bet as he ran out of the station.
The Boss had made him stay in the radio room until he heard something. The guy did as he was told. He might not be too bright, but he was loyal, and that was something the Boss always recognized.
“What is it, man? You sound like a little bitch screaming like that. Slow down,” said the Boss.
“The radio, it was disabled! I fixed it! People were talking! I could hear them!”
“Holy shit! I knew that asshole Brown wasn’t doing shit in there! Where is he?”
“I don’t know. He hasn’t come back since he left this morning.”
“Son of a bitch! I want him found!” he said. Pointing to the two men closest to him, he screamed, “Now!”
The men ran off and he returned his attention to Bet. “Who was talking?”
“I couldn’t tell, but I think it was the cops! Sounds like they’re working some plan.”
“What do you mean you couldn’t tell? What sort of plan?”
“They were talking in code, using bird names and shit. I have no idea what they were talking about, but it sounds like they’re working on something.”
“Can you remember anything else? Are they coming here or to Evansville?”
“Sorry, Boss, I really don’t know.”
“Shit. Okay, get back in there and keep listening.”
The Boss stood silently considering their next move. If the cops were coming, they would be ready to fight.
Finally, he turned to Linc and said, “We need to be ready. I want guys watching the trail and the road into town. Give them extra ammo too. And double up the guys in the sniper nests. This is war. We need to be ready to hold our town or go down fighting.”
“Fuck yeah, Boss! We’ll get ’em. The pigs aren’t getting this shit back!” said Linc.
The Boss had every intention of fighting. However, he was also realistic. If the cops turned the tide, he had no intention of getting caught. He would simply drive out of town and start again.
 



Chapter Forty-One
Jane walked back to the cabin with mixed feelings. She was both excited to see Sam again, but terrified to leave Lea. After everything they had gone through to get Lea back from Tank, it seemed so wrong to leave her, especially considering the fragile state she was in. Lea had suffered an enormous emotional and physical trauma. She needed stability and kindness right now, not a war zone. Leaving her might exacerbate Lea’s condition.
She quietly opened the door to the cabin, hoping Lea would be asleep.
“Did you get to talk to Daddy?” said Lea, from the dark interior of the cabin.
“Not exactly, but the hospital run went fine. Other than that, it was just the usual check-in. But I did learn that Charlie and Mark are safe. They made it down past Porter and are with the veterans.”
“That’s a relief. I was worried about them, especially since they had to go to Marta’s house first, wherever that place is.”
“I know it was a really dangerous thing they did. Hopefully, it will all help in regaining Porter. Tomorrow they plan to execute the plan to surge into Porter. With any luck, by this time tomorrow night, things will be significantly different for all of us. Getting the New Order out of Porter is the first step of many in getting back home, free of all of them.”
“I don’t want to go back home, ever. I really don’t think I could sleep in that house again.”
“I know, honey. We’ll figure it out. But first we need to get our towns back.”
“Will Daddy come back tomorrow?”
“Actually, about that. The chief asked me to leave early tomorrow morning for Doris’s house. I’m going to head down on a bike with Officer Rapp. He knows the way and will get us there quickly. The chief needs me to head up the team that is staying at Doris’s house while the others leave for the attack on Porter.”
“What? You’re leaving? You can’t. I need you here.”
“I know. I’m not happy about it either, but I’ve no way of getting out of it. All the cops left family behind to join the fight. At least I’ll be at Doris’s house and not part of the actual fight in Porter.”
“Daddy was right; we should’ve never come here. We should’ve taken our chances alone.”
“Maybe. But this is where we are and we need to make the best of it. The only way things will get back to normal is if we get rid of the New Order.”
“And Tank.”
“And Tank,” said Jane, brushing hair from Lea’s face. “Both Daddy and I should be back in just a couple of days. The time will fly by, especially since you’re having so much fun with the kids!” said Jane, smiling.
“Very funny. But you’re probably right. They do keep me very busy. However, their constant complaining is enough to drive anyone insane.”
“A few more days and we’ll all be back together.”
Jane used her flashlight to gather her things for the ride out. She and Rapp intended to leave before first light. They had headlamps and flashlights. Hopefully it would be enough illumination for the ride to Doris’s house. Jane packed a couple of clean-ish T-shirts and a pair of shorts. They were able to wash their clothes in a basin of sudsy water from the lake. Once dried, the clothes were stiff as cardboard. Not the country freshness she expected.
Lying in bed, she tried to relax into sleep to no avail. Worry over Sam and Lea and the plan to retake Porter consumed her. Being with Sam would alleviate some of her fear. Being in his arms always made her feel safe, warm and happy. She really needed all three right now.
 



Chapter Forty-Two
Charlie and Gayle lay tangled in each other’s arms in Gayle’s tent. The sleeping bag and blanket sat discarded at the side of the tent. Charlie inhaled the scent of Gayle’s soft curls, drifting in and out of contented sleep.
“I wish you weren’t going into Porter tomorrow,” she said.
“Right back at you. I don’t want you leading a team into Porter. It’s going to be extremely dangerous.”
“At least I’m not trying to neutralize a sniper’s nest.”
“I know. The whole thing is crazy. Do you realize that if none of this happened, we would’ve been getting back from our trip right about now.”
“It would’ve been a really nice trip too. Now I wish we’d bought trip insurance.”
Laughing, Charlie flipped her over on her back, kissing her neck. “Good thinking, cuz the insurance companies are probably paying all sorts of claims right about now.”
“Oh my, I totally forgot. Yep, I’m the person who tries every light during a blackout.”
“You’re optimistic. That’s why I love you.”
Charlie had hidden the ring in a spot near their pillow before Gayle had come in for the night. He knew he needed to propose to her tonight. Anything could happen tomorrow. One or both of them might not survive. At least he would know if she wanted to marry him and she would know his intentions toward her were true. Leaning over, he clasped the ring in his hand and dove in.
“I know this really isn’t the most romantic place in the world, but right now, it’s the best I can do.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Gayle, will you marry me?”
He lifted the ring up to show her. The glimmer of the diamond was barely visible in the darkness. But it was enough to catch her eye.
“Charlie, you’re serious…” she said, a little stunned. “I wasn’t expecting…I mean, we were supposed to go on the trip…”
“Will you?”
“Yes! Yes! Of course I will! I love you.”
“I love you more.”
Charlie kissed Gayle with love and relief. He was surprised by how difficult it was to ask her to marry him, and yet, not difficult at all. Excitement over their lives together gave him the additional motivation he needed to make it through tomorrow. Everything would change for them once their towns were secure.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
Jane wasn’t prepared for the difficult trip to Doris’s house. In theory it seemed simple. Ride the path due south. No problem. In reality, riding a mountain bike in the pitch dark with only a headlamp was extremely difficult. Her body ached and was covered in bruises from the frequent falls. Ruts and branches obstructed their slow progress.
“You okay back there?” asked Rapp.
“Yep, hanging in there. Riding a bike in the woods in the dark is way harder than I expected.”
“We’ll be fine. In another thirty minutes or so, the sunrise will start to penetrate the woods.”
Glancing at Rapp, Jane knew he was right, but was in no mood to hear cheery optimism. Focusing on the trail, she worked hard at staying on her bike.
~ ~ ~
Dale Spencer surveyed the ten officers standing around him and knew their numbers would be barely enough to retake Porter. The surprise attack by the thugs coming from the trail had put a serious dent in their numbers. They’d have to make it work, there was no choice. With the veterans helping, it might be enough. The last report put the number of New Order men around forty. They were outnumbered. However, Evansville had managed to secure their entire arsenal of riot-control tools, giving them tear gas, flash grenades and other weapons at their disposal. Those weapons should help even the playing field.
“Okay, listen up,” Spencer said, getting everyone’s attention.
“We have to assume they’re waiting for us. We’re splitting up into two teams, Alpha and Bravo. Alpha is on bike; Bravo will drive. Each team has a radio.”
Spencer squatted and stretched the map on the ground in front of the group. His fellow officers huddled around him.
“We’ll drop off Alpha at this location near the horse trail,” he said, pointing to the map. “They know about the trail, so we need to assume they’re guarding it. Alpha needs to flank the trail and neutralize the men at that location.”
The officers on Alpha team nodded their understanding of the plan.
“Bravo, I’ll be with you. We’ll drive to this location and then fan out on foot. Again, we need to assume they’re guarding the road. Once we neutralize those guards, we need to move to the station, here.”
“Are our orders the same? Shoot to kill?”
“Yes. This is a war and we need to treat the New Order like enemy combatants.”
No one in the group disagreed with the orders or plan. A nervous energy built between them.
“Once we neutralize the guards watching the trailhead and the road, we push to the station. Marta said there’s a concentration of men at the station. I want to hit them with flash grenades and tear gas to drive them out. With any luck, the few men scattered around town will either flee or come to the fight at the station. Either way, once we recapture the station, we need to watch our backs until we’ve gone door-to-door, flushing out any remaining New Order men. The veterans will be backing us up, pushing the New Order men in the direction of the station from the south. Everyone understand the plan and their role?”
“Yes, Sergeant!” said Kara Lovell.
“We leave in five.”
The group quickly disbursed. Some grabbed extra water; others made last minute adjustments to their tactical gear. Vests, helmets and shields were loaded into the cars, ready for action.
~ ~ ~
Charlie moved fast through the forest with the veterans. Every man and woman was armed with a motley assortment of homemade weapons, guns and knives. The crew looked a little ragged, but Charlie had no reservations about their capabilities.
The group quickly made it to the outskirts of town. This was the point they needed to split apart, each going to their assigned sniper location.
“Alright, hold up!” he shouted. “We’re here. Mark, take your team northeast, starting with the warehouse behind Marta’s house. Then you guys will move to the northwest while we hit the nests in the southeast, moving west, like we talked about last night. Gayle, once you get the all clear, your team picks its way toward the station, herding the New Order men toward the center of town. Then guard the road exiting town, for any fleeing New Order men. It’s still very early; with any luck, the New Order hasn’t positioned their guys in the nests yet and we’ll be waiting for them when they show. Let’s move out.”
Charlie grabbed Gayle’s hand, pulled her close to him and quickly kissed her on the cheek.
“Be careful out there,” he whispered to her.
“Don’t worry about me. We have the easy job. Keep safe. Love you,” she whispered.
Letting go of her hand, Charlie quickly caught up with his squad.
 



Chapter Forty-Four
Charlie led his squad of veterans through the outskirts of town. He was counting on the New Order thugs getting a late start due to the heavy drinking and partying reported by Marta and Brown. His plan was to conceal ambush points outside each nest he’d been assigned, with the hope of gunning down each New Order lookout team as they casually approached the entrance to each structure. The plan would work so long as the men weren’t already inside each location, waiting for them.
Charlie wasn’t overly confident in his own squad’s ability to fight a close-quarters battle against an enemy alerted to their presence. His SWAT experience gave him a leadership advantage, but most of the veterans hadn’t served in ground combat roles, which made him very leery about sending them into unfamiliar structures, against unknown threats. This way, when the first team ambushed their quarry, the New Order men would rush hastily to their assigned sniper nests, hopefully making it easier for the veterans to spring their traps.
He moved the group forward in the dim light, careful not to bump into anything that might make noise. He had enough light to see vague outlines, but couldn’t make out details. That would change over the next fifteen minutes, and he wanted his people to be in position before that happened.
The first sniper’s nest appeared beyond a thick hedgerow, its features barely discernible in the predawn light. It was a two-story house, with open windows facing north, the path of approach for Dale Spencer’s police officers. They cut through a few of the thinner parts of the hedgerow and took positions at the side of the house. Charlie signaled for the rest of the squad to wait while he checked out the nest, just in case some of the New Order thugs had decided to sleep in their posts.
He crept into the unlocked back door of the house and silently moved through the first floor, finding no sign of the New Order. Charlie locked and deadbolted the front door, then cautiously moved upstairs, searching each room and finding nothing. This might work.
When he returned to his squad, he positioned two veterans with rifles in concealed positions outside the back door, facing the house. Before he left, he locked the doorknob and pulled the back door shut. If the New Order men tried the front first, they’d find it locked and head around back, where the second locked door would stop them in the crosshairs of a massacre.
He repeated the process for the next four locations. Settling into the low shrubbery next to one of the vets assigned to his team, they waited for the day’s events to unfold.
 



Chapter Forty-Five
Bravo team dropped Kara Lovell and the rest of the small Alpha team on the road near the horse trail. Lovell’s eyes adjusted to the dark forest slowly. The sun was peeking up along the horizon but not enough to penetrate the canopy of towering trees along the trail.
The team had a difficult time finding the horse trail in the dark. Their flashlights gave them only mere glimpses of the path to Porter. Finally, once they were sure they were on the horse trail, they picked up their pace considerably.
Holding her fist in the air, Lovell stopped the other four officers.
“Tucker, take your squad to the right; Lutz, we’re going to the left. We need to be off the trail.”
The team of six split in two and proceeded through the forest, flanking the trail. So far there was no sign of the New Order. Lovell could see glimpses of the town through the trees; she knew they were getting close. Again halting their progress, they hid behind the trees, observing the entrance to the trail. Four heavily armed New Order men stood near the trailhead, chatting.
Lovell knew they had the advantage. The men would not be able to clearly see past the shadowy, dark tree line, but the police could see them. Signaling the other officers, she coordinated the attack on the New Order men, hitting them at once in a smooth, swift volley. She lined up the man facing the forest and took her shot. The loud sounds of her rifle fire in concert with the fire from the other officers echoed off the trees. Two of the New Order men went down almost immediately. The other two men, who were partially obscured from their range, immediately spun around, blanketing the trees with firepower.
The two teams of police took cover behind the thick tree trunks and then returned fire. One more New Order man went down while the other raced behind a parked car. They needed to get him before he got away.
Lovell ran through the forest parallel to the man’s concealed location and then boldly darted out of the tree line behind him, firing at close range until the man dropped to the ground.
The other officers ran out from the path, quickly grabbing the New Order’s bloody weapons and checking to be sure none of the men survived.
 



Chapter Forty-Six
Henry Kreen heard the gunfire erupting through the quiet dawn and knew something big was happening. Racing through the house, he grabbed his hunting rifle and a box of ammunition.
“Take Pete and head to the basement! Now!” he shouted at his wife, Margaret.
He watched as his frightened family ran down the stairs and slammed the basement door shut. Getting to his front window, he quickly signaled Adam.
“You hear that?”
“Yeah. What do you think’s happening?”
“Not sure, but it sounded like a fight. Not the usual one-sided shooting fest.”
“Maybe the cops are back? We need to get everyone ready!” signaled Adam.
“On it.”
Henry ran from the front window to the side of the house to signal his next-door neighbor. He and Adam had taught the neighbors a simple version of their code. It was just enough to keep them in silent communication. He flashed Danny, his neighbor to the south, first.
“You there?”
“Yes! What was that?”
“We don’t know. Just get ready in case it’s the cops. They might need us.”
“Okay.”
“Start the comms chain.”
“Okay.”
Henry knew the brevity of their current communications system probably killed Danny. Normally Danny could talk all day, holding up many family dinners with his idle front-yard chatter. Henry had to smile slightly despite the situation.
Running to the other side of the house, Henry quickly signaled the neighbor on his north side. Scott quickly signaled back that the houses north of Henry were all ready for action. Henry knew Scott would be a great asset. Scott was organized and efficient. Plus, like Henry, he had a family to defend.
The neighbors waited in a long deadly row along Magnolia Street. They’d previously decided that all families would wait in their respective basements; each shooter would cover their patch of land and if possible the police station. All knew not to shoot into each other’s houses.
More gunfire erupted in the town. Henry could not be sure of its direction. Running to the back of his house, he looked out, trying to acquire more information. He saw two men he knew as local veterans running through the backyards, being led by a man he didn’t recognize. The fight was on.
He quickly flashed a message to the others.
“Get ready! The cops and vets are back!”
 



Chapter Forty-Seven
Bruce Sleeper lay in the bushes behind the old two-story house, listening for any signs of movement. Once Charlie headed off with the rest of the squad, everything had gone dead quiet again. At first the silence didn’t bother him, but as the minutes dragged on, the stillness started to work on his nerves. He’d checked the safety on his AR-15 so many times he was starting to forget which position it needed to be in to fire. Then the sounds of distant gunfire rattled his nerves, making him wonder if he should stay in his assigned location or move.
A few of the veterans had brought their own AR-style rifles to the cabin and given the rest of them a thorough re-familiarization of the weapon. Sleeper had fired an M16 a few times in the Navy, which was essentially the same thing, but he’d forgotten most of what he’d learned. The refresher training at the cabin had helped, but he was still second-guessing why they’d chosen him to carry one of Charlie’s rifles. At least he wasn’t carrying a spear. Larry Goodlaw, the guy lying next to him, was armed with little more than a sharpened stick.
Goodlaw nudged him, drawing his attention to the brightening sky over the trees beyond the house. Sleeper shook his head, understanding his partner’s concern. If the attack on this particular nest didn’t commence shortly, they might have to find a more concealed ambush position. He raised his head well above the bushes to scout for a better location. No sense waiting until they were fully exposed. The hedgerow separating the backyards on the other side of the yard looked to be a good choice, even though it was further away from the kill zone. Before he could make a decision, more gunfire erupted, this time closer to them.
The rapid crackling of gunshots continued for several seconds, until the town once again quieted. The shots had come from the direction of the trail leading out of Porter, so either the police had been ambushed, or they had gunned their way through whatever guards the New Order had set up on the trail. He probably wouldn’t know either way before the fight came to his doorstep.
Yelling erupted beyond the house they were guarding, coming from the street. The sound of footsteps followed. He caught a glimpse of movement in the front yard, but his view beyond the side of the house was limited.
“Who the fuck locked the door?” said a gruff voice from the front of the house.
“I didn’t do it. I came out the back,” replied another.
“Well, one of you idiots did it! Let’s go around the back. Hurry!”
Three figures materialized in the predawn light and ran down the side of the house, oblivious to his presence. He followed them with the red dot sight attached to his rifle, his finger on the trigger, until they stopped at the back door.
“One of you is stupider than fuck,” said one of the men, yanking on the doorknob. “It’s locked.”
Sleeper didn’t give any of them a chance to respond. He pressed the trigger repeatedly, moving the illuminated red dot from one figure to the next until all three of them had fallen. He had no idea how many shots he’d fired, so he pressed the magazine release button and dug through his cargo pants pockets for one of three spare magazines he’d been given. Before he could reload, Goodlaw jumped out of the bushes and charged the downed men.
“Larry! What the hell!”
He fumbled with the magazine as one of the men on the ground managed to lift himself to a seated position against the house, with a rifle across his lap. Goodlaw reached the New Order thug faster than Sleeper thought possible, kicking the rifle away and jamming the spear into his stomach with two hands. The man gave up a gurgled scream before slumping sideways and collapsing. Goodlaw speared him again, this time eliciting nothing more than a flat groan. When he pulled the bloodied spear back for a third strike, Sleeper jumped up.
“He’s dead, Larry! Jesus. He’s dead. Grab their weapons.”
Gunfire exploded a few houses over, causing them to crouch.
“That’s the second nest. We need to secure this house and wait for the police to push through. Then we meet up with Charlie.”
Goodlaw said nothing. He just stared into the backyard like he’d seen a ghost.
“You okay?”
“I think so.”
Sleeper grabbed the spear from his hand and tossed it onto the grass before holding up one of the rifles for him.
“Let’s go. We still have a job to do,” said Sleeper, patting him on the back.
Goodlaw nodded and took the rifle, reconnecting to the world and the task at hand.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight
Mark raced with his team through the backyards to the warehouse. The sound of nearby gunfights echoed all around them. The team got to the warehouse and kicked in the door. The stench of death greeted them. He recalled that Brown had said he’d neutralized the threat in the warehouse. Judging by the strong odor of rotting flesh, Brown hadn’t lied to them.
The men quickly moved into the building. Taking the emergency stairwell, the men carefully moved their way up the darkened flights to the third floor. The warehouse was deserted. A line of dried blood pooled from under a locked bathroom door.
“Let’s get to the next location. Reacher, you stay here and wait for company. We might’ve gotten lucky and beat them to their posts.”
“You got it. I’ll lock the front door and wait by the back side for them to show up.”
The men proceeded to walk back down the stairwell, their minds on the next location. Suddenly a bullet ricocheted off the metal handrail from an unseen New Order assailant.
The men sheltered themselves behind the blind sides of the stairwell and then returned fire. The stairwell filled with the deafening sound of their weapons combined with the return fire from the New Order men. Concerned about their ammunition supply, Mark signaled for them to stop shooting. They waited in the darkness. Finally a beam of light appeared at the bottom of the stairwell and then disappeared as the New Order men left the building.
Mark and the others raced down the stairs, taking two at a time.
“Same plan. Reacher, wait for company and then join us at the station.”
Silence.
“Reacher!”
The man did not reply. Mark ran up the stairs and found Reacher face up, eyes open, sitting in a pool of his own blood.
“Fuck! Reacher is dead. New plan. The New Order is on the move. Grant, you stay here and watch the street. Make sure to watch your back. They might return. Got it?”
“Got it. I can go between the front and back, watching the streets.”
Mark and the other veteran quickly ran out of the building to the next and last sniper location.
Getting to the next nest, Mark called Charlie. “Charlie, what’s your status? Over.”
“All of our targets are neutralized. What’s your status?”
“We lost Reacher, but are holding steady. One more to go.”
“Copy that. Let me know when you’re done, and I’ll tell the cops that they can move into town.”
“Roger,” said Mark.
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
Dale Spencer moved his team quickly and efficiently toward the center of town. They hid behind buildings, cars, dumpsters and whatever else they could find. He presumed the gunfire was from Lovell’s team but then heard live fire from what seemed like multiple shooter locations. He hoped it was Charlie and Mark with the veterans and not a New Order hit squad going door-to-door.
“Lovell, report your status,” he whispered loudly into the handheld radio. “Lovell!”
“This is Lovell. We’re moving to the back of the station,” she said.
“We’re at the front and ready to proceed.”
From their vantage point, Spencer and his team could see the station. They were hidden behind a large van on Magnolia. Their next step would be to hit the station with tear gas, causing the men to run outside. He waited a few more long minutes, giving Lovell time to get into place on the back side of the station. His radio cracked to life.
“Ready when you are, Sergeant!” said Lovell from her concealed location at the back of the station.
“Gleason and Nix, you guys ready to hit them with the gas?”
Before they could answer, the street teemed with New Order men. Two cars drove toward the station and numerous New Order men seemed to spill from the neighboring buildings. This must have been where most of them lived, thought Spencer.
“Fire! We need to get them before they go inside!” he shouted.
Bullets flew from the police’s weapons, cutting through the New Order men as they ran toward the safety of the station. Finally, several New Order men figured out the source of the gunfire and signaled the others to return fire. A wall of bullets hit the cops, who at first had the upper hand, and now were hopelessly pinned behind the van.
“We need to keep moving!” shouted Spencer.
“We can’t, Sergeant! They have us nailed down!”
Spencer searched the area for an opportunity. They needed to get out from behind the van before the New Order men got even bolder.
Suddenly, numerous second-story windows of the pleasant-looking houses opened almost at once. Spencer could see the muzzles of rifles pointing at the New Order. Flashes of fire and the loud reports of gunfire erupted as citizens opened fire on the New Order, providing the cops with the opportunity to move from behind the van.
“Go now! Move!” shouted Spencer.
While under the protective fire, the officers moved to a location closer to the station, ready to hit the New Order with tear gas.
“We got this, Sergeant!” shouted Gleason as she and Nix sprinted toward the station with tear gas grenades in their hands.
They lobbed the cylindrical canisters through the windows of the station and sprinted for cover behind the nearest porch. Several seconds later, yellowish smoke started to pour from the open windows.
Men streamed out of the building, firing blindly as they went. Spencer and his officers cut the men down as they walked out of the front of the building.
Although he couldn’t see the back side of the building, he could hear the thunderous sounds of live fire. He knew Lovell’s team must have made it to the back of the station and were getting the New Order men as they tried to escape the building.
 



Chapter Fifty
The Boss had gotten up unusually early. He knew something was going to happen this morning. At first he thought he was just being paranoid, but within minutes of smoking his first cigarette, gunfire erupted from multiple directions throughout town, confirming his suspicions that the cops were back.
Darting from office to office, he looked out from the station at the chaos unfolding on the streets. As he watched his men being gunned down on the street by the cops and regular citizens shooting from their windows, he knew the second part of his plan needed to be executed. It was only a matter of time before they hit the station, killing everyone.
Turning to the men inside, he shouted, “Linc and Bet, get over here!”
“Shit, Boss. You see that? The cops are back! What do we do?” shouted a scared Linc.
“We get the fuck outta here! Put on these vests and helmets,” he said, handing the men tactical gear. “It’s quiet on the back side. We need to move back there and leave, fast!”
Other New Order men came into the tactical prep room.
“Everyone! Put this shit on. We’re getting out of here!”
The men quickly started awkwardly dressing in the police tactical gear. The Boss knew the vests and helmets were of no use in a close-range gunfight, but he could care less about the idiots in the station. All he needed to do was make it out the back and to his black SUV. Everything he needed to start his life again in a new location was in that SUV.
Grabbing the only three ballistic tactical shields in the prep room, he shouted to Linc and Bet.
“Here! Take these and listen. The three of us are moving out the back. You two first and then I’ll follow,” he said.
“No way, Boss. You see what’s happening out there? No way,” said Linc.
“This is the good shit. See these shields? Bullets can’t get through them. They’re for the SWAT teams. Now we need to get outta here before they hit us with more gas!”
He pushed the two scared men toward the back of the station. Neither seemed convinced that the shields would protect them, a sentiment the Boss shared, but he had no intention of dying inside a police station of all places.
“Move! Faster!” he yelled, nudging them from the back.
Men ran around the station, trying to get a good window in the front of the station to shoot from. Most of the men were shooting out of the front windows at the cops on the street, while others seemed almost paralyzed with fear and unsure of what to do.
“Alright, Bet, push the door open and get us out of here!”
Bet hesitated near the door. The Boss could tell the man would not go outside without a little encouragement. Looking outside to the parking lot, the Boss saw his black SUV and a random assortment of other vehicles. No cops were visible, but he knew better. Those sneaky assholes were good at hiding and waiting. He needed a distraction.
“Hey! The back is clear! The back is clear! Let’s go!” he shouted into the station.
Frightened men heard his shouts and started streaming out the back doors. More tear gas canisters were lobbed through the open windows on the side of the building, filling the space with acrid smoke.
Turning to Linc and Bet, he shouted, “Now!”
Creating a shield with the bodies of Linc and Bet, the Boss slowly moved his way out of the building.
~ ~ ~
Kara Lovell and her team waited in concealed locations behind the police station. Too distracted by the shooting at the front of the station, none of the men had attempted to flee yet. Once the gas started pouring out of the windows, Lovell knew it would only be a matter of minutes before the men inside ran out, right into her squad’s bullets.
She watched as two officers appeared near the side of the building and lobbed tear gas grenades inside. Soon the entire building would be filled with smoke. Within a few minutes, men started to scramble out of the toxic building, coughing and rubbing their eyes while firing blindly. Her team took them down without suffering any casualties.
Immediately after the first wave of men poured out of the building, a group of three emerged from the darkness. They wore tactical gear and carried ballistic shields, which she knew would be all but impenetrable to their rifles. Barely visible through the shields, she spotted a tall muscular man wearing a gas mask. The three moved in unison toward the parking lot. Bullets sparked off their shields, unable to reach the men behind them. Lovell knew they needed to do something fast or the men would get away. Before the squad could reposition, the tall man threw a grenade toward them, and her squad ducked. The grenade detonated with a flash and a deafening noise. She looked up in time to see another canister sail in their direction, forcing her to take cover again. The second grenade exploded in a billow of thick white smoke, partially obscuring her view of the tight phalanx of shields moving deeper into the parking lot.
Through the confusion, one man bolted out of the smoke toward a large black SUV with heavily tinted black windows, the engine roaring to life moments later. The two men he left behind threw down their bulky shields and ran after the SUV, but they fell victim to her squad’s rifle fire before reaching their destination. Lovell concentrated her fire on the SUV, but failed to stop it. Bullets thumped into its sides and rear bumper as its squealing tires carried it out of the parking lot.
Other New Order cars screeched through town, heading in the same direction. Lovell heard the sound of bullets hitting the vehicles and assumed the veterans were shooting at the retreating men.
Bodies littered the back parking lot. The station’s windows continued to billow acrid smoke. Slowly, the sound of nearby gunfire started to slow and then cease altogether.
Lovell’s hands trembled as she gripped the handle of her weapon. She tried to focus her mind on her team’s next move. The stress of battle left her momentarily stunned. She took several deep breaths to calm herself.
 



Chapter Fifty-One
Gayle and her team of veterans spread out along the main road leading out of Porter, spaced evenly behind trees and bumps of earth along the ground near the shoulder. She worried about Charlie. From the sound of the gunfight in town, the battle had been ferocious—but quick. It would just be a matter of time before her team would be needed.
“Charlie! What’s the status up there? Over.”
“The nests are clear, and the fighting has centered on the station. Over.”
“Roger that! We’re ready if they make a run for it.”
Turning to the men and women near her, she yelled, “They’re fighting at the station! We may get busy soon!”
The message was passed down the line. Surveying the people around her, she knew the veterans would do whatever it took to win this fight.
Less than a minute after Charlie’s transmission, a large black SUV careened around the distant corner, heading straight toward them at an alarming rate of speed. A small sedan and a minivan followed the SUV closely. When the SUV straightened after the turn, it slowed and let the other vehicles pass. Gayle gave the order to fire when all three vehicles lined up to run their gauntlet.
The veterans started shooting immediately, striking the first vehicle with a maelstrom of lead. The windshield disintegrated from dozens of bullets, the sedan careening to the right and slamming into a ditch. Bullets pelted the minivan that followed, shattering most of its windows instantly. The occupants returned fire, skipping bullets off the ground and over the veterans’ heads, but the heroes continued working their weapons, oblivious to the threat.
Without warning, the minivan swerved left and came to a sudden stop in the rough field. The exposed sliding door opened, disgorging a man with a shotgun, but he was dropped to the dusty ground before firing a shot.
The massive black SUV followed the minivan, but didn’t have any trouble pushing through the field. It raced past the disabled vehicle, leaving a thick trail of dust in its wake. The veterans, encouraged by the defeat of most of the convoy, leapt out of their positions and advanced, firing bullet after bullet into the stopped vehicles.
“Get back to your positions! There may be more vehicles inbound!” Gayle shouted to the vets that ran after the retreating sedan.
The men and women quickly jogged back to their concealed places behind the trees or in the ditch.
“Gayle! What’s your status!” shouted Charlie over Gayle’s radio.
“Three cars headed in our direction. We were able to stop two of them but the SUV made it past us. Over.”
“Injuries?”
“None.”
The fog of adrenaline started to wear off, leaving Gayle nauseous and exhausted.
“We’re going house to house, sweeping. Maintain your position until updated.”
“Roger that. Over and out.”
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
Grant stood motionless in the warehouse, watching for New Order men through the window. Since Mark and the other veteran had left him alone in the building, he’d alternated between the front and back windows. The back of the building gave him a view of the surrounding neighborhoods. Mark told him to watch the streets and take out any New Order men he saw. So far, he was able to stop several of them as they raced down the street, heading to the police station.
At first he worried he would have trouble identifying them. However, the New Order men were the only ones outside, except the cops. Besides, most of the men had a hard unmistakable meanness to them. Looking through the scope of his rifle, he focused in on movement from inside one of the houses. He could see the curtains being opened and closed like someone was trying to carefully peek outside. He’d keep careful watch on the house. Apparently, the New Order had moved into a lot of the houses downtown. He might’ve stumbled on one of their hideouts.
Carefully sighting the neat brick patio, he waited for the inhabitants of the house to make their move.
~ ~ ~
Marta and Brown spent the night in the basement. Brown insisted they go down there at night and not come out until the shooting ended. Marta thought it was a little bit of overkill but was happy to have someone thinking about her safety. After years of having no one to watch over her, Brown’s attentions made her feel safe.
They set up sleeping bags in the dark, cramped basement. The sound of distant gunshots woke them just as the sun started to peek above the horizon. They only had two small basement windows to peer outside. The windows provided them with nearly no visibility to the streets. As the fighting intensified, she was happy to have only those small windows as the single vulnerable spots to their location.
Once the sound of fighting started to slow down and eventually stop altogether, they became restless.
“I’m going to check out what’s happening,” said Brown.
“No! You can’t! It’s not safe up there. We need to stay put. You said it yourself.”
“There haven’t been any gunshots for at least thirty minutes. Sounds to me like everything has ended.”
“But who won? You can’t go out there. If the cops are in control, they’ll kill you.”
“And if the New Order is in control, they’ll do worse to you before they kill you,” he said, pleading to her.
Marta knew Brown was right. She needed to stay safe until the police gave her the all clear to leave her house. Otherwise, she could walk into an angry mob of New Order men.
“Come on. You can come upstairs and look outside with me. If the coast is clear, I’ll just go out the back door and have a look up and down the streets. I’ll be gone for just five minutes.”
She knew his plan made sense but still did not want to chance the safety of her new friend. Finally, out of curiosity more than anything, she relented.
“Okay, but just five minutes. Take a quick look, that’s all.”
“Yes, ma’am!” said Brown with a quick salute.
The two ascended the creaky basement stairs and emerged into the sunny kitchen. Marta pulled back the curtains from one of the back windows and carefully peered out. Brown stood at the door, looking out.
“You see? Nothing is happening. I’ll just be a minute.”
He opened the door and slipped outside onto her brick patio. She watched him move from the patio to the side of the house.
Suddenly, she heard the loud sound of rifle shots. Glancing at Brown, she saw him spin around in a strange dance. What is he doing? Then she realized he had been shot.
Without thinking, she opened the door and ran outside, screaming, “No! Stop shooting! Stop shooting!”
The rifle went silent, replaced by Marta’s loud sobbing.
“Are you okay? Brown!”
He looked up at her and smiled slightly. “Could be better.”
“Just hold on. I’ll take care of you. Just hold on.”
Looking at Brown’s chest and shoulders, Marta knew there was nothing she could do for him. His injuries would require immediate medical intervention. Something she could not offer.
“Just hang in there, buddy,” she said, cradling him.
His breathing became raspy as blood filled his lungs. Tears flowed freely from Marta’s eyes, hitting Brown’s face.
“Thank you. Thank you,” she said over and over again.
He opened his eyes and said with a shaky, raspy voice, “For what?”
“Being my friend.”
 



Chapter Fifty-Three
Sam tried to keep his mind off the day’s events by busying himself in Doris’s garden. Before leaving HQ, Doris had given Sam very strict instructions on what needed to be picked, pruned, watered and dug up. So far, he had been able to keep the garden in workable order. Although he guessed Doris wouldn’t see it that way. Surveying the large garden, once again Sam was impressed by how easy Doris made it all seem. The garden was immense, more than a handful for even the most experienced gardener.
Standing by the well, Sam splashed large cups of water into his mug. The cool water was a welcome relief on such a hot day. Glancing at his watch again, he began to wonder if Jane would be one of the people sent to the house from HQ. If they were on bikes, they should have been to Doris’s house already. He decided to check on Pritty in the comms shed to see if he’d heard anything.
The team decided to turn the radio on for fifteen minutes on the hour, every hour until the end of the thrust into Porter. Glancing at his watch yet again, it was five minutes until the top of the hour. Pritty would be turning on the radio and waiting for a signal from Porter. The few men and women left behind to guard Doris’s house were nervous about this morning’s operation. No one liked the odds. The police and veterans were outnumbered by the New Order men.
A damp, musty smell hit Sam as he opened the old wooden door to the shed. Closing the door behind him, he paused to give his eyes a moment to adjust to the gloomy interior. The sound of the generator outside became louder as he moved toward the portion of the shed occupied by the radio rig.
“Hey, Pritty. Hear anything yet?”
“Nothing for the last two check-ins. I’m worried about them. It’s been hours since they should’ve moved into Porter. What do you think is happening?”
“I don’t know. You’re definitely right. I thought we would’ve heard something by now.”
“They need to make it to Marta’s house to contact us. Maybe that’s the problem? Their handhelds won’t be powerful enough given the distance.”
“Good point. Have you been keeping the radio on until fifteen past the hour?”
“Yes, but I might extend that for the next two check-in points. An extra five minutes or so shouldn’t affect the gas supply too terribly.”
Suddenly, Pritty’s handheld crackled to life. The officers guarding Doris’s house used the handhelds to communicate with each other from their assigned lookout posts.
“Look alive, everyone, we have movement on the north trail,” said one of the officers.
“I can see them coming but can’t identify them yet. Hold one.”
Sam and Pritty tensed, unsure of what to do. The comms shed was not exactly the best location to be in the case of an attack. Sam would have preferred to be in the house or hiding in the woods. A few tense seconds passed as the two waited for clarification.
“I have positive ID. It’s Archer and Rapp. Repeat, it’s Archer and Rapp! Stand down!”
Sam turned and ran from the shed, excited to see Jane.
She and Officer Rapp were riding bikes through the field to the house. She looked beautiful.
“Jane!” he shouted, waving.
Jane pulled her bike up next to Sam, kissing him quickly but not letting him hug her fully.
“I’m gross. I’ve been riding all morning. We would’ve been here sooner, but I popped a tire. The trail is brutal on these tires.”
Sam didn’t care about how gross she thought she was, he pulled her into his arms and held her, closing his eyes.
“I’m so happy to see you.”
Finally breaking their embrace, he said, “Let’s get you guys some water and lunch. You must be starving.”
“Thirsty more than anything. We took some water this morning, but you know how it is at HQ. Boiling the water for drinking is such a hassle that we didn’t want to take all of their purified reserves,” said Rapp.
“Have you heard anything from Spencer or Charlie? How are things going?” said Jane as she leaned her bike against the side of the house.
“Nothing yet. We’re supposed to check in on the hour. Hopefully, with the next call in, we’ll get good news.”
The three walked around the back of Doris’s house to the well. Sam watched as Jane and Rapp each took deep gulps of cool water.
“What’ve you been doing? Your hands are mud crusted,” asked Jane.
“Gardening. Doris asked me to keep things going for her. I’m doing the best I can, but really, it’s a job for three people.”
“I’m going to check in with everyone. See ya, Sam,” said Rapp as he jogged toward the south entrance of the horse trail.
Sam and Jane moved to the rustic log seats around the unlit campfire. Sam gave her a couple of peppers and a handful of cherry tomatoes to snack on.
“How is Lea?”
“Worried. She didn’t want me to leave, understandably. Neither did I, but I had no choice. An order is an order. I needed to come down here to help.”
“I wondered if you would be one of the officers the chief sent. I hate having our family split up like this again. Once we get the all clear from town, we need to get back to HQ. I don’t like leaving Lea alone.”
“Me neither.”
Kissing Sam quickly, Jane got up from her seat. “I need to go and check in with everyone. We’ll catch up later.”
Watching Jane walking toward the communications shed, Sam once again thought about how fortunate he was to have her.
 



Chapter Fifty-Four
Sitting on a picnic table, Lea watched as the kids sat eating their lunch. The food supply at the camp was dwindling. The fresh produce was long gone. Followed by the flour they used to make rustic tortillas. Then went all the dried milk, coffee, tea and powdered fruit drinks. The camp had a small garden, which produced some tomatoes, cucumbers and peppers, but nothing substantial. Lea figured that the kids must be hungry to eat white beans and canned tomatoes for three meals in a row.
“Can I have a popsicle?”
“We don’t have popsicles,” she replied with as little annoyance as she could muster. “Remember, silly, there’s no power for the freezer.”
The boy seemed satisfied with her answer. But she knew it was only a matter of time before a different child asked an equally out-of-touch question.
“Finish all the food you were given. Dinner is a long time away.”
Lea wondered where Tank and his men were. Did he stay in Evansville or move on to another city? While shackled in the basement, she’d overheard the men talking about their supplies dwindling. They were mostly complaining about the cigarettes and booze. However, Lea knew it was only a matter of time before all the food would be gone.
She focused on Tank, wondering if he thought of her. Wondering if he was looking for her. Fear gripped her as a mental picture formed in her mind of returning to Tank’s control. He was like a parasite that she just could not seem to shake off. Every time she pulled away, he pulled her back even harder. She felt reasonably safe at the camp. He had no way of knowing they were hiding there. Plus, with the guards posted around the perimeter, someone would see him before he made it anywhere near the camp. She hoped it was enough.
“Are you kids enjoying your succotash?” said Doris as she came out of the kitchen.
“Is that what you call this stuff?” said Lea.
“It is today,” said Doris with a smile. “When we can get out of here and back to my house, I’ll make you some real succotash with cornbread, right off my campfire,” she said.
“Popsicles too?” said a little girl.
“Well, now that would be good!” said Doris. “I asked your daddy to tend to my garden until I can get down there. I’m hoping the squash is still alive.”
“I don’t think my dad knows anything about gardening,” said Lea, laughing.
“Hey, Doris! Got any lunch left over? I’m starving,” said Joyce.
“Sure! Give me just a minute,” said Doris as she got up and went to the pot hanging over the campfire.
“How’s it going with you, Lea?” asked Joyce.
“I’m pretty bored. Thinking about taking the kids to the lake after lunch for a swim.”
“That sounds nice. It was pretty boring on watch too. Nothing to report except one car on the road. The driver went slowly past our entrance a number of times, like he was looking for something.”
“What did you do?”
“Nothing. The chief said not to let anyone in unless they definitely looked like citizens. You know, parents of the kids or people on the move seeking shelter.”
“What did the car look like? Could you see the driver?”
“It was a red Trans Am, with a black strip down the middle. I could only see that the driver was a large bald man. He didn’t seem to be the kind to have a kid at the camp. So I stayed low. Eventually, he drove in. I told the chief, and in response, he doubled the guards on the front perimeter.”
Lea shifted uncomfortably in her seat. A loud piercing sound buzzed in her ears as black splotches appeared in her field of vision.
“Lea! Are you okay? Put your head between your legs and breathe!”
Joyce shoved Lea’s head down between her legs. Slowly, the sound abated and her vision returned to normal. Lea’s heart continued to pound in her chest as she thought about Tank driving past the camp. Could it be him? Maybe it was someone with a similar car?
“There, that’s better. You looked like you were passing out. I’ve never seen anyone go so white that fast,” said Joyce.
“I’m okay. I just needed a minute. It’s scary to think about the New Order men coming near here.” Lea wiped the beads of sweat from her brow and tried to continue breathing deeply.
“I know. But don’t worry. They can’t get through the fence. Besides, we’ll see them long before they could even try the fence. We’re safe in here, honey. Sorry I scared you,” said Joyce, patting Lea’s shoulder.
Lea’s mind twirled around horrific images of Tank. She knew Tank’s rage would turn him into a monster. When he was like that, the only thing that seemed to calm him was beating her. The first punches were always the hardest. As his fists rained down on her, the force of them always started to subside, until they finally stopped. She knew Tank would be furious at her for escaping. His fury would also likely spill over to her parents, putting them and anyone else in his path in grave danger.
She fantasized about killing Tank over and over again. Perhaps this time she needed to act before he could hurt her or anyone else. Determination replaced fear in her mind as Lea formulated a plan.
 



Chapter Fifty-Five
After the surviving New Order vehicles raced out of town, the fighting died down considerably. Charlie knew the fight was over and they had won. Now they needed to be sure there weren’t pockets of New Order men hiding amongst the civilians.
Dale Spencer jogged over to Charlie and his team as they reassembled on the street in front of the police station. The group stood upwind of the still-billowing acrid smoke that poured out of the station.
“Nice work, Charlie. I think the team of veterans really pushed us over the edge. And by the way, thanks for getting us out of the jam we were in. The New Order really had us pinned,” said Spencer.
“Pinned? Wasn’t us. All the veterans were busy taking out sniper nests. That’s the information Marta had for us. The New Order had men placed all over town in concealed locations. We focused on clearing those spots so you guys could get in,” said Charlie.
“Then where did the return fire come from?” said Spencer, glancing up at the houses on Magnolia. “There were people in all these houses, returning fire on the New Order.”
One of the front doors opened and an upright-looking, awkward man peeked out. “Is it safe to come out?” he shouted.
Charlie and Spencer jogged over to the man.
“Not yet. We need to go through each building to be sure there aren’t any New Order men still hiding in town. I’m Charlie, by the way, Evansville PD,” said Charlie.
“I’m Dale Spencer, Porter PD. Were you with the guys returning fire on the New Order?” Spencer asked.
The man nodded, unsure what to say.
“Thanks for helping us! You guys saved our asses back there. Nice shooting,” said Spencer, shaking the man’s hand.
“Thanks. There’re eleven houses down Magnolia as part of our team. We were waiting for you guys to bring the fight to the New Order before we jumped in. With only eleven of us, we didn’t think we’d have much of a chance alone,” said Henry.
“We weren’t sure we had much of a chance either, but with your help, we did it!” said Spencer, giving the man’s hand one last pump.
“Tell the other civilians to stay put for now until we give the all clear. I’m gonna take off. I need to radio HQ with an update,” said Charlie.
Charlie left Spencer to form teams to go door-to-door. Right now he needed to make sure HQ and the team at Doris’s house knew they’d reclaimed Porter. He also wanted them to know that one car got away. Gayle’s team had been unable to stop the SUV as it careened across the field, out of range.
Turning the corner, Charlie headed to Marta’s house. He hoped Marta and Brown had taken his advice and stayed put during the fighting. Bullets had a strange way of traveling; the last thing he wanted was Marta getting hurt.
Knocking on the front door of Marta’s house, he waited for her to open up. He knocked again but heard no movement from inside. He decided to go to the back door. If she was still in the basement, she might hear a knock at the patio door better than the front door. He rounded her house and nearly stumbled on Brown’s outstretched legs.
“Holy shit! Marta, what happened?”
“He went out to check to see if it was safe and someone shot him!” she yelled through sobs.
Charlie could tell that Brown was dead. He figured Marta must have been sitting with him in that condition for a little while.
Grabbing her arm, he said, “Come on, let’s get you inside.”
She slowly let go of Brown and allowed Charlie to move her back inside her house. Once Marta was seated on her couch, Charlie disappeared into the kitchen and whispered into his handheld for Mark.
“Mark, you copy?”
“It’s Mark. We’re going through the houses on Smith Road. All clear so far.”
Charlie knew Smith Road was not too far from Marta’s location. Mark could easily direct a couple of members of his squad to pull Brown’s body from Marta’s backyard.
“Brown is dead. He was shot coming out of Marta’s house. Can you have someone come by to grab him? Marta is really upset.”
“Crap, sorry, man. We’ll be right over. Out.”
Charlie joined Marta on the couch again.
“I’m sorry about Brown. I know he had become a friend. And he was an invaluable asset to the police, a real hero. Without him, our officers would’ve been gunned down by the New Order snipers; things could have turned out very differently. Everyone was right where he said they’d be.”
Charlie could tell his words made Marta feel a little better. She looked up and smiled slightly.
“Can I use the radio? I need to contact HQ. The police station is still toxic from the tear gas we used to flush them out.”
“Is it over?” she asked, a little stunned.
“Mostly, we just need to go through the houses and businesses to be sure there aren’t any men hiding.”
Marta’s shoulders dropped and she exhaled. “I can’t believe it’s really over. I can actually go outside!” She got up and headed toward the front door.
“Not yet. We’ll give the all clear. For now, let’s call HQ.”
“Right, sorry. I’ve lived like a shut-in for so long the thought of getting into the sunshine was overwhelming. Come on, let’s make that call!”
The two walked quickly up the stairs into the attic. Marta uncovered the radio and turned it on.
“It’s all yours!”
Glancing at his watch, Charlie realized they had a few minutes before the designated communications time.
“I need to wait until the top of the hour. We agreed to communicate only at that time in order to save power.”
The two sat in companionable silence, waiting for time to pass. Finally, Charlie picked up the handheld and said, “Blue Jay, this is Overlook One. Come in. Blue Jay, this is Overlook One. Over.”
“This is Blue Jay. Hearing you loud and clear, Overlook One. What’s your status?”
“The Town of Porter is secure. Repeat, the Town of Porter is secure! We’re just doing the final cleanup.”
“Congratulations! And excellent work!”
“Thank you! We did have one black SUV escape our grip. We think it only contained one individual. Over.”
“Roger that, we’ll be on the lookout. Any blue casualties? Over.”
“Two officers and one veteran are down, with multiple others injured. Over.”
“Sorry to hear it. We’ll alert HQ.”
Charlie turned off the radio and looked at Marta. The two weary friends had been through so much.
“I can’t believe it’s really over,” she said.
“From one perspective. At least the New Order is no longer in Porter.” Standing up, Charlie stretched and then said, “I need to get back out there to help search. Please stay put until we give the all clear.”
The two walked down the creaky steps. Marta opened the front door and inhaled deeply.
“I don’t ever remember the air smelling so sweet.”
 



Chapter Fifty-Six
Tank drove back into Evansville after spending the morning looking for Camp Hemlock. He was convinced that Lea and her family were hiding at the kids’ camp. The problem was that he couldn’t find the place. The camp was located in a rural area near Lake Sparrow. Only one main road led up into that entire region.
Looking at the map, he figured finding the place would be a cinch, but of course it wasn’t. He wasted precious fuel driving back and forth looking for the camp. There was just nothing up there. Seemingly endless walls of thick forest lined the road, with only the occasional glimpse of the lake. There was no road sign for the camp or road sign indicating he had made it there. Finally, frustration got the better of him and he called it a day.
The closer he got to town, the more anxious he became. Explaining his failure to the guys would not be easy. They would sense weakness and perhaps even make inroads to threatening his control over them. Bower had told him not to go. He’d said it would be a waste of fuel. He knew Bower was wrong. It wasn’t a waste of time or fuel. That bitch and her parents were up there. He could just feel it.
On his way back, he stopped at the one marina that serviced Lake Sparrow. The sleepy marina consisted of a store and small pier. Not exactly a maritime hub but adequate for the small boats of vacationers who used the lake. The glass door to the store shattered with a loud smashing sound under the weight of his boots. It was obvious that no one had been in the marina. The marina’s store contained all the usual boating shit with the addition of a small candy aisle. He greedily grabbed candy bars, chips, gum, mints and anything else he could shove into bags, stuffing candy bars in his mouth two at a time. He would share a portion of the loot with the guys, proving his trip was worthwhile. Then he would stash the rest of it in case he and Bower needed to bolt.
Getting back into his Trans Am, he started to pull out of the marina’s lot but then realized that he hadn’t checked the couple of vehicles in the lot for fuel. Sure enough, the cars had plenty of gas. He filled up his tank, along with several gallon tanks, which he stored in his trunk. The fuel supply would not be shared with the group. If he and Bower needed to make a run from town, the fuel would come in handy. On the other hand, if he found Lea, he could bring her along instead of Bower. There were advantages to having her with him.
Tank drove to the center of Evansville, to the location of their new headquarters. The restaurant had never been good when it was open; at least it was worth something closed, thought Tank with a slight smirk. Turning the corner, he could see a large black SUV parked in front of his headquarters. What the fuck? He didn’t recognize the truck. The SUV’s sides and back were covered in bullet holes, its windows shattered. Whoever drove this truck came out of some serious shit, he thought.
Tank walked into the restaurant with his usual, take-charge air, curious to see who had washed up on his doorstep.
“Tank, my man! Nice of you to join us. The guys told me you’ve been out looking for your old lady. Said you can’t keep the woman in one place!” said the Boss to a round of laughter.
The Boss sat in Tank’s seat, surrounded by his men. The New Order men looked at Tank with renewed hatred. Their Boss was in charge now and Tank would have to listen to him or face the consequences. He could tell the men were anxious for a misstep, giving them an excuse to pummel him.
“Looking for some skinny-assed dumb bitch? Fuck that. I was out finding all of this!” said Tank, spilling the candy bag open on the table in front of the Boss.
The men quickly descended on the candy, grabbing anything they could get their dirty hands on. The Boss remained still, staring at Tank. Tank defiantly returned the stare, despite knowing stepping up was probably not good for his long-term survival. He couldn’t help himself; he hated guys like the Boss. A two-bit gangbanger thinking he was a god because a few losers followed him.
“What the fuck happened to your truck?” he asked, breaking the stony showdown.
Finally the Boss broke his stare and responded, “The cops are back in Porter, and I’m the only one to survive their little shit storm.”
The intense look on the Boss’s face told Tank to shut up or get a bullet in the eye.
“Sorry, man, you had some decent guys on your crew,” said Tank, taking a different approach.
He needed to figure out if the Boss intended to stay or if he was just passing through.
“But now I’ve got another crew, all ready for me, right here,” said the Boss, jutting his chin forward in a challenge.
Tank knew his guys could not take on the Boss’s gang. Looking around the room, he caught Bower’s eye. Bower silently pleaded with him to yield. The last thing they needed was to get into a turf war over Evansville. He would stand down and then figure out a way to kill that asshole the Boss.
“Looks like you guys won’t skip a beat in Evansville. You’ll be comfortable here, that’s for sure.”
“We will. And speaking of comfortable, I decided to move into the large Victorian house next door. The guys said you wouldn’t mind relocating,” said the Boss to not so quiet laughter. “Bower has all of your shit. I suggest you find another spot to rest your head.”
That motherfucker. Tank could barely control his fury. He could feel his jaws lock into place as his fists curled tight. Staring at the Boss, Tank thought about ramming his fist into the man’s head and then smashing his head against the floor until it popped open like a pumpkin.
“Hey, man! Let’s go! I’ll show you where we’re staying,” said Bower, with a strong hand on Tank’s arm.
Tank knew Bower had saved him from more than one bad move over the years.
Bower leaned into Tank and whispered, “Let’s go before you get us killed.”
The Boss sat staring at Tank with that smug, condescending look. Not taking his eyes off the Boss, Tank vowed to be with the man when he took his last breath.
Bower shoved Tank out of the restaurant and onto the street. Tank could barely think through the haze of adrenaline.
“Fuck! What were you doing in there? Trying to get us killed? You need to chill the fuck out!”
“You see the way he looked at me? Like some chump. This is my town!”
“Yeah, well, we don’t have the guys to take on his gang. And they would love nothing more than to shave us. You need to play it cool. Those guys won’t last. Look at his truck! The cops are back and there’s only one group they’ll be looking for, those New Order gangbangers. You and me, we’re just innocent civilians.”
Tank visibly calmed. He’d never thought of it that way, but Bower was right. The cops would be looking for the prisoners that escaped, not innocent civilians. They needed to distance themselves from the Boss and the others or get killed with them.
“Did you catch what he said? He’s the only one that survived Porter?” asked Tank.
“I know. I thought they had, like, forty guys. Fuck that. I’m not dying with those shits. When the cops come back, we go back to being regular citizens. Those shits either get killed or go back to prison. Maybe we need to leave town while we can?” asked Bower as they walked toward their new home.
“No way. They’ll be watching for us to make a move. We need to lie low. I grabbed more candy, gas and some clothes from a marina on Lake Sparrow. I only brought in a little of the stash for those goons. We need to keep our supply hidden and ready to move out. As soon as I find Lea, we make a break for it.”
“Lea? Are you shitting me? We need to go before the cops get here and kill all of us!” said Bower, raising his voice.
Tank slammed his friend up against the side of the building and grabbed his shirt. “I said we go after I get Lea back! I’m not leaving here without that bitch! You got it!”
Giving Bower one more hard shove, Tank walked away.
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven
Mark and Marty Stevens, one of the veterans, walked into the last restaurant on the main road in Porter. It was a diner-style place with a fifties motif that had probably served really good fries and burgers. Mark opened the door and signaled for Stevens to go to the right while he went to the left. The two men fanned out and started their quick search. They had been through the entire town, finding nothing. The search felt more like an obligation than a potentially dangerous mission.
The entire seating area could be seen from the front door. The men easily confirmed that no one was hiding in the room. Mark went to check the bathrooms while Stevens went into the kitchen. He went into the ladies’ room first, checking each stall carefully, finding nothing. Then he checked the men’s room, again finding nothing. Glancing in the mirror, he took a chance that there could still be water in the line and tried the faucet. Sure enough a little water followed by a huge burst of air came out. Mark cupped his hands and rinsed his sweaty, grimy face, exhaling at the simple pleasure of being clean.
The loud crack of gunfire erupted in the restaurant outside the men’s room. Unsure of who was shooting or if Stevens was okay, Mark needed to act fast. He quietly moved to the door and inched it open, peering into the restaurant. From his vantage point, he could see two New Order men standing in the restaurant, looking out onto Main Street. Stevens was nowhere in sight. They must have shot him. Damn it. I’m in here washing while he’s getting shot.
Anger welled in Mark. He’d become so complacent about the mission that he’d left one of his men open to an attack, costing the man his life. There was no way he could let the New Order escape the restaurant and potentially hurt more people in town. Suddenly his radio cracked to life, exposing his position. Both New Order men turned and looked in the direction of the men’s bathroom. Mark knew they would not be able to see him well, if at all, without the aid of flashlights. They were standing in a sunny part of the restaurant and he was in a pitch-black shadowy corner.
The men reacted quickly, turning and shooting into the darkness. Mark dove to the ground and returned fire, hitting the first man and killing him instantly. Blood from the first man sprayed onto the face of the stunned second man, who continued to shoot and sought the safety of the long serving counter for cover. The man leaped over the counter and fell silent. Mark sat on the floor just outside the men’s room, partially hidden by the door frame leading to the restrooms.
“Stevens!” yelled Mark, although he knew the man was likely dead.
“Stevens! You still with me?”
“Charlie, this is Mark. We have an active shooter in the Rocking Fifties restaurant. Stevens is down. Repeat. Active shooter in the Rocking Fifties.”
“What is your location?” asked Charlie.
“I’m inside the restaurant with him.”
A long pause followed. Mark knew Charlie was trying to process a way in which to help him.
“You know you aren’t getting out of here,” said Mark to the New Order man.
“Fuck you! I ain’t going back to that shithole PrisCorp prison!”
The New Order man made a run for the back kitchen, giving Mark the opening he was waiting for. Mark blasted a concentrated ring of bullets in the man’s direction, hitting him in multiple locations on his chest and head. The man slumped to the ground, leaving a long red stain on the kitchen door.
Nudging the man’s lifeless leg with the edge of his boot, Mark said, “No one said anything about sending you back to PrisCorp.”
Running to the back room, Mark went to check on Stevens.
“Shooter has been neutralized. Repeat. Shooter down.”
Stevens lay in a pool of blood on the floor of the kitchen. A faint pulse pumped in his neck. Ripping the man’s shirt open, Mark inspected him for gunshot wounds, finding a gaping hole in his upper right shoulder. Unconscious and likely in shock, the man needed medical attention immediately.
“Mark!” yelled Charlie from inside the restaurant.
“In here!”
Charlie burst into the kitchen, waving his flashlight around to find Mark and Stevens in the back.
“How bad is he?” asked Charlie.
“I don’t know, but it looks like a clean shot. He needs medical attention.”
“Alright, let’s get him to the church. The father there opened the doors and announced he has food, water and medical supplies. He’s taking in our injured.”
“No shit?”
“Yeah, apparently the New Order didn’t hit the church. The father has been sneaking food around town since the whole thing started. He’s an amazingly brave man.”
Walking out into the sunshine, Mark and Charlie carried Stevens to the church a couple of blocks away. People were coming out of their homes, congregating in the streets, hugging each other and crying. Mark assumed they were crying with relief that their ordeal was finally coming to a close.
“Father! We’ve got another one for you!” shouted Charlie as they moved through the front doors of the church.
“Put him over here! I’ve got a cot ready!” shouted Father Roy.
Father Roy had pulled out cots, blankets and jugs of water for the injured. He’d even set up a table of medical supplies to assist the nurse and doctor who were treating the wounded. Four men lay on the cots.
“Thanks, Father. It’s amazing that you have all these supplies. The New Order left you alone?” said Mark in shock.
“I’m not surprised. It’s the power of God, my friend. None of them want to mess with the big guy,” said Father Roy, chuckling.
“I guess not! Why does the church have so many supplies?” said Mark.
“Part of our mission is to support the homeless. In the summer, the place is nearly empty, but in the winter, this entire area is filled with cots. We provide shelter, food and some basic first aid. Looks like we now have a different sort of community to care for.”
“Mark, I need to get back to the station. The place is aired out enough for us to get in there. You want to join me?” asked Charlie.
“Sure.”
“Nice meeting you, Father Roy, and thanks again,” said Mark.
The two men left the church, making their way through the people who were slowly migrating toward the house of worship in search of assistance.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight
Jane and Sam sat close together by the light of the campfire. The few officers at Doris’s house rotated through a watch-standing schedule. Jane was not due to stand her second watch for another hour. She was relieved to have the time alone with Sam before they headed back to HQ.
Euphoria had spread once Pritty announced that Porter had been retaken by the police. Everyone was in a light, happy mood, hopeful about the future.
“When do you want to leave for HQ?” asked Sam, interrupting her thoughts.
“I think we need to leave before first light. I want to get back to Lea as soon as possible.” Jane snaked her arm through Sam’s and nuzzled closer to him.
“I agree. The longer we’re away from her, the more likely something will happen. Everyone is in such an amazing mood. I don’t want to spoil it. But really, we can’t go home. The New Order is still an active threat in Evansville and maybe other places we don’t know about.”
“I know, but I think people just need a break to enjoy one success before moving to the next battle.”
“The chief said he wants to move HQ down here; that’ll keep people busy. The Evansville PD has loads of supplies up at HQ. It’ll take a while to transport everything down here.”
“I think a lot of the tactical supplies were used in the Porter battle. There may not be a lot left at this point. But moving here makes a lot of sense. Fresh well water and abundant food make this farm ideal.”
“Do you think Doris will mind?” asked Sam, stroking her hair.
“Mind? Are you kidding? Doris loves being in the middle of things. You should’ve seen her at HQ. She was in her glory feeding everyone. I think Doris will be just fine.”
“Speaking of being in the middle of things, how long do you have before your shift?” said Sam into her ear with a breathy voice.
“Less than thirty minutes.”
“That should do,” he said, smiling and pulling her up into his arms.
Jane and Sam walked arm and arm into the tent they shared.
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine
Lea lay on her cot in the cabin she had shared with her parents. Since both of them were gone, she found it increasingly hard to fall asleep. The night sounds frightened her. She kept thinking about Tank driving slowly past the camp’s entrance, searching for her. It was only a matter of time before Tank figured out which road led into the camp. Removing the signs would only hide their location for so long. He’d figure it out. He always managed to find her.
Her stomach burned, an acidy nervousness as she thought about Tank searching for her. She needed to do something to stop him. Lying on the lumpy cot, she weighed her various options. Staying and waiting for him to find her was not possible. If he found this place, he would hurt or kill anyone in his way to get to her. Then he would steal their supplies and ruin or take the radios. No way would she allow that to happen to the nice people staying at the camp. Not to mention the kids. She would not let anything happen to the little gang of kids put in her charge. They might be annoying, but they were counting on her to keep them safe. Witnessing one of Tank’s rampages would not be good for any of them.
No, she needed to take action. If she could just ruin his car, that would slow him down. Then all she needed to do was injure him enough to keep him from doing any more searching. She just needed to slow him down. Yes, that was it. She just needed to slow him down. That would give the cops time to move into Evansville and clear the mess up, including Tank. Just like they did in Porter. Slow him down. But how?
Gazing at the stars outside her window, she listened to the lone call of a barn owl. The owl’s hooting took on a sinister tone as it mixed in her mind with thoughts of Tank. The forest seemed to close in on her, as every shadow appeared to be Tank hiding, looking for her.
Again, she thought about waiting for her mom and dad to come back, but quickly discounted the idea. They would tell her to stay at the camp and be safe. Let the police handle Tank, they would say. But she knew this was not an option. Her being at the camp created immeasurable danger to everyone there. They just didn’t know it and wouldn’t listen to her warnings. She needed to take care of the problem she’d caused by opening the door to him when the lights first went out.
Tossing and turning, she finally settled on a position on the cot that was slightly more comfortable than any of the others she had tried. Closing her eyes, she willed herself to sleep one last time.
 



Chapter Sixty
Sam put the rest of his meager personal effects into his backpack, preparing to leave. Jane had been up long before him and had previously packed. He knew she had been on watch most of the night, yet her energy persisted. She buzzed around the farm, getting coffee and checking in with everyone in preparation for their departure.
Charlie, Spencer and a couple other Evansville officers were en route to Doris’s house. Eventually, most of the Porter and Evansville police departments would converge at the farm in preparation to take over Evansville. Getting Charlie and a few others back to the farm was just their first step. Jane figured they would show up around noon. She offered to stay until relieved, but the officers at Doris’s house told her to get moving back to HQ. They would hold down the fort until the others came.
Sam knew she was more than excited to be getting back to Lea, as he was. Zipping up the small tent, he made sure it was completely secure for when they came back. The last thing he wanted was to show up to a tent full of water and bugs.
“Hey, sleepyhead, you about ready to get out of here?” yelled Jane across the lawn.
“Sure. I’ll grab some fruit and more water for our walk before we roll out,” he said, walking over to her.
She walked toward him, putting her arms around his waist, hugging him. “You’re getting too slim. We need to feed you more. Grab some of the walnuts in the kitchen Doris has so much of; you can stand to eat a little more,” she said, kissing him gently.
“I guess you’re right. I have been really trying not to eat in order to save some for others. But the few pairs of shorts I have are literally falling off my frame. I guess a few extra walnuts won’t hurt the overall picture. I’ll be right back.”
Sam walked into the calm farmhouse kitchen. Memories of sitting at the table with Charlie and Doris flooded back to him. The last time he and Jane were here, they had just come back from the mountains and were trying like hell to get home to Lea. Now they were again leaving to get to Lea, only this time things were much better. Finding the walnut jar, Sam shook out half the Mason jar into a small container. Jane was right, he needed to eat a little more or he would not be able to help anyone.
“Okay, all set,” he said to Jane as she waited for him.
Hand in hand, the two walked toward the trail.
“How do you think she has been doing since you left her?” asked Sam.
“She was really worried about me coming down here, but she’s mostly fine. The kids are driving her crazy. Although, I think that was the best job the chief could’ve given her. The little collection of rug rats keeps her mind off things, even if she won’t admit it.”
“Well, if you ever hope to have grandkids, maybe we should request a reassignment for her. She was never into kids. This could push her over the edge,” said Sam, chuckling.
 



Chapter Sixty-One
Charlie sat with Gayle at the church, finishing a light breakfast. The church seemed to have a near endless supply of food and drinking water in its pantry. Many of the officers, including Charlie and Gayle, had slept in the church the night before in between their watch rotations. The church’s location made an excellent barracks for the veterans and officers, and the father seemed thrilled to assist the good men and women that had liberated the town.
Before nightfall, the police went through all the known places where the New Order stayed to retrieve weapons, food, medications and anything else useful that the New Order had stolen from the people of Porter. The supplies were brought to the station and held for distribution to Porter’s citizens. Getting weapons in the hands of the citizens of Porter would be essential in assisting the officers to maintain the city from any renewed attacks by the New Order or any other such group.
Charlie looked at Gayle while he finished his breakfast, the glitter of her engagement ring moving as she ate. He felt profoundly lucky to have her by his side. Anything could have happened in yesterday’s attack. They were fortunate to have survived uninjured.
“What are you thinking about?” asked Gayle, catching him staring at her.
“How lucky I am. You did an amazing job yesterday, holding the road.”
“Not really, one SUV got away on us.”
“But the other vehicle didn’t and none of your people were hurt. That’s the important thing.”
“I guess. It just would have been nice to stop all three vehicles from leaving. You about finished up? You should get to the station and I need to relieve the trail watch.”
“In a few more days, I think we should move back to your house. Mine won’t be habitable for a while after what they did to it.”
“The habitability of your place was always in question,” she said with levity.
“Nice,” said Charlie, grabbing her hand and lifting her to her feet.
Getting up from the church pew, Charlie stretched and yawned. The stress of the past weeks was starting to take a toll on his body. Physical exertion, lack of sleep, inadequate nutrition and near constant anxiety had a way of slowing a person down. Once they got the police station running, Charlie and Gayle would be able to take a slight breather and get some space from the others. As much as Charlie liked the other officers and veterans, he was starting to feel the need for some distance.
“Give me a kiss. I need to head this way to get to the trailhead,” said Gayle, kissing him lightly.
“See you this afternoon at the station.”
Charlie jogged the short distance to the station. Officers and veterans were coming and going as the watch changed shifts.
“Charlie! All the Porter PD weapons we retrieved from the town are in the armory,” said Mark, approaching Charlie as he walked into the station.
“Did you do an assessment of the weapons and ammo to see how much the town has left?” asked Charlie.
“We did. I’ve compiled a list for you,” said Mark, handing the list to Charlie. “I also have the inventory list from before everything happened as a comparison.”
Glancing at the two lists, Charlie compared the police department’s weapons cache from before and after the New Order’s attack.
“Seems like a sizable number of the department’s tactical firearms are missing.”
“How many?” said Mark.
“Several. A sniper rifle, six assault rifles, two shotguns and three MP5s,” said Charlie.
“The good stuff,” said Mark.
Charlie nodded.
“We have no reason to believe that any of the citizens stole the weapons. That only leaves one place where they went,” said Mark.
“The SUV that got away.”
“Exactly. Whomever was in that SUV had planned for a quick departure. Can’t see any other explanation.”
“I agree. We need to update HQ. They need to know what is floating around out there. For all we know, the guy who left with this stuff intends to reassemble a team and make another hit on Porter. Let the watch standers know,” said Charlie.
“Got it,” said Mark.
“Good morning!” said Bill Reynolds as he approached the station. “I don’t know about you guys, but I never had such an amazing sleep. It feels good to have our town back.”
“For now. We were just talking about the missing weapons from the station’s arsenal. Seems like whoever left did so with a fairly large stash. I need you to assemble the veterans and any willing citizens for a citizen’s militia. We’ll start distributing the remaining weapons this afternoon. We need to look sharp and be ready for another attack,” said Charlie.
“Sure thing. I know all the vets will be in and I’m sure the eleven guys who basically created a shooting arcade on Main Street would be willing to participate. In addition, we’ll go door-to-door, asking for volunteers,” said Reynolds.
“That’ll be great. I want everyone to know that even though we had this one victory, we’re far from being completely safe. Everyone in town needs to be ready to fight. We can distribute the weapons, arming all citizens who have weapons experience,” said Charlie.
“I’ll get right on it. I’m sure there are many citizens who would be willing to be part of a citizens’ militia. I’ll get one of the vets to head it and organize their team,” said Reynolds.
“That should work. Mark, I need you to take control of the armory. You can handle the weapons distribution. Also, take any of the hoarded New Order food out of the station and give it to Father Roy. He can handle food distribution. He’s already doing that and is very good at giving people just what they need,” said Charlie.
“I’ll have the weapons cleaned and ready for distribution this afternoon. The food we can move right away. I’ll grab a couple of guys and start making that happen,” said Mark.
Officers Cleff and Rogers walked past the three, heading out to the front lawn. Cleff slowly unfastened the flagpole’s rope while Rogers handed him the flag. Together they hoisted the United States Flag and the City of Porter flag and the flag for the City of Porter’s Police Department. Charlie was surprised by his emotional response to seeing the flags flying. He thought about the brave officers who were victims of the New Order and all those who fought to free the town. The fight was by no means finished, but they would make it, one step at a time.
 



Chapter Sixty-Two
Jane and Sam made better time getting back to HQ than Jane would have thought. She always considered Sam to be a slow walker and assumed that they would add an extra hour or two to their journey because of his pace. However, today, he seemed as anxious to get back to HQ and Lea as she did. After being admitted through a hole in the fence on the south side of the property, Jane could not stop thinking about seeing Lea and then jumping in the lake for a refreshing rinse.
The smooth, serene lake glistened in the afternoon sun, beckoning her to jump in. She knew the refreshing waters would do her aching feet and back wonders. Later, she would have to go to the camp’s lost and found to see if she could grab an extra set of shoes. Her hiking boots were quickly deteriorating into two very painful blister-causing torture devices.
The main lodge sat in the distance. Its broad beam porches and three-story frame contrasted beautifully with the deep green forest. Jane thought the place looked more like a rich person’s mountain hideaway than a kids’ camp.
“Finally, almost there,” said Sam.
“I thought we made pretty good time, considering.”
“Considering what?”
“Well, you always seem to walk a little slowly, but not today. You were moving faster than I expected. I originally thought we’d be lucky to get here by dinner.”
Laughing and mocking feigned insult, Sam said, “Are you saying I actually feel like a ball and chain, slowing you down?”
“No. More like an anchor.”
Jane grabbed his hand, softly squeezing it and smiling.
“Where do you think Lea is?” she asked as they approached the lodge.
“Don’t know. Let’s go inside and see who’s around.”
Walking into the lodge, Jane was struck at how silent the place was. Most of the officers were either down in Porter or at Doris’s house. The HQ contained only a fraction of the number of people that were there the first time they arrived at the camp. The place seemed deserted.
“Hello?” Jane shouted into the empty lodge.
Sunlight streamed into the lodge through the floor-to-ceiling western-facing windows in the lodge’s main gathering room.
“Hello?” she yelled again.
“Where is everyone?” asked Sam.
“Beats me. You’d think the kids would be around.”
“Anybody home?” yelled Sam toward the dining area.
“Back here!” came a reply.
The door to the kitchen swung open. Doris greeted them cheerily, wiping her hands on her apron. “Hey, guys! You just getting back?”
“Yeah, where is everybody?” asked Jane.
“There aren’t many people left, just a few officers and families. I think most of the officers, including the chief, are standing watch. They all seem to rotate in and out of here at odd times.”
“Have you seen Lea?” asked Sam.
“No, sorry. I haven’t seen her all day.”
“Okay, we’ll see you later. We’re going to go look for her,” said Jane.
“Alright. If the two of you need a snack or anything, just come back. I’m making dinner but can get you something to tide you over, if needed.”
“Thanks, Doris,” said Sam over his shoulder.
Sam and Jane walked back outside toward the center of the camp. Only the sounds of the forest greeted their searching ears. They couldn’t hear Lea or the kids she usually spent her day with.
“Let’s go and check the cabin. Maybe she didn’t feel well and is taking a nap?” said Sam.
Joyce Rolz walked steadily up the road in their direction. Jane assumed she must’ve been coming from her watch-standing rotation at the entrance to the camp.
“Hey, Joyce!” shouted Jane.
“Hey, guys, you just get back?” said Joyce, jogging toward them.
“We did and are looking for Lea. Have you seen her?” asked Sam.
“No, I haven’t. I assumed the chief has her doing something other than babysitting because this morning I saw Patty Epstein with the kids.”
Laughing slightly, Jane said, “Well, Lea really didn’t like babysitting. Maybe she finally convinced the chief to move her. Anything else happening?”
“Not really. It’s been very quiet here. No new families have arrived, but one car has been driving down the main road pretty consistently,” said Joyce.
“One car? What do you mean? What sort of car?”
“A red Trans Am with one large bald man driving. He keeps driving the main road like he’s looking for something. We haven’t flagged him down because he doesn’t look like a parent or lost citizen.”
Jane could feel her legs buckling at Joyce’s description of a person who could only be Tank.
“Oh crap. That sounds like our daughter’s ex-boyfriend Tank. Did he have neck tattoos? Could you tell?” asked Sam.
“I’m not sure about the neck tattoos, but he seemed like a really big guy from how he was seated in the car. So far he hasn’t stopped, but the chief has us doing extra watches to accommodate a larger presence at the road side of the camp.”
“That’s a good idea. If it is Tank, he is extremely dangerous and has been working with the New Order. He cannot be let into the camp under any circumstances,” said Jane.
“If you see Lea, would you tell her we’re back?” said Sam, taking Jane’s hand and pulling her toward the trail to the cabin.
“See ya, Joyce. I’ll check in with the chief later to help with the watch,” said Jane.
The two walked quickly down the narrow trail leading to their cabin.
“Tank is in the area? That can’t be good news. And he looks like he’s looking for something? That’s even worse,” said Jane.
The screen door banged loudly against the wooden frame of the cabin. Their eyes quickly adjusted to the gloom inside the one-room, open structure. A single sheet of paper sat on Jane’s cot. She grabbed it and read silently.
Looking up at Sam, she said, “She’s gone. The note says she went to find Tank. Something about wanting to slow him down.”
Handing the note to Sam, Jane sank to the cot, crestfallen. She stared at the floor as Sam read the note.
“Damn her. What the hell is she thinking?” he said.
“She’s brave and stubborn. That’s not always the best combination.”
“We need to find her before she does anything stupid.”
“You mean anything else stupid. Where do we start our search? She could be anywhere in town by now,” said Jane, rubbing her brow.
“We should start at the storage locker. Maybe she decided to go there first? Or, I don’t know, maybe home?”
“No, there’s no way she went back to our house. She told me she would never want to sleep in that house again. I think you’re right. We start with the storage locker. Who knows, maybe if our stuff is still there, she’ll decide to rest at the locker and we’ll be able to find her.”
“Alright. Let’s get going, unless you need more time to rest before setting out again,” asked Sam.
“I’m good. I just want to find her.”
“Me too.”
Jane couldn’t believe they were heading out looking for Lea. Part of her wanted to strangle their daughter for being so reckless. Part of her admired Lea’s strength and bravery. Jane knew Lea was doing what she thought was right.
 



Chapter Sixty-Three
The Boss sat at Tank’s usual table in the restaurant, talking to the guys as they came and went. He didn’t particularly like running things from the restaurant, but since that hulking man Tank returned to town, he needed to hold the position so Tank knew he had been dethroned. The Boss relished seeing Tank’s expression when he realized he had been replaced. Nothing gave the Boss more pleasure than watching Tank try to decide how to respond. Fight, flight or fall in line. Of course Tank chose to fall in line. There were not many men alive who chose fight when confronted with the same set of circumstances.
Although Tank did a decent job of pretending to fall in line with the Boss’s control of the town, the Boss just didn’t trust the man. There was something going on that he could not put his finger on. The Boss suspected Tank of hiding supplies. But then again, he suspected everyone to be hoarding his own stash. Things were starting to get more desperate. It would be stupid not to be looking out for one’s own interests. No, it was something more than that.
Turning to one of his men, the Boss said, “Hey, Paulie, next time that asshole Tank rolls out of here in his seventies-style shit can of a car, I want you guys to follow him. Not too close, though. I want to know where he’s going.”
“You got it, Boss. He usually disappears in the late afternoon. We’ll spook him. Who knows what we’ll find.”
“He’s up to something. I can just feel it.”
“I’ll get Rico and Jones on it. Rico is like a fucking basset hound, man. He can find anything. There’s no way Tank’ll know they’re spooking him.”
Satisfied, the Boss got up from the table and stretched. Looking out the window, the Boss contemplated leaving the stifling restaurant but then thought better of it.
“Any more new arrivals?” he asked Paulie.
“Just the guys from Grant that came yesterday. I suspect we’ll see more and more of them streaming in.”
Numerous PrisCorp prisoners were on the move in the general area. Some had initially stayed in and around Grant, the location of the prison. As time went by, those men started moving in a steady stream westward, into Evansville. The Boss was able to recruit most of them into his army by flashing the cache of weapons he had stolen from Porter’s and Evansville’s Police Departments. However, he had to deflect uncomfortable questions from the guys about what happened in Porter. He knew the men would be nervous about the cops pulling off another coup, even if some of them were too afraid of him to mention it. He needed a surefire safe place to rebuild his empire; maybe he’d found it in Evansville, maybe not. Only time would tell.
For now, the Boss was determined to rebuild his army with the men who came from Grant. Only this time, he would make it stronger and larger than before. He would not let the cops retake Evansville or any other place he called home. Nor would he let that two-bit thug Tank interfere with his goals.
 



Chapter Sixty-Four
Lea moved steadily through the woods, roughly following a narrow trail toward Evansville. The trail ran parallel to the road to Evansville. She knew Tank would have driven that road in order to get to the camp. Getting out of the camp was easier than she imagined. First, she asked Mrs. Epstein to watch the kids, feigning illness. Then she walked into the woods between where she knew the guards were posted. She’d simply snipped the chain-link fence and slipped out.
She wavered about leaving the note for her parents, unsure of what to say to them. She knew they were coming back at some point later in the day. By her estimation, she would be back before they even got to the HQ. However, just in case, she decided to leave them a quick note so they wouldn’t worry. She knew she was right to try to stop Tank. He would only cause her and the entire camp trouble. Stealing a Mason jar full of tack nails and some extra bullets for her rifle, she set out.
Lea hiked almost to the marina. It only took her about an hour to get all the way down the winding roadside to the base of it, near the four-way stop. It was at this stop that one would choose to either take the road up to the camp or head in a different direction. Tracing her steps back toward the camp, she decided on the perfect spot to lay the tacks. She shook out the tacks onto the road, careful to concentrate them where the tires of a car would be.
Once the tacks were in place, she jogged back up the road to the camp. She found a flat, hidden spot to wait. She laid a dirty towel on the ground and then set up her rifle. She tried to remember what the officer at the range had told her about shooting downwind. Something about counting or offsetting the scope, she couldn’t recall. The memory was foggy. She mostly used the pistol and wished she had one now instead of this ancient-looking rifle. Oh well. She’d make do. Hopefully, the tacks would stop Tank and she wouldn’t need to shoot out his tires.
She waited in her position for what seemed to be an eternity. Boredom quickly set in, making her wonder how long she would have to sit there until he rolled past. She tried to stay alert by counting, doing mental math and other boring things until finally dullness turned to sleepiness. Her head dropped and then jerked back up as she fought sleep. Standing up, she decided to jog in place to get her blood flowing. Once alert again, she settled back into place.
Looking through the rifle scope, she scanned the woods across the street. Trees and more trees blended together in a seamless span of various shades of green. Dullness started to creep back into her mind. She fought it as best as she could. Suddenly, something moved, catching her eye. She focused on the area where she saw movement.
Mom? What the hell?
Her parents were walking on the other side of the road, basically cutting their way through the forest. Shit. What are they doing here?
“Mom! Dad! Over here!” she yelled across the road.
Sam and Jane quickly spotted her and ran toward her.
“Lea! Geez! What the hell are you doing out here?” yelled Jane.
Sam grabbed Lea and held her in a tight embrace.
“What do you mean? Didn’t you see my note? Tank is out here looking for me. I can’t let him get to the camp. He’ll wreck everything for the people there and it’s all because of me. He just wants me. I have to stop him, Mom!”
Tears streamed down Lea’s grimy face as all of her bravery melted under Jane’s warm, loving embrace.
“You don’t have to do anything alone, baby. We’re all in this together. We’ll fight Tank head-on, together.”
“If anything happened to you, I don’t know what we’d do,” said Sam, stroking her back.
The three stood in silence as mom and daughter embraced.
“I placed a line of tack nails across the road. I thought I could at least give him a flat. That’d slow him down a little,” said Lea.
“That’s not a bad idea, honey, but what are you doing here?” asked Sam.
“Well, if the tacks didn’t work, then I figured I would shoot out his tires.”
“Oh crap. Bad idea. We need to get out of here and back to HQ. The sooner we’re behind the fence, the safer we’ll all be,” said Jane.
“Get down! I hear something!” said Sam urgently.
The three ducked down behind the low brush of the forest just as Tank’s Trans Am rolled past them. He was alone, one hand on the steering wheel and the other stretched out the open window.
“Shit! He made it through! We need to warn the camp!” said Lea.
“No! We stay put until he’s gone. They can handle him. I’ll radio HQ and let them know he’s in the area and to be vigilant,” said Jane.
After calling HQ, the three waited for a little longer before deciding to start hiking back to the safety of the camp. They all knew eventually Tank would turn around and pass them on his way home. Fear bolstered their alertness as they walked, listening for any sound of his vehicle.
“Did you hear that? I think he’s coming,” said Jane.
The trail had meandered away from the road and onto a higher elevation. They were able to look down onto the roadway without being seen. The three waited and listened. After a short time, a pickup truck with two hard-looking men drove past their location. On the side of the truck were the words “New Order.”
“We’re definitely not alone up here. Let’s pick up the pace. The chief needs to know that we should move the HQ to Doris’s house sooner rather than later before the New Order or Tank finds us all,” said Jane.
The family moved through the forest with a quick purposeful step. Their once triumphant, safe world morphed again into something unpredictable.
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Chapter One
The calm inky black water of Lake Sparrow glistened in the summer’s moonlight. Draped in a towel, Jane stood on the rocks next to the craggy shore, waiting for Sam. He’d asked her not to swim alone at night, but she thought he was being a little overprotective. However, given what they’d been through since they walked out of their mountain hiking trip into a living nightmare, she could give him a pass on being more watchful than usual.
Sitting down on the smooth rocks, she contemplated everything they had accomplished over the past few weeks. The police, veterans and civilians had fought fiercely to regain Porter from the New Order, losing many of their own. Now they needed to push through to Evansville and reclaim their home. Jane longed to return to Evansville, even if they only managed to get to their storage unit for a quick resupply. Her few meager possessions were stained, ripped and tired, just like Jane and the other survivors huddled at Camp Hemlock.
Camp Hemlock served as the Evansville Police Department’s makeshift headquarters during the crisis. Chief Carlisle had organized Jane’s fellow officers to move much of the supplies from the Evansville police station to the camp in order to stay safe from the gang of escaped convicts who formed the New Order group. The New Order mercilessly hunted down police officers in Evansville, Porter and Grant, brutally murdering all those captured. The citizens of each town were similarly terrorized. The New Order tore through their towns, stealing, raping and setting fire to anything in its way. Regaining Porter was just the first step in a long road to gaining their freedom from the tyranny of the New Order.
The sound of leaves rustling and sticks breaking brought Jane out of her memories and into the present moment. She stiffened, unsure of who approached.
“Sam?” she whispered loudly into the darkness.
“Guilty as charged,” he said, appearing from the dense forest. “Thanks for waiting for me. I know sitting here instead of swimming laps for the past fifteen minutes probably killed you.”
“A little. But I think you’re right. Swimming alone at night is probably not the best idea under the circumstances. Given our situation, anything could happen while I’m enjoying the water.”
Sam settled down onto the rocks next to her. He grabbed her hand and kissed it lightly. She kissed his back and stretched her slender body long on the rocks.
“What do you think our next move is?” asked Sam.
“You mean our move as a family? With Lea? Or the next move for all of us at the camp?”
“Both, I guess,” said Sam.
“Chief is talking about moving HQ down to Doris’s house. I imagine now that Porter is safe, he will want to do that sooner rather than later. This camp has been great in terms of relocating the officers from Evansville, but we need to consolidate and form safe zones. We’re sort of on our own out here. As for us? I don’t know. Part of me wants to stay with the group for safety, and part wants to leave. Being asked to leave Lea behind while the two of us went to Doris’s house to fight didn’t feel right at all.”
“I agree. I felt okay about it at first when I left the two of you here. But when you eventually came down as well, leaving Lea alone, I was scared to death. Especially given how hard it was to get her back from Tank.”
“That and considering Lea’s little stunt while we were gone. What was she thinking? Trying to ‘slow Tank down,’ as she put it. That was a very bad idea and could’ve gotten her captured.”
“I liked her creativity and bravery. She definitely takes after her mom on both fronts,” said Sam, snuggling closer to Jane.
“You’re just saying that because you know there’s nothing under my towel.”
“Am I that transparent?”
“Just a little,” she said, kissing him.
“Despite the chance of being separated from each other during the fighting, I still think we should stay with the group. We really don’t know what’s happening out there. Given what we’ve seen so far with the New Order, I think we’re far safer in numbers.”
“Me too. Besides, where would we go? Tank and crew trashed our home and discovered the storage facility where we hid our survival supplies. We could potentially be wandering on our own with nothing.”
“I know. I thought of that. Maybe we’ll get lucky and discover that Tank never got into the unit holding our supplies. We never confirmed that he broke into our unit. All we know is that he was opening units at the facility. Who knows? Maybe our things will still be there,” said Sam.
“We can only hope. You stockpiled enough in there for the three of us to last a few years—with rationing. It would be a real shame if the New Order indulged in our preparedness.”
“It would be infuriating to think of those hoodlums enjoying that bounty. I think we’re better off staying with the police. I’d like to see this through. Help the police push into Evansville and get our lives back. Or should I say get back to as much of our lives as we can regain while the power is still out.”
“Me too. But for now, I’ve got other plans,” said Jane as she stood.
In one swift motion she lifted her arms sky-high, stretching to dive and dropping her towel, exposing her naked body to Sam. She felt his eyes on her. His desire fueled hers, and she reconsidered her swim.
“Be right back,” she said with a wink.
Jane slid gracefully into the water, making sure Sam had an ample view of her backside as she went in. Smiling to herself, she knew the after-swim activities would be better than the swim.
 



Chapter Two
Tank stomped around in the darkness, nearly plowing into Mac Bower, his lifetime friend and the only surviving member of his original crew. Since he’d taken up residence in this “quaint” colonial home near the center of Evansville, nothing had gone right. The Boss had rolled into town and forced Tank out of the Victorian house while simultaneously stripping him of his rank as the top dog in Evansville. Not only had the Boss relegated Tank to this shithole colonial, he’d forced him into an even lower position in the New Order pecking order. Being forced to take orders from the Boss irked Tank to no end. The guy was nothing but a convict gangbanger.
“Fuck!” screamed Tank.
He clipped his toe on the coffee table again. A flash of hot rage pulled through the pain in his toe. Screaming, he lifted the coffee table and smashed it against the wall.
“Motherfucker! I am so tired of jamming myself against shit!”
“Hey, man, settle down. I brought a bag of food from the car. We don’t want the Boss or any of his guys coming over to join us. You know how those guys are. Like a bunch of spiders just waiting for something to jingle their web. Unusual sounds or gunfighting brings them out like roaches.”
Sitting down close to a window, the moon illuminated their faces and the bag of food, which they’d need to ration. The few supplies they’d managed to squirrel away for themselves had started to dwindle.
“All I want is a slice of cheese and onion from Rizzo’s. I’ve had enough of this canned-beans shit,” said Tank as he opened a can.
He loudly slurped the warm thick can water before hungrily plunging his fork into the beans.
“No way. Boccie’s is way better. Their thick crust and breadsticks are the best. Not to mention the mozzarella—”
Interrupting, Tank waved his hand and said, “Shut the fuck up, man. I can’t think about real food right now.”
“Maybe we should consider leaving for another run? Who knows. Maybe there’s more out there that no one has discovered. We scored this stuff,” said Bower, nodding to the bag.
“You’re just trying to get us out of here. There’s nothing left to discover. The world has been picked over. The only thing I want to discover now is where Lea has been hiding. Nothing else matters. Get that right, and everything else falls into place.”
“Here we go again. Look, man, the Boss and his henchmen are starting to circle us like sharks. It’s only a matter of time before he gives the order to kill one or both of us. You see how he looks at us. We have to leave before they kill us.”
Tank dropped his can and punched the wall. He growled, “No! I’m not leaving without Lea. That bitch is mine. She comes with us.”
Bower stiffened and continued eating. A cloud passed in front of the moon, plunging them into momentary darkness. The thick, humid air in the house seemed to stand still, sticking to their tired bodies. The heat only added to Tank’s vile mood, fueling his anger at the Boss, Lea, and anything else in his way. He preferred to eat and sleep outside. But he knew Bower was right. They were no longer safe. The Boss and his guys were waiting for any excuse to murder the two of them. It was obvious that their time was limited. Maybe the Boss was looking for an excuse, or maybe he would order their executions for the fun of it—just to keep the guys entertained. Either way, they needed to get away from the New Order.
“We make one more run up to Lake Sparrow first thing in the morning. If we don’t find her, then we keep going. I’ll leave that dumb bitch behind. Serves her right. She can starve on her own. It’ll teach her a valuable lesson. She never had it so good as she did with me.”
“Sounds like a plan. Later tonight, I’ll throw the rest of our shit in the car so we’re ready in the morning,” said Bower excitedly.
“I’ll get the last of the gas cans. We should have enough fuel to drive pretty far away from this dump.”
“Where do you think we should go?”
“I have no clue.”
Tank shifted uncomfortably, thinking about how they had arrived at this point in time. Once the lights went out, he’d sweet-talked himself back into Lea’s heart and home. Her parents were on some trip, making it easier to reconcile with her. Once he moved in to protect Lea, things were great. He ran Evansville, with the help of some New Order goons. Then it all went to shit.
Lea’s parents managed to grab and hide her. Then the Boss rolled into town, driving a black SUV that looked as though he had been in a major gun battle. The Boss seized power and things had increasingly gotten worse.
Turning back to Bower, Tank said, “What do you think happened to the Boss in Porter? He has been very tight-lipped about it.”
“I’ll bet he doesn’t want to admit that he lost Porter. The cops probably kicked his ass. That black SUV looks like Swiss cheese. Just another reason we need to leave. Eventually the cops will retake the rest of the town. I don’t want to be anywhere near those New Order guys when that happens. We’ll either get killed or end up in cells next to them. As I see it, either way, we’re dead—unless we get out of here.”
“No shit. Finish up. We have some packing to do.”
Tank stood up and threw the empty can on the glistening hardwood floor. He loved the freedom of doing anything he wanted. Even the simple act of throwing garbage or furniture around someone’s house gave him an intoxicating rush of freedom. No cops, no rules. Smiling to himself, he knew the New Order had been good for something, but all good things eventually end.
 



Chapter Three
Charlie spooned Gayle, listening to her soft breathing. The gentle predawn sunlight created a soft golden hue in Gayle’s lavender bedroom. Charlie always felt loved in her home. Gayle had an amazing ability to make her house feel cozy and inviting. While dating, they rarely hung out in his minimalist bachelor pad. The nights he spent with her, making dinner and snuggling in front of the television, were some of the best nights he ever had.
Glancing down at Gayle, his eye caught a glimpse of the sparkling engagement ring on her finger. Despite vandalizing his home, the New Order had never found the diamond solitaire ring hidden in the pocket of an old flannel shirt. That shirt and all the others had been thrown out of the closet and onto the floor. At first glance, he thought finding the ring would be hopeless given the condition of his house. However, the ring had still been nestled safely in the shirt.
Giving it to Gayle the night before attacking the New Order’s stronghold in Porter hadn’t been the way he had imagined proposing, but he wanted to make his feelings for her clear in case one of them—or both—didn’t come back from the mission to recapture the town.
Gayle stirred, her eyes gently fluttering open.
“You awake?” she said with a scratchy voice.
“Yes. I have been for some time. Despite knowing the New Order has been driven out of town, I’m still finding it hard to sleep deeply. I thought yesterday’s run back from Doris’s house would have tired me out enough to make me sleep like a baby. No such luck.”
“I know, me too. But the veterans and citizens are doing an excellent job keeping watch. I really don’t think the New Order would be able to get through their defenses. And even if they did, it wouldn’t last long. The entire town is locked and loaded, waiting for those jerks to try something,” she said.
“You know, I’ve always been a little on the fence about militia groups, but after yesterday—I think civilian gun ownership should be mandatory. We wouldn’t be sitting here right now if it hadn’t been for the veterans and the armed citizens of Porter.”
“No kidding. They were amazing,” she said before kissing him softly. “What’s your plan for the rest of the day?”
“I need to get to the station for a ten a.m. check-in with the officers at Doris’s house. You?”
“I’m standing watch on the north trailhead at nine. Then going to the church to help distribute lunch.”
“I think the chief will start relocating some of the officers to Doris’s house. We need to think about plans to secure Evansville and Grant. The New Order has been very active in those areas. Until the surrounding towns are safe, none of us are.”
“I’m hoping the chief gives us a little rest from the action. I think we’re all a bit weary,” she said.
“Weary, yes. But still wired to fight. I plan to volunteer to head up the first wave of officers going to Doris’s house,” said Charlie.
“What? Why? You just got back. We need to stay together and keep our town safe. All of the police can’t just leave Porter, even with the citizens’ militia and the veterans working together. It would be crazy to reduce Porter’s defenses. Besides, we need to stay together. I don’t like the risks of being apart. Anything could happen.”
“I don’t want to leave you. But either we continue to bring the fight to the New Order, or they will bring it to us. I plan to recommend that we hit them hard and fast before they have a chance to reorganize,” he said.
“I know you’re right. I just want to feel safe and be together for a little longer before we have to venture back out into the hell of our new reality,” she said.
“I’d like that too. But really, we’ll never feel safe until the New Order has been crushed.”
Charlie reluctantly got out of bed and shrugged on his camouflage cargo pants and black T-shirt. He leaned down, smoothed Gayle’s soft hair from her beautiful face, and kissed her gently. “You want to see what the Reverend has for breakfast before your watch?”
“Sure thing. Give me one second to get dressed,” she said.
Charlie sat on the edge of the bed, resigned to wait for Gayle. Despite not having electricity or running water, he knew Gayle would take a good amount of time getting ready. What she was doing in her walk-in closet was beyond him. A few minutes later Gayle emerged wearing a slim-fitting pair of jeans and a completely unbuttoned white top. She fastened each button as she walked past him, oblivious to his eyes on her. Charlie could glimpse the lace of her bra through the opening.
“What time are you on watch?” he said with a devilish grin.
 



Chapter Four
Kim Stark walked slowly behind her husband. The blisters on her feet ruptured, scabbed, and then were ruptured again countless times over the past few days. Her flat slip-on shoes afforded her absolutely no support or comfort during their long trek to find their daughter, Lily. They had dropped her off at summer camp before heading out for a rare escape—just the two of them.
She had dreamed about spending a carefree week with Mitch for the past few months. Just the thought of not being responsible for anyone but themselves had a relaxing and oddly exhilarating appeal. Looking back, she couldn’t believe they had left their daughter at camp. The guilt over leaving Lily had been overwhelming throughout their journey back to the camp.
Surges of love competed with catastrophic images of their daughter’s potential fate, destroying Kim a little more every day. Questions swirled in her mind—an unending loop of stress. Why did they leave Lily at that camp? What were they thinking? They could have vacationed together, just as they had always done. What sort of mother left her child behind in the care of strangers just so she could have sex and order room service with her husband like a couple of newlyweds. What if Lily was killed or was starving? Weeks had gone past. She might not even be at the camp anymore.
“Kim? Kim?” said her husband softly. Mitch took her hand and squeezed it until her eyes focused on him. “You with me again?”
“Yes. I’m here. Sorry.”
“Beating yourself up again?”
“Sort of. But I was planning to move on to my second favorite mental trap, blaming you for our current situation,” she said with a hesitant smile.
“Go right ahead. I’m good at taking the blame.”
She gripped his hand and pulled him closer. “I love you. Even if all of this is your fault.”
They continued to walk down the center of the road. She couldn’t get over how loud nature sounded without human competition. The fluttering and chirping of birds in the forest combined with the sounds of rustling leaves comforted her. Somehow the animals seemed to carry on as though nothing had happened because nothing had happened to them. She tried to focus on the normalcy of their existence in order to calm herself.
“We’re really close now. I think this is the turn,” he said.
“Finally. I don’t think I can walk another mile in these stupid shoes. I always thought these were so comfortable. Now I just hate them. My blisters have blisters.”
“Walking for weeks on end would challenge even the best hiking boots. I’m just glad I decided to bring my running shoes. I almost didn’t. Figured the only exercise I’d get was the me-and-you kind.”
The thought of the two of them in that hotel room, just before the lights went out for good, threw Kim back into the darkness of her thoughts.
“Hey, look,” said Mitch, pointing up ahead. “Someone must have taken the sign down. If one didn’t know the camp existed, they would drive past without giving the narrow dirt road a second glance.”
“What do you think happened to the sign? Maybe this isn’t the right street? It’s all blending together. Trees, dirt road, trees, dirt road—it has been an endless monotony of landscape. Sort of looks the same as all the other dirt roads and paths we passed. Are you sure this is it?”
“Positive. Look at the huge oak tree just there. I noticed it when we made the turn originally. I remember wondering how long the tree had sat at the entrance and if they had to design the entrance around the tree. This is definitely the place. I never forget a horticultural splendor,” he said with a wink.
“You’re a very strange person at times. One of your many charms. I’m so nervous. What if she isn’t here? Then what?”
“One step at a time,” he said.
They picked up speed the closer they got to the turn. Kim’s single focus on finding Lily made her forget the searing pain in her feet. She moved quickly and with purpose toward the camp. After rounding the corner to the turn, a chain-link fence came into view. The fence blocked the road to the camp. A formidable lock kept the fence closed.
“Damn it. Now what? What does this mean? Did they just leave? Where are the kids?” Kim demanded.
She could feel herself reeling inside—coming completely unhinged. She needed to control herself; otherwise she would be no help to herself, Mitch or Lily, if they ever found her.
“What do we do now?” she shrieked.
“I don’t know. I need a minute to think. I just assumed the camp would look like it did when we left. Or it would be completely abandoned. I don’t know what to do.”
Kim broke free from Mitch’s hand and ran to the fence. “Lily! Lily! Are you there? It’s Mommy!”
Kim clasped the fence tightly and screamed their daughter’s name at the top of her lungs. She knew she shouldn’t, but she felt so close to her now. If she could just call her, it would be like the girl was in another room and she was trying to catch her attention. She shook the fence as hard as she could and screamed again.
“Lily! Lily! It’s Mommy!”
Mitch ran to her and clasped his strong hand over her sweaty face. “SHHH! Stop yelling!” he said in a loud whisper.
She had never seen him like this. For just a moment she wondered if he would slap her. She slowly nodded her head, indicating she wouldn’t scream again. Although she really wasn’t confident she could contain herself. He removed his hand and hugged her. She put her trembling hands on his back and began to sob uncontrollably.
“Where is my baby! Where is she, Mitch?”
Her body shook and trembled in his arms. He had only soft murmurs to soothe her. She knew he only appeared strong for her benefit. He loved their daughter as much as she did.
“Separate yourselves immediately and place your hands on your heads,” ordered an unseen voice.
“What? Who is that?” she said.
“Just do it,” repeated the voice. “Hands on your heads. Move apart.”
Mitch moved slowly away from her. She placed her hands on her greasy, sweaty head. Standing in the road, separate from Mitch, with her hands on her head, made her feel very vulnerable.
“State your name and purpose for being here,” shouted the voice.
“Mitch and Kim Stark. We’re here for our daughter, Lily,” said Mitch hesitantly.
The trees and underbrush rustled in several places near the fence. Two armed men came out of the trees, lowering their shotguns as they moved toward the fence.
“You can put your hands down. I’ll let you in. I’m Officer Craig Grey of the Evansville Police Department. This is Officer Jay Fischer, also from Evansville PD.”
“Is she here? Is Lily here? What is happening? Why are the police here?” demanded Kim.
“I don’t know if your daughter is here, ma’am. Let’s get you inside and we can sort this out.”
The officer unlocked the fence and pushed it aside with a loud metallic clang. The sound of metal on metal was so foreign to her.
“I’ll take you back to the camp. This way, please. You can call me Jay.”
“Thanks. You’ll have to excuse us. We’ve been on the road for a long time trying to get here. We’re completely exhausted.”
“We all are, sir. It’s been a tough time for everyone. I completely understand.”
Kim thought they walked for a long time to get inside the camp. The drive hadn’t seemed nearly this long when they came to drop off Lily. Everything looked small and quaint. Now all she could see were trees, loneliness and despair.
Through the trees she could view glimpses of Lake Sparrow. She knew they were close. As they approached, the sounds and smells of the camp began to welcome her. People hung out in small groups, chatting and laughing. Someone was cooking in the lodge. There were others by the lake fishing. Everything seemed so normal.
Kids played on the floating raft, taking turns jumping off the side into the pristine lake water. Other kids sat on the small beach, making forts in the sand. Her eyes darted from one child to the next, feverishly searching for Lily.
“Do you see her?” she said, grabbing Mitch.
“No. But that doesn’t mean she isn’t here. We need to keep looking.”
Kim stood stock-still. Scanning the kids. A creeping sense of dread started to overcome her. She knew it was a long shot that Lily was still at the camp. What were the chances of her being here after all this time?
A flitter of something bright pink caught her eye. On the lodge’s large wooden deck, she saw the pink Hello Kitty towel she had bought for Lily. The towel was draped over the railing, drying in the sun. On the picnic table next to the towel sat Lily quietly drawing.
“Lily!” shouted Kim as she ran toward her daughter. “Lily! I’m here!”
Lily’s head jerked up at the sound of her mother’s voice. She quickly scrambled her little body away from the table and toward the steps.
“Mommy! Mommy!” shouted Lily.
Kim ran across the camp and up the wide wooden stairs of the deck. She grabbed Lily’s tiny shoulders and pulled her into a strong embrace. Both mother and child sobbed with relief. They fell to the ground holding each other in a tight embrace. Mitch joined them. He cried and laughed with them. No words could describe Kim’s relief and joy at seeing her child. They were a family again. All things were possible now.
“I love you. I love you. I’m so sorry for leaving you, baby, I’m so sorry,” she whispered and cried over and over again.
The family stayed together in a small huddle for a very long time, each unwilling to break the magic between them.
 



Chapter Five
Jane sat next to Sam at a table in the lodge. It had been several hours since the family was reunited. Jane understood the extraordinary stress they must have felt while looking for their little girl. Seeing the family reunited brought up a lot of emotions for her. She felt both stressed and relieved as she looked across the table at them. Doris brought another plate of fresh cucumbers and a fresh pitcher of water.
“Thanks, Doris. I don’t know what we’d do without you,” said Sam.
“It’s my pleasure, sweetie. You know I love nothing more than feeding everyone,” she said, smiling. “You two keep eating. Looks like you haven’t in weeks.”
“Feels that way too. But we don’t want to infringe on your hospitality,” said Mitch.
The couple shared an uncomfortable look. Jane had a feeling they were planning to leave the camp as soon as possible. Looking them over, she knew walking out would be a death sentence for them and their daughter. The couple didn’t seem to be the hardy survival type that could last in their current situation. Glancing at Sam, she knew he shared her concerns.
“Doris has been helping the police from Porter, Grant and Evansville since the lights went out. She has an amazing farm just south of here. Originally the police from Porter used Doris’s farm as their headquarters. Now that the police have pushed back into Porter, there’s just a skeleton crew left at Doris’s house,” said Sam.
“So you’re planning to move back home?” asked Mitch.
“Ummm.” Doris hesitated, unsure.
“I can answer that,” said Chief Carlisle.
The chief walked across the gleaming hardwood floors to the group. He smiled and extended a hand to Mitch Stark. “Chief Carlisle of the Evansville Police Department.”
“Mitch and Kim Stark. I think you know our daughter, Lily.”
“Of course. Lily has been a great asset to all of us. Maybe she could help Ms. Doris in the kitchen?”
“I believe I could use an extra set of hands getting things ready for later. Come on, little one,” said Doris, grabbing Lily’s hand.
Kim stood up, about to protest.
“It’s okay. They’ll be just inside the kitchen. You can watch her through there,” said Jane, pointing to the open shutter.
“Okay. After everything we went through, the thought of her being out of my sight kind of freaked me out,” said Kim.
“I can well imagine,” said the chief, taking a seat. “How far away were you when the lights went out?”
“We were at a resort in Lester, about twenty miles east of here. We had no idea what happened. The resort just stopped working. Everything went dark. The staff told everyone they were working on it and things would be restored. At first, they brought out the board games and alcohol. They acted as though nothing was really wrong. It seemed as though the electrical issues were merely within the resort, not widespread. Then we realized our cell phones didn’t work,” said Mitch.
“But still, we figured maybe we just needed a charge. We sort of convinced ourselves that we somehow drained both phones. Everything we saw and experienced was woven into the narrative created by the hotel staff. We couldn’t imagine how bad things had become.”
“Then the resort staff started disappearing. Little by little the place started emptying out,” said Mitch.
“Once that happened, we got up from our poolside lawn chairs and started asking questions, which nobody could answer. Then we started thinking about getting back to Lily.”
Sam squeezed Jane’s hand under the table. She knew they were thinking the same thing. There was a major catastrophic loss of power and this couple had still been sitting by the pool, unaware of their surroundings. Astonishing.
“Of course, our car was dead. So we had to walk here,” said Mitch with a tinge of annoyance.
“Which way did you go?” asked Sam.
“Through Grant. The place was a war zone. There were a lot of very mean-looking people looting, shooting off guns, and killing people in the street. It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen,” said Mitch flatly.
“Grant was one of the hardest-hit areas,” said Chief Carlisle.
“What do you mean hardest-hit areas? What’s happening? When will the power be restored? This is crazy,” said Kim.
The chief leaned back in his chair and sighed. None of the information he could share would give the couple the solace they sought. Jane could see the strain the situation had taken on the chief. He had provided steady leadership throughout the crisis. More importantly, he provided a sense of security. She knew his swift actions saved many lives. Getting through this mess intact relied heavily on him.
“When the power went down, a privately run prison outside Grant lost power along with the rest of us. Their electronically controlled environment ceased to function once the gasoline-run generators went dry. The prison disgorged all of its inmates into the surrounding areas, including Grant,” said the chief.
“Many of the convicts stayed within their prison gangs; then the gangs joined forces, calling themselves the ‘New Order,’” said Jane.
“From what we can tell, one of the primary objectives of the New Order was to systematically hunt down and kill all police, thereby leaving them open to take over whole towns.”
“Thanks to the chief, Evansville PD quickly mobilized and moved up here, taking over the camp,” said Jane.
“What happened to the people that were here? The kids?” asked Kim.
“Many of the employees went their own way, back to their families. Slowly, the kids have been picked up by weary parents, like yourselves,” said the chief.
“That explains what we saw in Grant. The place was insane. Like something we would see from another country. I never thought I would be living through such things while in the U.S.,” said Mitch.
Jane knew most people thought they were completely safe in the U.S. However, sometimes there was merely a thin veneer of safety. She and Sam believed that underneath the surface lurked a more sinister side to society. Sam had taken their beliefs to a different level by preparing for worst-case scenarios. He’d actively stockpiled survival supplies in case this sort of disaster occurred.
“We need to get home. If Porter is safe, we should be fine, right, Mitch?” asked Kim.
“Where’s home for you?” asked Sam.
“We live in the south side of Bixby. We’d head due south, through Porter,” said Mitch.
“I cannot guarantee you’ll be safe traveling that distance. Porter is secure, but we really don’t know the full extent of the New Order’s resources. Nor do we know where they’re concentrated. You could be walking into another ‘war zone,’ as you put it,” said the chief.
“Can you tell how the citizens of Grant are holding up?” asked Jane.
“We have no idea. People were in hiding. The only movement on the streets was the gangs or the few unlucky people that they were harassing,” said Mitch.
“How did you manage to get here? That’s a lot of ground to cover on your own,” asked Sam.
Jane could sense that Sam didn’t entirely trust the couple. Something seemed off about their story and reactions to what the chief had told them. How did they manage to safely get to the camp through heavily infested New Order territory, especially given the couple’s lack of apparent skills?
Mitch and Kim shared an uncomfortable look.
“It’s okay. Let’s tell them the whole thing. They deserve to know. It’ll be fine,” said Mitch, nodding at his wife.
Kim took a deep breath and started. “My brother, Ralph, was an inmate in PrisCorp. He was incarcerated several years ago after robbing a convenience store to fuel his drug habit. Ralph has been the black sheep in the family for a very long time. His troubles started when he was in high school. He dropped out in order to ‘make it,’ as he put it. Unfortunately, his plan didn’t go any deeper than joining a gang. It wasn’t the get-rich-quick scheme he was expecting, as you all know.”
“Never is,” said the chief. “Even if it works out for a little while.”
“Exactly,” said Kim. “At first, he got into trouble for stealing cars and street selling dime bags of heroine. By the time he was fully engulfed in the gang, we rarely saw him. He shaved his head, got a bunch of tattoos you could see up his neck—and disappeared into the fray. I only know of his incarceration because his defense attorney asked me to write a character reference on his behalf. The attorney thought a letter in support of him from his sister would help sway the judge to be lenient. It didn’t work. Ralph got ten years.”
“We hadn’t heard a word about Ralph—until we reached Grant,” said Mitch.
“Mitch and I were slowly winding through the town when we were grabbed by this New Order gang, or whatever they are. Bunch of escaped prisoners from PrisCorp. Honestly, at the time we were so scared that neither of us put two and two together. That Ralph was probably out there, too,” she said, starting to choke up.
“We had nothing on us for them to steal, so they entertained themselves by beating me for several minutes. I could tell they had other plans for Kim.”
The bruising on Mitch’s face looked older than his story indicated. Something still wasn’t adding up.
“Ralph appeared out of nowhere and wandered over to the group that held Kim, apparently intending to join in. However, when he realized it was his sister, he stopped the men,” added Mitch.
“What a hero,” muttered Jane.
“Ralph convinced them to free me—sort of an ‘honor among thieves’ thing. Freeing Mitch turned out to be a different story. Ralph tried, but the more he pushed, the more likely it seemed they would turn on him.”
“Then Kim had a stroke of genius. She traded my services for our safety,” said Mitch.
“She what?” said Sam.
“Mitch is a locksmith. He’s probably one of the best in the region. He can get into anything. I promised them that he would get them through any locked door, safe or other locked area—if they agreed to let us go free when he finished.”
“And you took their word for it?” said the chief. “From my point of view, there is no honor among thieves.”
“What choice did we have?” said Kim. “We were their prisoners. They jailed us in a small room, only taking Mitch out to open locks. Every time he left, I didn’t think he would return.”
“What did they have you open?” said the chief.
“Using tools I assembled from various hardware stores—I opened up the entire city for them.”
“What could they have possibly wanted that was not accessible to them already? It seems as though they had kicked, shattered and burned their way through all the towns. What was left to open?” asked Jane.
“The Grant police station’s armory.”
“Oh. Shit,” said Sam.
“My sentiments exactly,” said the chief.
Jane shook her head. They had seriously hoped that the New Order couldn’t access the weapons in that armory. The few surviving police officers from Grant confirmed that the well-stocked armory had been intact when they fled. Facing overwhelming odds and still reeling from the rapid loss of most of the police force, they had locked the armory door and fought their way out of the carnage.
“Grant’s armory must’ve been huge given the number of officers on the force,” said Jane.
“Grant had one of the largest and most well-stocked armories in the region. They’re the anchor armory for the county and tri-city SWAT teams. We were hoping to grab the stash in Grant for use in our fight against the New Order,” said the chief.
“That’s not good,” said Sam. “Not good at all.”
“I’m so sorry,” said Mitch gravely.
“It’s not your fault. You needed to do what you could to survive. We get that. This just changes things for everyone,” said the chief.
“It really does. Maybe it moves up our timeline?” offered Jane.
“I’m surprised they let you go once the armory was opened,” said Sam.
“Ralph had a lot to do with that. He watched over us, bringing us extra food and water. I could also hear him talking to the guys, suggesting that we would help them by spreading the word. Whatever that meant.”
“You’re spreading the word alright,” said Sam sarcastically.
Jane bumped him under the table, trying to stop him from further comments. The couple was not their enemy despite what they had done.
“Did you tell Ralph where you were going?” asked Jane.
“What do you mean?” asked Kim.
“Does Ralph know about the camp? The location of the camp?” asked the chief with a strained voice.
“Yes. I think the thought of us saving his niece was what kept him pushing for our safety. He knows exactly where the camp is,” said Mitch.
“This keeps getting better,” said Sam.
Jane refrained from kicking him again. They had a big problem on their hands.
“You’re welcome to stay with us. We’re as safe as we can be here at camp. If you’ll excuse me, I need to prepare for a meeting,” said the chief, abruptly getting up from the table. “See you in thirty minutes, Jane.”
“Yes, sir.”
The chief looked visibly shaken by the thought of the New Order having access to the Grant armory—and knowing precisely where the camp was located. It was only a matter of time before the gang expanded into the surrounding areas. Lack of supplies would push them to roam, like a swarm of locusts in search of their next meal. Rage toward Mitch and Kim welled inside her. She knew she needed to control her thoughts, but was finding it increasingly difficult. Their mere presence meant nobody was safe here, even though the couple had done nothing to purposefully endanger anyone.
“I also need to get ready for the meeting. Sam? You want to tag along?” said Jane, hoping to get away from them before she exploded.
“Sure thing. We’ll see the two of you later,” said Sam.
 



Chapter Six
Tank threw the few things he owned into the back of the car and got in the driver’s seat. He didn’t want to leave, but knew Bower was right. The New Order would kill them. Looking for Lea resulted in one dead end after another. It was time he faced reality. Lea was gone. One final look around, and he would feel satisfied.
The roar of his Trans Am’s quick response under his hand reassured Tank that maybe today would be the day he finally found her. They drove out of Evansville, heading toward Lake Sparrow. The morning sun hung low in the sky—blinding Tank as he drove.
“Damn it! Fucking sun, man. I can’t see a damn thing,” he grumbled.
“Yeah, pouring rain is so much better than sunshine,” joked Bower.
“You want to walk? I could do without the sarcasm.”
“Just busting your balls, man. Trying to keep it real.”
Bower’s attempt at levity only served to darken Tank’s mood. Leaving Lea behind felt like failure to him. Almost as though he was allowing her to win. None of it sat well with Tank.
Looking at the map, Bower said, “I think we should head up past the marina and then this way. Then we can skirt the lake and head down the other side into Grant.”
“You know I’m driving and not watching the map, right? Just point. And we’d better not be rushing past Lake Sparrow. I intend to make this last run a good one.”
“You got it. We’ll check under every bush and tree limb.”
“Asshole.”
The two friends drove in companionable silence, neither needing to express their excitement and nervousness at leaving. They both knew the stakes. If they were caught fleeing, the Boss would kill them. Worse, the Boss would first torture and then kill them.
“We’ve got company,” said Bower, looking over his shoulder.
“I noticed them a little while back. The Boss must have had our house under surveillance. How else would they be on our tail now? Damn it. What if they saw us packing?”
“No way. They didn’t see us packing. If they did, one of them would have come over to steal our stash. Everyone with half a brain has hidden supplies and knows full well others are doing the same. No. My guess is that they started watching this morning and saw us pull out. Or heard your car start.”
“Let’s hope you’re right. They’re so lame. Trying to pretend they’re not following us by being all stealthy. It’s such bullshit.”
“I know. They’re keeping their distance, that’s for sure. Maybe we can give them the slip in the mountains?” said Bower.
“You’ve got the map. From what I can recall, there aren’t a lot of places to pull off to hide.”
“I know. There may not be a way to slip out without them seeing.”
“We can always outrun them. Look at that heap they’re driving. No way it could keep up with this baby,” said Tank proudly, slapping the dashboard of his car.
They approached the marina and the only four-way stop on their route. Tank picked up speed and went through the intersection. “I’ve got an idea.”
He quickly pulled into the marina and drove around the back of the building, hiding the car from the road. They got out, grabbed their weapons, and watched for the New Order truck.
They heard the low rumbling of an engine in the distance. The sound traveled over the water, echoing off the trees.
“Here they come. Let’s see if they’ll go past,” said Tank.
Tank could feel his heart racing. He leaned against a large mobile storage unit, waiting. Anxiety caused bile to rise in his throat, adding to the already stale, dead taste in his mouth.
The car pulled up to the four-way intersection and stopped. The driver seemed unsure of what to do next.
“What an idiot. Stopping when there’s no one on the road,” said Bower with a smirk.
“If he comes this way, I say we level them and keep going. The Boss will never know what happened to either of us,” said Tank.
He checked to be sure his gun was ready. Bower tensed and did the same. The truck sat at the intersection for what seemed to be an extraordinary amount of time.
“What the hell are they doing? Come on already,” said Bower.
After what felt like an eternity, the truck pulled away from the intersection, heading into the mountains.
“Let’s go. They’re gone,” said Tank.
“They headed into the mountains. Maybe we should go another way? What if we run into them? Then what?”
“I’m not leaving before looking for Lea one more time. If we run into them, we smoke them. Easy as that. Same plan.”
“Let’s at least give them a head start. I don’t want to be on their heels.”
“Fine.”
After waiting for about thirty minutes, the two friends restarted their trek into the mountains. Mile after boring mile whizzed past, causing Tank to nearly fall asleep from boredom. Everything was the same as it had been on previous runs through. She wasn’t here. Frustration clawed at him, causing his mood to further sour.
“I need to take a piss,” said Tank out of the blue.
He swerved off the road, parking on the shoulder. Getting out, he slammed the door shut. Why bother being quiet and sneaking around when the New Order guys were nowhere to be seen?
Standing in the brush just off the shoulder of the road, Tank relieved himself. Glancing into the forest, something caught his eye. A sliver of chain-link fence was barely visible through the dense foliage. He quickly zipped his pants and darted into the woods. A sturdy chain-link fence ran parallel to the road. Farther down, he read a small sign: “Private Property. Property of Camp Hemlock. Keep Out.”
“Gotcha,” Tank said out loud.
Running back to the car, he could hardly contain his excitement. He found her. She had to be hiding out at the camp with her parents. He knew with absolute certainty that this was the place. Nothing could convince him otherwise.
“She’s here. Lea is here!” he said excitedly.
“What? Did you see her? What do you mean?”
“I saw the fence for Camp Hemlock. I know she’s here. I can feel it in my bones.”
“So now what?”
“Now what? What kind of question is that? She’s my old lady. ‘Now what’ is that we come back tonight to get her. I’m not leaving without her.”
“Why tonight? Why not now?”
Pulling into the road, Tank drove at a fever pitch. He glanced sideways to look for the fence, but couldn’t see it. Then he spotted the small dirt road, which cut into the trees.
“Look! That has to be the entrance! We’ll come back tonight and grab her. That way the New Order won’t see us. Besides, who knows what sort of reinforcements they have. Tonight or never.”
“Fine.”
Tank could tell Bower was steaming, but he couldn’t care less. He would get Lea back or die trying.
“We’ll hide out near the marina until nightfall, and then we’ll grab her.”
 



Chapter Seven
Sitting on his new home’s porch steps, overlooking the street, the Boss ate the last stale chip from a crumpled bag. He hated eating like this and was convinced that there was a store of food hidden in the hospital outside Porter. When he was a teen, he’d worked in a kitchen at a local hospital and remembered the vast shelves of food they kept in their large pantry. Porter Memorial Hospital, or “Memorial,” as everyone called it, was a huge facility that likely stored tons of food and really good drugs.
After fleeing from Porter, the Boss had set himself up in the largest Victorian in town. He’d kicked out that idiot Tank from the home in a brute show of strength. Seeing the anger and frustration in Tank’s eyes had satisfied him immensely. Tank had held Evansville for him long enough to be useful, but something had changed. The man had lost his focus, and he didn’t have the patience for it.
Now that he’d returned, there was no need for Tank or his flunky Bower. In fact, he knew that slippery asshole was up to something, and he intended to find out exactly what that was. He’d assigned several of his men to watch Tank and follow him wherever he went during the day. He’d get to the bottom of Tank’s escapades, and when he did, he’d turn Tank and Bower over to the guys for a little fun. The thought of seeing those two beaten to death made the Boss smile.
“Hey, Boss! Shift and Leer are back!” yelled Pico as he rounded the corner.
“Back already? They were supposed to follow Tank all day. Is he back too?”
“No. They lost him,” said Pico.
Leer and Shift ran into the yard excitedly.
“What happened out there?” demanded the Boss.
“Hey, Boss. We lost him. Swear that asshole knew we were following him, and he gave us the slip. He just vanished,” said Leer.
“We drove all around the mountains but never saw him again. We figured we’d stop using gas and just head back.”
“So he was going back into the mountains again? Near the marina?” asked the Boss.
“Yeah, man, just like before. Like he has some sort of obsession with the place. He just keeps going back there,” offered Shift.
Two SUVs turned the corner a block away and sped toward the house, putting the men on edge.
“Calm down,” said the Boss. “I recognize those cars.”
The mini-convoy pulled up and parked in the middle of the street, disgorging a small group of heavily armed gangbangers. The men were the remnants of the dominant black gang in PrisCorp. They didn’t challenge the Boss’s authority; however, they didn’t exactly fall into place under him, as he would have liked. He had the numbers advantage, pure and simple, but those weapons worried him. In the right hands, that kind of firepower could do a lot of damage.
“What’s up?” said the Boss casually.
He didn’t like that the men were better armed than his men. They’d managed to get into the armory in Grant, giving them access to an entire array of police- and SWAT-grade weapons and body armor.
“Our man Ralph says there’s a kids’ camp near Lake Sparrow. Some place where rich white people send their brats for the summer. We plan to hit it. See what they got. Maybe we’ll score some decent food,” said a man named Whitey.
The Boss glanced at Shift. A knowing glance passed between them. The camp had to be where Tank went every day. Tank probably had full access to a huge bounty of food up there. The Boss imagined Tank going to the camp every day, gorging on all the good stuff—chips, cookies and Slim Jims. No way he would stay out of this. No way.
“You know where the camp is?”
“Oh yeah, he showed us on the map. No problem.”
“Yeah, we’re in. Let’s meet here after dark.”
As the men walked away, a satisfied grin slid across the Boss’s lips. The camp could solve two problems: the lack of food and getting rid of Tank. If they found out that Tank had been gorging and not sharing, the men would rip him apart. Nothing would give the Boss greater satisfaction.
 



Chapter Eight
Chief Carlisle paced the command shed in anticipation of the meeting with his officers. The small fortlike structure also contained their communications rig. The officers at the headquarters were able to communicate with those at Doris’s house very easily, given the size of the antenna. No other chatter could be heard on the radio, making the chief believe they were alone. Nothing stirred in the world outside of them.
“Chief,” said Jane as she entered the building.
“Jane, Sam, have a seat. We’re waiting for Price, Rolz, Katz and Megit before we get started. Everyone else is on watch.”
Price, Rolz and the other officers walked into the shed, settling onto their makeshift seats on milk crates.
“I called this meeting to get everyone up to date on a couple of disturbing pieces of information we learned. First, the New Order has gained access to the armory in Grant. Second, we have reason to believe that they know the location of the camp. We may not be as safe here as we originally thought.”
The strain on the officers’ faces was something that the chief had grown accustomed to. The news of the armory break-in seemed to break even those officers with the strongest spirit.
“How long do you think we have before the New Order shows up here?” asked Joyce Rolz.
“There’s no way for me to know. I assume not long. Supplies out there must be getting limited for everyone. They will no doubt be on the move, trying to acquire more food. We always planned to move headquarters to Doris’s house. I would like to send the first wave of our group down today with anything they can carry or haul. Depending on what’s left in the kitchen, we might need to make several trips. Doris, how are the food stores?”
“We’re getting down to the last of the canned goods and flour. I think we could manage to carry most of what we have. We could also harvest the few items that are ready in the garden,” said Doris.
“That sounds great. Please grab a few volunteers and head up the packing of the garden and kitchen. Plan to be ready to leave after dinner.”
“Will do. I know this isn’t the best of circumstances, but I’m thrilled to be going home,” said Doris, beaming.
“Your house isn’t exactly as you left it,” said Sam.
“I figured as much. But still, it’s home.”
“Jane, I’d like you to get the families mobilized and ready to leave,” said the chief.
“Yes, sir. It shouldn’t take very long to leave, given how few items each person has with them. We’ll be ready to leave this evening.”
“That’s what I guessed too,” said the chief. “Sam, I’d like you to grab all the outdoor gear you can find and pack it for transport.”
“Sure. The camp has a large storage area under the deck, full of tents, tarps, bikes and other camping goods. I’ll grab those and give a tent to each family.”
“They’ll need it. Doris’s house is very large, but we have too many people to house.”
“My son also has a lot of camping gear the families can use,” said Doris.
“Thank you, Doris. That’s very helpful. Let’s get everyone mobilized and ready to move when it gets dark. Any questions?”
“What happened during the morning check-in with Doris’s house?” asked Jane.
“Overlook One reported all clear and quiet. They passed along that Porter reports needing to make a hospital run. There are a few critically injured that need transport to the hospital. The officers in Porter are working on that. If there’s nothing else, let’s get moving. We need to keep everyone calm. There’s no reason for alarm; we’re just moving up our timeline. The families will need reassurance from us that everything is fine. Let’s try to give it.”
 



Chapter Nine
Whitey sat in the front seat of the pickup truck next to Jacob, his best friend since going “inside.” The dirty folded map was laid out on the dashboard, the location of the camp circled in red. He didn’t know what they would find at the camp, but figured a stale bag of chips was better than nothing.
“Don’t miss the turnoff, man!” he shouted at Jacob.
“I see it. Don’t get your panties in a knot,” joked Jacob.
They were close to the camp now. According to the map, it was just a few more miles. The dense forest made it difficult for the men to see anything beyond the road.
“Why’d you invite the Boss and his goons? I thought we were gonna keep the shit we found for ourselves.”
“Strategy.” Whitey smiled. “The Boss’s men are loyal to him. But they’re also hungry. If I can score a huge amount of food, guess who just became more important to them?”
“Smart. Here I thought we’d just blast the Boss off his throne with one of these babies,” said Jacob, patting the police-issue M4 rifle in his lap.
“Naw, there’s too many of them for that. We have the firepower but not the numbers. Can’t shoot them all. Not in one place. This is better. The Boss’s men will leave him; that’ll hurt that asshole more than losing a turf war.”
“Yep, pretty smart.”
“Slow up. It has to be here somewhere.”
Jacob slowed the truck as Whitey looked for the entrance. Checking the map again, he said, “This has to be it.”
“Get ready! We’re here!” yelled Jacob to the armed men in the back of the truck.
“Turn here! This is it! No doubt.”
“There’s no sign! It can’t be it,” said Jacob.
“Just turn, we’ve gone far enough on this road, and there’s nothing else here.”
“What kind of kids’ camp has a locked chain-link fence closing its entrance?”
“The paranoid white sort of camp. Ram the gate!”
“Hold on, we’re going in!” shouted Jacob to the others.
Jacob depressed the accelerator, causing the truck to lurch forward. He picked up as much speed as possible and rammed headfirst into the gate. The gate flew back from the force. Whitey, Jacob and the men in the back cheered loudly as the camp’s only defense flew open.
***
Officer Pace was guarding the front gate of the camp that evening. He could hear the sound of multiple engines roaring through the quiet forest. Upon hearing the noise, hope that it was the National Guard welled in him for a split second. Then he remembered the chief’s warning that the camp could be invaded because the New Order knew their location. Determined not to let paranoia overtake him, Pace stood still, waiting and listening as the rumble grew closer.
“This is Pace. We have vehicles approaching from the south. Repeat, vehicles approaching.”
“Identity?”
“Not sure yet,” said Pace, his voice cracking with strain.
A group of three vehicles slowed and then stopped on the main road just in front of the driveway to the camp. An interior light illuminated in the lead car. He could just make out the faces of the men in the soft light of the interior overhead lamp. It was the New Order.
“The New Order is here. They’re outside the gate. I repeat, they’re outside the gate!” he screamed into his handheld radio.
“What’s their status?” said one of the remaining officers.
“They appear to be looking at a map. Shit! One of them is pointing in this direction. They’re running the gate!”
He quickly dropped his radio and started shooting at the lead vehicle as it barreled toward the gate. Round after round punctured the frame and shattered the windows, but the pickup didn’t stop. As it got closer, one of the men in the exposed bed of the truck screamed and flew backwards out of the vehicle, followed by a splatter of blood on the passenger side of the front windshield. It wouldn’t be enough. In a few seconds, they’d be through the gate and speeding toward the camp.
Determined to take down as many New Order men as possible, he quickly reloaded while the first truck smashed through the gate—fully intending to do something the chief would call “inadvisable.” As the pickup regained momentum, he stood up and braced his rifle against the tree, rapidly firing one well-aimed bullet after another into the vehicles flying past him. Fully exposed to their return fire, Pace continued to fire as bullets snapped closer and closer until one of them ripped through his neck—ending his brave fight.
 



Chapter Ten
Jane had been tasked with leading the group of families on bikes to Doris’s house. Between the camp’s and the Evansville police officers’ supply of bikes, they barely had enough for everyone. She’d carefully selected the worst bikes in the bunch and left them behind, bending their tire rims to keep the New Order from using them. She prayed that no one popped a tire. Her fellow officers had exhausted their supply of tire-patch kits over the past few days.
The group made slow but steady progress to Doris’s house, each person struggling to ride over uneven terrain with their heavy packs. Overstuffing the packs had been necessary in order to bring all the remaining supplies with them. Darkness was the biggest factor slowing them down. Almost everyone had a helmet equipped with a headlamp, but the darkness of the forest seemed to swallow the weak light from the lamps, barely illuminating the bike in front of them.
“Jane! Jane!” yelled Sam. “Jane! Slow down! We can’t keep up!”
Jane heard Sam yelling for her and turned her head back to respond. “What?” she yelled.
“Slow down! We need a break, and you’re too far ahead!”
Another break? For heaven’s sake. Sam had been riding at a snail’s pace, requesting breaks the entire trip. At this pace, the trip would take all night. Applying her brakes, she slowed the bike, a branch stinging her cheek a moment later. If she had been annoyed a few seconds ago, she was red-hot mad now.
“Okay. We’ll take five,” she said, barely disguising her impatience.
“How about fifteen? The kids are falling way behind. Even Chief Carlisle looks like he’s getting weary,” said Sam, with a nod toward the chief.
The chief was off his bike, standing with his hands on his knees, inhaling deeply. She glanced around at the bobbing headlamps. All of the riders were dismounted, catching their breath.
“Okay, maybe you have a point. We’ll take fifteen.”
“How far do you think we have until we get there?” asked Sam.
“At least several more hours. More if we keep stopping,” she said, without thinking. “Sorry.”
“I know our progress is frustratingly slow. But look what we’re dealing with,” said Sam.
“I know you’re right. It’s just hard to go at this slow pace. We’re very vulnerable out here. Here comes Lea. She looks fine.”
Lea walked quickly to her mom and dad. “Hey, guys. How’s it going?”
“Just peachy,” said Jane.
“Your mom is sour because we had to stop. You know how she gets when she wants to get somewhere.”
“Oh boy, do I know. I have some serious bladder control thanks to our numerous nonstop car trips.”
“Very funny, you two. Lea, how are you holding up?” asked Jane.
“Fine. It’s a little weird riding in the dark with just this little light, but I’m getting used to it,” she said, tapping her lamp.
Chief Carlisle walked up to the group and said, “Thanks for the stop, Jane. I really needed it.”
Just as Jane was about to respond, the sound of gunfire shattered the otherwise quiet night. The kids screamed out loud at the shock of hearing the violent sounds. The parents gasped and quickly scrambled onto their feet, unsure of what to do. The relentless gunfire continued for what seemed like an eternity, and then silence returned.
“Chief! I’ll head back! They’re under attack! The New Order must’ve found the camp!” said Jane.
“Mom! No! You can’t go! It’s too dangerous! They’re shooting!”
“Sir! What’s your command!” said Officer Lutz, running toward the chief.
“Take Cranz and bike back to camp as quickly as you can. Let us know what you see. We’ll be ready to move out and back up the others.”
Lutz quickly jogged back to grab the other officer. Jane could barely see their retreating bodies. She wished the chief had picked her to go. She felt useless sitting here while others were fighting for their lives. The gunfire erupted again, causing another ripple of screams throughout the tired group.
“Shhh! We need to be as quiet as possible!” said Sam to the group.
“Jane, I need you to continue with the group south to Doris’s house. Get these families as far from the New Order as possible. The last thing we need is for their screams to alert the New Order to the location of the trail leading south to Doris’s house,” said the chief.
“Sir, I need to be here to fight with the rest of the officers,” she said.
Normally she would not have said anything to her commanding officer, but in this case she felt the need to fight, not run.
“I appreciate your bravery, but we’re here to serve and protect. I need you to do just that by getting these civilians to safety. You know the route better than anyone. Without your help, they may not make it to Doris’s house,” said the chief.
“Yes, sir,” said Jane, knowing he was right.
“I’ll get everyone up and ready to go,” said Sam.
More shots rang out in a sporadic volley. The slowing pace of the gunshots sounded as though the fight was ending. She looked over her shoulder and noted that the parents and kids were ready to pull off on their bikes. Glancing at Sam, he nodded and winked at her. She led the little ragtag group of families onward.
 



Chapter Eleven
The chief and several of his officers waited in the trees next to the path to hear from Lutz and Cranz. The time dragged on slower than ever as they sat, not knowing the fate of their fellow officers. Mosquitoes buzzed by his head. He tried not to notice the annoying bites, which now covered his neck and arms.
The men and women with him were tense, looking to him for leadership.
“Check your weapons again. We might be heading into a fight,” he said. “Or it might be heading for us.”
The sound of gunshots had ended. The chief knew the officers at the camp must have been killed, but he needed to keep the team busy and not allow their minds to lock up with fear.
“Chief, it’s Cranz and Lutz. We’re on our way back.”
“We’re three-quarters of the way to you from where you left.”
“Got it. We’ll be there shortly.”
Looking over the faces of his officers, he tried to project calm resolve in order to reassure them. Several tense minutes later, he heard the sounds of footfalls and rustling leaves in the distance. The officers slowly lowered their bodies into crouched positions, weapons pointed at the noise.
“Take it easy,” whispered the chief. “We don’t need a friendly-fire incident.”
Two dark figures appeared on the trail, walking briskly in their direction.
“Chief! It’s us!” said one of the men in a loud whisper.
“Keep walking,” said the chief.
Cranz and Lutz reached a spot on the trail illuminated by the moon, confirming their identity.
“It’s them. Stand down,” said the chief. “What happened out there?”
“The New Order is everywhere. They overran the camp,” said Lutz.
“Can you tell what happened to the others? We left four men behind to watch the camp. Did you see them?” asked the chief.
“We saw Parker, Carter and Mackenzie,” said Lutz solemnly.
“We assumed they’re dead. They were immobile. Bodies crumpled in unnatural positions. But without checking them, we can’t be one hundred percent sure if they’re dead or alive,” said Cranz. “There was no way to get to any of them to check.”
“New Order men were grabbing their weapons, basically picking over their bodies for usable weaponry and ammo,” said Lutz, visibly shaken.
Thinking for a moment, the chief said, “I want to clear out as many of those assholes as possible. Those goons need to be taught to respect the law again. We jog back, spread out along their flanks, and kill as many as we can! Let’s move out!”
The men and women responded quickly, lining up and taking off down the trail, with the chief leading the way. As they got closer to the camp, he held up a fist, and the officers gathered around him.
“Lutz and Cranz, take the left flank; Phillips and Jerd on the right. The rest of us fan out across the middle. We’ll move up together, one line, until we get within accurate firing range. Then we’ll take good, covered positions and light their asses up!”
The men and women spread out in a long line and started walking toward the camp. From his vantage point in the center of the line, the chief could see several New Order men sitting on a flat bench, digging through a backpack. Some were milling about, heading inside the former communications hut. Others were on the deck of the lodge. He glanced left and right, guessing that his officers had settled into their assigned positions. All movement had stopped.
The chief picked a target on the bench and centered his M4 rifle’s illuminated reticle on the man’s chest, slowly pressing the trigger. His first bullet knocked the man off the bench and set off a torrent of gunfire from the rest of the officers. The immediate, overwhelming volume of fire caused the New Order men to scatter, unsure where the attack had originated.
Many dropped as they scrambled for cover, immediately taken down by accurate police fire. Some of the New Order thugs shot wildly into the forest, emptying their rifle and pistol magazines in every direction, but never focusing on any of his officers. By the time the gunfire dwindled to a sporadic crackle, they had eliminated six New Order men and wounded at least five more, who were helped away. The chief knew this would barely put a dent in the New Order’s numbers, but it was a good start. At the very least, it sent the New Order an unmistakable message. The police weren’t afraid to hit back and hit hard—when they least expected it.
***
Whitey and his crew were halfway back to their truck when the shooting resumed. He figured the Boss’s idiots were firing shots into the air, as they seemed so fond of doing. Then he heard what he could only describe as sporadic, confused return fire. He stopped to better analyze the situation.
“Something’s off,” said Whitey, listening intently. “Let’s get outta here!” he yelled, taking off again. “Someone just spoiled this party.”
The men picked up their pace and ran toward the bloodied truck that had blown through the camp gate. Just as they reached their truck, the Boss appeared out of nowhere and jumped into the driver’s seat of his vehicle, putting it into gear.
“We need to go, right fucking now!” said the Boss, his head out the window.
How the hell wasn’t he dead with the rest of his men? Whitey thought about it for a split second and started to raise his rifle. He could take charge right here. Before he could pull the trigger, several New Order goons jumped out of the darkness, carrying wounded.
“Let’s go,” said Whitey, heading to his crew’s vehicles.
He hopped behind the wheel of his own ride, right behind the Boss’s bullet-riddled vehicle, and jammed the accelerator. The wheels scrambled, spitting up rocks and dust behind them, as they spun around and followed the Boss. Whitey barreled down the narrow dirt road toward the entrance. Turning the corner, he nearly rammed into a red Trans Am that sat on the main road.
Picking up speed, the group fled down the main road, back to Evansville, with no food or additional resources to show for their efforts.
***
Tank and Bower sat in Tank’s car on the main road, looking at the broken fence. Earlier in the day when they drove past the entrance to the camp, the fence was intact. Now it was wide open and several of the chain-link sections were bent back.
“What the fu—”
The sound of multiple gunshots jarred Tank out of his thoughts.
“The Boss figured it out,” said Tank, pounding the steering wheel. “Damnit!”
“I don’t know what you’re waiting for! We need to get out of here!” shouted Bower.
“She’s there. I won’t leave until I have her!”
“Are you kidding? Even if she was there, she’s gone now or dead. Don’t you hear what’s happening? We need to get as far away from this as possible—now!”
As Tank weighed his options, a bloodied pickup truck carrying a group of heavily armed men flew out of the driveway, nearly hitting them.
“Shit! Move! If the New Order guys see us, we’re dead!” shouted Bower.
He threw the car into drive and sped away, still focused on Lea.
 



Chapter Twelve
Jane leaned her bike up against a tree and pulled out her handheld radio. Based on the time they’d spent on the trail, her group had to be close to Doris’s house. She needed to alert the crew of their arrival, to ease itchy trigger fingers. Glancing over the families and officers with her, she could tell everyone needed another break anyway. She would use the time to coordinate their arrival and figure out what happened to the chief and his counterattack.
“Blue Jay, this is Eagle’s Nest Two,” she said, slightly winded.
“This is Blue Jay.”
“We’re about thirty minutes from your location. Coming in with civilians. Eagle’s Nest Actual is trailing. Not sure how long he’ll be delayed.”
“We’re ready for you.”
“See you soon. Out.”
Jane switched off the handheld and put it away, but thought better of it. Maybe she could raise the chief on it to determine their status.
Switching on her radio again, she said, “Come in, Eagle’s Nest.” Jane waited, hoping they would hear her.
“This is Eagle’s Nest, come in.”
“What is your status?” she said, hoping for the best.
“We’re about an hour behind your team, likely traveling considerably faster than your group. Expect to close that gap.”
Looking over the weary group assembled behind her, she knew her fellow officer was right. The police in the second group were likely traveling at twice their speed.
Turning back to the radio, she said, “We’ll be expecting you.”
“Sounds good. Safe travels.”
“You too. Out,” she said, turning off the radio.
Sam jogged up from behind her and placed his hand on her shoulder, momentarily startling her. “Sorry, didn’t mean to rattle you.”
“It’s not you. I’m just a little jumpy considering we were just attacked. The chief is about an hour behind us. I think we should get moving. I don’t want to hold up their team with our slow-moving crew,” she said.
“What happened?”
“He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask,” said Jane. “We’ll find out soon enough. I’m just glad we got out of there when we did. I’d like to get moving again.”
“Okay. Everyone should be fine to go the rest of the way. They’re completely exhausted, but everyone is excited to get to Doris’s house. I’ll get them ready.”
“Then we’ll move out in five minutes,” said Jane.
Jane watched Sam jog back to the group. She felt very anxious. The camp had been attacked only a short time after they moved out. The day could have turned out worse than it had. Once again, the chief had thought of something no one else did, namely whether the Starks had revealed the camp’s location to the New Order. Without the chief’s quick thinking, they could have still been at the camp when the men attacked. The Starks had unknowingly led the gang to the safety of the camp, forcing them to retreat hastily rather than their planned, slow move to Doris’s house. Jane prayed that the New Order men didn’t discover the trail leading south to Doris’s house. Given the amount of weaponry at their disposal, the police did not stand a chance to defend themselves or the citizens who counted on them.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Charlie walked into the community center of the church, intent on finding Mark. Father Roy had set up a makeshift shelter, first aid station, and food bank for the citizens of Porter. Charlie was amazed by his resilience. Even in the face of everything the town had been through, Father Roy’s positivity and compassion served as a shining light for Porter.
“Hi, Father,” said Charlie.
“Hey, Charlie! How are things on your end?”
“Busy, like you. None of us have had a proper break in a long time.”
“Then you should take one now. No sense in exhausting yourself. The town needs you,” said Father Roy, pointing to a row of dingy, used couches that lined the room.
Before Charlie could make a polite excuse, Dr. Jarvis walked into the center.
“Charlie! I was hoping you’d stop by. We need to talk,” said Dr. Jarvis.
“Sure thing. See you later, Father,” said Charlie. “I was hoping I’d run into you. What’s the status of the injured men?”
“Not good. I’ve done everything I can with the limited resources at my disposal. I’ve even gone through the entire emergency field kit I carry in my car, plus everything kept in your squad cars and the town doctor’s offices. Officer Stevens is in the worst shape by far, but there are a few others that could really use more advanced care.”
“How many would you ideally send to the hospital?”
“Five would be great if we can move all of them. Also, has anyone been to Memorial? Are they up and running? With all the excitement, I sort of forgot that they too could be dealing with all the same complications. Worse, in fact. Holding off hospital-based infections is a struggle when things are going well. I can’t imagine the situation right now. Regardless, these guys need more than I can give them, risk of infection or not.”
“We haven’t communicated with the hospital recently. However, last we knew, they still had some generator power. They had to strategically allocate their resources in order to stretch their limited fuel,” said Charlie with a grave look.
Dr. Jarvis stiffened considerably and looked down. Charlie knew the doctor understood what he meant by “strategically allocate” resources. Patients that were on life support or who needed intensive critical care were allowed to peacefully slip away. A triage choice no one would want to make, but was the only way to compassionately and realistically deal with the situation.
“How long can the transport to the hospital wait?” asked Charlie.
“Not long. I’d say immediately if possible. But I think I know better than to request immediate medical support. So tomorrow by the latest—if that’s even possible. I can keep them comfortable and stable until then. I hope.”
“Alright, let me see what I can do. Have you seen Mark?”
“I just did. He was upstairs refilling water bottles.”
“Thanks. I’ll touch base with you later.”
Charlie moved quickly up the stairs, hoping to catch Mark before he headed back out. He had put Mark in charge of arming civilians by handing out the weapons they’d seized from the New Order.
“Mark!” yelled Charlie across the quiet parking lot.
Mark stopped and waved then ran back to Charlie. Charlie appraised Mark with a bit of envy. Mark was in such terrific shape that their current conditions didn’t seem to have an impact on his health. Others appeared to waste away right in front of Charlie, while Mark somehow looked as fit as ever.
“I was hoping to catch you. I’d like to meet with the team prior to the noon call to Doris’s,” said Charlie.
“Alright, I’ll grab Bruce and Henry. Bruce is heading up the vets, and I put Henry in charge of organizing the civilians,” said Mark.
“I’d say you picked the right guy. I still can’t believe Henry managed to coordinate with eleven of his neighbors along Main Street to assist us. Without their considerable firepower, things might’ve turned out much differently.”
“No kidding. He’s a real asset. See you in about thirty.”
Charlie walked briskly down the quiet street of Porter. Most of the citizens stayed to themselves despite being able to leave their houses. Other than going to the church for food or a service, there wasn’t much for people to do. No work to stress about or kids to pack off to school. Things just seemed to stand still. Charlie enjoyed the simplicity and pace of their new lives, even as he longed for the conveniences electricity afforded.
The smell of tear gas still lingered in the police station, giving Charlie a slight tingling in his nose. The officers had opened all of the windows, but still traces of the noxious substance remained. The station required a thorough cleaning, not only from the tear gas but also from the New Order. Wrappers, empty cans and cigarette butts littered the once gleaming floors.
Charlie walked into the conference room, still amazed they had managed to retake the town. The group of officers and civilians assembled were a ragtag bunch, but Charlie no longer had any reservations about their skills. These were battle-tested warriors who had valiantly fought for the town.
“Thanks for coming on such short notice. It won’t take long; I want everyone to be on the same page moving forward. Let’s get a status report from each group. Cleff, can you update us on the status of the station’s radio?”
“We were able to get everything working. The problem is the generator power. We have very little remaining fuel to run it,” said Officer Cleff.
“How much is in the tank now?”
“Probably a quarter of a tank.”
“Okay, thanks. Mark, what is the status of arming the civilians?”
“All the weapons in the armory and those recovered from the New Order were checked for damage, cleaned, and distributed. I’m holding a tactical refresher course this afternoon to assist the members of our newly formed civilian militia. My only concern is our ammunition supply. Once it’s out, we’re sitting ducks around here,” said Mark.
“How much ammo do we currently have?”
“Without doing a detailed inventory, I’d say we’re okay for general safety purposes. However, if we were attacked, we’d definitely have a hard time maintaining the kind of firepower we’d need to repel an attack. Especially a protracted one.”
“Can I add something?” asked Henry.
“Of course, please do,” said Charlie.
“This may sound crazy, but I know a guy who does 1800s-skills-training weekends at his home just south of here. I went out there once a couple of years ago for a blacksmithing weekend. Anyway, if I recall correctly, he made all of the bullets for that Civil War rifle shoot that was a big hit at the county fair. Maybe he could help us make more ammo?” said Henry.
“The bullets he probably made were likely a different caliber and design than what we need,” said Mark.
“True, but if he has the supplies, I think he could adjust and make what we need. He probably would just require a sample. He’s a very talented blacksmith.”
“Could you find his place again?” asked Charlie.
“Yes. I know I can. We passed it every time we visited my in-laws. I thought about pulling over to his ‘compound,’ as he calls it, more than once on those trips.”
The group of mostly married men and women rolled their eyes or nodded with a sense of comradery at his thoughts of ditching an in-law visit. Charlie wondered if one day after he and Gayle were long married, he’d feel the same way.
“We’ve all been there visiting with our in-laws,” said Officer Cleff.
“How far away is the compound?” asked Charlie.
“About a thirty-minute drive from here, just down Route 31.”
“I think it’s an excellent idea that’s definitely worth exploring. Thanks for thinking of it, Henry.”
“I could hoof it down there with Henry to check this guy out. Maybe he’ll be able to help us,” said Mark.
“Ummm…I don’t think I could walk that far. It would take us days,” said Henry.
“Not at my pace!” said Mark.
Charlie knew Henry was probably worried about keeping up with Mark. After having been on a few hikes with him, Charlie knew Henry’s concerns were valid.
“Besides, I don’t want to leave my family for that long.”
“Fair enough. We wouldn’t ask you to leave them. If you can point out the place on the map, we can send a team down there,” said Charlie with a glance to Bill Reynolds and Mark.
Charlie knew Bill and Mark would be a strong team to head down to visit this blacksmith. The trip itself would be fraught with peril. Once they arrived, the blacksmith might not exactly roll out the red carpet. Charlie knew the plan was dangerous and potentially futile, but nevertheless, they needed to try.
“I’ll organize a team of the vets to start sweeping the streets for our spent casings. Between ours and the ones dropped by the New Order, I’m sure we have plenty for the blacksmith to work with. He would just need to create bullets for us,” said Bill.
“He might even have gunpowder, if he’s willing to part with it,” said Mark.
“Better yet, we should hit the shooting range. They refill casings all the time. I’ll bet they have gunpowder too,” said Officer Rogers.
“Probably snag a bunch of spent casings there too,” said Officer Cleff.
“I’m sure we could.”
“Nice ideas all around. Bill, can you organize the collection of the casings and gunpowder?” asked Charlie.
“Of course. I’ll get right on it. Then Mark and I can prepare for our trip to the blacksmith,” said Bill with a nod toward Mark.
“Sounds like a plan,” added Mark.
“That brings me to our next topic,” said Charlie. “I spoke with Doc Jarvis a little while ago. He said there are five people who need immediate transport to the hospital. Mark, I’d like you organize a team that will bring all usable vehicles to the back of the station. Then have the fuel supply inventoried. We need to know what we have so we can start to parcel our remaining fuel to the things we need the most. Doc Jarvis said the injured should be transported tomorrow at the latest.”
“I’ll drive one of the vehicles to the hospital,” said Officer Cleff.
“I’ve got the other,” said Officer Rogers.
“Thanks, gentlemen,” said Charlie.
Checking his watch, Cleff said, “I need to jump on the radio in five for our call to Doris’s house, I mean Blue Jay. I can’t seem to get that one in my head. Who came up with these bird call signs anyway?”
“Alright, if no one has anything else, we can adjourn,” said Charlie.
The men crowded into the small communications room. Officer Cleff waited while Officer Rogers turned on the generator. Once he could hear the roar of the generator, Officer Cleff started the call. “Blue Jay, this is Overlook, come in.”
The response was immediate.
“This is Blue Jay. Eagle’s Nest Actual is in the room as well,” said a familiar voice.
“Eagle’s Nest Actual? Why would the chief be at Doris’s house?” asked Charlie to the group assembled in the room.
“Repeat, please?” said Officer Cleff.
“Eagle’s Nest Actual arrived this morning. The nest was attacked last night. I repeat, the nest was attacked last night.”
“Shit. That’s not good,” said Mark.
“Casualties?”
“Yes. Four blue. No civilians.”
Charlie knew the man did not want to give too much away in case anyone else was listening. They would have to be content with the information they received, until they could send a team to Doris’s house.
“Let them know we can send a team to them as backup,” said Charlie.
“Do you need backup? We can send a team to you. Over,” said Cleff.
“Yes. We could really use the help. Over.”
“Tell them we can have a group to them tomorrow midday,” said Charlie.
“We’ll send reinforcements to you by tomorrow midday.”
“That’s much appreciated. We have nothing further to report.”
“That was more than enough,” whispered Mark.
Charlie nodded at Cleff, indicating that the call was finished.
“Overlook out,” said Cleff.
Officer Cleff backed away from the radio and turned to the group. The men and women were quiet and solemn. They all knew that if the captain had moved from the camp to Doris’s house, something big must have happened. The thought of losing more officers was wearing on everyone.
Turning to Officer Lovell, Charlie said, “Lovell, I need you to form up a team of ten people to head out to Doris’s house. It can be a mix of veterans, civilians and police officers. You’ll want some experience mixed into the group if possible. Do you feel able to lead the team back to Doris’s house?”
“Of course. We light footed it part of the way here and came into town from the horse trail. I’m sure we’ll get there just fine. I’ll plan to leave before sunrise tomorrow a.m.”
“I can help you with the vets. I know a couple of guys who’d be excited about the assignment,” said Bill.
“Sounds good. Thanks,” she said.
“Cleff, you ready to call the hospital?” said Charlie.
“Sure thing. Memorial, this is Overlook One. Memorial, do you read? Memorial, this is Overlook One, come in.”
After a few more tries, someone at the hospital answered.
“This is Memorial. Come in, Overlook One.”
“Are you able to accept the transport of wounded? We have five individuals who require immediate assistance. Over.”
“Yes. We can be ready for them. When do you plan to drop them off?”
“Tomorrow in the morning if possible.”
“The earlier, the better. We have had a significant amount of interest from a certain group. They seem to show up around midday. The roads may not be clear if the arrival is pushed into midmorning. Over.”
“Damn it. I was worried those goons would try to hit the hospital. Ask if they need police support,” said Charlie.
“Do you require our support?” said Officer Cleff.
“Not at this time. We’ve got it covered.”
“What do you think they mean by that? How could they defend themselves? It’s just a hospital,” said Officer Lovell.
“Not sure, but I guess we’ll find out tomorrow. Does anyone have anything to add?” asked Charlie.
The group was silent.
“Overlook One out.”
“Alright, everyone, looks like we have our work cut out for us,” said Charlie.
The group broke up, each person heading out to their various tasks. Charlie sat quietly thinking about the events that had transpired. Not only had the New Order attacked their headquarters and killed his fellow officers, they were active near the hospital. Although he knew Gayle would be upset, Charlie planned to leave before sunrise as part of the team heading to Doris’s house. He needed to know firsthand what had happened.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Doris greeted the day with excitement and enthusiasm, unlike the previous mornings at the camp. Being home made her feel alive again, even if her home looked like a war zone. The walls upstairs and downstairs were riddled with bullet holes from a New Order attack. The outside of the house looked as though it had been through the worst hailstorm imaginable. The plank siding was punctured with so many bullet holes that the entire front side of the house would need new siding.
“Doris! Good morning, or should I say good afternoon?” shouted Jane as Doris walked out the back door.
“Goodness! Did I oversleep? I intended to get up early and get coffee started for everyone,” said Doris.
“You sure did. It’s practically lunchtime, sleepyhead.”
“That’s unlike me, but boy, did it feel great to sleep in my own bed. There’s nothing like being home.”
Doris glanced over her shoulder to see who was approaching from the barn. The chief and a few officers were leaving the “communications shed,” as they now called it. They used her son’s old radio rig to stay in contact with Porter and the camp, while they were still there. He had one of the largest antennas she had ever seen. He’d loved to tinker with the radio and talk to various people with it. She knew he would be happy that his system played a part in securing Porter and helping the police.
“Doris! I was hoping to run into you this morning,” said the chief as he arrived.
“Well, almost morning,” said Doris with some embarrassment.
“We all needed a good rest after the trek in last night, and—” The chief cut himself off, clearly not wanting to bring up the attack and dead officers. “I wanted to again thank you for allowing us to use your home as our new headquarters. I also wanted to assure you that the department will pay for every repair necessary to get your beautiful home back to its original state. We’re all very sorry for the damage,” said the chief sincerely.
Doris caught herself tearing up again. Everyone was so kind and thoughtful to her. She felt as though for once in her life she actually had a community of people who cared about her.
“Thanks for saying that, Chief, it means a lot. I know everything will be fine once all of this blows over. For now, I need to concentrate on feeding everyone!”
“That sounds amazing. Thank you again, Doris, and if there’s anything we can do for you while we’re here, please don’t hesitate to ask. Jane, can I speak with you?”
“Of course, Chief. See you later, Doris.”
Doris stood for a moment, marveling at how well her farm accommodated all of the people. Tents were neatly set up in a section of the field, and people were already taking turns pumping water from the well. Vegetables from the garden had been harvested, and from what she could tell, new seeds planted for lettuces. Still plenty of warm weather left to grow an entire new crop. Everything seemed to be humming along smoothly. Even the woodpile had been replenished with a fresh supply of chopped wood. Seeing how things were managed, Doris realized how much she did on her own. For the first time since her son died, she felt ready to allow others in her life.
 



Chapter Fifteen
The Boss stood on Main Street talking to Rico and Leer. The two guys were his best men—loyal and reasonably smart, two traits uncommon to men on the inside. Things had gone badly last night at the camp, resulting in several of his men being killed by the cops. That idiot Tank was right all along; the cops were hiding up there. They were even using the camp’s radio to communicate with other cops. The Boss guessed that was how they had coordinated their sneak attack on Porter. Otherwise, the officer in the radio room at the camp would not have been in such a hurry to destroy the radio system. By the time the guys got to it, it was just a useless pile of burnt-out plastic and metal parts.
“What do we have here? A hen party?” said a familiar voice.
The Boss knew it was a matter of time before Whitey spotted them. He had hoped to get the guys on the road before that useless gangbanger and his men came out.
“Fuck you, Whitey. I’m instructing my men. Something you wouldn’t know anything about.”
“Really? Me and my boys were the only ones who got back in one piece last night. Yours didn’t do so well.”
Leer started to get out of the car to defend the Boss, but the Boss stopped him and whispered, “I’ve got this.”
“Yeah, your men are the only ones who came back, sort of makes me wonder why. If the cops ambushed you guys like you said, how did your guys come back?”
“I guess my guys are just better shots.”
“Or traitors.”
“What’s that now?” said Whitey, sticking out his chest.
His own men moved closer, staring down the Boss.
“You heard me, and you know exactly what I mean, but I’ll deal with you later. Right now, we’re busy planning our next big score,” said the Boss arrogantly.
“Big score, huh? Bigger than one of these babies?” said Whitey, patting his SWAT-issue rifle.
“Much.”
“You plan to share? We let you guys in our plan to hit the camp.”
“And thanks for that. It turned out really great,” said the Boss, to a round of laughter.
He could tell the jeer hit Whitney below the belt. The man stiffened, his face turning hard with anger.
“We’re hitting the hospital. And, unlike you idiots, we don’t plan on going in half-cocked in the middle of the night. We’re watching them to figure out exactly what we need to take the place—before launching our attack,” said the Boss triumphantly.
“Yeah, the Boss is like a military general, planning this thing with recon and shit,” said Leer.
“The hospital has to be loaded with food and awesome drugs,” said Rico.
The Boss knew he had Whitey right where he wanted him. Even with the extra power the weapons they’d seized from the Grant Police Department granted Whitey, the Boss knew the gangbangers needed food and recreation above all. The Boss could provide both with a hospital hit. He just needed to do things right.
“We want in. We’ve got the firepower; you’ve got the plan.”
“You willing to share some of that firepower?”
“Maybe. Depends on what we get.”
“If I’m right about the hospital, we’ll all get plenty.”
The Boss could sense a shift in Whitey’s men, as though they were starting to see him with renewed respect. It was only a matter of time before he had all of Whitey’s men and weapons under his control.
 



Chapter Sixteen
Officer Cleff drove the lead vehicle to the hospital, with Officer Rogers’s truck following closely behind. Even though the hospital was a short twenty-minute ride from Porter, the ride took considerably longer. The drivers used the back roads the entire way, hoping to stay out of sight of any New Order patrols. The last thing the group needed was to be attacked, with injured men in the vehicles. Things were dicey enough.
Doc Jarvis loaded Cleff’s SUV with the two critically wounded men. All of the seats were collapsed to allow the men to lie flat for the ride. However, Cleff knew they were very uncomfortable, because every time he hit even the slightest bump, one or both of them would moan painfully.
Finally, the hospital came into view through the thick trees. Cleff slowed the vehicle and came to a stop on the side of the road. The officers who rode on the exterior floorboards quickly jumped off the sides and ran forward. Almost simultaneously, the men and women fanned out and crouched down, watching the assigned sectors around the hospital.
After taking surveillance reports from the observing officers, Newburgh gave Cleff the thumbs-up, signaling that the approach to the hospital was safe. The men and women would stay in concealed locations, guarding the entrance to the hospital grounds, in case any New Order men showed up during the drop-off. Everyone involved knew they were most vulnerable when the injured were being moved.
“V2, this is V1, come in,” Cleff said.
“This is V2,” said Rogers.
Cleff knew Rogers could not see the group of officers who were guarding the road for them.
“Moving out slowly,” said Cleff.
The two vehicles crept up the long drive to the hospital’s emergency room bay. Like most rural hospitals, Memorial had just one emergency room bay with a single approach. Nonemergency vehicles were directed to another driveway on the opposite side of the building. The simplicity of the hospital grounds made finding the emergency room easy, but it also created a very dangerous and exposed drop-off location.
Cleff hoped the personnel in the hospital could see the red cross spray-painted on the hood of the truck and the white flags held high through the windows by the passengers. Feeling comfortable that their approach was safe, Cleff picked up speed, hoping to get the men out as fast as possible. As he approached the loading bay, the hospital doors swung open and a number of hospital staff swarmed the vehicle. A tall redheaded woman shouted orders to the nurses and physicians.
“Get them out of the first vehicle as quickly as possible! Move it, people. I want the doors secured in less than three minutes! Move that vehicle into this slot!” she shouted to Rogers.
Rogers quickly pulled up and allowed the staff to open the doors and pull the three injured people from the vehicle with precision and efficiency.
“Move! Move!”
Cleff watched as Rogers’s vehicle was quickly unloaded. He pulled up just past in order to get out of the way. Two nurses were in Cleff’s vehicle, trying to gently move Stevens out of the truck. By the sounds of Stevens’s moans, Cleff could tell things weren’t going well.
“Grab a board! We need to secure his neck!” shouted one of the nurses.
Another person ran out of the bay with a board and brace. Without warning, gunfire erupted at the entrance to the hospital grounds.
“Grab him! We need to secure the doors! We’re under attack!”
Under her urgent orders, hospital workers hastily pulled Stevens out of the truck, ignoring his agonized cries while they strapped him to one of the gurneys. The team ran him into the hospital just as the doors were closing behind them. Then the doors stopped and the redhead emerged again.
“Get in here! You’re not safe out there!”
Rogers was already running for the bay when Cleff jumped out of his truck. The glass bay door was pulled shut and tightly secured behind them. When the doors closed together, a group of nonmedical-looking people started pushing large metal filing cabinets in front of the door.
“We shouldn’t be in here. We need to be out fighting with our team,” said Cleff to Rogers.
“Then you need to be upstairs! Follow me,” said the woman.
They ran up a dark staircase to the second floor. The entire waiting area had been converted to a bunker. In front of the massive windows, beds were placed on their sides with a short filing cabinet standing in front of each, anchoring the beds. Men sat in chairs, with military-style rifles aimed out the windows. A few held hunting rifles, which he assumed were the hospital’s version of a sniper team. He’d bring that idea back to the chief. They had no shortage of hunting rifles in Porter or any of the surrounding towns, and the New Order mostly ignored them, looking for the tacti-cool-looking stuff.
They waited tensely for another minute, but nothing emerged from the forest. Gunfire continued to crackle nearby, and Clef knew the other officers were finishing off whatever New Order attack had materialized from the town.
“Whatever was happening seems to have stopped. Looks like your guys were able to hold them off. I’m Jackson, by the way,” waved one of the men who held a scope-fitted, high-powered rifle.
“Appreciate the heads-up, Jackson,” said Clef, nodding at him. “That rifle seen a lot of business?”
“Any New Order head that pops up more than once within five hundred yards,” said Jackson.
“Business was booming. Pun intended,” said the man in the window next to Jackson. “They’re a little more careful these days.”
Cleff started to laugh, before his radio cracked to life.
“V1, this is support, come in.”
“This is V1. You guys okay?” said Cleff.
“Fine for now. Ready to roll?”
“Ready. Be there in a few,” said Cleff. “Let’s get out of here! I can’t tell if things will stay secure!” he shouted to Rogers.
“We’ll open the bay for you!” said the redhead, scrambling to assist them.
The men ran to their vehicles, quickly strapping in and pulling away from the loading bay. They tore down the drive back to the pickup location at a dangerously high speed. Once there, Cleff slowed as several officers emerged from the forest and jumped on the running boards. Cleff counted the officers and knew all were accounted for. No new casualties.
He heard a loud thump on the roof and Jones yelling, “Go! Go!”
The teams drove quickly and silently back to Porter. The New Order was once again at their heels, reminding them of how dangerous the world had become.
 



Chapter Seventeen
Jane and Sam sat with the team of officers in Doris’s dining room. The chief had assembled them to adjust their strategy in light of recent events. Jane could tell by the strain on the chief’s face that things were worse than she suspected. Officer Rolz’s team had arrived early, with nothing new to report from Porter. The officers were quickly added to the perimeter security schedule, leaving Jane to conclude that something must have spooked everyone during the hospital run.
“All right, everyone, let’s get started,” said the chief.
The assembled officers and civilian “deputies” quieted, waiting for the chief to start.
“We just got word from Porter. The hospital transport team was hit by the New Order as the casualties were being unloaded. They reported that the team guarding the entrance to the hospital was able to fend off the attack, with no casualties, but hospital personnel report an uptick in recent New Order activity in the area. They’re concerned that the New Order might be planning a major attack on their facility. They previously reported that they weren’t in need of additional police support, but given the brazen attack, they’ve changed their mind. We’ll need to embed a team in the hospital to assist with security. Jane, I’d like you to head the team. You will travel with Rolz to Porter, assemble seven to ten officers, and proceed to Memorial.”
“Yes, sir. We’ll leave before dawn,” said Jane, glancing at Joyce Rolz.
Rolz gave Jane a slight nod of the head, concurring with the plan.
“On a positive front, Porter is investigating a blacksmith who may be able to forge bullets for us. We can then use the spent casings and gunpowder from a local shooting range in Porter to create more ammunition. I’d like an up-to-date inventory of our ammunition situation so we know how much to request from Porter if the blacksmith thing pans out.”
The officers nodded in agreement. Jane sincerely hoped the blacksmith idea worked. Her personal ammunition supply had dwindled to the point where she’d be lucky to hold her own in a pitched battle lasting more than a few minutes. The rest faced the same problem. Without an infusion of additional ammunition, particularly rifle bullets, they would never be able to regain their towns from the New Order—or defend the one they retook.
“Any questions?” asked the chief.
Sam tentatively raised his hand.
“Sam?”
“I’d like to join the team at the hospital. We have another nurse and a doctor here at Doris’s house, so I don’t think I’d be missed. Besides, I might be able to collect medical supplies for us or help the hospital if needed.”
“Sounds like an excellent plan. I know we could use a refresh of medical supplies here. Please accompany Jane’s team.”
Jane was furious with Sam. She knew the only reason he asked the chief to go to the hospital was because the chief would agree to send him. If Sam had waited until after the meeting to discuss the idea with Jane, she would have said no. He needed to stay with Lea. The officers and deputies left the room while Jane stayed seated, waiting for the room to clear. Sam stayed with her, glancing at her with concern.
“Why did you do that? You need to stay here with Lea,” said Jane, trying to control her anger.
“I did it to be with you. Lea is safe here. After the two previous attacks on Doris’s house, we have not seen any New Order presence in the area. I think with Porter under police control, they’ve been pushed out of the area. She’ll be fine. It’s you I worry about.”
“And so you’re going to protect me?”
“That’s not what I meant. We both know you don’t need my protection, Officer Archer. What I meant was that I want to be with you in case you need me. I can’t stand the thought of you out there in danger while I just sit here picking lettuce. Besides, we do need more medical supplies. If there’s another attack, we’d be hard-pressed to assist the wounded.”
“I guess you’re right about that. We should be prepared in case anything happens. Just don’t get in the way.”
“Excuse me? A Navy corpsman, battle-tested in the Iraq War, getting in the way. I beg your pardon,” said Sam playfully.
“Okay, you got me. I get it, you’ll be fine,” said Jane, snuggling close to him.
“We’ll be fine.”
Jane enjoyed a moment in Sam’s warm embrace. The large number of people at Doris’s house did not afford much privacy for them. She missed their alone time more than ever. Holding him for just this moment made her think longingly of the simplicity and safety of their hiking trip, two things she was unsure they’d ever experience again.
 



Chapter Eighteen
The Boss paced in front of Rico and Leer. His anger rose to dangerous levels, almost to the point of losing control, but in order to earn the trust of Whitey’s men, he needed a success, not another failure.
“What do you mean they were ready for you?” he shouted at Leer.
“I don’t know, Boss. We were about to turn on the road that leads to the hospital for our daily drive-by, when all of a sudden bullets started raining down on us. We couldn’t even figure out where they were hiding with all the trees.”
“That’s when Leer went all CIA on us. He threw the car in reverse and gunned it backward! It was fucking amazing!” Rico shouted with excitement.
“Too bad you still have no idea what’s at the hospital or how many people are guarding it! You idiots just turned around and fled like a bunch of scared kids!” said Whitey, appearing out of nowhere.
“If you got a better plan that ain’t gonna get us all killed, then let’s hear it. Otherwise, shut your stupid piehole,” said the Boss.
Shit. He needed to calm down, or risk an attack by Whitey and his men.
“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I do have a plan. We go in with full guns blazing. They were ready for us, so we need to be ready for them. I say we hit them with everything we have. Take over their little fortress and enjoy the spoils! Who could they possibly have guarding the place? A few old security guards and a bunch of doctors and nurses? How hard could this be?”
Whitey’s men started cheering at the picture he painted of a dramatic gun battle, followed by looting. The Boss could sense his own men starting to gravitate toward the plan.
“I’m hoping my spoils include a couple of those cute nurses! I’m sure the ladies have been waiting for a little of this,” said one of Whitey’s men, grabbing his crotch.
“Looks like you got one problem,” said the Boss.
“Yeah, what’s that?”
“You only have one car left with any gas in it, so unless most of your guys plan to walk into the O.K. Corral, you need a ride.”
Whitey appraised the Boss, knowing that the Boss had just outmaneuvered him again. “You offering?”
The Boss glanced back at his own guys, giving them a sly smile. “We’ll trade wheels for guns.”
The stunned look on Whitey’s face gave Boss the satisfaction of besting the man. Without a ride, Whitey and his guys could never successfully take the hospital, and without Whitey’s superior firepower, neither would the Boss.
“We might be able to spare a few pieces so long as you provide us with another decent ride and plenty of fuel.”
“We can do that,” said the Boss.
“Deal.”
The Boss knew once his men had access to better weapons, they would be able to take the hospital and kill Whitey. They just needed to use Whitey’s people until success at the hospital was guaranteed—then they could dispose of those gangbangers once and for all.
 



Chapter Nineteen
Mark and Bill made excellent progress on their jog south to the blacksmith’s house. Mark was surprised by how well Bill was able to keep up with him. Despite the veteran’s age, Bill was in excellent physical shape, a habit instilled in him during his time on active duty.
“Hold up. We need to check the map. Given our pace and the amount of time that has passed, we should be getting close,” said Mark.
“You don’t have to pretend to look at the map just to get a break, Mark. If you need one, just ask,” said Bill, with comfortable humor.
“Funny guy.”
Mark crouched down and spread the map out on the ground between them. Pointing with his finger, he said, “I know we passed this point and this one. That means we should be roughly here. It’s hard to tell with no real landmarks.”
“If you’re correct, then the house should be down a little ways on the right.”
“Yes. That’s what I think too. Let’s conceal our weapons and walk from here. I don’t want to unnecessarily scare anyone.”
The men proceeded down the road a little farther until they spotted a small dirt road with a simple sign reading “White Raven Blacksmithing.”
“Right where he said it’d be. Let’s hope our reception is just as smooth,” said Mark.
The men walked cautiously down the dirt road, hyperaware of their surroundings. The road snaked through the lightly wooded forest into an opening, where a small old stone home sat.
“This place looks deserted.”
“No kidding. I hope we didn’t make the trip for nothing,” said Mark.
“Look there.” Bill pointed to smoke rising from the trees behind the house.
“Let’s go.”
As they walked closer to the house, they could see a well to the side of the property. The wide front porch contained handmade twig-constructed patio furniture. Mark had seen sets like those in magazines, fetching a large price. However, this set look homemade. In fact, the entire home appeared to have been made by hand.
“Hello! Anyone home?” shouted Bill to the still yard.
The two moved around the back of the house, still not hearing any sounds from within. The backyard contained a small natural pond lined with tall cattails. Several ducks bobbed lazily in the afternoon sun.
“There! He must be in the shed,” said Mark.
Just beyond the pond sat a wooden shed like structure, with smoke pouring out a black metal pipe chimney. The shed, like the furniture and home, looked homemade. A small wooden door was propped open by a rock. Inside, the sounds of a hammer hitting metal rang out.
“Hello?” said Mark into the shed.
The men moved to the threshold of the shed and peered inside. A small hunched-over old man stood next to a large anvil. The man’s large heavy hammer effortlessly hit the piece of metal in his hand over and over as he turned and shaped it. The man was completely immersed in his craft and absolutely unaware of their arrival. Mark walked inside, instantly breaking a sweat. The fire in the ample forge next to the man heated the small shed to an unbearable level. He gently placed a hand on the man’s shoulder, causing him to jolt.
“What? Who are you?” said the man.
“Sorry to startle you. I’m Mark and this is Bill. We’re civilian deputies from the Porter Police Department,” he said, showing the man his recently acquired badge.
Mark was grateful that Charlie had asked the ranking member of the Porter Police Department to deputize them and provide badges for their use. Otherwise, the man might not have believed him.
After carefully looking at their identification, the man said, “Have I done something wrong? Is there some sort of problem?”
“No, no. No problem at all. We’re here seeking your assistance,” said Bill.
“I don’t see how much assistance I can be, given that I have no electricity. It’s the oddest thing. The power failed and my truck died along with it. I’ve been waiting for my daughter to come for a visit, so she can call a tow. She usually comes once per week but hasn’t been here for several. I can’t get a signal on my cell phone, so I can’t even call her.”
“Where does your daughter live?” asked Mark.
“In Richmond, just south of here.”
Mark and Bill exchanged a glance.
“Sir, the power in the entire area has been out for weeks. As far as we know, Porter, Grant, Evansville and Bixby are all without electricity,” said Bill.
“I think we can now add Richmond to that list. Sounds like your daughter is dealing with the same thing as everyone else, no electricity and dead cars.”
“Holy smokes. I had no idea. I don’t get out much, especially in the summer. It’s my time for gardening and fishing in the pond. Plus, I’ve got all of this keeping me busy,” he said, waving his hand around the packed room.
Mark could not believe the number of tools the man had in the shed. All sorts of hand-forged items neatly hung from floor to ceiling on each wall. Mark had no idea what most of them were used for; however, he could tell the man made everything himself. He clearly was a very talented blacksmith.
“You can call me Max. No need for sir around here,” said the man.
“Thanks, Max.”
“You said you need help, but I’m not really in a position to help anyone sitting out here in the dark.”
Beads of sweat poured down Mark’s face and back. The heat from the large fire was stifling.
“Do you think we could talk outside? I need a break from the fire,” said Mark.
The man laughed and started walking outside. “I guess I’m used to the heat. I don’t even notice it anymore.”
“Max, when the lights went out, the doors to a local privately run prison opened, disgorging all of the inmates. They’ve been ripping through Grant, Evansville and Porter. We managed to secure Porter but need to now move into Evansville.”
“What about Richmond? Have you heard anything from there? My god, my poor Laura, she could be in danger. She’s all alone.”
“No, as far as we know, the inmates didn’t range too far from the prison. Your daughter should be safe, but we have no way to be certain,” said Bill.
“The police need more ammunition to fight these guys, and we’re hoping you’d be willing to make some bullets for us. I’ve brought a few samples and casings. Is this something you think you could help us with?” asked Mark.
Max took the bullets and casings from Mark and turned the items over in his old, gnarled hand. His eyes, although hooded and deeply lined with age, were alert and engaged as he stood thinking. “Sure, I can do this. No problem. How many do you need?”
“As many as you can make,” said Mark.
“Do you have the raw material needed? Is there a way we could help you obtain lead for the bullets?” asked Bill.
“Lead. Naw, I’ve got plenty. Come on, I’ll show you something.”
Max walked quickly down a well-worn path around the serene pond to another larger structure. Somehow Mark had never noticed the tucked-away barn on their walk into the property. Max slid open one of the barn doors on its rail with a smooth pull of its handle. Inside sat piles of old televisions and computer monitors.
“Those babies have enough lead in them to create bullets for an army. I’ve been looking for a new project to use them on. There are only so many fire pokers and gardening trowels I can make before going a little bonkers.”
“This is amazing. I didn’t realize all the old electronics contained that much lead,” said Bill.
“Oh sure, lead and gold. In some countries people do nothing but farm ‘recycled’ electronics from the States for precious metals like gold. It’s a big business.”
“How did you manage to get all of this stuff?” asked Mark.
“I just put fliers out in town. People have no idea how to get rid of their old CPUs and love the opportunity to drop them off. I’ve been piling up these babies for years, using a few here and there to replenish my supply of lead for classes I teach on blacksmithing.”
“That’s how we found you. One of your students, Henry Kreen, was here for a weekend and thought you might be able to help us with our dwindling-ammunition troubles.”
“Well, I’m glad you did. It’ll give me something useful to work on while I wait for Laura.”
“You might be waiting a little while for her. She would likely have to walk here. Chances are her vehicle is dead too. A few survived, but not many.”
“What sort of thing causes all of this? The power, the vehicles?” Max asked.
“We haven’t had contact with anyone outside our immediate towns, so we don’t know for sure, but it was likely an EMP,” said Mark.
“Holy shit. The Russians,” said Max. “Or the Chinese.”
“Could be. But who knows at this point,” said Bill.
“Are you okay out here? Do you need us to bring you any supplies?” asked Mark.
“Supplies? No. But thank you anyway. I have a garden, a well, a stocked pond and, thanks to Laura, more canned food than anyone could ever eat. She was always worried about a freak snowstorm isolating me out here. Speaking of eating. you guys hungry?”
Mark and Bill smiled at each other.
“Are we ever!” said Bill.
“Come on, then, let’s get you fed. You’re welcome to spend the night here. You must’ve been walking all day to get here from Porter.”
“Thank you very much, Max. We’d love to if you don’t mind,” said Bill.
The three walked back to the main house in silence. Mark was once again grateful to Henry for his quick thinking and creativity. With the additional ammunition, the New Order would not stand a chance against the police.
 



Chapter Twenty
Beth Pulte, head administrator of Memorial Hospital, stood on the second floor of the building, staring blankly at the forest in the distance. Exhaustion beckoned her to rest, but duty stood in the way. The recent attack on the hospital had her on edge. She knew it had only been a matter of time before an organized gang of people tried to shoot their way in, but it still came as a shock.
Scratching her greasy red hair, she daydreamed about a hot shower, a welcome change from her usual cold-water sponge baths. Perhaps even better than sleep. There’d be none of that. She’d be lucky to find time for the cold-water treatment at this point. Her time would be spent thinking and rethinking security, her number one concern right now.
She kept four men at any given time in the “bunker,” as they now called the second-floor waiting room. The men were mostly citizens from the local community or relatives of patients, who volunteered to defend the building. Jerry Marsh was the exception. He was the head of hospital security. Normally, Jerry’s job consisted of maintaining order in an already safe environment. After the lights went out, she was impressed by how quickly Jerry responded to their changed world. A former Marine, he had the skills and training to adapt. Even though she was an Army brat and had grown up in a military family, she knew creating a defensive posture for the facility was beyond her capabilities.
“Hey, guys. Anything moving out there?” she asked the men.
“No. Nothing at all. Just the birds,” said Jerry.
“We radioed Porter this morning to request immediate assistance from the police. They’re sending a team of officers, with weapons and additional ammunition,” she said.
“That sure is a relief. Given the increase in New Order activity, I’ve been getting nervous that they’re planning a major attack,” said Peter Murphy.
“Me too. And I know we lack the weapons necessary to send them packing,” she said.
“So far I think we have them guessing as to how well we’re guarded over here. I’m hoping that the surprise police presence during their last run gave the appearance that we’re a fortress, hardly worth the effort,” said Jerry.
“We really did get lucky with the timing of their last patrol run. You’re right, perhaps the police presence will give them pause,” said Beth.
“Or it’ll make them bring more men and weapons than we can effectively fight against,” said Peter.
“Yes. I would imagine the prospect of obtaining street-value drugs is pretty appealing to them. That’s why I requested police assistance. The New Order presence is getting bolder and more regular every day. I think with the additional support, we’ll be fine until all of this blows over,” said Beth.
“If it blows over,” said Jerry gravely.
The tension in the group was palpable. Beth knew that the men felt a tremendous responsibility to protect the people housed in the hospital. The group of roughly twenty-five civilians who volunteered for security duty could never have imagined what they would be fighting against. Nor could they imagine the lack of resources at their disposal. The hospital did not contain much of an armory. It was merely stocked with a few pistols for basic security. However, the citizens who arrived at the hospital had brought their own weapons. Some came to assist the hospital to maintain order; some showed up with their families seeking shelter. All were prepared to defend the facility with their lives. Beth felt extremely lucky to have their assistance. She knew the citizens who sought shelter at the hospital depended on them for their safety. Together they would weather the storm.
 



Chapter Twenty-One
Lea stood, massaging her aching neck. She had been picking vegetables from the garden for most of the morning. After saying goodbye to her parents in the predawn hours, she needed something to occupy her mind. Fear for their safety gnawed at her; the physical demand of the work helped to distract her. As soon as they left, she filled several containers of water for the kitchen, tidied up the woodpile, and then turned to the gardening.
“Lea! Come on and have a seat. You need to take a break,” said Doris.
Doris brought a tray of fresh water straight from the well. The jug containing the cold water beaded, sweating in the heat.
“Come on. Five minutes won’t kill you,” said Doris, settling into a old wooden chair.
“I guess you’re right. I could use a break.”
Lea took off her gloves and wiped the sweat from her hands on her jeans. Walking over to the shade of the oak tree, Lea sat next to Doris. The tray of water and a few pecans sat between them.
“Here you go, honey,” said Doris as she poured.
“Thanks. I’m so thirsty but didn’t feel like making the trek back to the house.”
“That’s what I figured. I’ve been there myself. I walk out here just to check on things, and then I start pulling weeds or trimming. Before I know it, two hours have gone by, the sun is up, and I’m parched.”
“Yep. That’s what happened to me too,” said Lea with a smile.
“The garden has a way of doing that to everyone. It’s also a soothing place for me. Something about how the plants take care of themselves while we merely steward them, coaxing them along.”
“I’m no gardener, but yeah, I get that.”
Lea didn’t want to be rude, but she needed to keep working, or anxiety would quickly take hold.
She started to get up when Doris said, “I know you’re worried about your parents and you should be. We’re in a very dangerous world here. But if I know one thing, it’s that Sam and Jane can take care of themselves. They’ll be just fine, you’ll see.”
“I hope so. Well, thanks for the water and nuts. I’ll keep going for a little while before I come in for lunch.”
“Sounds good, sweetie.”
Lea watched Doris return to the main house. Over the weeks she had grown very attached to the woman and hoped that she hadn’t been too abrupt. Doris was just trying to help. She also knew Doris was probably right about her parents. Everything would be fine; they could take care of themselves. Besides, her worry wouldn’t help them.
She returned to the garden, pulling her soiled gloves tightly over her sore fingers. Her thoughts suddenly flashed to Tank. Damn! Even hard physical labor couldn’t banish that menace from her mind. She was sure that he was somehow behind the attack on the camp. Tank wasn’t the sort of guy to just give up on something, especially her. He would be looking for her. Hunting her. And she knew it.
Doris’s house seemed safe, but he was a monster who did erratic, evil things. She would never feel safe until he was dead or incarcerated, physically unable to get to her. The chief and other officers said they hadn’t counted him among the New Order men they’d killed at the camp, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been at the camp. Tank could have fled before the fighting started. He was mean but not stupid. He would protect himself and she knew it. She wished her parents hadn’t stopped her from shooting out his tires. At least she would have slowed him down. With that stupid car of his, he could range out looking for her.
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
Charlie sat with Gayle in her kitchen, eating lunch and catching up. Father Roy had assembled a team of volunteers to gather pantry items and cook. The group collected all the flours, beans, pastas and spices from anyone willing to part with their dry pantry supplies. Despite the odd array of ingredients, a few chefs from the local restaurants had figured out a way to keep everyone satisfied with their meals.
“I have to say this is the best meal I think I’ve had in weeks,” said Gayle.
“You’re not kidding. Nothing like having hot food instead of canned veggies.”
“The New Order idiots ate through the town’s ready-made food, even the frozen stuff,” she said. “But apparently they’re too lazy to actually cook real food.”
“Fast-food lifestyles and years of eating food off a tray on the inside,” said Charlie.
“I thought the prisoners cooked the food in prison,” said Gayle. “PrisCorp wouldn’t hire cooks when they could force the inmates to do it.”
“I don’t think any of the guys running the gangs lifted a finger in the prison,” said Charlie. “My guess is that they would have moved from town to town like locusts, eating and drinking everything they could find—and didn’t have to cook.”
“I hate that they drank the town dry. I could use a cold beer right about now,” she said.
“Or two. What’s your plan for the rest of the day? You on watch?” asked Charlie.
“Yes. I have to go back to the horse trail at seven this evening. I thought I’d help Father Roy a little before then. You?”
“I’m headed back to the station. We’re expecting Mark and Bill to come back this afternoon. Mark radioed ahead to say they made it safely and that the blacksmith, Max, could help make bullets.”
“That’s a huge relief. I think the dwindling supply of ammo has been on everyone’s minds. I just couldn’t see how we could fight back against the New Order without an infusion of supplies.”
“Right, me too. But the New Order had the same supply problem.”
“Until they didn’t.”
“Until they didn’t,” Charlie said gravely.
Charlie, like everyone else, worried that the New Order’s refresh of weapons and ammunition from the Grant armory would tip the balance of power in the gang’s favor. And to make matters worse, they seemed to be getting bolder and more aggressive. They’d attacked the camp and the hospital all within a twenty-four-hour period. In the past, there seemed to be a lull in between attacks. Something had changed on their end. However, they had no eyes on the New Order. No intelligence to work with. Typically, the police would learn the subject and plan accordingly. Undercover officers would be imbedded in gangs, while others would run external surveillance. In this situation, they had neither.
Something Father Roy had said to Charlie came to mind. The priest mentioned that his friend Father Mackey in Evansville could use more supplies. At the time, Charlie let the comment go past him. Now he wondered how Father Roy would know what was happening in Evansville.
“Penny for your thoughts. You look like you’re a million miles away. What’s on your mind?” asked Gayle.
“Just thinking of something Father Roy said. Sorry to eat and run, but I need to see if I can track him down. Do you mind doing the dishes?” said Charlie as he kissed Gayle goodbye.
“Not at all. I think I can manage a couple of paper plates. Go to it.”
Charlie quickly ran through town to the church. Although he hadn’t seen Father Roy today, the priest rarely left the church grounds.
Spotting him, Charlie yelled, “Father Roy! Got a minute?”
“Of course, what’s on your mind?”
“A while ago I thought you mentioned that another priest in Evansville needed supplies. Am I recalling that correctly?”
“Of course. I was talking about Father Mackey. He’s a friend in a sister parish in Evansville. We would often meet for dinner or attend each other’s functions. Why do you ask?”
“How do you know what he’s up to? Have you been in contact with each other since the lights went out?”
“Of course we have. Father Mackey, John, and I try to meet every few days or so. In fact, I’m planning to see him tomorrow.”
“How do you get there? With the New Order patrols?”
“I just walk down the road. No one bothers me. It’s the power of the cloth. A lot of those guys are from Mexican families. They might not be practicing their religion, but they have a healthy dose of fear when it comes to the Almighty.”
“Would you mind if I send a few officers with you tomorrow? We need to see what we’re up against. I’d like to know how many New Order men still exist as a cohesive group and how they are fixed as far as weapons.”
“Sure, I’d love the company. However, if I’m walking with one of your men, I’m sure they’d stop us. The only reason I’ve been sort of invisible to them is because of this,” said Father Roy, touching his collar.
“Any chance you have extra uniforms that you wouldn’t mind sharing?”
“Sure, that’s a good idea. I’ll see what I can find. I know I have at least one other uniform, maybe two.”
“Thanks, Father. What time do you plan to leave tomorrow?”
“I usually head out around eight. We meet halfway along Route 46.”
“Perfect. This could work. I’ll send over someone early tomorrow morning to get fitted. Thanks very much. This will help a lot.”
Charlie jogged away from the church with a renewed spring in his step. He was sure this would work. The New Order would not suspect that the police were hiding in the church in Evansville. Smiling, Charlie knew he had them.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
Mark sat in the crowded police station conference room, eager to share what they’d learned from the blacksmith, Max.
“We made really good time getting back here,” Mark said to Bill.
“Sure did. You finally got it in gear,” said Bill, slapping his shoulder.
“Nice.”
“Welcome back,” said Charlie.
“Thanks. Thought we’d never make it running with this guy,” said Bill, hitching his thumb toward Mark. “The guy runs like he’s eighty.”
“Now you’re pushing it,” Mark said, smiling.
“Glad you guys made it back so quickly. And sorry to do this, but, Mark, I need you out in the field again,” said Charlie.
“Sure, what’s up?”
“I was talking to Father Roy earlier. Apparently he and his friend Father Mackey, from the sister parish in Evansville, have been meeting this entire time, right under the New Order’s nose. Father says the New Order won’t touch either of them because harming a priest is likely a sin or something like that. In any case, that works for us. We need eyes on the New Order so we know what we’re up against. I’d like to send Mark and Sergeant Dale to Evansville for surveillance.”
“How will we get past the New Order? They have to be watching the roads into Evansville, as they did in Porter,” asked Sergeant Dale.
“Father Roy said they meet roughly halfway to Evansville. The plan will be to dress Sergeant Dale in a priest’s uniform and have him swap places with Father Mackey. They will merely see one priest walking back and forth, nothing different than what they are used to.”
“Where do I fit in?” asked Mark.
“Mark, I need you to stay concealed and shadow Sergeant Dale and Father Roy en route to the meeting location. Once the switch happens, stay with Sergeant Dale as he approaches town, but stay out of sight. I don’t want the cover blown, endangering Sergeant Dale. Once you guys get to the edge of town, Mark will turn back while Sergeant Dale continues. Sergeant Dale, learn as much as possible for a couple of days and then walk back to the meeting spot. At that point, you and Father Mackey will switch places again.”
“If they suspect anything, they’ll kill him. We all know that,” said Mark.
Mark wished he hadn’t said that. He knew everyone in the room was thinking the same thing, but still, he could have kept that comment to himself. Sergeant Dale’s face turned white as soon as he brought this to light, as though the man had managed to force that out of his mind until now.
“They won’t. One priest in. One priest out. If I’m correct, because the two have been meeting so frequently, the New Order probably doesn’t pay much attention to them anymore. Sergeant Dale, I selected you because you’re approximately the same size as Father Roy. Mark will ghost you the entire way to ensure that nothing happens to you. Once in town, lie low and observe as much as you can from a distance. No heroics. We need you back here.”
“I can do that,” said Sergeant Dale.
“I want to go with Mark,” said Sergeant Ray Ross.
Mark figured the two young officers were close. They always hung out together and worked as a team.
“I don’t have a problem with that. It’d be nice to have backup,” said Mark.
“Then it’s settled. Tomorrow morning, meet with Father Roy to get suited up. Mark, why don’t you update the team on where we stand with getting new bullets made,” said Charlie.
“Max, the blacksmith, thinks it’ll be no problem to create more bullets. He has plenty of raw materials. He said it would take a few days to harvest the lead and then pour the bullets. After that, they cool and we’re in business.”
“That’s excellent! How many do you think he can make?” asked Charlie.
“As many as we need, or should I say as many as we have casings and gunpowder for. He seemed willing to work on the project, and like I said, he has the resources. I’d say we drive down to grab the first batch in a few days and then ask him to keep ’em coming,” said Mark.
“Glad you said drive. I had no intention of running lead bullets all the way back to Porter,” said Bill to a round of laughter.
“No need for that. We have eleven usable vehicles and plenty of fuel for the run. After we pick those up, we’ll need to run some to the hospital. Jane Archer’s team will need the supplies. The New Order has been active in that area, and I have no intention of letting them take the hospital,” said Charlie.
“Neither do we,” said Jane seriously.
When the meeting was over, Mark went to the temporary home he shared with a local family. Numerous people in town had opened their homes to the “refugees,” as they were now called. The Evansville and Grant police and families were given temporary shelter in their homes. The families even shared their limited supplies. It was the kindness of others that made Mark want to believe that they would all make it through this. However, thoughts of the New Order kept him from truly believing the cheery narrative.
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
Sam and Jane lay entwined in bed, not wanting the night to end. Jane knew the run to the hospital would be dangerous and didn’t relish the thought of Sam being with her during the ride. The New Order could be waiting on the road for all they knew. When the injured officers had been brought to the hospital, it seemed like the New Order was just arriving to the point where the guards were waiting for them. However, they could have just gotten lucky. The New Order’s arrival might have been delayed that morning by something unknown to the police. Jane knew that the previous team might have gotten lucky or could have tipped off the New Order to the necessity for hitting the road leading to the hospital with their men. Either way, they’d find out tomorrow.
“Charlie wants us to leave before dawn, like the last team. I think that’s a good idea, do you?” said Sam, interrupting her thoughts.
“Absolutely, if we know one thing about the New Order, it’s that none of them are morning people. The quicker we get into the hospital, the better.”
“Exactly. Do you want me riding in your vehicle or the other one?”
“I think we should ride together. Either option has its advantages and disadvantages, but on balance, I think we’re better off being close. Otherwise we risk seeking each other when we should be protecting ourselves.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.”
“I’m hoping we don’t need to stay at the hospital for too long. Once we make sure they’re properly fortified, I think we can cycle out. Maybe the chief will put our teams on a rotation so that no one is separated from their family for too long. It’s stressful on everyone, not just us.”
“That’s not a bad idea. Then we can go back to Lea or at least one of us can.”
“I’ve been thinking, when all of this is over, I want to go back to our home in Evansville. I know we talked about leaving, but it’s still our home.”
“I’m not sure Lea will be willing to go back to that house after what happened between her and Tank there. She said she’ll never feel safe there again,” he said.
“I’m hoping that changes once the New Order is driven out of town. I think it will take time, but eventually she’ll come around. The New Order and Tank have taken so much from us. I just can’t allow them to permanently take our home too.”
“I agree. It’d be a real shame. We’ve been in that house for so long, raised Lea there. It would be hard to just walk away. Speaking of Tank, where do you think he is?”
“Not sure. I was really hoping he would have been in the pile of New Order men they buried up at the camp. The guy seems to have nine lives, that’s for sure.”
“Or maybe he’s gone. Maybe he left the area for greener pastures.”
“We can only hope,” said Jane sleepily.
Jane nuzzled into Sam’s shoulder, trying to get as close as possible. She was thankful that the Swansons let them use their daughter’s room for a couple of nights until they left for the hospital. The bed was cozy and warm against the cool night. Jane enjoyed every minute, trying to preserve the feeling of love and comfort before drifting to sleep.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
Jane drove the lead SUV to the hospital, her small convoy of two vehicles loaded down with ten officers, five in each vehicle. Charlie had outfitted the team with body armor, helmets and military-style rifles, giving each officer as much ammunition as he felt the town could spare—without compromising Porter’s safety. Everyone was counting on the blacksmith to restock their dwindling supplies. Once the new rounds were tested, Charlie would send another team to the hospital for a resupply.
“You might want to ease your grip on the steering wheel; I think you might crack it,” said Officer Jensen from the passenger seat.
“Thanks, just a little tense. We’re almost there,” said Jane.
The officers went quiet after her announcement, focusing on their assigned defensive sectors around the SUV. Looking in the rearview mirror, she saw that Sam looked stressed.
“You still happy you volunteered to go with us?” she said to him.
“Never been happier.”
The hospital came into view, perched on a small rise above the adjacent town. Not seeing any signs of the New Order, Jane picked up speed, heading around the back of the building to the loading area. The team at the hospital said they would be able to pull their trucks inside the loading bay in the back, which would give them some cover from prying eyes around the hospital.
As they made the turn around the corner toward the back of the building, an immense white metal overhead door opened, exposing an empty parking bay. Based on the erratic, jerky movement of the door, it seemed as though there were people lifting the door manually. When it had risen far enough to squeeze underneath, she quickly pulled into the bay, leaving room for vehicle number two to pull up next to her.
Almost immediately, the door was pulled down behind them. It crashed to the ground with a loud metallic clatter, catapulting them into darkness and rattling her already frayed nerves. The hospital team and the officers in the vehicles quickly illuminated their flashlights, giving the large loading bay an eerie feeling. She killed the engine and stepped out of the SUV.
“Welcome to Memorial! I’m Beth Pultie, hospital administrator. I’m here with our head of security, Jerry Marsh. Once you’re ready, we’ll take you upstairs,” said the faceless woman.
Jane quickly grabbed her weapon and small bag from the back of the truck. She really didn’t have much to bring with her. They were out of nearly everything. The group followed Beth up a pitch-dark stairwell. The sounds of their heavy boots hitting the cement and metal-tipped stairs created a thunderous roar in an otherwise spookily silent building.
“Good thing we aren’t trying to sneak up on them. I think they’d know we’re here by now,” said one of the younger officers, to a round of laughter.
The moment of levity eased Jane’s nerves as she made her way in the darkness up several flights of stairs. The information from the hospital had been spotty at best. No one knew what to expect from the place.
“Here we are. Home sweet home,” said Beth.
“Wow! Nice bunker,” said Officer Richards to Beth.
“I can’t take any credit for the bunker. The security has been one hundred percent Jerry’s job. I’m just keeping people fed,” said Beth.
“Thanks! So far we’ve been okay. But the bunker hasn’t been tested against a large-scale attack. If you come with me, I’ll show you what we did downstairs,” said Jerry, motioning for them to follow.
The group descended one flight of stairs to the front of the building. Jane could see the vacant, dusty reception desk, where she’d checked in when visiting people in the hospital. Sunlight barely penetrated the vast, cavernous room despite the floor-to-ceiling windows.
“The first thing we did was fortify this area,” said Jerry, pointing to the windows. “A hospital is not only a place where people come for refuge, it’s also one of the first places people will steal from when they need supplies. When it was obvious the lights were not going to be restored within the immediate future, we quickly brought operations upstairs and shored up these walls.”
“What are you using to cover the windows?” asked one of the officers.
“We first took all of the lead out of the radiation wing of the hospital. Those lead-lined divider walls have been nailed down where we could secure them along the top edge of the windows. The next layer consists of three thick mattresses standing the long way and side by side in order to maximize their covering potential. The last layer, as you can see, is old filing cabinets. We pulled those old files from the basement one by one. They weigh a ton, so it took a while. Between the lead, mattresses and two feet of paper, we’re pretty confident New Order bullets won’t get through.”
“Nice work. This place really is like a fortress,” said one of the officers.
“But how did you let the injured in? It seems like a permanent wall,” asked Sam.
“Come to the emergency room entrance around back. I’ll show you,” he said.
The group followed Jerry through a dark corridor to the back side of the building. As they passed vacant rooms, Jane could see they’d managed to cover all of the windows with an assortment of mattresses and filing cabinets.
“Behind those cabinets is where the ER room would accept ambulance drop-offs. We used the same materials but didn’t nail anything down. Instead, we put everything on rollers so they could be moved aside when needed.”
“Ingenious. Very nicely done,” admired one of the officers.
“Where is everyone? The place seems deserted. How many people are still here?” asked Jane.
“I can answer that if you’re done, Jerry,” said Beth.
“Sure thing. Let’s head back to the second floor, which we call the bunker,” he said.
Jane held Sam’s hand tightly as they moved through the silent, dark hospital. The place was giving her the creeps. She couldn’t stop her mind from considering how many bodies were now housed in the morgue and how many people recently died here because of the electrical situation. Sam leaned into her and whispered, “You okay?”
“I will be once we’re in the light again. Seeing the main floor like that freaked me out a little,” she whispered back.
“I think we’re all feeling it. I’ve never seen Wheeler so quiet,” Sam joked, squeezing her hand.
“As Jerry mentioned, once we were fairly certain the lack of ready power was our new norm, we changed things around here dramatically. All families and patients were moved to the top floors. The ill are housed on the fourth and fifth floors, while the well individuals are on the floors above them all the way to the ninth floor. The rest of the hospital is empty. However, if more people come, we will open more floors to house them,” said Beth.
“It was easier for us to group them up high in order to keep them safe and out of the way. If the hospital is overrun, the groups are prepared to barricade the stairwells, effectively trapping the New Order and preventing them from moving past the second floor,” said Jerry.
“You said the sick are housed on the fourth and fifth floors. So what is on the third floor just above us?” asked Sam.
“We moved all of the pharmaceutical supplies and food to the third floor for security purposes,” said Beth.
“We need both the pharma and food supplies to last us to the end of this crisis. The hospital has a policy of not turning away anyone in need, but we can’t be too careful,” said Jerry.
“How are you set for food and water supplies?” asked Jane.
“Those things are easy for us,” said Beth.
“Once we moved the damned cans topside,” yelled an older man from his perch at the window.
“You can say that again,” chimed in Jerry.
“Still not as bad as these babies,” the man said, slapping the filing cabinet in front of him.
“Meet Mitch Brady, our local comedian,” said Jerry.
“Thanks for the backup. We’re really glad you’re here. All of us are concerned that our little fortress can’t hold off the New Order. It’s really nice to have more manpower.”
“We’re happy to help. For now, it’s the ten of us officers, mostly from Porter and Evansville. We brought as many weapons as we could spare from Porter. In addition, we’re expecting to be able to restock the ammunition supply with bullets being made by a local blacksmith,” said Jane.
“That’ll help a lot. And who knows, maybe they aren’t planning any sort of attack and all of this is for nothing,” said Jerry.
“Maybe. But I’m glad we took the measures. I feel much better about our changes, with everything you’ve done,” said Beth.
“I see you have the front side of the hospital well fortified, but are the windows in the back on this floor covered in the same way? Will we be able to watch the entire perimeter of the building?” asked Officer Wheeler.
“Yes and no. We did something a little different in the back. Come on, that’ll be our next stop on this magical tour,” said Jerry.
The small group walked the perimeter of the second floor. All of the windows were either bunker-style lookout posts, perfect for snipers, or completely covered. As they emerged into the back side of the hospital, Jane could see the floor-to-ceiling windows lining what was once a children’s play area. The windows at the lookout posts were shattered and pushed out. However, some remained intact, just merely covered.
“As you can see, we’ve fortified this back area with the same thick bullet-stopping materials. However, we’re also storing our ‘hellfire’ back here,” said Jerry.
“Hellfire?” said Sam.
“We weren’t sure how long we could hold the hospital, given our lack of a proper armory. I guessed that eventually we’d run out of ammunition. Without gunpowder and bullets, once we’re out, we’re out. So I had one of the docs create these with beakers and the chemicals used by the hospital. The bottles contain various forms of highly acidic liquids. If we need to, we can use these slings to shoot acid down on the New Order. I figure that’ll slow them down a little,” said Jerry with a wink.
Jerry pulled the sheets off several tables that lined the back of the room. Glass beakers, bottles and test tubes were neatly arranged on the table. Several homemade slings stood next to the table. The slings were IV stands joined together by various tubes. Given the size of the bottles and the slings, Jane figured they could launch the acid pretty far, causing extensive injuries to the New Order.
“Well, I can certainly see why the hospital didn’t request immediate assistance. Seems like you guys have it covered,” said Jane.
“Yes, for the most part, until we don’t. With the New Order stepping up their operations in the area, we’re acting under the assumption that they’ll eventually hit us with more than we can withstand. The acid, or hellfire as we’re calling it, is the last thing in our arsenal that we plan to use. Hopefully, things won’t get to that point.”
“Are these bottles safe to just sit around like this?” asked Wheeler.
“Oh sure, just don’t mess with the table. You really don’t want to get any of the acid on you. It’ll burn off several layers of skin, leaving nothing but a painful blistery mess. Like I said, these should slow them down.”
“Our team had planned to put guards outside the facility to watch the approaches to the hospital grounds. However, given how well fortified the building is and that we can see all approaches from here, I think we’re better off staying inside and posting around-the-clock watches to relieve your team. Do you agree?” asked Jane.
“I absolutely agree. Besides, we’d rather not have to open the doors to the outside if we can avoid it. We have also rigged the exterior lights to a separate generator. If needed, we can flood the immediate area around the hospital. Given the wattage drain, we wouldn’t be able to do it for long, but it could help if we’re attacked,” said Jerry.
“Is it possible to stand on an external balcony or rooftop? I’d like to be able to hear ’em coming. Everything is so quiet out there that we’ll be able to hear any approaching vehicles long before they get here. Advance notice could make a huge difference for us,” said Wheeler.
“Assuming they approach us using their vehicles, we could use the physicians’ lounge area around the side. We can only see part of the entrance from there, but anyone out there would definitely be able to hear something coming from that vantage point. I’ll take you over there,” said Jerry.
The physicians’ lounge consisted of a small room with concessions, couches and a television. The old books and magazines scattered throughout gave Jane the sense that the doctors didn’t use the room much. The lounge opened to a large balcony, the door to which remained uncovered.
“This is perfect,” said Wheeler as he stepped outside.
“Okay, let’s plan to post two officers at this location. Jerry, we need to develop a watch-standing schedule. I’d like to front end our support to give your team a break,” said Jane.
“That’s music to my ears. But first, let’s give you some lunch and show you to your quarters.”
Jane and Sam moved into their assigned room, which consisted of two single beds and not much else. Despite having numerous windows punched out from the second floor, the air was stale and stagnant. Jane was glad to take a slight break before lunch. It had been a long morning getting to the hospital. Now that she was on the second floor, she felt much better about their chances of successfully guarding the building and all of the people housed within.
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
Sergeant Fred Dale dressed with shaky hands as he got ready to meet Father Roy at the church rectory for the reconnaissance mission. Going into Evansville alone scared him more than he would admit to his fellow officers. As one of the youngest men in the Porter Police Department, Sergeant Dale lacked the years of experience most of his fellow officers possessed. He knew this could be a liability in the field. However, he was intent on following Charlie’s instructions. Get to the church without drawing any attention, then lie low and get as much information as possible, from a distance. A quiet tap on his front door caused him to jump. He needed to calm himself.
“You ready to roll? I thought we’d get to the church early to have some chow before suiting you up,” said Ray Ross.
Ray was one of Fred’s oldest friends. The two grew up in Porter together. They had seen each other through everything from football tryouts to disastrous first dates. Knowing Ray would be watching over him made Fred feel exponentially better.
“Sure, sounds good. I’m all set.”
The men walked slowly and quietly toward the church. A sense of doom gripped Fred.
“It’ll be fine. We’ll have your back until Evansville. From there, just slip into the church and lie low,” said Ray.
“Yeah, I know. Just pre-mission jitters. I’ll be fine,” said Fred, trying to sound braver than he felt.
Charlie was waiting for them in the rectory along with Father Roy. Father Roy set out a couple of pairs of pants and two shirts for him to select from. Charlie was right; they were almost exactly the same size. The pants were a little big, but nothing a belt couldn’t cover up.
“Sergeant Dale, we decided against giving you a handheld. The range won’t allow you to communicate with us, and having the radio could put you in danger. We think you’re better off observing as much as you can and then reporting back to us.”
“What if something big happens that I need to communicate right away?”
“I have an idea. I could camp on the outskirts of town, within range of the radio. That way, if he needs help or if something is going down that we need to know about, I’ll get the message. From there, I can relay it back to base,” offered Ray.
“I like the idea, but am still concerned about the prospect of you being searched by the New Order. If they catch you with a police-issued radio, we’ve just signed your death warrant,” said Charlie.
“I’m willing to take the chance. I don’t want to be out there without the ability to communicate. I’d also like to bring a weapon,” said Fred.
“You’ll have plenty of those,” said Charlie, opening a black satchel.
Charlie pulled out two compact semiautomatic pistols, along with a concealed holster. The men helped him strap on the holster while Charlie handed him a suppressor.
“In case you get in a real jam,” said Charlie. “Last resort. I recommend only using your pistol if absolutely necessary. You can still hear the shot with these.
“Hopefully, it won’t come down to that,” said Fred. “I’ll have to tuck it in the back of my pants if I attach the suppressor.”
“However you want to carry it,” said Charlie.
“I have an idea to conceal the radio. He could carry a sacrament box and some blankets. If I remove the items in the bottom of the box, we might just be able to sneak the radio into it,” said Father Roy.
Fred watched as Father Roy disassembled the small box to make room for the radio. Once the clergy cloths and jars were removed, the radio fit snugly into the bottom of the box. Father Roy then placed the sacrament cloth over the radio, concealing it from view.
“The only way they’ll find this is if they take the box and move the top layer of ritual items and the cloth. I think you should be fine. Like I said before, no one has bothered us this entire time,” said Father Roy.
Father Roy then placed the box in a basket with a few blankets on top of it.
“That looks pretty good. I like it. If you were carrying food, I think they’d be inclined to stop you, but that basket just looks like useless church stuff. No offense, Father,” said Ray.
“None taken.”
Glancing at his watch, Charlie said, “You guys should start heading out if you’re going to make the rendezvous point. Mark and Ray, are you all set? Do you need anything else from us?”
“No, we should be fine. The two of us will trail Father Roy and Sergeant Dale until the edge of town. At that point, I’ll get Sergeant Ross settled in place and will head back, unless you need me to stay with you?” said Mark.
“I should be fine. Nothing like a couple of days sleeping on the ground to make me appreciate my own bed,” said Ray with a wink.
As Father Roy and Sergeant Dale walked out of town, the momentary sense of calm he experienced quickly vanished. This would likely be the most dangerous task he ever had to perform in the line of duty. He knew he was ready for it, but still lacked confidence.
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Henry Kreen walked to the center of town after his four-hour watch shift on one of the roads leading into Porter. Exhausted, Henry longed to go home and curl up on the couch for a little while; however, his day wasn’t done. Not even close. He had an idea that might help the town in a big way and couldn’t wait to give it a try, despite his exhaustion.
Porter had two locally run gas stations, and Henry was convinced they could get the gas from the underground tanks. Last night he’d met Jeb Engles, the owner of Sureright Gas Station, in order to run a couple of ideas past him. Within an hour, they had a plan that sounded feasible. Tonight they’d give it a try.
“Hey, Henry! Nice to see you,” said Jeb.
“You too, man. Thanks for letting me try this. I’m hoping this idea works better than trying to rewire the electric. I guess I didn’t appreciate how much power was needed to pull up the gas from the tanks.”
“Sure, it’s no problem. If we can get the gas outta here and into circulation, we’ll all be better off,” said Jeb.
They walked around the back of the station, where Henry had stored the items for his experiment. He pushed a wheelbarrow filled with two sump pumps and a few hoses toward Jeb.
“Here, let me give you a hand with those,” said Jeb.
“There’s another wheelbarrow back there,” said Henry. “And about twenty gas containers. If this works, the gas will gush out of that hose, and we won’t be able to control it without shutting down the generator. We should have them all lined up in a row.”
When they had assembled all of the gear next to the tank access ports, Henry went to work.
“Thanks. We might need to remove the submerged pumps in order to bypass them. I’m hoping I have the tools we’ll need for it. Otherwise, I’ll have to walk around town looking for help again,” said Henry, slightly frustrated.
Jeb lifted the heavy lid off the first of two underground tanks. Collectively, the tanks held thousands of gallons of gasoline. Although it wasn’t a permanent solution, it would help their immediate situation.
Lying on the ground, Henry shined his flashlight into the well. A strong smell of gasoline permeated his nostrils. “I should be able to remove the exterior casing to allow us to drop the hoses into the tank.”
Using a crowbar, Henry was able to remove the top of the casing used by gas trucks to refill the tanks, releasing toxic gasoline fumes.
“Got it! This might actually work.”
After connecting two hoses to the generator-powered sump, using custom-designed fittings fashioned earlier in the day by a guy in town with a serious metal workshop, he snaked the long hose into the well and set the other inside the first five-gallon gas container.
“Ready?” said Henry.
“Okay, hit the power!”
The generator rattled and hummed, bringing the sump pump to life with it. The familiar sound of the sump pump’s start-and-stop action assured Henry the idea would work.
“Geez, man, who would’ve thought this would work?” said Jeb.
The dark liquid filled the first container faster than they expected, spilling over the top.
“This is going to get messy,” said Henry.
“Gonna smell like gas for the next week,” said Jeb.
They filled one canister after another until they got to the last can, and Henry signaled Jeb to kill the generator. When the town went quiet again, Jeb walked over and stood next to him.
“Unbelievable,” said Jeb, shaking his gas-soaked hands.
Henry stared at the line of gas cans and grinned. What had started as a crazy idea would undoubtedly make a big difference in Porter and the surrounding towns.
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Sergeant Fred Dale and Father Roy had nearly reached the point where they would meet Father Mackey, sending Sergeant Dale’s heart rate into overdrive. Fred tried to calm himself by doing a deep-breathing exercise an ex-girlfriend had taught him. She was one of those yoga people, always prattling on about breathing meditation. Now he was grateful to her. He managed to somewhat calm himself as they walked.
“Everything will be fine,” said Father Roy, like he had read his mind. “You’ll see. They completely ignore us.”
“I hope you’re right. I’d like to make it back alive.”
Sergeant Ross signaled them using a familiar birdsong. To anyone else listening, they would not realize that Sergeant Ross and Mark were using subtle whistling to reassure the men that they were close.
“There he is,” said Father Roy, pointing ahead.
A lanky man dressed in a priest’s uniform and a red ball cap walked toward them. His gait was swift and purposeful, like he had every right to be out walking. Fred watched the man closely so that he could mimic his walk as best as possible.
Extending his hand to the man, Father Roy said, “Nice to see you. I brought a friend with me. This is Sergeant Dale from the Porter Police Department. The police were hoping you’d be all right with swapping with him for a couple of days. They want to get a look at what the New Order is up to and have no other way than to sneak in the good sergeant here.”
“Oh sure, but I think the parishioners will know the difference.”
“We’re not too worried about them, only the New Order. My plan is to get to the church and lie low for a while—gathering information. I’m thinking I’ll be there for two days at most.”
“That should work just fine. Do you know where the church is located?”
“Of course, my grandmother lived in Evansville. We spent most of the summer at her house. I know the town very well.”
“Then you should be fine. If you go up the steeple, you could probably see most of the town. That should help you. Do you need anything from me?” asked Father Mackey.
“I don’t think so. Any places I should avoid as I walk into town?”
“From here it’s a fairly straight shot to the church. I typically walk down Magnolia and then to Front Street. The church, as you know, is on Front.”
“I’m glad you told me your route, I might not have walked that way into town. I don’t want to vary from what you usually do in any way. Would you mind lending me your ball cap? If anyone saw you walking out of town, they’d be expecting to see you wearing the same cap on your way in.”
“The cap will help, but a man of the cloth would wear his shirt neatly tucked into his pants. You might want to tuck that,” said Father Mackey with a nod to Fred’s shirt.
“I know I look a bit disheveled, but I need to carry my weapon. The pistol is equipped with a suppressor, making it too big for an ankle holster. This is the best I could do.”
“You probably don’t need to be armed. God has a way of protecting his own. We’ve never had a problem from the New Order,” said Father Mackey.
“That’s what I told him.”
“All the same, I feel better carrying my weapon. My hope is that you’re right and I won’t see anyone on my walk into or out of town.”
“You’ll be fine, my son.”
Sergeant Dale proceeded to town on his own. Knowing his good friend Ray had his back during this journey made him feel better about his chances of surviving. He kept focusing his mind on the task at hand. Get in and get out as quickly as possible, bringing back useful information about Evansville and the New Order.
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
Bill Reynolds pulled into the Best Shot gun range. He and Chuck Breeman were on their way back from visiting Max at White Raven Blacksmithing. Max had loaded them down with enough rifle bullets to keep them busy for quite a while.
“Do you think we should’ve asked Max to keep turning these out? Seems like he made us plenty,” asked Chuck.
“I agree, but he seemed happy to continue, and we have plenty of casings to go around.”
As they pulled into the lot, several people met the vehicle. Bill had organized a team of volunteers whose job would be to assemble the bullets into usable rounds. The gun range had a robust bullet-reloading workshop fully equipped with several reloaders.
“We moved all of the gunpowder and casings to the back of the building in the reloading workshop. The volunteers are ready to work on this project,” said Peter, one of the volunteers.
“Great! Let me move the truck around back. No sense in carrying all this lead,” said Bill.
As the bullets were being unloaded, Chuck said, “How long do you think it will take to assemble the rounds?”
“We’ve been practicing, so this should go fairly quickly. I’d imagine with the ten of us working, we should have this done fairly quickly,” said Peter.
“That’s perfect. We’ll come back and check on you guys a little later. Charlie wants samples to be ops checked before we put them in the field,” said Bill.
“I think that’s an excellent idea. I’d hate it if one of our rounds killed someone—that is, someone on our side,” said Peter with a wink.
The volunteers quickly unloaded the heavy lead bullets. The small group seemed excited to assemble the rounds. Everyone pulled together to keep the town safe. Bill was concerned that people in town would eventually turn away from helping others in the neighboring towns or the hospital. However, so far there was no indication that Porter would become its own enclave. Instead, he thought people knew that unless the surrounding areas were also safe, neither were they.
 



Chapter Thirty
Sergeant Fred Dale walked quickly into town, trying to mimic Father Mackey’s purposeful gait. Everything was calm on the outskirts of town and continued that way as he passed through the first few subdivisions. The occasional person waved to him and shouted a greeting. His confidence in the mission rose as he walked deeper into Evansville, allowing him to finally focus on the bigger picture: gathering intelligence. He started glancing around like he belonged here. Nothing more than a concerned holy man keeping an eye on his flock—and the creeps that claimed the town for their own.
So far, the police had absolutely no knowledge of where the New Order concentrated their activities in Evansville, and Father Mackey didn’t seem able to provide useful information. He clearly focused all of his energies on helping people, not watching the New Order. The turn onto Front Street stood just ahead of him. Once he cleared that corner, he’d be more than halfway there. Adrenaline coursed through him despite his efforts to calm himself.
“Paaadre! Yo, Padre! Where you off to in such a hurry?” shouted a raspy male voice.
Sergeant Dale knew the type of voice well. Permanently altered by heavy drug use.
“What’cha got in that little basket, Padre?” said another man.
“Yeah, we’s churchgoers too. How about you share some of what you got with us?” said the third man.
“Good morning, gentlemen. Sorry, but I don’t have any food to share with you today. I’m merely visiting the sick to hand out some blankets,” said Sergeant Dale.
“Blankets? In this heat? Come on, Padre. Who the fuck needs a blanket when it’s so damned hot?”
“Yeah, man, what do you really have in that little basket?”
“And why the fuck aren’t you all neat and shit?”
The men moved closer to Sergeant Dale, circling him like a pack of jackals moving in for the kill. He had enough training to know this would not end well unless he did something fast.
“Here, take a look,” he said, trying to sound confident.
One of the men stepped up and grabbed the basket from him. The other two peered inside and pulled the blanket off the top of the pile, exposing the sacrament box containing the radio.
“Nothing but an old scratchy blanket,” one of them said.
“What’s in the box? Pull it out. Could be some holy water or something. I could use a drink right about now.”
One of the men yanked the wooden box from the basket and clicked the lock, opening the contents for their inspection. The man pulled out all of the little bottles and crosses, throwing them to the ground.
“Is that necessary? Our Father is always watching. He’ll know if you’ve been disrespecting conduits to the faithful,” said Sergeant Dale, trying to scare them.
The man stopped momentarily and then looked him square in the eye. “I don’t believe in any of that shit, so you ain’t going to scare me with your God talk.”
Turning back to the box, the New Order man ripped the ritual cloth off the top of the radio and whistled loudly. “What do we have here? A priest with a police-issued handheld? You ain’t no padre, you’re a—”
In one swift move, Sergeant Dale pulled the suppressed pistol jammed into the back of his pants and blasted the man in the neck. He pivoted left, firing nearly point-blank into the other two before they reacted. All three men lay on the ground in a bloody tangled heap at his feet. The fog of adrenaline clouded his mind. His heart beat wildly in his chest. Now what? he thought to himself. Anyone could have heard that. Charlie hadn’t been lying about the suppressor still being loud. He needed to hide the bodies and get out of the area quickly.
In his peripheral vision, he could see someone running in his direction. He turned and pointed his weapon toward the fast-moving man.
“Whoa! You’re safe! I’m a resident of Evansville, not New Order,” said the middle-aged man in a loud whisper.
“Keep your hands up,” said Sergeant Dale.
“Fine. Fine. I knew you weren’t Father Mackey the second I saw you. Nice try with the cap, though. I’m Marty Stevens. I live right over there. Been watching the entire thing. I thought they’d kill you.”
“Me too, but now I have a bigger problem. If they heard the gunshots, they’ll be coming.”
“Maybe, but we’re probably good. The New Order mostly stays in the area around the library. That’s a few blocks from here. I don’t think they heard the shots, but we can’t be too careful. Let’s get this mess cleaned up quickly.”
Together they moved the three bodies behind a nearby house, concealing the pile of bodies with some garbage cans and lawn furniture.
“That should do it. The McMartins left a long time ago. I’m sure they won’t mind us storing our trash here,” said Marty with a wink. “The New Order has put us through hell. It actually felt good to see them getting it for a change.”
“I agree. We fought hard to regain Porter. So far, we’ve been able to keep the town safe and clear of them. I replaced Father Roy to have a look around the town, see what they’re up to and how many of them are sheltering here.”
“Like I said, you’ll need to venture near the side of town where the library is located. Might not be as easy as you think. The New Order punks have changed over the past few days. A lot more aggressive.”
“Like these two?” said Sergeant Dale.
“Right,” said Marty. “They’ve never bothered Father Mackey, and I’m pretty sure they didn’t detect the old swaperoo you pulled.”
“If I recall correctly, the library is quite a distance from the church. Walking there could leave me too exposed. Have you been over there? Do you have any sense of what we’re looking at in terms of numbers?”
“I can’t say for sure. We did notice there are a lot more black men with them now. It used to be tattooed white guys and Latinos, now there are a lot of blacks too. Not sure that helps.”
“It helps a lot. You confirmed what we feared, that two gangs have merged.”
“That can’t be good.”
“Probably not, but we’ll get ’em. It’s just a matter of time.”
“This is as far as I’d like to walk with you. The farther I get from home, the more panicked I get. You should be fine from here. Hopefully.”
“Thanks a lot for your help, Marty. I’ll be here for a couple of days if you think of anything.”
“Sure thing, see ya,” said Marty as he waved and turned around.
Sergeant Dale walked the rest of the way to the church, trying to blend in. Besides one New Order truck driving by, he did not see anyone else along the way. He was amazed at how much the town had changed since the lights went out and the New Order showed up. Garbage was either piled high along the street or scattered around the thigh-high lawns. The entire place looked dead and unkempt, much like Porter.
Seeing the church in sight, Sergeant Dale exhaled with relief. Just a little farther and he could get off the streets.
“Father Mackey! Yoo-hoo! Father Mackey!” shouted an elderly woman.
“Good morning, my dear!” he shouted back.
He picked up speed, trying to get away from the woman’s prying eyes. He hadn’t noticed her sitting on her porch, but she’d noticed him.
“Come on over and sit with me a while!”
“Rain check?” he said, trying to appear harried.
“Oh sure, I’ve got nothing but time.”
So much for an uneventful walk to the church, he thought. He needed to get inside quickly to get the blood off his hands and pant legs. Taking two steps at a time, he raced up the granite step entrance to the old church. A momentary grip of panic hit him at the thought of the church being locked up. They’d never considered asking Father Mackey for his key. Grabbing the handle with a sweaty palm, he yanked the heavy wooden door back. Relief washed over him as he stepped into the silent, cool church.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
Jane sat with Sam in the makeshift cafeteria that the hospital staff had arranged. Lunch was nothing special. Assorted beans and canned peaches. They’d eaten worse. At least they had fresh water from their emergency well system.
“When are you on watch again?” asked Sam.
“In two hours. I’m going to go back over the plan with the civilian volunteers. In case there’s a major attack, we’ll need those people ready to back us up or, at the very least, stay out of the way.”
“Don’t they have instructions to barricade the stairwell doors?”
“Not those civilians. I’m talking about the men who volunteered to help with security,” said Jane testily.
“Okaay. No need to jump all over me like that.”
“Sorry. Between the heat in this place and not knowing what’s going on with Lea, I’m just a little tense. To say the least.”
“No apology necessary. I’m feeling it too.”
Jerry, the head of security, came into the room looking for someone. “Jane, do you have a moment?”
“Sure do. What’s up?”
“We heard from Porter this morning. They’re sending a package tomorrow. We didn’t want to ask any questions. Do you know what they’re sending?” asked Jerry.
“It’s probably more ammunition. I’m guessing the blacksmith came through with the bullets. That’s terrific news!”
“No kidding. The civilians barely have any. This will be a tremendous help. I’m hoping they bring the correct caliber so we’re able to use them.”
“I think the plan was to ask him to make an assortment of sizes, focusing on 5.56mm and 9mm. We also have a team of civilians and veterans guarding Porter; they all need a restock. It shouldn’t be a problem.”
“I’m glad to hear it. Hopefully, we’ll never need the extra ammunition, but I’m happy to have it. I need to head back out to the bunker for my shift.”
Jane’s mood lifted from the news. She had been concerned that the creation of more ammunition would never be possible. With the additional ammunition, the New Order didn’t stand a chance to take the fortress, as they now called the hospital.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
Sergeant Dale spent most of the day in the church bell tower, watching the town from one of its highest vantage points. As the sun set, the scene from the tower changed from scorched and washed out to the deep and varied colors of sunset. For a moment he relaxed, letting go of everything, and just enjoyed the view.
Charlie had given him a small set of binoculars. However, even with the assistance of binoculars, he could not see enough of the library area to generate any usable intelligence. Frustrated, he considered his options. He could try to walk over toward that end of town, or he could consider the mission a fail and head back to Porter. He decided to call Ray to check in.
“Ray? You there? Ray?”
“Here, man. How’s it going?”
“It’s okay. I’m having a hard time seeing beyond the houses to the area near the church, even from the bell tower.”
“You know that’s where they’re located?”
“Yes. That’s confirmed.”
“Any point in you staying? You could leave now while there’s some light left in the sky.”
“I’m still assessing my options. I’ll wait until morning at the very least since they’re far less active in the early hours.”
“Sounds good. I’ll stand by in case you need anything.”
“Hopefully I won’t, but it’s nice to know you’re there. Out.”
He turned off the handheld and decided to climb back down to the main floor of the church.
Sitting in a pew, he looked up at the altar. He had never been a religious man, but he had to admit the place had a calming effect on him. The wooden door behind him opened with a soft creak.
“Hello!”
“I’m here, my son,” he said, mimicking a priest.
“Marty told me you’re here collecting information. I’m Rick West. I live near the library. He said you’re a cop from Porter.”
“Sure am. I need to know what we’re up against in terms of fighting back these guys.”
“Well, I can tell you their numbers have grown. First it was just a large handful led by a local guy, a real scumbag. Now he seems gone, and others have taken his place. There was a large influx of black men not too long ago.”
“How many do you think they have? Any idea?”
“I’d say they were down to roughly thirty until the black guys showed up. They added a good number, and they just keep coming. Most are walking in on foot from God knows where.”
“How many do you think are there now?”
“I’d say at least fifty. It’s hard for me to tell, because I never see the entire group together. I mostly stay to myself, like everyone else in town. We’re all shut in our houses, hoping this will end.”
“Do you have any sense of whether they have usable vehicles or weapons?”
“They have both. They’re loaded with weapons, that’s for sure. Military-grade stuff. They scare the shit out of us.”
“They seem to have that effect on everyone. Is there anything else you can tell me?”
“It seems like they’re planning something big.”
“What do you mean?”
“They’ve been lining up the vehicles and talking. At one point, they laid some weapons on a hood of one of the cars. Like they were passing them out. I’m not sure what they’re planning, but it really spooked me.”
“Thanks very much for the information. It helps a lot. Saves me a very risky trip in that direction.”
“If I see anything else, I’ll stop by.”
Sergeant Dale ran back up to the bell tower. He needed to warn the others. If anything happened to him, at least they would have some information to work with.
Just as he picked up the handheld to contact Ray, he heard a strange noise from downstairs in the church. It sounded like a high-pitched rhythmic clacking. The sound was familiar, but he couldn’t place it. He knew he needed to check it out before making the call. He adjusted the gun in the back of his pants and ran back down the stairs.
“Father Mackey? Darling? You here?”
He heard the sweet thick Southern accent of a woman’s voice. Turning the corner and closing the door to the steps, he called out. A tall woman in skintight leopard-skin pants and a top that appeared to be missing most of the fabric stood in the church, hands on hips as she tapped a high heel.
“Father Mackey isn’t here, dear. I’m Father Dale. We decided to visit each other’s parishes. Pleased to meet you,” he said, extending both hands to her.
Sergeant Dale used all of his energy to avoid looking at the woman’s prominently displayed cleavage.
“Visit each other’s parishes? Really? I’ve never heard of such a thing. I’m Darlene. I, um, help Father Mackey out on occasion,” she said, eyeing him suspiciously.
“It’s wonderful to meet you. I was just about to say my evening silent prayers, if you’d like to join me?”
The way Darlene looked at him gave Sergeant Dale the creeps. It was as though she was looking right through him and knew everything. Unlike the others he had met in Evansville, she did not seem thrilled to see someone from the outside. His concern grew when she hesitated at the invitation to pray. He wondered if she thought it was odd that he wanted to pray silently. Perhaps Father Mackey said a certain type of mass at this time of day. He had no idea. Silent prayer was the best he could do in the circumstances.
“No, I’d better be getting back. It’s getting dark,” she said over her shoulder.
He watched her backside shimmy as she strutted down the center aisle of the church, all hips and curves. The sound of her high heels loudly clicked all the way to the door until she was gone.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
Darlene clicked and clacked her way from the church to the library side of town. Her feet ached in the heels, but she could never walk in sensible shoes. The heels made her legs look long, which, along with her skintight pants and exposed cleavage, had been her signature look since high school. She knew what the boys liked and she liked the attention.
Something about Father Dale was off. She was no expert on church things, but he did not come off as a priest. She could feel the heat of his desire for her, even if he had tried to avoid looking at her cleavage. He was no priest and she knew it.
At first she thought she’d go home, but then thought better of it. Why waste all the effort she’d put into dressing up tonight? She’d check to see what the guys were doing. She was probably the only person in town who actually enjoyed the New Order. She didn’t like the violence, but she loved the attention. Prison guys were the best for that. All alone night after night in their cells, dreaming of girlfriends who probably wouldn’t be there when they got out. Attention and gratitude were two things they supplied in spades.
“Hey there, Darlene, you looking mighty fine tonight. What’s the occasion?” asked Whitey.
Several of the men whistled at her as she walked up to Whitey and his close circle of friends. She made sure to wiggle in just the right way, pushing her backside out for their view.
“Nothing, Whitey. Just coming to see my man. What are you guys doing? Going somewhere?” she asked.
The cars were aligned like a convoy on the street.
“We’ve got some business we need to take care of tonight. Nothing you need to worry your pretty little head about, momma. Come over here,” he demanded.
She sidled up to Whitey. He wrapped his arm around her and ran his hand up and down the length of her body, cupping her ass and breasts as he went. The guys cheered as Whitey kissed her, pushing his tongue wildly down her throat. She could taste cigarettes and booze on his breath.
Breathless, she pulled away and said, “Well, that’s quite a welcome. Not like that asshole at the church.”
“What’re you talking about, baby? Someone disrespecting my old lady?” said Whitey as he lifted her onto the hood of the car.
He spread her legs and stepped in between them, fondling her breasts and unclasping her shirt as she spoke.
“Yeah, as a matter of fact. He was disrespectful,” she said, feeling her power.
“Who, baby? A priest? You want me to off him for you?” he asked as he kissed her neck.
“Oh no, he was no priest. He said he was a visiting priest from another parish, but he was lying. I could tell,” she said, jutting her chin out.
Whitey stopped what he was doing and took her in for a long moment. She sat there, uncertain of what to do. Her left breast hung out of her shirt, fully exposed to the men, her pants unzipped.
“What do you mean he was no priest? Where was the usual guy?”
“I don’t know. I could just tell he wasn’t a priest. He didn’t act like one of them. He was different and didn’t know how to do priest stuff, like bless and say a prayer. Instead he wanted to pray in silence. Father Mackey, our usual priest, wasn’t there. He would never have offered to pray in silence. That just makes no sense,” she said, with a triumphant flick of her hair.
She felt superior at being able to share the information. She knew he looked at her in a different way now because of it.
“When did he get here?” he asked, stepping back from her.
“How should I know? I don’t keep tabs on those guys.”
“Get the fuck off my car, ho. We got business to attend to. Come on, guys! Let’s go! We need to check his shit out,” he shouted to his men.
Darlene stood there as Whitey and his men jumped into their vehicles and tore off toward the church. Now that she thought about it, maybe she shouldn’t have said anything to Whitey. But then again? So what? She knew it would all work itself out.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
After Darlene left, Sergeant Dale decided to go back to the top of the church tower to call Ray. She clearly had an agenda; he just couldn’t figure out what it was. In any case, he needed to warn everyone that the New Order was planning something big. He pulled out the handheld and turned it on.
“Ray, it’s me. You copy?”
“Right here, buddy. What’s up?”
“A local said the New Order numbers around fifty to sixty with plenty of supplies and transportation. He also said they appear to be planning something big.”
“That’s all we need to know. You should get out of there.”
“It’s already dark. I think I’m better off just staying put and heading out first thing in the a.m. I should be fine.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right.”
He heard the distant rumble of car engines starting. From his vantage point he could see the lights of numerous cars moving near the location of the library.
“Holy shit. Something is going down. They’re on the move. I’m in the bell tower and I can see the lights of multiple cars.”
“Where’re they going? Can you tell?”
“Not sure yet. They’re all just pulling out. Oh crap. Looks like they’re heading in this direction!”
Panic rose inside him. The New Order was heading straight to the church. It must have been that woman Darlene. He’d been made.
“Look, buddy, stay calm. You’re well hidden and armed. Just don’t move. I’m on my way. I’ve got your back!”
“No! Listen to me. There are too many of them. They’re coming for me and you can’t stop it!”
“Just stay put! I’m on my way!”
“No! Listen! You need to warn the others! Tell them the New Order is coming tonight! I can see other cars heading out of town! The entire group is on the move now!”
“Fuck! Okay. Stay hidden. I’ll let the others know.”
A loud bang in the church’s main area echoed through the tower, alerting him to the New Order’s presence in the building. He could hear the clattering of things being thrown around downstairs. The men were likely destroying the church as they searched for him.
Sergeant Dale turned off his radio and hid it in the rafters of the bell’s scaffolding. He wanted to be certain the New Order had no way to listen to the police. The pounding of heavy footfalls up the wooden steps of the bell tower reverberated in the tiny bell room. Only a small wooden door separated him from the New Order.
Sergeant Dale sat calmly on the ground, weapon at his side. The door flew open and the men burst into the room. At first, he thought he might survive. They could only enter the room one at a time, and he shot each man when they crossed the tower room’s threshold, piling up at least four bodies before they finally caught on. A few New Order guys stuck their rifles around the edges of the door and expended full magazines, shredding the room and pinning him down. Dale crawled to a new position in the small room, firing and reloading with precision until he heard the final click of an empty weapon. Not wanting to be taken alive and possibly tortured for information that could be used against his fellow officers, he quickly stood and hurled himself out of the tower into the cool night air.
***
Sergeant Ray Ross didn’t hear anything else on the handheld from his friend. The line appeared to go dead.
“Fred? You there?”
He tried one more time, but his longtime best friend didn’t answer. He got up and started toward the church, but stopped. He knew Fred wanted him to warn the others.
Gathering the few items he’d brought with him into his bag, he flung the backpack over his shoulders and started to run toward Porter. With nothing but a small flashlight, he had a hard time running quickly through the thick, untamed woods. After nearly face-planting twice in the first few minutes of his urgent trek, he considered his options. Running on the road would be a lot faster, and time would be critical, but it carried a significant risk. He slogged through the trees for another minute before deciding to take a chance on the road.
Just as he was about to breach the tree line, the sound of distant vehicles reached him. He couldn’t tell which direction the vehicles were headed, and had no idea if he would be safe on this particular road. Unfamiliar with the area, and not wanting to take the chance, he backtracked into the safety of the trees.
A few moments after the forest swallowed him, a caravan of vehicles flew past him on the road, led by a large black SUV. Sergeant Ross recognized the vehicle matching the description of the one that had escaped the fight in Porter.
With renewed determination, he ran as quickly as he could toward Porter. He just needed to get into range to warn them. A little longer and he would be able to use his radio. His feet pounded the ground, branches lashing his face and arms, as he desperately made his way in the dark. Several minutes later, figuring he’d travelled far enough to reach Porter, he stopped and turned on the radio.
“Charlie! It’s Ray! You there!” he shouted wildly.
Uninterrupted static greeted his desperate calls. He was still too far away for the signal to reach Porter. Falling numerous times as he went, Sergeant Ross was determined to keep moving; warning Porter was paramount to their survival.
“Charlie! Anyone in Porter! Come in!” he said. “Porter! Come in!”
He kept running, the radio pressed to his ear, as he navigated the dense maze of bushes and trees in front of him. At some point, he’d lost the flashlight, which made his journey even more difficult.
“Porter, this is Ray. Please come in!” he said, wondering if he’d accidentally switched channels.
He had started to examine the digital tuner when a voice crackled through the radio.
“It’s Charlie! We hear you.”
“They’re coming,” he shouted breathlessly. “The New Order is heading somewhere right now. It’s a full-scale attack! Dozens of vehicles in a massive convoy. The target is unknown. I repeat, the target is unknown!”
“We copy you loud and clear! Where are you?”
“Don’t worry about me! Just warn the others!”
“Will do. Where’s Sergeant Dale? Are you able to get him out?”
Sergeant Ross didn’t know how to respond. He hoped beyond hope that his friend had somehow managed to stay hidden from the men; however, he knew better. Emotion prevented him from speaking the truth. Saying Sergeant Dale was dead would mean it was true. His best friend’s death was something he was unable to face.
“I don’t know his status. I had to get this call out,” was all he could manage to say.
“Understood. Stay safe,” said Charlie.
There was nothing else to say. Sergeant Ross dropped to his knees and took deep breaths, trying to catch his breath before continuing his way home. Tears streamed down his cheeks and dropped quietly to the soft forest floor.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
Jane stood in the hospital’s lookout post, as they now called the terrace attached to the doctors’ lounge. Nothing seemed to move outside except the mosquitoes, and there was no shortage of the annoying insects. Every square inch of exposed skin from her head down was covered in bites. That said, the mosquitos were the only thing keeping her awake. Standing, she stretched her legs and moved around, hoping to revive herself. The door opened behind her and Sam came out.
“How are you holding up out here?” he asked.
“Being eaten alive, and bored out of my mind. You? How are your patients?”
“Everything seems well under control in the sick bay. I almost feel like a third wheel out here. They have an abundance of staff and fewer patients as the days go by.”
Jane knew he referred to the daily deaths of the less critical, but needing constant medical care patients. People who needed things like dialysis managed to stay alive for a little while. However, without the resources to properly care for their needs, many had passed. A distant sound caught Jane’s attention as Sam pulled her in close.
“Do you hear that?” she asked.
“You mean your best friends? I can hear buzzing from the little swarm of mosquitoes circling your head.”
“No—shhh. I hear something. Sounds like cars. Listen.”
They both stood very still, listening to the distant sound. The noise grew louder and louder as the seconds passed. A large number of vehicles were on the move somewhere close to the hospital. Grabbing the binoculars, Jane looked in each direction, not seeing anything yet. Her heart raced as she desperately sought the source of the noise.
“Go in and warn the others! I can only see the east side of the grounds! They could be coming from any direction!”
Sam quickly ran inside as Jane watched the approach to the hospital. The view from the east side allowed her to see one of the main roads leading to the hospital. Waiting and listening, she was sure the vehicles were heading in their direction. Finally, a large caravan came into view, their lights extending back at least a hundred yards.
The lead vehicle appeared larger than the others, making her wonder if it was a military convoy. However, she quickly dispensed with the hopeful thought when she could finally identify the smaller cars trailing. No military convoy included that many small vehicles. She needed to warn the others.
Picking up her handheld, she yelled, “We have inbound vehicles from the east! Multiple vehicles coming from the east! Do you copy?”
Jerry Marsh, the hospital’s head of security, responded right away. “Jane! Get in here! We just heard from Porter. It’s the New Order! We’re under attack! You need to get in here now!” he screamed.
“On my way!”
Jane ran into the hospital. They had set up bunker locations in the second-floor waiting area. Each person had been assigned a post, with others waiting to assist with reloading or to take over if the first shooter was taken out. Jane dove behind the cabinet of her post, grabbed her police-issued M4 rifle, and waited.
Jerry stood near one of the windows, observing the New Order’s approach. “Remember, we need to wait until they’re in range to start shooting. We need to be cautious about our ammo supply. Only shoot when I give the order. Mitch! You with me?”
Mitch Brady, an elderly man two bunkers over, had expressed an interest in killing all the New Order men as soon as he saw one. Jane knew he’d be the first to break and start shooting, laying down ineffective fire and wasting precious ammunition.
“What the hell are they doing?” mumbled Jerry.
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Looks like some of the vehicles are diverting to a staging area near the road that leads to the hospital grounds—while others are continuing in our direction,” he said.
“They’re watching the entrance to be sure we don’t get help!” said Jane.
“We’ll have to warn any reinforcements sent by Porter,” said Jerry, nodding at his radio operator. “Make it happen.”
“Shit! Look alive! They’re almost on us!” said Jane.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
The Boss drove his black SUV with a single-minded focus: take the hospital at all costs, even if it meant losing half of his guys. Whitey’s gang had started to forcefully step up, threatening his authority. If the Boss didn’t pull this off, he knew his days as the head of Evansville were numbered. Whitey’s guys would pick him off, killing him and his best guys. Self-preservation would never allow that to happen.
“We almost there, Boss?” said Leer.
“What the fuck? You think you’re on some sort of camping trip?”
“Just asking,” said Leer, with the unmistakable tone of an eye roll.
Even his men were nibbling at the edges of insubordination. The Boss knew he had to be ruthless to stay in control.
“You’ll know we’re there when we’re there. Until then—shut the fuck up.”
The drive was farther than he remembered, but it shouldn’t matter. Whitey and his guys had taken off to kill some priest, which put the gangbangers behind the Boss and his crew. As long as he got to the hospital first, his plan would go off without a hitch. He told two carloads of his men to wait with him at the entrance to the hospital grounds. The rest would hit the building full steam from the front and around the back side.
What only a few select men knew was that the Boss planned to ambush Whitey and his guys as they entered the grounds, killing Whitey and taking all of their weapons. At this point, he couldn’t risk something going wrong during the battle for the hospital to turn Whitey’s crew and possibly his own against him. He’d remove that possibility from the very start. He knew Whitey’s men would not expect an ambush. Instead, they’d drive fast toward the fighting, feeling they were missing out. Then his team would pounce.
Pulling into the grounds, the Boss quickly pulled his truck off the side of the road. Then a couple of other vehicles did the same. The others flew past their location to attack the hospital. The Boss knew that if things went wrong for some reason, this position would also allow him a quick escape. He’d simply start up in another town with the food and supplies he’d stashed in the back of the truck. The Boss turned his truck so that he was the first in line, facing the road, in the perfect spot for a clandestine exit.
The men got out of their vehicles and lined the road. From their vantage point, they could see the others pulling up to the hospital. That was when the shooting started, and all hell broke loose from the building.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
Jerry ran along the line of bunkers, watching the entrance and barking orders at the group. Most of the primary shooters were police officers from Porter and Evansville, with the civilian volunteers filling in the spaces between the officers. Any able-bodied person without a weapon helped supply and manned the acid slingshots. Jane waited and watched the cars approaching. She had never been more scared in her life. Thoughts of Lea rose, which she pushed aside, needing to stay focused.
“You good?” said Sam.
“As good as I can be. Love you.”
“Love you too. We’ll be fine,” he said reassuringly.
She knew he had no way of knowing that, but loved him for trying to calm her.
“Ready! As soon as the men leave those vehicles, I want to hit them. Check your weapons and be ready for my order!”
The first cars started to pull up, rolling to a stop within range of their rifles.
“Wait until I give the signal!” said Jerry.
Jerry picked up his handheld and screamed into it, “Hit the lights! NOW!”
The entire area around the hospital lit up, exposing the waves of New Order men pulling up to the hospital. Jane’s apprehension grew as she realized how many heavily armed men they were fighting against.
“Die, you assholes!” shouted Mitch before repeatedly firing his rifle.
Bullet after bullet sailed through the sky, pinging off the hoods of the vehicles.
“MITCH! STOP SHOOTING! STOP SHOOTING!” screamed Jerry.
Mitch’s bullets hit the lead car, which veered behind an adjacent building. Jane feared that the premature gunfire had made the New Order realize they needed to take a different approach, but the cars kept coming. A few more seconds passed before they screeched to a halt in front of the hospital, a few cabin lights illuminating the vehicles’ occupants as the New Order men opened their doors.
“FIRE! ALL SHOOTERS! FIRE! FIRE!” said Jerry.
Jerry’s timing was nearly perfect. Jane concentrated her firepower on the two closest vehicles, the tight volley of bullets striking the men just as they were getting out of their cars. She managed to hit several of them as they fell over each other trying to find cover from the withering gunfire. Several moments later, having survived the initial wall of bullets and recovered from the surprise volley, the New Order thugs started to return fire.
Bullets whizzed past her head with an unmistakable snapping sound, rattling her nerves as she raised her body to return fire.
“I’m hit!” yelled someone to her right.
“Grab him! Move him back and continue fighting from his location!” yelled Jerry.
“Medic! We have two down on the east side!” another person yelled.
The civilians pulled the wounded out of the way before picking up their weapons and taking their places. Doctors and nurses ran between the injured, carrying away the most severely hurt.
Jane ignored the volume of incoming bullets and fired with all she had at the attacking New Order men. She hit a guy who tried to cross the distance to reach the emergency room entrance, followed by a second man attempting the sprint. She needed to keep them from the doors, or the hospital would fall. Their barricades couldn’t withstand this assault much longer.
“We need the acid! Start hitting them as they run to the building,” screamed Jerry to their archers.
A group of four men and a woman rolled the makeshift slingshots into place as officers closed around them for protective cover. The acid bottles were wheeled into place behind the archers. The team loaded and flung bottle after bottle of acid down onto the men beneath them.
Glass shattered everywhere on the ground below, spraying the caustic acid mixture onto the men as they ran toward the hospital. Tortured screams rose from the men hit by the firewater, their progress temporarily halted. For just a split second, she felt bad for them before she immediately remembered why they were trying to get into the hospital. Jane and the others kept firing, scoring fewer and fewer hits as the New Order army gunfire grew more accurate—keeping Jane down.
“We need help in the back! Sam and George! Fortify the rear! Archers, get to the back!” screamed Jerry.
A warm spray hit Jane’s face, momentarily confusing her. She looked up and saw Sam grabbing his side.
“Sam! Get down!”
He was hit, but she couldn’t tell where. She pulled him down and screamed for a medic. A smallish man ran to her side and quickly grabbed Sam, pulling him back from the bunker to safety. A civilian quickly took Sam’s weapon and resumed the fight in his place. Jane stood there stunned.
“Jane! Jane! SHOOT OR MOVE OUT OF THE WAY!” shouted Jerry, finally getting her attention.
She quickly spun around and reengaged in the fight. More New Order men and cars poured into the kill zone in front of her as both sides fought for control of the hospital.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Whitey and his men drove as fast as they could to join the attack. As they got closer, the sounds of pitched battle echoed through his car. Perfect. He knew the Boss had something planned for him, which was why Whitey planned to use the confusion of the battle to kill that sneaky asshole. He’d wait until just the right moment to shoot the man and take all the spoils.
“Speed up! We’re almost there!” he shouted to the man driving.
Two other cars trailed behind them, trying to keep up. Suddenly, the driver lost control of the vehicle and fishtailed wildly.
“What the fuck are you doing?” shouted Whitey.
“Something’s wrong! I can’t control the car!”
“Pull the fuck over and we’ll get in one of the other cars! Hurry up!”
The man did as directed. Once the lead vehicle stopped, so did the others. Whitey got out and was jogging back to one of the cars behind them when bullets started flying.
“We’re under attack!” he screamed to no one in particular.
Bullets struck the cars from all sides from unseen assailants. Darkness prevented him from seeing their attackers. A sharp pain seared through his knee, causing him to collapse onto the ground next to the vehicle. A second blunt pain hit him in the chest like a sledgehammer. He unloaded his weapon in a wild arc, trying to protect himself but unsure where to shoot. Instead of hitting his attackers, Whitey realized he’d just taken out two of his own men. He could hear groans as he sat immobile from pain. All of his ammunition had been wasted, and he sat unable to reload.
Soon the sound of live fire in their immediate vicinity died down. All Whitey could hear was the men fighting in the near distance at the hospital. He heard the crunching of heavy footfalls near him. Turning his head, he looked up, hopeful it was the cops, ready to render medical care. Instead, he looked into the cold eyes of the Boss.
“Who’d you expect? The tooth fairy?” said the Boss.
Whitey leaned over, trying to load his second magazine, but the pain in his chest and leg prevented him from reloading.
“Looks like this is the end of the road for you. But thanks for the weapons. Don’t know how we would’ve pulled this off without them,” said the Boss.
The last thing Whitey saw was a sly smile creeping across the Boss’s face.
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Jane frantically patted all of her pockets for a spare rifle magazine. Finding none, she yelled, “I’m out! I need ammo!”
“I’m out too!” yelled Officer Wheeler.
“Me too!” yelled a civilian.
“Anyone who still has ammunition concentrate on the men running!” shouted Jerry, directing the shooters.
She knew Jerry was trying to slow them down. The New Order seemed to have an endless supply of men and weapons.
“We need more acid! They’re trying to bust through the barricades!” shouted another officer.
Jane locked eyes with Jerry, both of them coming to the same conclusion. She nodded and he issued the order.
“Anyone out of ammo, get upstairs! We need to start our retreat! If you’re out of the fight, then leave the area! NOW!” shouted Jerry.
Hesitant to leave, Jane knew Jerry was right. Anyone not fighting was just a liability. She quickly spun around and started to low crawl to the back staircase. Suddenly, the intensity of the fighting on the ground outside the hospital picked up. She could hear the New Order men screaming below her. The torrent of bullets flying through the air inside the hospital slowed down immensely. Risking her safety for just a moment, Jane peeked her head above the bunker and peered out.
A second line of cars pulled up behind the New Order vehicles. Some were streaming around back. Others were parked on the grass. The Porter Police Department had arrived. She could see her brave fellow officers fighting the New Order on the ground.
 



Chapter Forty
Charlie and a team of officers left Porter and raced to the hospital. They couldn’t empty Porter of its police presence because no information had been provided as to the location of the attack. For all he knew, the New Order planned to hit Doris’s house again or Porter. All three locations were vulnerable, so all three were alerted. He would have stayed put with the team guarding Porter; however, he knew the hospital would not last given their level of ammunition.
“Slow down! It could be an ambush!” he shouted to the driver.
The driver shined the high beams on the road, allowing him to see ahead more clearly.
“What the hell?” said the driver.
New Order men were dead on the ground next to their vehicles. The inside of the cars looked like someone had sprayed them with chunky red paint.
“What’s going on?” asked one of the guys in the back.
“Don’t know. Maybe Jane or Jerry placed a team in the forest to guard the entrance,” he said.
They drove slowly past the macabre scene and then picked up their pace to the fight unfolding in front of them.
“Herb and Jones, around back! The rest form a protective line on my car!” shouted Charlie into his radio.
Two vehicles went around the back side of the building while Charlie’s team lined up their vehicles trunk to engine and engaged in the fight. The New Order clearly didn’t expect a rear attack. Charlie’s team effectively and quickly sliced through their ranks.
***
Jane watched the unfolding battle on the ground for another split second. She needed to get upstairs with the others. She needed to get to Sam and make sure he was all right. On her way to the stairwell, she walked past Mitch Brady. The elderly man lay in an unnatural position on his back, his eyes staring at the ceiling. A thick dark pool of blood formed around his head. Jane could see a small black hole in the side of his temple. Looking closer, she noticed he had a full supply of ammunition and a rifle. He must have been shot early during the fighting.
She grabbed Mitch’s rifle and ammunition before sprinting back to her bunker to assess the situation. The scene on the ground had gone from confused to chaotic. The New Order men were sandwiched between the hospital and the line of police attacking them, but they had learned from their initial casualties and were now using the vehicles effectively to take cover. She also noticed that they had started to mass in a large group around the massive SUV that had originally led the New Order convoy. She didn’t like what she was seeing.
If this mass of New Order thugs made a simultaneous, coordinated move against the hospital, most of them would make it through the doors. The hospital’s defenders simply didn’t have enough ammunition to stop their assault.
Jane fired several bullets from Mitch’s rifle, to little effect, before she stopped. She couldn’t risk shooting into her fellow officers, who were closing the gap between the New Order and the distant line of police cars. Scanning the gang below for a way to help without endangering Charlie’s team, she noticed something unusual.
A tall man dressed in full tactical armor barked orders at the men around him in between firing long, fully automatic bursts at Charlie’s group. He was clearly the leader: now Jane’s sole target. She steadied her rifle against the windowsill and lined his body up, center mass, in her scope. On the exhale, she squeezed the trigger. The kick from Mitch’s rifle jarred her shoulder, and she tried to reacquire her target. The man appeared stunned but not stopped. He spun around and blanketed the hospital with a deadly burst of bullets before returning to engage the police on the ground.
Glancing at the SUV next to him, it suddenly came to her. She had the head of the New Order in her sights. Her excitement was quickly replaced by abject terror. One of the men next to the leader pulled a SWAT-issue portable battering ram out of the back of the SUV and lined up behind another guy carrying a ballistic shield. The leader patted the man holding the shield on the shoulder, and they started moving forward under the protection of the bullet-resistant shield. If they got into the hospital, the barricades would quickly fall to the battering ram.
“Jerry! We need to concentrate on that small group by the big SUV. He’s the head of the New Order! The one with the shield and battering ram!” she shouted to Jerry while reloading her rifle.
Jerry circled around and peered out the window. “Holy shit! Markus and Craig, support Jane! Now! We need concentrated firepower over here!” he shouted over the noise.
The two men joined Jane in the bunkers on each side of her. Together they pounded the men with round after round until the man holding the shield fell sideways, exposing the other two to their deadly gunfire. The leader grabbed the guy holding the battering ram like a hostage, trying to pull him close to absorb the bullets, but the volume of incoming fire was too intense. His human shield was instantly stripped away by the bullets, leaving him the sole focus of her fellow shooters’ remaining bullets.
The tall, body-armor-encased man was hit so many times, he appeared to be dancing as the bullets pushed and contorted his body. When he didn’t immediately go down, Jane centered her rifle sight on his head and fired a single shot, locking the rifle bolt back in the empty position. She glanced over her rifle, seeing that he was down, his helmet tumbling into the distance.
“They’ve breached the doors! EVERYONE UPSTAIRS NOW!” shouted Jerry. “UPSTAIRS NOW! JANE! JANE!”
Jane scrambled to her feet and ran to the stairwell door. She could hear the sound of men running up the west staircase, which came from the first floor.
“Jerry! Come on! We need to shut the doors!” she shouted to Jerry.
“Go! I’m just checking for survivors!”
Jerry ran from bunker to bunker, checking pulses, as the New Order men pounded on the stairwell door. She knew the locks and barricade would not last long. The door seemed to pulsate with every push from the New Order.
“He’s alive! Grab his feet!” shouted Jerry as he pulled a civilian off the floor.
Jane ran to Jerry, grabbing the injured man’s feet. The man groaned loudly. They ran quickly, carrying the man to the second stairwell as the New Order burst through the doors.
Jane ran through the stairwell doors as the civilians were closing it. She knew that a few seconds longer and they would have had no choice but to leave the three of them outside the protection of the doors. They quickly barricaded the doors with the pre-staged items and ran up the stairs.
Once on the third floor, they closed the stairwell door behind them, locked it, and barricaded the door. She knew it was only a matter of time before the New Order would make it through those doors too. At this point all she could do was put her faith in the men and women fighting on the ground.
 



Chapter Forty-One
Charlie stood back for a moment, watching the fighting unfolding in front of him. The officers and civilians in the hospital stopped fighting, which meant they were either out of ammunition or something had happened inside the building. Charlie worried it was the latter.
“Ryan, Feltzer, and Tucker! Come with me! We need to circle around the side of the building!”
The men ran crouched down along the safety of the police cars. At the end of the line of cars, they needed to make a short distance across the grass into the trees. Their run through the grass would be completely exposed.
“Ryan and I will provide protective cover while Feltzer and Tucker make a run for the tree line, there!” Charlie pointed.
Charlie and Ryan joined their fellow officers in firing on the New Order. The number of New Order men still in the fight had dropped dramatically; however, Charlie would not take any chances. Once Feltzer and Tucker were safely to the trees, Charlie and Ryan sprinted across the wet grass.
“Now what?” asked Ryan.
The four of them sat looking at the emergency room bay. All of the glass had been shot out of the windows, and the doors were broken through. It was obvious that the New Order men had made their way into the hospital.
“We need to get in there!” said Charlie.
Charlie knew that breaching the doors without a better assessment could be a death sentence. They had no idea what they faced inside the hospital. For all he knew, the New Order had set up a command post on the ground floor. Deciding they couldn’t risk running in without some more information, he called the hospital, unsure if they would or could answer.
“This is Charlie! Anyone from the hospital there? Hospital, come in! Anyone from the hospital come in! Over,” he shouted.
He attempted to contact the people on the inside a few more times without success, and then finally he heard the faint sound of Jane’s voice.
“Charlie! It’s Jane! We’re here! Come in!”
“Jane! My god! What’s happening inside there?”
“We’re barricaded up on the third floor, but need help! The New Order busted through the stairwell doors between the first and second floors! They’re pounding on the doors to the third floor! It’s only a matter of time before they get in.”
“Can you tell how many of them are in the stairwell?”
“No. We could hear the pounding of their steps but have no idea what we’re dealing with in terms of numbers. Most of our shooters are out of ammo. If they break through, it’ll be a slaughter!” she shouted, sounding frantic.
“Okay. We’ve got you. We’re headed up the stairwell behind them!”
Charlie knew the mission was possibly more dangerous than anything they had experienced before, if that was even possible.
He turned to the men with him and said, “I’m going in. I can’t sit here and allow those scumbags to kill more civilians, but I’m not ordering any of you to come with me. This is one hundred percent voluntary. No judgment for those who choose to rejoin the rest of the team.”
“I’m in,” said Feltzer without hesitation.
“Me too,” said Ryan.
“This ends tonight. Let’s do this,” said Tucker.
The four men sprinted across the entrance to the emergency room. Once inside, Charlie was momentarily blinded by the darkness inside the hospital. The team silently fanned out as they moved cautiously toward the stairwell.
Inside the stairwell, they waited and listened. They could hear the pounding Jane had described. It sounded like the men were trying to kick down the doors.
“That’s weird. It doesn’t sound like they’re in the same stairwell,” whispered one of the men.
“No. If I recall correctly, there’s a second, internal stairwell. That must be the one they’re in. We should be relatively safe going up one more floor to the second level,” said Charlie.
The small team moved with quiet precision through the dark stairwell. At the top of the stairs, Charlie stopped the team.
“Look over there! We need to get to that stairwell. Look alive and watch your backs!”
Once inside the second-floor stairwell, the pounding sound intensified. It was obvious the men were one flight above them, trying to kick in the door.
“The hell with it! This fucking door ain’t going nowhere. Let’s get outta here!” said one of the New Order men.
“No fucking way! I’ve been looking forward to getting some conti. No way am I leaving this close to a buzz fix!” shouted another New Order man.
Charlie and his team crept up the staircase slowly, counting on the pounding to mask the sound of their footfalls. Once they were on the final landing, they were able to see the New Order men. Six heavily armed men stood at the door, each taking turns kicking the door.
Charlie gave the officers a hand signal, and at once they sprayed the men with bullets, dropping them to the ground before they even knew what had happened.
“Get their weapons and ammo! We need to hit the New Order from the hospital bunker!”
The men dove toward the front bunkers, concentrating their fire on any New Order men still standing. As each tense moment passed, the fighting started to slow to a trickle and then finally to deathly silence. The New Order had been defeated.
 



Chapter Forty-Two
The next morning, Jane sat by Sam’s bedside, holding his hand. He looked terrible. The hospital was a complete mess. All of the remaining glass had been shot out, blood covered the floors and windows of the second floor, and bodies were all over the ground. The police worked through the night to move the dead New Order men. They were concerned about the civilians, particularly the children, seeing the macabre scene in the morning light. The less they knew, the better. Jane had been up all night as part of the cleanup crew.
“You look worse than I feel,” said Sam groggily.
Perking her head back up and looking into his eyes, Jane kissed Sam’s forehead and said, “Welcome back. You missed all the fun.”
“What happened?”
“We beat the New Order. Charlie estimates that over sixty New Order men went down last night. We’re hopeful that we’ve managed to kill the last ones from Evansville and Grant. Later today, I’m leaving with a team to head to Evansville.”
“Please don’t. I hate to sound like a wimp, but just this once, please sit out and let others do their jobs.”
“You know I can’t do that. Besides, this is different. There will be a large number of us and hopefully very few of them. When we’re sure Evansville is clear, I plan to swing by Doris’s house to grab Lea.”
A young exhausted-looking doctor walked up to Sam’s bedside. His scrubs were covered in blood.
“How are you feeling?” he asked Sam.
“Tired and sore.”
“You should be. You took quite a hit, but we managed to dig out the bullet and stitch you back up. A couple of days of rest and you should be feeling like getting back to your golf game.”
“Very funny.”
“I aim to please. The nurse will be around with more pain relievers and some water. Just try to rest.”
“Thank you, Doctor, for everything,” said Jane.
“You and the other officers are the ones who should be thanked. I’m just doing my job.”
“Me too,” she said with a slight smile.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
Charlie sat in the lead vehicle heading into Evansville. The police decided to send a sizable team to the town in order to fight any remaining New Order men. They couldn’t take any chances that the men they’d fought were only half of the New Order ranks.
Once the team was approximately half a mile outside town, they pulled over, concealing their vehicles in the underbrush. The men and women got out of their vehicles and waited for orders.
“Charlie, Wheeler and I will be on point. The rest of you stay concealed and wait for my orders. I want to know what we’re getting into before we roll into town.”
The men jogged the short distance on the main road and then veered into the forest.
“Let’s fan out. Meet back here in fifteen minutes on my mark,” said Charlie.
The three men synchronized their watches and darted in different directions. Charlie headed south toward the section of town where the library stood. He settled himself into a high branch of a substantial oak tree and peered through his binoculars. Nothing moved. From his vantage point, he could see down the main road in town. However, there were neither civilians nor the New Order out on the streets. The town appeared to be completely abandoned.
Checking his watch, he quickly descended from the tree and ran to join the others.
“You see anything?” asked Mark.
“Nothing. Like the entire town has been emptied out.”
“Same on my side,” said Mark.
“Maybe we did manage to crush them last night? Whoever was left might’ve just run. Who knows,” offered Wheeler.
“The civilians might not be willing to come out just yet. Or are so accustomed to hiding that they don’t feel safe to come out,” said Charlie.
“Who can blame them after everything that has gone down,” said Mark.
“I still don’t feel comfortable bringing the entire team into town. We could be driving into an ambush.”
“Agreed.”
“Let’s get ourselves into town. We can pick our way through the yards and buildings. That way, we might get a better idea of what we’re looking at,” said Charlie.
The team dispersed into Evansville. Charlie moved cautiously, snaking his way through the town. All of his senses were on high alert as he moved. His badge shone in the sunlight. The officers had decided to go into Evansville in full uniform, believing it would help the civilians distinguish them from the New Order.
A door opened in the house behind him. He swung around and then dropped to the ground to meet the threat.
“Finally! Took you guys long enough!” said a man, stepping onto his stoop.
The heavyset, dirty and disheveled man walked toward Charlie. Prominent sweat stains could be seen on both sides of his grubby shirt. Scratching his filthy beard, he said, “We’ve been waiting for help out here. Did you bring any food or water?”
Exasperated, Charlie didn’t know how to respond. He clearly did not expect this sort of reception, but knew full well that police work was not about gratitude, it was about service.
“We’re working on it, sir. Can you tell me what’s been happening in town the last twenty-four hours?”
“Sure as shit can. Nothing. That’s all. Just a whole lotta nothing. Those New Order guys, or whatever they call themselves, just took off burning out of town last night and haven’t returned.”
“You sure? Do you know if they all left?”
“I’m guessing so. I take Lulu out every morning and didn’t see any of those assholes. Jerks thought they could scare us, huh, Lulu?” said the man, scooping up a Chihuahua.
“Anything else you can tell me?”
“Yeah, we’re starving and would appreciate some police assistance.”
Charlie couldn’t help but notice the man’s very rotund stomach and knew the lack of food and water hadn’t been too much of an imposition on the man.
“Over here!” a woman shouted. “We need help!”
“Thank you, sir, we’re working on the food and water situation.”
Charlie sprinted to the woman who was flagging him down.
“He needs to be taken to the hospital!”
Entering the quiet, dark house, Charlie took a moment to let his eyes adjust. On the bed lay Officer Fred Dale. He was unconscious but breathing; a thin layer of sweat covered his pasty white forehead.
“We watched him jump out of the church’s bell tower last night. He hit the landing, bounced off and then dropped to the ground. We figured he had to be a cop, so we went out to grab him as soon as those idiots drove out of here.”
“This is Officer Dale. He was working undercover to assist us in learning about the New Order presence in town. We feared he was dead,” said Charlie.
“Thank goodness you guys are here. We need the help. Those thugs tore through the town. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’m Josh Lowe, by the way. And this is my wife, Jean,” said the man.
“Nice to meet you both. I’m Officer Charlie Stout from the Evansville Police Department. I need to call in for help. Are you sure there are no other New Order men in town?” asked Charlie.
“Oh yeah. We’re sure. We’ve been counting them and watching since they arrived,” said Jean.
“Mostly because we had nothing else to do. Spying on them helped to stave off the boredom.”
“I’ll be right back,” said Charlie.
Charlie stepped outside the home to meet up with Mark and Wheeler.
“Civilians said they watched the New Order men leave and not return. What did you guys see?” asked Charlie.
“Same where I went. In fact, I had a few civilians standing on their porches applauding me as I tried to sneak around. So much for being concealed,” said Officer Wheeler.
“I think the town is safe. I’ll call for the others to join us,” said Charlie.
Charlie radioed to the waiting officers that they could come into town. The New Order was gone for good. As the police drove into town, more and more civilians came out of their houses. Some wept with relief; others applauded or offered the officers what little supplies they had on hand. It would take time, but their towns would recover.
 



Chapter Forty-Four
Jane and Sam borrowed a car from the Porter police station and drove to find Lea. The people at Doris’s house knew that the New Order had been defeated, and were elated. Jane could hardly contain her excitement to see Lea.
“Do you think she’ll be okay going back home?” asked Sam.
“Let’s hope so. Tank and crew did a number on it, but it’s still our home.”
Sam turned the car slowly into Doris’s unmarked driveway. The long drive snaked through the trees until opening up into a large circular drive. He pulled the car right in front of Doris’s house.
Jane couldn’t believe everything they had been through at the house. The beautiful white farmhouse stood as an oasis in the chaos around them.
“Mom! Dad!” Lea yelled and ran down the steps toward them.
Lea slammed her body into Jane, almost knocking her over.
“I’m so happy to see you! You look amazing!” said Jane, holding Lea’s face in her hands.
“I feel great! All this country air was just what I needed. Dad, you look terrible,” she said.
“Really? And I tried to pretty myself up for you,” he said with a wink, pulling her into him.
“He was shot, but he’ll be fine.”
“My, my, aren’t you two a sight for sore eyes!” said Doris from her porch.
“Doris! Thank you for taking such great care of our baby!” said Jane.
“It was my pleasure. Ms. Lea is an excellent farmer. I’d love to have her back for the summer. Could use the company now that everyone has gone. I guess I sort of got used to having more people around. Seems kind of lonely to be here all alone.”
“Don’t you worry about that at all. We’ll be back frequently to visit you. It’ll get to the point that you get tired of seeing us,” said Sam.
“You’re part of the family now, Doris,” said Jane, hugging her.
The family drove back into Evansville; they needed to check their storage locker. Sam had put a tremendous amount of effort into planning for all sorts of disasters. Although he had some things stored at home, most of the family’s survival gear was located at a storage unit in Evansville.
“What do you think we’ll find at the storage unit?” asked Jane as they drove.
“Hard to say. Tank and his men were actively searching the units, but I put the shims in place. It would’ve been hard for them to open the door if they weren’t aware of the blocks,” said Sam.
“If all of our food is gone, I’m going back to Doris’s house,” said Lea.
“We all might do that,” said Jane.
Jane pulled into the Store-Right storage facility through the busted gate. Tank and his guys had been thorough. It seemed like they’d ripped through every unit on one side of the lot. She drove past the opened units toward the back of the facility to their locker. The door to their locker was still closed.
“That’s a good sign,” said Sam.
They got out of the car excitedly, hopeful their supplies would still be there.
“Let me pull out the shims and we should be in business,” said Sam.
He pulled out the concealed shims, which he had previously wedged on the rails to prevent anyone from opening the door. With a strong yank of the handle, Sam rolled the door up on its rails into the open position. The wall of discarded household goods stood exactly as it had been when they’d fled from the facility, trying to get away from Tank.
“Thank god!” said Jane tearfully.
“We made it. We’re going to be just fine,” said Sam, hugging her.
 



Chapter Forty-Five
Lea sat on the front porch of her parents’ house with a couple of the neighborhood kids. A convoy of National Guard trucks, loaded with supplies, streamed down the street, splitting up at the intersection to reach different parts of the town. Supply trucks from the Guard came every other day, like clockwork. The men and women handed out bottled water and plenty of food to the people in Evansville. They said the electricity might not come on again for a very long time. No official word had been given to the public, but members of the National Guard told them a two-punch hit had knocked out the power. All the power grids across the nation had failed simultaneously, most likely followed by an electromagnetic pulse (EMP) blast. They suspected the grid had been hacked shortly before the EMP strike to temporarily conceal the critical damage done by the electromagnetic pulse.
“Do you want to braid my hair, Lea?” asked Bella, one of the little girls.
“Sure, sit down here,” she said.
The other two girls watched her hands move quickly, forming a perfect French braid.
“I’m next!” squealed another one.
As the girls switched spots, Lea looked down the street toward town. A red Trans Am slowed and then turned the corner—heading straight toward their house. Tank was back.
“Get inside! Now!” she screamed at the stunned kids.
The girls scrambled to their feet and allowed her to push them inside. She quickly ran through the house, closing windows and locking the doors. Tank stomped up the wooden porch steps and banged on the door.
“Let me in, bitch! We’ve got some unfinished business!” he roared.
The girls were screaming hysterically, unsure what to do.
“Go! Hide in the basement!” she yelled, as she silently directed the girls upstairs.
Tank’s fists were replaced with swift kicks as he tried to break in the door. He kicked at the handle until the wood frame splintered, allowing him to shove in the door.
“Honey! I’m home!” he yelled through the house.
Lea knew Tank would waste no time getting to her, and she was right. He moved swiftly through the house to the basement door.
“You think you can hide from me! You dumb bitch!”
She could hear Tank running down the basement stairs, where he thought she’d be hiding.
“What the fuck!” he screamed.
She stood at the top of the steps, pointing a shotgun down into the darkness. She could hear him knocking over shelves and boxes as he searched for her. Giving up, he mounted the steps, taking two at a time in a full rage—unaware she was standing over him.
“Looking for me, Tank?”
He looked up into her eyes. Rage and hate were all she could see, and all she could feel.
“You wouldn’t dare, you dumb bitch!” he growled and lunged toward her.
The blast hit him straight on, the double-ought buckshot punching several large holes in his wide, muscular chest. Blood sprayed in every direction, hitting her face. Tank clutched his chest with one hand while grasping the railing next to him with the other. He teetered there for a moment—a moment too long for Lea. She racked the shotgun and raised the barrel until all she could see were his dumb confused eyes through the sights. The second blast removed any doubt about Tank surviving to torment her again. It also removed his head. Sam and Jane burst into the house a few seconds later.
“Lea! Where are you?” yelled Sam.
“I’m here! In the kitchen!”
She closed the basement door and allowed Jane to loosen the tight grip she had on the shotgun.
“Are you hurt? What happened?” said Sam, checking her over.
“I’m okay, but Tank’s not. I think I killed him. He’s in the basement,” she said shakily.
“I’ll check,” said Sam, grabbing the shotgun.
He opened the door and looked down the stairs for a quick moment before shutting the door.
“That’s it?” said Jane.
“Trust me,” said Sam. “He’s dead.”
Lea sobbed uncontrollably in her mom’s arms. Relief mixed with repulsion at what she had done. The entire saga was finally over. She could now rest knowing Tank would never bother her again.
***
A few months later, Sam and Jane snuggled together in their hammock swing. The day was warm, but the large maple in their yard offered ample shade. Days like this were Jane’s favorite. With nothing to do, she and Sam lazed around together.
“How long do you think Lea will want to stay with Doris?” asked Sam.
“I don’t know, but I can say she needs more time before coming home. Doris’s house is the perfect refuge for her. Besides, she loves being there, and Doris loves her very much. It’s good for both of them.”
“I think it’s amazing that Charlie and Gayle want to be married at Doris’s house. It will be a real country wedding.”
“Yes, I think the wedding plans are keeping Doris and Lea very busy. Even Father Roy is getting involved. It’ll be very special.”
Jane nuzzled into Sam’s side, intending to fall asleep. He always made her feel safe, even in the worst situations. Now, thanks to his disaster planning, their family comfortably waited for power to be restored. The hammock swayed gently as her eyes drifted closed.
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