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   This book is dedicated to: Kara Stanton
 
    
 
   Note from the author:
 
                 This book is a prequel to After the Day.  It is not necessary to read this book first. If you have read After the Day this answers the question of “what happened before year three?” I hope this note will prevent any confusion.
 
   -Matthew Gilman
 
    
 
   Preface
 
                 This book came to be for my own personal need to put down on paper what happened to John, Fatima, Chris, Amir, and the Reverend between the Day and year three. In my first book, After the Day, I started out with year three and never spoke in detail about how everyone ended up where they were.  This book answers those questions and hopefully adds some insight into these characters and who they are.  
 
                 Some people may ask the question of how Isaac plays into this series since he was not mentioned in After the Day or Red Tide.  For those that read my future book, Ronin, your question will be partially answered and everything will come together in my final books of the series.  It will be a long road and I hope many of you will stay along for the journey.  This has been a more successful adventure than I could have anticipated and it is because of YOU that I am able to continue this.  A writer needs readers and I thank all of those that have come along for the ride.  You are my inspiration and I thank you for the chance to pursue this career.  
 
                 I have received some criticism about my preface for After the Day.  The comment I made about my book being “free from religious ideology.” To further explain what I meant I will add, it was never my intent to mislead anyone by that comment.  What I did mean to say was that I wanted a book where the hero or villain was not dictated by their religion.  I wanted a book that revolved around the characters and in our world religion plays a big role in people‘s lives.  Everyone has their positive attributes and their flaws. I didn’t want to write a book that automatically dictated a person’s role in the story simply because of their religion. I hope that explains everything and I apologize for any confusion. 
 
                 I want to thank Kara Stanton, Stephen Wolthuis, Benjamin Petersen, Kevin Tibbs, and everyone else that has supported my on this endeavor.  You are the people who have made it possible for me to be here today.  Everyone else who has given me words of encouragement and support, you know who you are and you are not forgotten.  All of you hold a special place in my heart.  To the people who came to my book signings and the others who bought a copy, I thank you.  
 
    
 
   -Matthew Gilman
 
   Novemeber 23rd, 2014
 
   (At Tibbs Brewing Co. Kalamazoo, MI)
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 1: Before the Day
 
   Chapter 1              
 
                 Jiggling the handle of the back door John finds it locked as he expected.  He moved to make the smallest amount of noise possible and changed his plans as soon as the situation evolved.  He loaded a breaching round into his shotgun and double checked his mask, a black plastic shield that covered the lower half of his face.  Working solo was part of a tactic to keep the police and anybody else guessing as to who or what was going on.  Moving away from the wall he turned towards the door, pointed the shotgun and blew away the doorknob and frame around it creating easy access to the house.  Entering he found the kitchen empty and quickly cleared it moving to the hallway. The hall was empty and had two doors attached to the left side.  He kicked open the first door, looked through the room and found it empty.  He knew there were three people in the house and now roamed through waiting to see them.  He exited the room and moved to the next door.  Kicking it in he moved in and instantly saw the man laying in the bed half naked and a woman next to him. The man rummaged for his gun on the nightstand and John shot him in the chest.  The slug created a large hole and a spray of blood and body matter against the bed and wall.  The woman’s mouth was open and yet she said nothing.  He could taste the fear in the room.  
 
                 His war was over.  After three tours in the mountains of Afghanistan and one in Iraq they had become his reality instead of a memory.  John was a member of a special forces group that has been working to eliminate the Taliban from the boarder region near Pakistan.  Now after years of work the top brass has handed down orders to downsize the groups and send home the people that have been there the longest.  Over the last three years those mountains had become home.  
 
                 John was a tough kid, coming from a broken home and having no real role models in his life, he was given the option of joining the military after he was caught stealing cars.  His childhood was spread all over the streets of Detroit and the suburbs.  His mother worked long hours at a local hospital and his father he never saw again after his fifth birthday.  At the age of seventeen he enlisted early, took his oath, and the army became his life.  
 
                 The drill sergeant became his father.  As a man he was no longer in need of a mother.  His job was his life and what the army thought he needed he was issued.  He flew through boot camp and was picked for airborne training, then Rangers, and after that he was on to Special Forces.  
 
                 Taking his hand off the stock of the shotgun gun he pointed to the door and said, “get out,” in Farsi, the language he learned during his time in Afghanistan. She may not have understood the language but knew what he wanted.  She shifted out of the bed and ran around between him and the corpse.  She hugged her chest as her breasts swayed and her naked body exited the doorway.  She didn’t look at him and he kept his gun on her the whole time. As soon as she was out in the hall she turned to the kitchen and he heard the cracking sound of a hand gun.  Her body dropped in the hall and John dropped to his knees pointing  the shotgun in the direction of the new threat.   He had three more rounds in the magazine and decided to add two more “00” buckshot.  He pressed the two rounds in and heard voices in the room at the end of the hall.  He listened hard and heard the creak of the floor boards.  Pointing at the wall he fired and heard the muffle of air exhaling in pain and the weight of a body falling limp on the floor.  The double “00” buckshot and the shrapnel from the hall either killed or mortally wounded the person on the other side.  
 
                 He learned quickly that the army is a special place where criminals can excel in their skills that they learned on the streets.  At first he was picked for motor pool then his athletic abilities were noticed and his ability to speak Spanish.  He had a skill with absorbing languages.  Thanks to an uncle on his mom’s side he was taught to shoot at an early age and passed all the shooting requirements.  
 
                 After all the time and money put into him he found himself stuck in the middle of nowhere Afghanistan.  He learned Farsi quickly and was soon translating and teaching the rest of the group.  
 
                 A split second later the sound of gunfire continued from the other side of the wall and John dropped to the floor laying flat.  He pulled out his Glock 19 and returned fire towards the wall where the holes were being created,  he emptied all 19 rounds into the wall and grabbed his shotgun again.  Keeping the shotgun pointed at the wall he reloaded the Glock and put it back in its holster.  He replaced the spent round in the shotgun and slowly rose to his feet.  He felt a few thuds when he returned fire and guessed he hit the person on the other side.  He didn’t know if they were dead or not, if he did.  He turned the corner where the body lay in the hall, a man was still breathing.  He pulled the Glock out and placed two rounds in the heart and one in the head.  He decided to keep the Glock out and slung the shotgun over his shoulder by the strap.  Entering the room at the end of the hall he found a small living room and disheveled furniture.  A dead flat screen television hung on the wall with bullet holes through it from the front and back.  On the floor lay two more bodies.  Neither were breathing.  He placed a round in each head to make sure they were dead and quickly walked through the rest of the house.  He found the bathroom empty and the basement a moldy damp mess.  
 
                 Special forces has leeway when it comes to their operations.  John and the rest of the group grew beards to blend in with the local population.  They carried knifes or tomahawks to earn respect from the blade culture of the tribes.  Breaking regulations became regulation.  John was fond of the Japanese tanto knife that he carried and preferred it to the weapons that the rest had.  One man ordered a tomahawk on line and others followed thinking it was badass and more destructive than a simple blade.  John enjoyed the tanto and practiced with it daily.  He never knew if he would ever have to use it but if he was stuck with a Taliban fighter and the two of them only had their blades, he wanted to have a chance against someone who grew up learning how to use their’s.  
 
                 The time they spent was tedious, boring, always running, and they were constantly being watched.  The thought of going back to a supermarket or driving down the street and not watching for IEDs boggled his mind.  
 
                 Walking back through the house he quickly searched and found the drugs under the cushions of the couch and the money in the empty bedroom closet.  The cash was stacked in boxes, shoe boxes, cereal boxes, boxes for top ramen noodles.  He shook his head and dumped the cash in a black duffle bag.  His police scanner was on and no calls had come in for the gunshots.  Not uncommon for this neighborhood.  He left the bags of marihuana, cocaine and heroin in the apartment. Before leaving he walked to every curtain in the house and lit it on fire with his lighter.  
 
                 He was leaving through the back door, the same way he came in, and he was about to pass by the girl.  She still laid there on her stomach.  He couldn’t leave her there.  Maybe she had bad taste in men.  Maybe he felt guilty she was dead.  He tried to save her life, but instead she was dead because of his kind gesture.  He slung the shotgun around his shoulder again and crouched down to pick her up.  He slipped his arms under her armpits and dragged her out of the house to be found later.  
 
                 He dragged her to the opposite side of the alley and found a old blanket to cover her with. The house was filled with smoke and he heard the sirens in the background.  He missed the call over the scanner and jogged to the van at the end of the alley. He threw the duffle bag in the back and sat in the drivers seat.  He slowly pulled out into the street and kept his mask on until he was on a main road then slipped it off.  
 
                 The Chinook helicopter showed up on their last day and flew them to the airbase in Kabul.  From there the men were flown by a Hercules plane to Germany and then they were given a ticket home, free, good for one year. He picked Detroit and was on the first flight back.  
 
                 He was already having a hard time adjusting.   
 
                 He drove like an old man through the city.  He only did the speed limit and made sure to always use his turn signal.  He pulled into the parking lot for his apartment building and climbed in the back to change out of his tactical gear.  Everything including the guns fit in a separate duffle bag he used specifically for them.  He exited in jeans and a olive green t-shirt.  He carried the two duffle bags and used his key to get into the building.  The halls were empty as they always were at this time of night.  It was the type of building where everyone keeps to themselves and doesn’t get involved in other’s affairs.  The type of place he was looking for.  The walls were in need of paint for the past few decades and the floors had not been cleaned in the same amount of time.  He didn’t know how much was up to code or if the building was even inspected.  If not it was all the better, the building was solid, an old brick four floor apartment complex that had switched hands multiple times over the century.  Each owner only did the bear minimum of repairs and kept things up until they broke and then continued the practice until the next owner took over.  The building was a shit hole and it was perfect for now.  
 
                 John slid the key in his door and looked over feeling the eyes of someone on him.  The next door over, a boy looked up at him holding an action figure in his hand.  He didn’t recognized it but remembered the days when he once did the same thing.  GI Joe was his favorite back in the day.  Then he became GI Joe.  The kid looked away, he’s about eight years old and John had never seen him before.  He thinks about the two duffle bags and then forgets about them.  Its almost four in the morning and yet this kid is out in the hall.  He nods at the kid who is still looking away.  The kid turns his head seeing the gesture and John walks into his apartment.  
 
                 He drops the bag with the tactical gear and carries the second into his bedroom.  He places it on his bed and unzips the top.  He piles stacks of money on the bed and opens his closet.  The closet isn’t used to hide clothes, trash, or old sports equipment, instead its boxes of money.  Stacked in no order or pattern.  The closet looked similar to the one he took the money out of and yet it had ten times more money in it. He had been at this for a while and so far everything was going good. The girl was unfortunate but there is always collateral damage.  He learned that in Afghanistan.  
 
                 He placed the money in boxes and closed the closet. He sat on the bed and thought about the girl.  He was getting confused with her and the girl in the small village a few years back.  He had hoped he finally forgotten about her, but the world and his mind didn’t work like that.  He placed his hands over his eyes and his breathing became heavy.  He calmed himself down and walked to the kitchen.  Opening a cupboard he pulled out a bottle of pills and placed two Xanax in his hand. He swallowed them guzzling a cup of water.  He walked back to the bed room and laid on the mattress falling asleep.  
 
    
 
                 The next morning came early, two hours of sleep and John was awake pulling an olive green t-shirt over his head, then tying his shoes.  The rays of the sun are starting to show on the horizon and he knows it will be up before he is back from his run.  He exit’s the apartment and slides his key into his pocket.  He hears a door close behind him and turns to see who is near.  It’s a woman locking the door to the apartment the young boy was playing outside of.  She looks half awake and drops her keys on the floor aiming for her purse, missing.  She bends down and grabs them. She looks up and sees him for the first time.  
 
                 “Hi,” he says standing still.  He sees her shiny black hair covering half her face and her large brown eyes looking at him.  She is curvy, full figured but still keeping an hour glass figure.  Parts of her uniform don’t fit her body.  The waist is snug and her breasts are pushed around to fill the shirt where it can.  Her slender legs fit but her hips are too big and extra fabric frills around at the top.  The pants are hidden by the apron that shows her figure and ties the uniform together hiding all the stylish mishaps underneath.  
 
                 She replies with a “hi,” and stands up.  Nothing else is said and she walks past him glancing at him once and he caught what looked like a smile grow on her face.  He watched her walk to the elevator and enter.  As soon as the door closed he ran to the stairs and jogged down the four flights to the bottom.  He skipped stairs and threw open the bottom door entering the lobby on the main floor.  He casually walked to the front door and went outside.  He began stretching and heard the muffled ding of the elevator from inside.  He didn’t glance back knowing it would be her.  
 
                 She walked out and stopped for a second seeing him with his back to her.  He held his foot from behind stretching his quadriceps and looked down the street.  She smiles to herself and walks past him.  She glances at him as she passes and he smiles at her.  She looks at the sidewalk and continues to her car only a hundred feet ahead.  
 
                 The grey Ford Focus was maybe ten years old and started to show signs of its age with spots of rust and small dents in the body.  She starts the motor puts it into drive and pulls away.  He watches as she travels down the street and she disappears around the corner.
 
                 He starts his run and travels through the streets.  He zigzags through town and after a few miles finds himself back at home, covered in sweat and breathing softly.  He takes the stairs back up to his apartment and stretches.  He drops to the floor and pumps out a hundred pushups and turns over to do crunches.  He no longer counts his crunches, instead he waits to feel the burning across his abdomen.  Off the floor he walks to the chin up bar in his doorway and grabs the handles.  He does three sets of chin ups and three sets of pull ups, all sets until failure.  After his workout he makes a smoothie in his blender and chugs his breakfast followed by a hot shower.  The time is eight o’clock in the morning.  
 
                 He sits at a desk located in his living room after taking his duffle bag of weapons out of the closet.  He strips down the shotgun and the pistol.  The cleans them meticulously and carefully places them back together.  He oils the necessary spots and cleans the excess oil off before placing them back in the bag. 
 
                 Back in his bedroom he places the bag and gun cleaning kit into the closet.  He looks at the boxes of cash that he has stacked and decides its time to count it.  He carries the boxes into the living room, places them next to the desk and with a calculator and piece of paper starts the task of counting.  He had done this several times before and had a good idea how much he had but wanted an accurate amount.  
 
                 The top box he tallies up and places it to the opposite side of the desk.  He writes the total on paper and continues.  The next box is full as the rest underneath it.  He counts the amount and writes it on the paper and the outside of the box.  One box is fifty thousand dollars, another twenty eight thousand.  He goes on counting bill after bill until he is done.  A few hours later he is hungry and looks at the total.  He wasn’t surprised but he wasn’t excited either.  He had a goal in his head and he was still far from it.  Two hundred and forty one thousand dollars.  He carries the boxes back into the bedroom closet and stacks them in the same order they were in before.  From the top box he pulls out a few bills and places them in his pocket.  
 
                 Leaving his apartment it was already mid afternoon.  Lunch was done at most places but he preferred the food cart that was down the street.  He walked up and ordered a few tacos in Spanish.  Everything on them and hot salsa to go. The woman working the cart smiled and always seemed impressed by his fluent Spanish.  He enjoyed standing down wind of the cart as the chorizo and beef tongue cooked on the grill.  He stands by the window and watches the woman place fresh cilantro and onions on the tacos. She tells him the total and he pulls a bill out of his pocket.  He doesn’t notice it at first but the look on her face made him look at it.  A hundred dollar bill flapped in his hand and he quickly placed it back in his pocket searching for a smaller note.  He pulled the entire wad out and shifted through it finally finding a twenty dollar bill.  She smiled and handed him the change.  
 
                 Grabbing the bag of food he walked down the street and placed it on a mail box at the end of the street.  He may have looked like some local eating on the streets, but he was at work.  
 
                 Across the street he watched a group of men standing on the corner.  He ate slowly and made sure to look around and watch through his peripheral vision.  One of the men pulled a cell phone out and answered it.  The man was wearing a leather jacket with a football team logo on the back.  Hispanic, mid twenties and athletic built,  John could see scares around his eyes and guessed the man was a boxer.  The man placed his cell phone back in his pocket and looked both ways down the street, he was waiting for someone to pull up.  John slowly ate his last taco.  A red Chevy Malibu pulled up and the man shook hands with the driver as they talked quietly.  He reached in after a minute and pulled a paper bag out.  John took note of the license plate.  The man walked away from the car and hid the bag under a set of stairs by the corner.  It was a drop of product that people were now walking up to buy.  John felt sick and pulled out his cell phone.  Pretending to dial a number he took pictures of the men on the corner and walked away throwing the taco wrappers in a dumpster while faking a phone call.  Out of sight from the corner he put his phone away and went back home. 
 
                 Life had not adjusted for him yet in the civilized world. He didn’t know if it ever would.  His time in Afghanistan had come back with him and with it was the knowledge of how to survive in a world where you might die at any minute from a well placed bullet or a IED.  That life remained with him today and he lived it to the fullest.  When he returned to his apartment there was still the toothpick that he placed at the top of his door and he knew that nobody was inside.  If he looked down and saw the toothpick he would have left and waited to see who paid him a visit. They can only wait for so long.  After long days of waiting out snipers he could out wait anybody in a urban environment.  
 
                  He walked in the apartment and placed his notes on the desk and changed out of his clothes.  He didn’t have a new target yet but just like the previous ones he had to make sure that the information was perfect and know who he was about to piss off.  Going in blind on a mission was unacceptable and out of the question.  Information was key to coming home and there was nobody that had his back that could pull him out of a bad situation if one occurred. If he died there was nobody to grab the body and ship it home. He was on his own.  
 
                 He lays on his sofa and drifts off into a dead sleep. These are the times he finds the hardest.  Waking up in a cold sweat and wondering what is reality and what was a dream. The dreams become more real for him all the time.  It was either that or the real world was becoming more of a dream, but he had to find a way to determine what was real and what was fake.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
                 The hospital was in a code black again.  It wasn’t as bad as it sounds.  The code was broadcast over the speakers and meant the Emergency room was full again and the hospital was looking for rooms to place patients.  For most of the staff it didn’t mean much, but for the ER staff it meant staying past their shift was mandatory.  
              “Every time I want to go home.” Kara, one of the nurses, said.
 
                 Fatima was busy placing orders into the computer system trying to get things moving along.  Her patients were becoming impatient and she wanted to get them through as soon as possible.  What annoyed her the most was the fact that the impatient people were the ones that came in for things that weren’t emergencies.  She saved the orders and grabbed the chart for the next patient.  
 
                 Through the glass of the desk she could see one of the cleaning guys looking at her.  His expression made him look like he was lost in thought.  She would catch him once in a while looking at her and she didn’t mind. He didn’t appear to be creepy.  She knew most men found her attractive.  He came out of his daze as his radio screeched an order for him to clean a room.  
 
                 As the cleaning guy walked by he picked up a piece of paper off the floor and Kara watched him pick it up. She moaned to herself as she watched.  Fatima turned and looked at her.  Kara looked back. 
 
                 “What?” Kara said. 
 
                 “I didn’t say anything,” Fatima replied. 
 
                 “Women can have an appetite too,” Kara said putting a chart back in the rack.  She turned around and walked away to get some medication from the Pixis machine across the hall.  
 
                 Taking her phone from her pocket Fatima selected the number for her sons’ daycare center.  It wasn’t the usual type of place that people took their children to.  The entry points had two sets of gates, a camera with a buzzer on the door.  Each parent or guardian had to look at the camera and identify themselves to get in.  If their name wasn’t on the list they were not allowed in.  She became concerned about her sons’ safety after the shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School.  She also needed a place that would still be open late for days like today.  As a single mother she had to make sure that someone was available to watch her boys when something like a code black was called.  She paid top dollar and it was worth it.  
 
                 America had brought her options for her life that would not have been permissible in her home country of Syria. Migrating from Iran her parents gave birth to her in the new land in hopes of getting away from the Ayatollah’s control. Under Assad they again looked for a new home for they’re children. Her parents had saved up money and sent her to America with the expectation she would come back and help make her country a better place.  Once here she did as was expected of her and flew through school with a 4.0 GPA.  Medicine wasn’t the only thing she learned.  Being a student in America she quickly learned about the relaxed culture and how liberated women were here.  She was invited out most weekends by the girls in her class.  It wasn’t long before she realized it was to attract the attention of the guys at the places they went.  Her exotic features made her stand out in a crowd.  With her large brown eyes, tan skin, and long thick shiny black hair she gave most women a run for their money.  In addition to med school she started going to the gym and the attention only increased.  
 
                 Fatima’s parents were traditional in the Islamic sense of the word.  She was to cover up, not talk to men, and not allowed to drink alcohol.  When she received letters from her parents they would sending photos of men they wanted her to meet when she came home.  When her mother would call they would start the conversation civilly but it would quickly go down hill as her mom pushed for information and talked about men Fatima wasn’t interested in.  
 
                 Being away from home, now she knew the type of life she wanted to live.  She wanted to find her own husband.  She wasn’t sure she wanted a husband.  She knew she wanted to have children.  With her income and living in America she was allowed to do what she wanted and answered to no one.  
 
                 She took her residence in South West Michigan and started her new life.  She never heard the end of it from her parents and sent money home to try and appease them. It didn’t work. One day at work she met a man that caught her attention.  She always felt an attraction to western men, tall, muscular, and a confidence that made her melt.  When he looked at her she felt intimidated.  He was a new resident in the ER she worked.  
 
                 A few weeks later the ER staff was having a night out after their shift to get drinks.  She had found wine to be something she enjoyed but usually didn’t go to parties.  
 
                 “You should come with us,” Kara said. She was the blonde nurse that everyone in the ER admired for her smile and positive attitude.  
 
                 “I don’t know,” Fatima said looking over her last chart for the day. 
 
                 “Fine party pooper,” Kara said.  She turned around and started to leave with a group of people to clock out for their shift.  The new guy was with them.  Fatima signed off on her last order and ran up behind the group.  
 
                 “Hey, I’ll go,” Fatima said to Kara.  
 
                 That night the new guy, Christian, took interest in her.  She never noticed how amazing his deep blue eyes were as they sat in a booth at a local wine bar.  He had suggested they leave the group and find a more quiet place. She agreed and suggested her favorite place in town.  That night they left together and went back to his place.  She never told him it was her first time.  
 
                 Christian didn’t talk to her after that except for situations that made it necessary at work.  She was crushed. Two months later she finally noticed that she wasn’t regular anymore and used a test at work to learn she was pregnant.  If she wasn’t sure about returning to Syria before, now her choice had been made for her.  Being a single mother in Syria was a death sentence.  
 
                 That same week she noticed that Christian wasn’t at the hospital anymore.  She didn’t ask around knowing that she could over hear any rumors that would soon travel among the staff.  A few days later she would learn he had taken another residency in California.  She was on her own.  It was scary. It was new.  It was what she had wanted.  
 
                 Rumors spread around the ER about her pregnancy, but she kept quiet and would only say that she wanted the baby.  
 
                 Two years later she would meet another man that would come and go in her life.  She wanted another child and knew that this man wasn’t interested in a serious relationship.  This time, she approached him.  
 
                 Meeting after work they had a brief affair and when she was pregnant she ended it.  Two months later he noticed she was showing and asked her one day in an empty room. 
 
                 “Is it mine?” he said. 
 
                 “No it’s mine,” she replied.  She hoped he would get the hint and leave things the way they were.  She liked him.  She found him attractive.  She knew they wouldn’t be a good couple.  
 
                 “Are you going to sue me for child support?” he asked.
 
                 “I don’t want or need your money. Forget me,” she said walking out of the room.  
 
                 A few weeks later he transferred to another unit and she hardly ever saw him again except in passing.  
 
                 Her boys were getting big as the years passed.  Now four and two, Charles and William were running and playing.  She felt like she was missing their lives. Her days off were devoted to them.  It wasn’t uncommon for her to take them to the beach an hour away on Lake Michigan. To make sure their time wasn’t taken away she would wear a fake wedding ring to keep men away.  It didn’t work all the time.  The men that did approach her she found it easier to shoo away since they were willing to flirt with a woman they thought was married.  
 
                 Her life was the way she liked it. She had her career.  She had the two men in her life she wanted.  Her future looked bright.  As she sipped on a glass of Pinot Grigio she looked at the people playing and swimming.  Her boys playing in the sand.  They were beautiful to her with their blue eyes and black hair.  Genetically they beat the odds for having recessive genes win out.  Her life was what she had wanted after her last year of college.  Now she was contemplating finding a man that she could be a partner with.  She didn’t know why the thought was coming to her now.  Maybe she wanted a man that would accept her with kids and not leave when things became rough.  She saw that all the time with the women she worked with. She had done things backwards, but things didn’t appear to go well with the women that followed a traditional path anyway.  
 
                 She took a sip from her glass.  Some sand hit her leg and she looked down to see Charles with a shovel and a big grin on his face.  She sat up and started to tickle him.  The evening was filled with laughter and smiles.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
                 The dent that had been put into the income of the Vandals was starting to show in the profit books.  While it would appear that bikers were a uneducated bunch, when it came to money, they were as vigilant as anyone else.  A dozen or so houses had been raided but not by the police.  The inhabitants who produced product and distributed it in the streets were killed and the money taken.  Product was destroyed usually with any evidence as to who was attacking their business.  The Vandals thought it was the work of their competitors. With a little digging they found their competitors were having the same problem.  
 
                 Isaac had been given the chore of hunting down the people responsible for the raids.  At first he suspected under paid cops were using their training to make a little extra cash.  His connections in the police department were telling him otherwise.  
 
                 As he kicked the ash and charcoal that littered the foundation of their former methamphetamine lab, Isaac looked for anything that would give a clue as to the people responsible.  
 
                 “Who was working here?” he asked Riley, a long time loyal member of the club.  
 
                 “Henry, Iggy, Sid, and a couple of other guys. They were trusted. Wouldn’t talk if they were tortured,” Riley assured him. 
 
                 Isaac looked around at the ash and found the brass end of a 12 gauge shell. He picked it up and looked at it.  It was one of theirs.  The shotgun was a favorite for the club since the shot and slugs couldn’t be traced back to their weapons like a bullet from a rifle or hand gun.  
 
                 “Looks like a firefight,” Isaac said dropping the brass to the floor.  
 
                 “Neighbors say there was a fire fight with someone. Shooting went on for a few minutes.”  
 
                 As Isaac walked he felt something hard under his boot.  Lifting his foot he slid the boot over the ash.  The ringing sound of brass had him bending down to pick up another spent shell.  This one was a rifle casing. He picked it up and wiped the carbon covered end off.  The numbers .223 were visible on the end.  
 
                 “Whoever came in here was into military grade weapons.” Isaac said showing the brass to Riley.  
 
                 “Cops say they aren’t involved.” Riley said. 
 
                 “They aren’t. So who is hitting our operations then?”  Isaac said. “Is Iggy still big on the girls?” 
 
                 “Ya he had a few regulars.  Calls them in from Johnny, you think any of them were here when it went down?” 
 
                 “We can find out.”  
 
                 Walking out of the rubble Isaac and Riley go back to their bikes.  They lift up the police tape and straddle their bikes.  
 
                 “Where to now?” Riley asked.
 
                 “Go back to the club. I’ll go see Johnny. Maybe get my carrot wet,” Isaac said starting his bike.  
 
                 Riley watched Isaac drive off with his white dragon smiling on the back of his vest.  He wondered where the dragon vest had come from and why he was able to wear that instead of the gang colors.  He never asked.  A man that was a high rank in the group and didn’t have to adhere to the same rules was not to be questioned.  
 
                 
 
                 Pulling into the parking lot of the bordello Isaac knew there was going to be trouble.  Some of the local crew were in the parking lot passing a bottle of gin between them.  The six black men watched intently as Isaac drove around the parking lot and finally stopped his bike next to the building.  He would have to walk past his rivals before going inside.  He wasn’t looking for trouble, but had no problem giving it if they wanted it.  
 
                 Walking to the front door he was stopped by a row of men that quickly surrounded him when he stopped.  
 
                 “You in the wrong neighborhood,” the man in the middle said.  They all looked athletic with their toned muscle and low body fat.  The smell of cheap alcohol filled the air.  
 
                 “I’m here to see Johnny,” Isaac said. 
 
                 “You don’t see anybody in our turf unless you have our permission,”  the man said playing with a lollypop in his mouth.  “Some of you still haven’t figured out how this works.”  
 
                 “We should teach him,” another man said. 
 
                 “Fuck it,” Isaac said as he thrust his hand out jabbing his fingers into the leader’s throat.  With that man out of commission he turned to the other man that had spoke up and kicked him in the knee sending the man’s joint in the opposite direction it naturally moved in.  The loud crack rang in the parking lot.  Isaac felt hands on his vest and knew one of the others had jumped into the fight.  Reaching back he found the man’s crotch and squeezed the small package he found in the fabric.  The hands let go, but Isaac did not using the man to watch his back.  In front of him two men appeared.  One had a knife in hand and lunged at Isaac.  Spinning his captured assailant around the man with the knife stabbed his friend as Isaac stepped back gaining ground.  There was two left in the fight.  
 
                 One approached with a baseball bat and Isaac ran at him.  He reached the batter before he completed the swing and Isaac picked him up throwing him on the pavement.  Grabbing the bat from the man he turned and hit the last man in the stomach with a jab and dropping him with a swing to the head.  He turned back to the man on the ground and hit him in the knee.  The man cried out with the first hit, but Isaac wasn’t done.  He continued swinging and stopped when he was out of breath.  He looked around and dropped the bat when he noticed nobody else was getting up.  
 
                 “Fuck your territory. I do what I want,” Isaac said walking to the front door and stepping in as the guard moved out of his way.  
 
                 The hall to the living room was filled with smoke and the lighting was dimmed to help the girls appear more attractive. Isaac found Johnny sitting on the couch smoking a cigarette still sporting his long blonde hair and tattooed torso.  
 
                 “Isaac….” Johnny said with a smile on his face.  
 
                 “Who was with Iggy the night our place was robbed?” Isaac went straight to the point. 
 
                 “Oh man, all business.  Sit down have a smoke. You remember Candy? Have some Candy. You can’t be so serious, man.” Johnny pointed to one of his girls.  She was standing in the corner with a drink in her hand and walked up to Isaac pressing her body against his.  Isaac didn’t appear to notice.  
 
                 “Who was with Iggy?”
 
                 “Who said anybody was with Iggy?” 
 
                 “Who was with Iggy?” Isaac said pushing the Candy away from him against the wall.
 
                 “Hey man, be cool. No reason to be pushing a lady around,” Johnny said. 
 
                 “Show me a lady and I will treat her with respect,” Isaac said. 
 
                 Isaac pulled his revolver out and lifted his foot onto the coffee table.  He rested his forearm with the revolver in hand on his knee and leaned down looking at Johnny.  
 
                 “Who… was…with… Iggy?” Isaac repeated. 
 
                 “Ruby! Get your ass in here,”  Johnny yelled at top volume.  
 
                 A redhead stumbled in wearing a tight red dress and pulling her skirt down the few inches it had down her thighs. She appeared stoned and half awake.  Her lipstick was smeared and she swiped a mixture of fluids from them as she focused on what was happening in the living room.  
 
                 “Ruby, please tell the man here about your night with Iggy,” Johnny said hoping to take the focus off of him.  
 
                 “Iggy, you mean the man that shot him?” Ruby asked. 
 
                 Isaac stared at Johnny.
 
                 “She’s a crazy bitch, what can I tell you?” Johnny said. 
 
                 “Right now I’m more interested in what she has to say,” Isaac said. 
 
                 “Ya this guy kicked in the door.  Blasted his way through the crew. All SWAT team like. Wearing all black. Fucking killed everyone,” she said. 
 
                 “Except you?” Isaac said. 
 
                 “Ya, told me to get the fuck out, I think. He was speaking some weird foreign language. I got the fuck out of there. Pissed me off cause Iggy hadn’t paid me yet.” 
 
                 “What was he carrying?” Isaac asked. 
 
                 “Some, like, Vietnam gun, I don’t know. What the cops carry,” she said with a puzzled look on her face. 
 
                 “White, black?”
 
                 “White guy, like Jake Gyllenhaal in Jarhead. I’d work that for free,” she laughed to herself. 
 
                 “I bet you would,” Isaac said. “Thank you for the info. You can go now.” 
 
                 Ruby went back to the room where she received the goo on her lips. 
 
                 “You lied to me,” Isaac said to Johnny. 
 
                 “No man, I had no idea she was there,” Johnny was getting jumpy in his seat. 
 
                 Isaac flicked his wrist and aimed the revolver. 
 
                 The gun went off and Johnny’s knee exploded underneath it.  The hole in the knee cap was dead centered in the middle.               
 
                 Johnny screamed as he grabbed his leg and the girls fled from the couch. 
 
                 “You lied to me. You fucking lied. The whore didn’t lie to me. But you did,” Isaac said.
 
                 “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Johnny repeated. 
 
                 “You should be. If I have to come here again and find out you withheld anything else from me…” Isaac lifted the revolved and pointed it at various places he wanted to shoot Johnny.
 
                 “I know, I know, I know,” Johnny said, 
 
                 “You fucking better.” 
 
                 Isaac placed the revolver back in the holster and walked out of the room.  
 
                 He went outside and found the parking lot empty.  
 
                 He had an idea who he was looking for; military, young, fit and angry at the world.  He was looking for a vet and someone that hadn’t been in town for long.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
                 The protesters became louder as the movement inside the mosque increased.  The Reverend lifted his blow horn and told his congregation that their message was getting across.
 
                 “This is a Christian nation.  The founding fathers created this great land to protect their people from outside idolatry.” The Reverend reached into his pocket and pulled out a dollar bill. “You see this here.  In God we trust, not Allah or Mohammed.  God, the one true God of the bible, the one Jesus Christ said that only through him could man be saved.  We don’t want this building of the Anti-Christ here.  These followers who share the suicide bombers God and the people who committed 9-11 are not welcome here.”
 
                 The congregation was becoming hostile and he stopped when a few of his good sheep started picking up sticks and rocks from nearby lawns.  As the people approached the iron fence surrounding the mosque the police pulled up in their squad cars. From inside the crowd the rocks flew through the air and the sound of shattering glass caused the them to cheer.  The police didn’t bother trying to find the people who threw the rock.  Instead they grabbed the person instigating the attack.  
 
                 “You! Get down here,” one officer yelled standing behind the station wagon the Reverend stood on.  
 
                 “Now the police want to take me away for using my freedom of speech while defending this country from our foreign invaders.  The ones that would tear this country apart!”  
 
                 The crowd grew more hostile and the police grew impatient.  The Reverend watched as they called for backup on their radios. His time was limited now.  The officer reached up while calling for the Reverend to come down.  
 
                 “This is a Christian nation.  We lose our rights every minute that Muslim lover is in the Whitehouse.  These heathens run around blowing our soldiers up with suicide vest and cutting the heads off of anyone who aren’t like them.  I will stand up and fight this evil until they all have gone back to their God forsaken homeland.”  
 
                 The Reverend watched as Chris, one of his more devoted followers, cheered him on.  He could see the rage and excitement in the young man’s face.  Chris had been lost and his world turned upside down after being medically discharged from the army. Now his life had purpose again fighting the same enemy on his homeland he had fought over seas.  
 
                 “That’s it,” the police officer pulled out his collapsible baton and swung the steel rod at the Reverend's shin.  The pain shot up his leg and he fell on the roof of the car.  The officer grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him down throwing him on the ground.  His chest pressed against the asphalt, the Reverend had trouble breathing as the handcuffs squeezed around his wrist.  
 
                 “You have the right to keep your dumb fucking mouth shut,” the officer yelled in his ear.
 
                 “What is my crime?” the Reverend asked. 
 
                 “Inciting a riot,” the officer replied then continued with the Miranda rights.  “Anything you say can and be used against you in the court of law.  You have the right to a lousy cheap ass attorney…”  
 
                 After finishing a improved version of the Miranda rights the Reverend was thrown into the back of the squad car. Through the window he watched his daughter Isabel run up. 
 
                 “Dad, where are they taking you?” she said.  She was the one thing he cared more about than anything.  She was the one last link to his dead wife in this world.  With her blonde hair and blue eyes she was the picture of perfection like his wife was at her age.  He wanted her to respect him, to see him as a man of principle.  He was going to jail for his faith and he could see the admiration in her eyes as the car started to pull away.  She pounded on the glass and he watched as one of the officers stepped between her and the car.  He sat back in the seat and sighed.  
 
                 “Don’t worry, you’ll be out in no time,” the officer said.  “You know if I don’t do something those brown bastards in that mosque are going to file complaints and have our department investigated.”  
 
                 “Did you have to put the cuffs on so tight?” the Reverend asked. 
 
                 “Hey, get off the car when I tell you and I won’t have to make myself look good.” 
 
                 “You’re not the only one that has to look good.”
 
                 “Look, I admire what you’re doing. I don’t want those Chaldean bastards here either. I think they all need to take their asses back home where they belong.  Personally I’m on your side.  I can’t believe they have the balls to come here after 9-11.  You’ll be at the station for an hour tops.  I’ll tell them things got heated out there and I forgot to finish reading you your Miranda rights.  We’ll have your daughter pick you up.  But, next time I come out and you don’t listen to me…”  
 
                 The warning was fair.  They both wanted the same thing.  The Reverend was free to cause havoc but the cop’s hands were tied to his job.  
 
                 A little over an hour later the Reverend was released and was met by his daughter outside the police department.  
 
                 “Dad, are you ok?” Isabel looked concerned as she looked him over.  
 
                 “Just a few bruises. Nothing to be concerned about,” he said rubbing his wrist.  “How are the rest of my flock?” 
 
                 “After you were taken away we were told to leave. So they went back to the church,”  she said as they walked to the car. 
 
                 “Good, I’ll see them there.  This isn’t over.”  
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
                 John sat in his apartment contemplating what his next move would be.  As he peeked out the window he saw a man walk by and peer up at his window.  The leather vest with the white dragon on the back gave him away.  This was the third time he had seen the man in an hour.  Whoever it was didn’t care about standing out.  This was Detroit and eventually what he was doing would catch up with him.  
 
                 John watched he man and noticed his athletic build and short cut hair.  His tan skin showed his time spent on the motorcycle he rode on.  The tattoos gave John the impression he was in prison for some time, a spider web covering one elbow.  The dark sunglass hid his eyes, they didn’t hide his glance up at the window.  John knew his time to leave was now. 
 
                 He opened the closet and pulled out three duffle bags.  Two of them were stuffed with cash.  The third bag had his gear for his night time hobbies.  He opened the third bag and pulled the Glock 9mm out stuffing it in the back of his pants.  He was parked out back and never spotted the man in the street walk towards the back of the building, but that didn’t mean there weren’t friends waiting for him.  
 
                 Grabbing his wallet and keys John looked around the room and double checked if there was anything else he needed.  There wasn’t.  He already knew where he was going to drive to.  On the opposite side of the state was a guy that he was stationed his in Iraq during a short stint at the beginning of the war.  
 
                 Chris was a grunt that had disappeared one day.  At first John thought he was lost to a sniper or IED like so many others.  When he found out that Chris was sent to Germany after passing out on guard duty, John sent a letter to Chris' family and they became pen pals for a while.  Chris missed his career in the army and found himself continuing it through John’s letters.  They stayed in touch over the years calling each other every few months.  Last he knew Chris was living in Kalamazoo on the opposite side of the state.  
 
                 The bags were heavy and bulky.  He wanted to make one trip to the van and drive out as soon as possible.  The heaviest bag with his gear, he slung over his shoulder and the cash he kept in his hands.  Stepping into the hall he dropped both bags from his hands and looked down the hall to see it empty.  Inserting the key into the lock he heard the door down the hall unlock and open.  He put his hand behind his back to his Glock.  A little head peeked out towards the bottom.  It was the little boy from the day before.  The boy waved to him.  John knew it would be the last time he would see him.  
 
                 Unzipping one of the bags John pulled out a small stack of cash and closed the bag.  He walked up to the kid and set the bags back down.  
 
                 “What is your name kid?” John asked. 
 
                 “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,” the boy said. 
 
                 “That’s a good idea,” John said. “Can you do me a favor?” 
 
                 The kid nodded his head.  
 
                 “Can you give this to your mom when she gets home?” John said handing the boy the stack of money. If he died before he reached the van at least he would have done something good in his last moments.  The kid grabbed the money from him and looked at it. John patted his head and watched the kid retreat inside and close the door.  He didn’t know how much he gave him.  At the moment it didn’t matter.  He felt behind for his gun again, double checking it was there.  
 
                 He picked the bags up and stomped down the stairs.  At the bottom he was by the mail box and skipped past it.  He turned around and went to the back door of the building.  Glancing out the window the parking lot appeared empty.  
 
                 “Now or never,” he said to himself.  
 
                 The door pushed open.  In full stride John walked to his van and unlocked the back door.  He tossed the three bags in and slammed them shut.  He walked to the drivers seat and still saw the parking lot empty.  He hopped in and put the key in the ignition to see the battery light come on.  For a second he paused.  
 
                 “Wait a second,” John said to himself. 
 
                 He stepped out of the van and crouched down on the ground.  He moved into a plank position putting his chest on the ground.  He looked under the van and saw nothing.  Then he popped the hood open and looked underneath.  Everything looked the way it should.  No explosives were added.  He closed the hood and climbed back in.  The van started and he put it into gear.  He drove straight out of the parking lot and spotted the man with the leather vest across the street.  Their eyes met and the man instantly ran to his motorcycle half a block away.  John patted himself on the back.  He was right. He was being watched.  He didn’t know who exactly he had pissed off but there were plenty of them out there after the past few weeks.  
 
                 The thumping in his chest made him feel alive again.  For a second he thought the Taliban were after him.  Reality caught up with him as he cut a car off and received American sign language in his rear view mirror instead of the bottom of a shoe.  He didn’t know it but a smile was creeping on his face.  He stayed at the speed limit and saw the entrance for the ramp to I-94 ahead.  He checked the rear view mirror and didn’t see the motorcycle behind him.  
 
                 The van accelerated up the ramp and he merged into traffic.  He set the cruise control and relaxed back in the seat eyeing the mirrors every few seconds.  He still didn’t see anything to be concerned about.  His three month career as a vigilante had paid off with $235,000 sitting in the back of the van, his body intact, and his life ahead of him.  At the moment life looked good.  He finally had something to look forward to.  The hardest part would be giving up the only job he knew, killing people.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Part 2: The Day
 
   Chapter 5
 
                 The emergency room was slow that morning.  The patient numbers were down and Fatima was able to pick her patients while she worked at her own pace.  She liked the early morning shift.  The usual staff was working that day.  
 
                 As she worked on a chart for a young child with asthma problems, Tom, the janitor, walked out of a room and pointed back in.  It could have been anything he was pointing at.  A vial of blood left on the counter.  If he had been cleaning in the pelvic exam rooms he might have found a miscarried fetus on the counter that wasn’t taken care of.  But he was looking up at the television mounted on the wall.  
 
                 One of the nurses walked over and starred at the television for a second before her jaw dropped.  After that moment more staff walked up to see what was on the television.  It was only when nobody moved away and continued to watch, Fatima became curious to what was happening.  
 
                 Fatima moved around the desk and walked behind the group.  Finally a nursing assistant went to another empty room turning the television on.   Fatima followed her and waited as the girl changed the channel to an all news channel.  Fatima didn’t notice what channel it was, what she noticed was the large cloud on the television screen.  The angle of the picture was from the air.  It reminded her of the helicopter footage from 9-11, as they circled the city filming the towers when they fell.  Instead she saw a blurry image of a cloud growing over a city.  The bottom of the screen said Washington D.C. She had trouble seeing what she was looking at.  Then she realized that the cloud was in the shape of a mushroom.  She could see the Potomac River and what looked like little buildings.  The small structures were on fire and smoking.  More images were shown on the screen in smaller boxes as the live feed continued.  Camera pictures flashed over the smaller frame.  Street views of the cloud were taken from different perspectives.  
 
                 Snaking her hand into her pocket she pulled her phone out and called the daycare center.  The phone rang twice before it was answered. 
 
                 “Worry Free Daycare,” the voice said. 
 
                 “Hi, this is Fatima. I’m Charles’ and William’s mom.” 
 
                 “Can you give me the security code?” 
 
                 “I have the golden ticket,” she said having rehearsed the line from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory several times before.
 
                 “How can I help you?” 
 
                 “I’m watching the news…” 
 
                 “We are aware of what has happened and we are currently working on a rotating staff for twenty four hour coverage here.”  
 
                 “Oh thank you. I don’t know when I’ll be able to leave here.”  
 
                 “Your boys will be fine. We have bunks and sleeping bags just incase.”  
 
                 “I will have somebody pick them up as soon as possible.”  
 
                 “No need, we will be here regardless.”
 
                 “What is your name?” Fatima wanted to know the name of the woman who was making her feel better. 
 
                 “My name is Jane, Fatima they will be fine.  Would you like to talk with them while you are on the phone?” 
 
                 Fatima remembered the young boy having the asthma attack in one of her rooms. 
 
                 “No, everything will be fine. Let them play and be children. They don’t need to hear me worried.” 
 
                 “I have a call on another line. Are you ok?”
 
                 “Yes, I’ll be fine.” Fatima hung up the phone and looked back at the screen.  After a few seconds she realized that everything would not be fine.  
 
                 The images on the television told her the world had changed forever.  The images coming in told her that whatever government the United States recognized before was gone.  Order in society would never be the same.  The center of the American universe, no matter how corrupt or divided it had been before, was now gone.  Anything was up for grabs, and she was sure that people were willing to play the game.  
 
                 Fatima went back to her computer and finished the orders for the asthmatic patient.  She lifted her head from the computer and looked for the nurse that had the patient.  She printed the orders out herself and grabbed them from the printer.  Shifting through the crowd she handed the paper to the nurse who had the asthmatic child.  Fatima watched as the woman was brought back to reality.  Reluctantly, the nurse took the papers and pulled herself from the television.  
 
                 “We still have a job to do,” Fatima said bringing other people back to the world with her words.  
 
                 The crowd broke up.  Most of the televisions were turned on and left with the news blaring for the staff to listen to.  Normally this was only done for the big game if the ER was slow.  This was not a normal day.  
 
                 To everyone’s surprise it ended up being a slow day.  Fatima was able to leave work on time and pick up her boys.  She took them home, made dinner, and spent the evening reading to them.  The day’s events gave her a better perspective on life at that moment and she wanted to grab every minute with them.  
 
                 After she tucked them in, she stepped out into the hall and pulled her phone out of her pocket.  She sat in the living room and scanned all the news channels.  None of the news outlets could give any information as to who set off the nuclear bomb in Washington D.C.  Everything was speculation as she assumed it would be.  She did notice some side stories about the vice president disappearing after the blast.  He was scheduled to be in Beijing meeting with the Chinese President.  Last reports showed he arrived but hasn’t been seen since the explosion.  Many of the reports stated he was likely taken to a secure location to insure his safety.  
 
                 Other reports stated there were runs on several banks and in some places the store shelves were emptied of most food items.  She didn’t think the entire system would come crashing down.  Even Japan made it through having two cities incinerated by nuclear blast.  
 
                 She spend the night on her phone until the battery died, then switched to her desk top computer trying to learn as much as she could.  Before she knew it 3 A.M. had arrived and the boys would be awake soon.  She sighed and turned the computer off.  Laying in bed she finally fell asleep only to find herself waking up to Charles next to the bed and sunlight coming through the windows.  
 
                 “Mommy, I’m hungry.”  
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
                 The three hour drive to Kalamazoo was uneventful.  John took the business loop exit to downtown.  He wasn’t sure where Chris was staying these days.  He had a address from a few years ago but from their phone conversations it sounded like Chris moved around a lot.  
 
                 John decided to find a place to stay before touching base with Chris.  Driving down a one-way street he found a parking spot and realized he had not eaten all day.  He had skipped breakfast and drove all the way across the state.  The Coney Island a few shops down caught his eye.  
 
                 The décor of the place was tile and woodwork of a hundred years ago.  In front of the door ceramic tile said “welcome.”  The tin ceiling above was painted brown.  Very rarely had he ever seen the ceilings of these places with restored interiors expressing their original splendor.  It was a shame really but how much money could a hotdog place bring in?  
 
                 He ordered three Coney dogs and pulled his phone out.  He checked the local Craig’s list website for available apartments.  He found a few but thought the overall website was shady.                
 
                 The guy behind the counter brought out John's tray of food and sat it down on the table.
 
                 “Here ya go.” 
 
                 “Hey, I just moved here from out of town. If I was looking for an apartment, where would I look online?” John asked. 
 
                 “There is the classified adds on Mlive.com.  That’s where I found my place.”  
 
                 “Thanks.”  
 
                 John went to the website and found more options for apartments.  After a few minutes he found a few places that sounded good.  He ate his food and twenty minutes later was on the phone leaving messages with a couple of landlords.  
 
                 Leaving Coney Island, John got in his van.  Navigating the one-way streets of the city he found the main road taking him to the shopping district.  He noticed his shirt didn’t smell the best and stopped at a military surplus store.  He liked the olive green t-shirts he wore in the army and bought a pack of twelve.  He changed in the parking lot and the phone rang when he finished.  
 
                 “Is this John?” the voice on the other end was an older man.  Low in tone and slow in speaking.  
 
                 “This is.” 
 
                 “You called about the studio apartment.”  
 
                 “I did.” 
 
                 John learned the apartment came furnished and included the utilities in the price.  He wrote down the address and put it in the phone afterwards to get directions from google.com.  He met the landlord an hour later to see it.  The neighborhood didn’t appear to be the better part of town.  As he drove down one of the side streets he watched a man and woman arguing in the road. They screamed back and forth.  The man punched the woman in the face.  John watched as she stumbled back.  He stopped the van and was about to get out when the woman stood back up and hit the man back in his face.  It wasn’t the punch of a woman but a solid blow that any boxer would be proud of.  The man fell back and the woman towered over him raining down punches.  The man raised his arms trying to stop the onslaught.  
 
                 “Good girl,” John said to himself as he put the van back into gear and found the house.  
 
                 The landlord was parked out front in a old pickup truck.  He was an older man, well into retirement.  Still sporting a full head of hair he reminded John of Andy Griffith.  The landlord introduced himself. 
 
                 “Well, come see the place.”  
 
                 The house was on a corner. The upstairs apartment overlooked two streets.  John didn’t care too much about the yellow vinyl exterior.  He was interested in the layout.  He liked the two exits, the vantage points of the windows.  
 
                 “do I fill out an application or something?”  John asked.  
 
                 “Well, I usually do a credit check. Last girl lied about her job and moved after two months.  Still owes me $1200 dollars.” The old man lowered his voice, “that bitch!” 
 
                 John snickered and the old man didn’t seem to notice.  
 
                 “Were you in the service?” the old man asked looking at John's shirt. 
 
                 “Army, ten years.” 
 
                 “My brother was in. Went to Korea. I tell you what. You give me a deposit and you can move in when you want.”  
 
                 “Deal.”  
 
                 John went back to the van and added up the cash for the deposit and first month’s rent.  
 
                 “Cash still good.” John asked. 
 
                 The old man appeared confused. He looked around then back at John. 
 
                 “Don’t show cash around here.  We’ll get robbed.”  
 
                 “Not the best neighborhood?” John asked. 
 
                 “Well, it was nice once. Still want the place?” 
 
                 “You bet.”  
 
                 The landlord wrote him a receipt and John signed the lease.  
 
                 Waiting until dark, John carried his bags inside.  When he took the tour of the apartment he figured out where he was going to keep his cash.  He removed the maintenance board to the shower plumbing and stuffed Ziplock bags full of cash inside. In the kitchen he removed the running board under the cabinets and did the same until his bags were empty.  He kept a small wad of bills for himself.  
 
                 He placed his guns in the closet and made sure the trigger locks were on before he left the apartment.  
 
                 Visiting the local corner store he bought a six pack of beer.  He called Chris after placing it in the fridge.  The phone rang once before Chris answered.   
 
                 “What’s up?” the familiar voice greeted.  
 
                 “Hey, guess who’s in town?” 
 
                 “Are you serious?  What happened to Detroit?” 
 
                 “Ahhh, I needed a change. I have a place here. You want a beer?” 
 
                 John gave Chris his new address and an hour later there was a knock on the door.  
 
                 John handed Chris a beer and they stood out on the small porch overlooking the driveway and street. 
 
                 “You caught me on a good day,” Chris said. 
 
                 “You still at the factory?” John asked. 
 
                 “No, I’m a trunk driver now,” Chris said. 
 
                 “Seriously? So you’re making big bucks now.” 
 
                 “Not really. Not like the guys we were guarding in Iraq.” 
 
                 “Ninety thousand a year and no taxes.  Must have been nice,”  John added. 
 
                 “What have you been doing these days?  You must be doing alright if your able to move whenever you want,”  Chris was curious. 
 
                 “Well, I found that independent contracting has it’s perks,” John hated to lie to Chris like he was.
 
                 “Wow you get into Xe or one of those smaller Blackwater types?” Chris was getting excited. 
 
                 “It’s small, domestic. Security based,” John answered.
 
                 “I tried to get into Xe a few years ago but never heard back.  Guess they don’t want washed up grunts with parts of their brain removed.” 
 
                 John couldn’t remember if he had ever seen the scar on the back of Chris' head before.  John didn’t think he would ever had known Chris had a brain tumor if he hadn’t been told.  
 
                 “Well how is the truck driving gig going?” John tried to change the subject.
 
                 “It’s alright, I go to school for it. Then when I get the job the company is immediately screwing with me because of their rules.  I have my mirrors where I need them because of my right eye.  You know it’s not so good since the surgery but if I have everything where I need it then I’m fine. They keep telling me my mirrors are wrong and change them before I leave.  Then I change them back so I can see around me. It’s pissing me off.”  
 
                 John didn’t know how Chris ever managed to adjust to civilian life.  
 
                 “Life was so much simpler in Iraq, ya know?” Chris took a swig of his beer.  “Which reminds me.  I found this new church.”  
 
                 John tried not to roll his eyes. He wasn’t a religious man and never wanted to talk about it.  He figured that talking about made up ideals was a waste of time.
 
                 “You would like the guy that runs this place.  He puts these Muslims in their place.  The other day they were trying to open this new mosque in town and we went out to protest. The Reverend was standing on the roof of his car with a blow horn telling them to get the hell out of town. I felt like I was back in the service again except I wasn’t getting shot at. So at one point he’s like ‘go back home you brown bastards!’ and I’m like ‘YA!’ so I pick up this rock and chuck it through one of the windows.  Then the cops show up and arrest the Reverend but they released him an hour later because they forgot the Miranda rights or something.  But you know how racist the cops are they don’t like these brown bastards either.  I can’t even go to a gas station these days that have a towel head behind the counter. I’m not giving those guys my money.  I free your country and you fuck us on gas prices. Fuuuuuuck you!”
 
                 John missed Chris's rants.  
 
                 “You should check out this church sometime.” Chris added. 
 
                 “I don’t know man. You know it’s not my thing.” 
 
                 “There’s women there.” Chris continued. 
 
                 “Maybe someday.” 
 
                 Chris dropped the subject and they both drank their beers.  
 
                 They finished the six pack and Chris went home after dark.  John went inside and set his Glock on the coffee table before laying on the couch.  He didn’t care too much for beds.  Turning the light off he fell asleep.  The noise outside of the teenagers in the street reminded him of restless nights overseas.  The chaos and yelling gave him some sense of normal.  The worst nights he had was in silence.  That was when things went bad. Quiet nights had surprise attacks you would wake up to.  If it was busy outside nothing happened.  There was comfort in the ruckus.  If people were moving than everything was normal.  If people were out, he was safe. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
                 Driving the large bus down the highway was not what Chris imagined for himself after the army.  He didn’t imagine it for himself after truck driving school either.  He thought he would be hitting the road in a big rig hauling trailers filled with goods.  Instead it was a bus full of senior citizens going to a casino for a good time. It wasn’t what he wanted but it was a job.  
 
                 He made his stops at the retirement homes on time and was making good time on the freeway.  He didn’t have a chance to move the mirrors back where he liked them but he was getting by.  The radio was set to an AM talk show he found a few weeks before.  The host discussed conspiracy theories while constantly trying to sell water filters.  
 
                 “Fluoride, you have to get rid of the fluoride.  The government is slowly killing you to get you out of the way…” the host continued.  
 
                 “Fluoride,” Chris repeated. 
 
                 “How can you listen to that guy?” an old man sitting behind Chris asked. 
 
                 “He’s entertaining,” Chris replied. 
 
                 “He’s only trying to sell a bunch of stuff,” the old man said.               
 
                 “Everyone is, but at least he’s entertaining. Better than Rush Limbaugh,” Chris checked his mirrors for cars. 
 
                 The old man nodded and sat back in his seat.  
 
                 On the radio the emergency alert system started and nobody paid attention having heard it countless times over the years.  They expected to hear the recorded voice come over the speakers and tell them this was only a test.  Instead they heard the microphone in a studio being moved around.  The sound of something tapping the microphone, maybe a finger. 
 
                 “Is this on?” a voice said in the background. 
 
                 “What’s happening?” the old man asked Chris.
 
                 “Guess we’ll find out,” he replied. 
 
                 “This is not a test. I repeat this is not a test. As of nine o’clock this morning a nuclear detonation took place in Washington D.C.  It is unknown who perpetrated the attack.  We ask the public not to panic and remain calm while more information is gathered.  We also ask to report anything suspicious to your local authorities.  For more information please contact your local news networks. Information will be released as we learn more.  God Bless America!”  
 
                 The voice cut out and went back to the AM show where the host immediately went into the events of the morning.  False flag was mention a few times and Chris drowned out the voice thinking about what he had just heard. 
 
                 “God Bless America? Well he didn’t do a very good job,” the old man said to himself.  
 
                 Some of the more technologically adept seniors on the bus took their phones out and started learning more from the internet.  Chris became lost in thought.  
 
                 Suddenly he realized he was about to pass their exit.  He quickly looked at the mirrors and switched lanes.  
 
                 “Oh shit,” Chris said as he heard a crunching sound to his right.  
 
                 He jerked the large steering wheel back to the left and looked in the overhead mirror to see people peering out the window at something.  
 
                 “Why did they have to move my mirrors?” he said to himself. 
 
                 A second crash was heard as he pulled over to the breakdown lane.  He stopped the bus and put it in park.  Opening the door and stepping out he looked behind the bus to see a car sideways with the drivers side smashed in.  He ran up to see the people inside appeared to be not injured.  The passenger side was a long scrape from where they were pushing into the guard rail.  Behind the car was a second car that had rear-ended the first one as it lost control.  
 
                 “Shit!”
 
                 The police eventually showed up.  Since no one was injured the accident didn’t take a high priority with what was happening across the country.  
 
                 When the officer arrived he wrote Chris two tickets for causing the accident. 
 
                 “Damn it.” Chris said to himself as he grabbed the ticket. “Sorry it’s not you,” he corrected himself to the officer.
 
                 “Hey it could be worse. You could have been in Washington,” the Police Officer said. 
 
                 Chris looked at the tickets. Together they were over $250.  
 
                 With no other option available Chris drove the bus to the casino and once there he was met by a company representative. The man was dressed like the other drivers but Chris didn’t recognize him. 
 
                 “Are you Chris?” the man said looking at the bus number.
 
                 “Ya,” Chris new what was coming. It wasn’t the first time he had been fired from a job.  
 
                 “I need your keys, ID badge, and any extra uniforms you might have with you,” the man demanded.  
 
                 Chris gave him the badge and tossed him the keys.  
 
                 “I need my uniform unless I go home naked.” Chris added. 
 
                 “I understand. We will deduct the cost of the uniform from your last check,” the man said. 
 
                 “When do I get my last check?”
 
                 “It will be mailed to you,” the man said. 
 
                 Chris realized he had no money, no job, and was stuck on a border town in southern Michigan where the only attraction was a Indian casino.  He took out his wallet and had no cash for a ticket home.  His credit cards were maxed out.  He was hoping to use his next check to pay down the balance.  Stuffed in with other business cards he collected over the years was a piece of paper with John's phone number.  John was the only friend that remembered he had trouble remembering things.  Chris had not remembered to program John's number into his cell phone.  
 
                 Chris dialed the number on the paper and waited as the phone rang.  
 
                 “Hello?” John's voice answered. 
 
                 “Hey,” Chris said without realizing John might not know it was him. “I mean, uh, it’s me.” 
 
                 Chris rolled his eyes as he realized how he sounded. 
 
                 “Who?” John said.
 
                 “Chris, hey, I’m sorry to bug you and I don’t know if you’re busy but I’m in a tough spot right now.”
 
                 “Ok, what kind of tough spot. Do I need to grab some shovels? You need some fire power? What are we talking about?” 
 
                 “I’m at this casino on the border…”  He went through the story about the cars and the accident.  Then he remembered the news on the radio.  “Hey did you hear about Washington?” 
 
                 “No, I’ve been sleeping. I’ll come and get you. Stay at the casino and I’ll be there as soon as possible. Leaving now.” 
 
                 “Thanks man. You’re a lifesaver.”  
 
                 
 
                 John got in his van and turned the key.  He thought about a few days before when he worried his van could be rigged to blow. Nothing happened.  Pulled out of the parking spot and drove to the highway.  
 
                 As he climbed up the entry ramp he pressed the power button for the radio and a voice was talking about incoherent nonsense.  It took a minute for him to put together what was going on. 
 
                 “…the moment things are unclear. Who did it? We don’t know. Why they did it we can only speculate. Was the Muslim extremist finally able to enact their ultimate attack on the U.S.?”
 
                 John was curious if his radio stations had been erased. He didn’t have it programmed to any stations that would play a Rush Limbaugh type personality.  Then the buzzing sound happened for emergency broadcasting recording.  Was he really listening to an emergency broadcast? Chris had mentioned something about Washington but things didn’t make sense yet.                
 
                 “This is the emergency broadcasting station.  Currently we are assessing the event in Washington D.C.  We will bring you information as it comes.  So far all we know is that a nuclear event has taken place within the city…”  
 
                 He took I-94 straight to Chicago and found the exit a few miles before the border with Illinois.  The casino wasn’t difficult to find with the flashing lights and billboards every couple of miles.  John followed the signs to the parking lot and spotted Chris outside.
 
                 He pulled up to the sidewalk and honked the horn.  Chris stood up from the bench he was sitting on and looked through the window with a look of wonder.  
 
                 “Hey,” he said opening the door. 
 
                 “Get in,” John had his mind running with the info he picked up over the last two hours.  
 
                 Chris buckled in and they drove back to the highway.  
 
                 “What the hell is going on?”  John asked as he set the cruise control on. 
 
                 “Hell if I know. I only heard the first report. Then I hit the car.”  
 
                 John filled Chris in on what he heard and it wasn’t anything more than Chris had heard.
 
                 “You think Al Qaeda got their hands on a bomb?” Chris asked as they sat in the van. 
 
                 “I don’t know what to think.” John was honest with his response.  
 
                 “Man you’re like the guy who knows a guy that knows the shit about the shit. How do you not know what’s going on?” Chris said.
 
                 “I don’t have a clue. It could be anybody. Hell the NSA has always said that it’s not a matter of if, but when a bomb will go off in America,” John said.
 
                 “Shit, This really happened,”  Chris was in shock and they raced home to find out more.  John figured that the highway patrol would be back at the station learning what happened on the news. He set the cruise control to 90 mph and waited to get home.  
 
                 John and Chris listened to the radio but didn’t learn anything new.  Everything was speculation.  
 
                 “This is bullshit,” Chris said as they listened to the talking heads guess as to what happened.  
 
                 They rode the exit ramp back into town.  
 
                 John pulled up to Chris' apartment and set the van in park. 
 
                 “What do you think will happen?” Chris asked. 
 
                 “Buy food, listen to the radio, and hope for the best,” John said. 
 
                 “Right, let me know what I can do to make this up to you,” Chris said. 
 
                 “Don’t worry about it. Anything for a brother.”  
 
                 They shook hands and Chris went into his apartment.  
 
                 John drove back to his apartment. 
 
                 The television was a wealth of disinformation.  Nobody had anything to offer for what happened. The smart channels continued revolving images of Washington with the mushroom cloud.  Others had their host debating as to who was responsible.  One had a mix of both, showing the mushroom cloud and having the host talking over the image.  After an hour John knew they had no idea what was going on.  
 
                 He drove down to the local Costco and found the parking lot packed with vehicles.  He didn’t like the amount of people there and sat in his van trying to think of another place.  He left Costco and went to a GFS (Gordon food service) and parked in a spot. They weren’t nearly as busy and he went inside with his wad of bills. He grabbed a cart and for a second thought about Chris wondering if he was picking up food as well. He never thought about offering him some cash to buy food incase things became worse.  
 
                 He cruised the aisles and filled the cart with various items.  A fifty pound bag of rice, cans of beans, and canned foods of all kinds. He tried to stay away from the frozen food but picked up a few bags of chicken and pizzas that he thought looked good.  After loading the first purchase he went back in and bought another bag of rice and anything that sounded good.  He had cans of ravioli and soup.  The variety wasn’t much but it was food he could live off of.  He finished with the second load and hoped thing wouldn’t get really bad.  
 
                 He carried his purchase up the stairs and when he was done he didn’t plan to leave ever again.  He was done. The stairs were a nemesis he didn’t want to encounter anytime soon. 
 
                 Leaving the bags sitting in the kitchen, except for the frozen items, John pressed the power button for the stereo.  His usual classic rock channel wasn’t playing music or commercials as they normally did.  Instead it was live coverage of the news channels.  He guessed those channels also owned the radio stations they were broadcasting on.  Hours later the talking heads on the television were arguing about who most likely nuked Washington D.C.  As usual it was opinions based on no evidence.  Al Qaeda was suspect number one with 9-11 in their past and the first Trade Center attack in the early 90’s.  
 
                 Another host was guessing it was domestic with the Okalahoma city bombing being carried out by two anti-government militia members.  He argued that the rise of the radical right was a breeding ground for anti-government sentiment.  The response from the other broadcasters was to call him a communist and immediately state that “America is the greatest country in the world.” 
 
                 John turned the radio off and went into the kitchen.  He kicked the running board and pulled it away from the floor.  Reaching in he pulled a wad of cash out.  He needed something to do.  In Afghanistan his down time was filled with books.  Anything he could get his hands on to kill the boredom.
 
                 Turning his phone on he found he had no service.  He figured the system was either overloaded or the government shut it down until further notice. Either way he had few options.  He remembered seeing the library downtown while looking for a place to eat.  He drove downtown and parked on the side of the road.  He walked two blocks to the library.  He stood in line for a minute at the information desk.  As he walked up to the teller he noticed a sign that said the internet was currently down.  
 
                 “I guess this means I can’t get a card?” he said pointing to the sign.  
 
                 “Afraid not,” the teller said. 
 
                 “Can you recommend any good book stores then?” he asked. 
 
                 “We have one in the basement with used books. They have a good selection and its cheap,” the young African American man told him. His name tag read ‘Sam.’
 
                 “Thank you.” 
 
                 John took the stairs down and looked around.  He spotted the book store and stepped inside.  For the small size of it he was amazed at how many books it carried.  Everything was categorized in the few aisles they had.  An older man with a white beard said ‘hello’ and told him about the “still shopping” signs he could place on books while he continued to shop.  John took advantage of it.  
 
                 He went to the science aisle and started grabbing books that caught his eye.  He flipped through the gardening books and picked a few out.  In ten minutes he had a stack with a sign on it.  Thirty minutes later he was in the science fiction section.  Then the fiction and classics.  He found a military section and grabbed the few that looked good including Marine Sniper by Charles Henderson.  
 
                 John went through the spy and espionage section and asked the man at the counter his advice.  The man pointed out the top sellers he noticed leaving the store.  A few minutes later the manager came out and said the store was closing soon. 
 
                 “Oh man, this store is awesome. Is there any chance I could keep shopping?” John asked. 
 
                 “We run on donations and the people here are volunteers,” the woman stated. 
 
                 John reached in his pocket and pulled out the wad of cash.               
 
                 “I can donate,” John said.
 
                 “Well a hundred makes you a benefactor and they get special privileges,” the woman said. 
 
                 “Here is a hundred and I won’t be much longer.” The woman nodded and the doors were closed as John continued through the store.  He left with a few boxes of books and had his name added to the list of benefactors to the library.  Pulling into the driveway he remembered his ordeal with the stairs and his groceries. 
 
                 He sighed at the task ahead of him and after three trips was finally finished.  
 
                 The sun was starting to set and he sat at his kitchen table with the first book he found on top of his stack of boxes.  The Postman by David Brin was cracked open in his hands for the first time. 
 
                 The radio blared in the background but nothing of any importance resonated from the speakers. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 
 
                 Fatima dropped her boys off at the daycare center and drove to work.  She parked in the ramp and found a spot in the middle of the ramp.  The waiting room was full and she knew she was going to have a rough day.  Most of the complaints were minor and in some cases nonexistent. People appeared to be in a panic and were coming in with all kinds of made up complaints.  One person even believed they had ebola.  
 
                 Fatima went through the charts and did what she could.  Everyone was stressed, from the patients to the staff.  Conversations always went back to the events in Washington. Before she knew it she was two hours past the end of her shift.  She finished her last chart and went out to her car.  She went through the security precautions and left with her boys.  She remembered that she didn’t have much food at home and went to the grocery store to pick some up.  All the carts in the entrance were gone.  Long lines were at every lane and she decided to just pick up some pizzas instead.  
 
                 At home Fatima and the boys ate their way through an extra large pizza.  Their faces speckled with the tomato sauce on the corner of their mouths as they smiled.  She sent them to bed and read them stories as they each fell asleep.  She tucked them in and turned the light off.  
 
                  A deep feeling of fear came over her.  For a second, she thought about not going to work the next day.  She didn’t know how long she stood in the doorway.  She closed the door and went to the living room.  She poured a glass of wine for herself in the kitchen and sat on the sofa.  
 
                 It had been almost a week since the bomb went off. As time went on people were in more of a panic.  The patients in the ER were more willing to cause a scene.  Violence had become a constant norm to the point where security started to simply throw people out when they became a concern.  During a shift a few coworkers would end up becoming patients for Fatima because of an encounter with a violent patient.  She was starting to worry about her own safety.  
 
                 The next morning she dropped the boys off at the daycare and drove to work.  She parked in the ramp again and took the tunnel to the hospital that ran under the street.  She didn’t like being outside these days.  When she came into the department the rooms were full and the waiting room was packed.  
 
                 She had an idea to get things moving faster.  Going to the charge nurse she asked to work the triage area.  
 
                 “You know policy says we can’t do that,” the charge nurse said. 
 
                 “How many of these people are going to pay.  Let me see them and send them home before they come in.  We know who the time wasters are. Send them into my room, I check them and send them home.  There is no reason to waste resources on people who don’t need to be here.”  
 
                 Dr. Hartman over heard the conversation and stepped in. 
 
                 “Put her out there. She’s right. We don’t have time to waste on people that don’t need to be here. We will deal with the repercussions later,” he said.  Visibly he was agitated and stressed.  Usually he was relaxed and enjoyed his job, these days people were pushing him to his limit.  
 
                 Fatima took the first triage room and told the desk to start sending her the non-emergency complaints.  
 
                 Three hours later the majority of the waiting room had been thinned out and the doctors in the department were finally seeing patients with serious concerns.  
 
                 Some of the patients would argue with Fatima about what they had. 
 
                 “I know I have something wrong. This cough won’t go away,” a girl in her mid twenties said. 
 
                 “You’ve been smoking since you were 13, of course there is something wrong. You need to stop smoking and your cough will go away. Your lungs need to heal,” Fatima said.  
 
                 “I need a prescription or something. My chest hurts.” 
 
                 “You need to stop smoking.”
 
                 “Why am I paying for this if you won’t help me?” the girl said. 
 
                 Fatima noticed the security guards were hovering by the door.  She turned to the desk and took out a prescription pad.  She wrote the medication and dose. Then signed her name at the bottom. 
 
                 “Here,” she handed the paper to the girl.
 
                 “’Stop smoking. Starting now.’ Who do you think you are? This is bullshit!”  The girl threw the prescription paper at Fatima. A moment later the security guards grabbed the girl by her arms and hauled her outside. 
 
                 The girl was screaming as she was dragged outside and told not to come back.  Fatima had reached her breaking point. She was tired of people thinking they could continue their self destructive life styles and just pick up a magic pill to correct their mistakes. 
 
                 The security guards walked back inside and had the waiting room looking at them.  One of the men looked at the group, turned and looked out the door then back at the people.  
 
                 “No manners,” he said lifting his hand and pointing his thumb towards the door.  
 
                 “Oh shit, they ain’t messing around,” one of the people in the waiting room said.  
 
                 Every couple of hours the same message had to be sent to the crowd.  
 
                 A few seconds later the lights flickered and the computer screens went black.  Everyone froze in place and waited for the backup generators to kick on. They didn’t.  
 
                 Some of the staff started to gather papers to continue their work.  It would only last so long before they ran out of forms without a copy machine.  The security guards opened the doors to the department to allow sunlight in.  Everyone noticed their cell phones no longer worked.  They didn’t turn on, as if their batteries all died at the same time.  
 
                 The charge nurse sent Kara to find out what happened to the power.  Putting some flashlights together she went into the basement and found the maintenance men with the generator.  
 
                 “The electronics are fried,” the older man in the group said. 
 
                 “Can you get it going?  Do you need the electronics?” Kara asked.
 
                 “Nope, we can bypass that. I never liked them adding more of this crap to it anyway. Just more stuff to breakdown.”  
 
                 Kara went back upstairs and gave the charge nurse the information.  Over the next few hours they waited.  They found out a dozen patients on the floors above died when the power went out.  The nurses were distraught about the sudden loss of life.  Some tried doing CPR but the defibrillators weren’t working.  Some respiratory therapist stood over patients who were hooked up to breathing machines using airway bags to keep the patients alive. They took turns with other staff telling them to continue with the same pace.  
 
                 Security carried stop signs out to the entry ways and closed down the hospital.  They would allow people who were really injured or sick to the ER but everyone else had to leave. 
 
                 Tom the cleaning guy was agitated.  In his personal life he was a prepper at home.  He didn’t talk about his hobby knowing that most people would think he was crazy.  Hurricane Katrina came to mind with the hospitals quickly running out of supplies and being over run by looters.  He knew it was coming.  Before the power went out he was keeping track of this around town.  Most of the grocery stores were out of food and other supplies.  He knew that at any given time stores only had three days worth of food for the entire community.  He had a years worth of food in his basement at all times, but that was only for himself.  
 
                 Security had bullet proof vest they wore but they were still unarmed.  The uniform would only keep people away for so long until they noticed these men were unarmed.  
 
                 Some of the nurses turned their badges in at the desk and walked out of the building. Nobody could blame them.  They had families and wanted to go home.  A few minutes later one of the nurses came back and said her car was dead.  She had been parked on top of the ramp. 
 
                 Tom had an idea what happened.  He had read One Second After and knew about EMPs (electromagnetic pulses).  He went out to the ramp and asked a few people who parked on top of the ramp to follow him.  He started his car that was parked in the middle under several feet of concrete and rebar.  The car purred to life.  Then they went to the top level and each person sat in their cars with no electricity to start their cars.  They went back to the ER and told everyone what had happened.  
 
                 “Anyone who parked inside the ramp their car should start, if you were on the top your car is dead.”  
 
                 “What the hell is going on?”  
 
                 Tom tried to explain what an EMP is, but most people looked at him like he was an idiot because of his job.  
 
                 “You’re a janitor, what would you know about these things?” one nurse said. 
 
                 “Look, this can happen from massive solar flares like the Carrington event in the 1800’s. We just had a nuclear explosion in Washington D.C. I would have to guess that someone detonated a bomb above the United States wiping out the electrical grid and all electronic devices.  Does your phone work?” 
 
                 “No,” the nurse said. 
 
                 Dr. Hartman stepped in.  
 
                 “I think Tom has a point. We have to assume that his theory is correct until we find out otherwise,” Dr. Hartman said.
 
                 “Are you saying we are at World War Three?” another nurse asked. 
 
                 “We don’t know what is going on. But he have to assume that someone did detonate a nuclear bomb to wipe out our power grid,” Tom said. 
 
                 “Why?” someone asked. 
 
                 “Because without power our entire country is shut down. Right now all of our supply trucks are sitting on the highways unable to deliver food.  Unless water is gravity fed to our sinks and toilets we have no water and won’t once the water towers are empty.  Our gas stations can’t pump the fuel from the ground tanks.  Our fields won’t be harvested.  Our communications are down.  We have no police or fire department. EMS are stranded where they are.  Everyone is on their own.”  Tom said. 
 
                 The reality of the situation sunk in and more people left the ER running to their cars.  Most of the people that were parked inside the ramp, sped out a minute or two later.  A handful came back not realizing they had parked at the very top. 
 
                 “What do we do?” one of the shamed coworkers said refusing to look at anyone.  
 
                 Tom grabbed a dry erase board and wiped it clean.  
 
                 “Everyone with running cars write down where you live.  The people who are stranded will leave with the people that live closest to them.”  Tom wrote his name and neighborhood at the top.  He also knew that there was nobody that lived in his crime riddled area.  
 
                 Over the next hour the nurses, doctors and support staff made a list.  The people without running cars placed their names next to their neighbors.  
 
                 Security had a meeting in their tiny office and decided where to place their small number of staff. Without cameras and radios keeping the campus secured involved being visible.  A guard stood at each of the two doorways.  Backup would involve hollering for help and hoping someone came.  
 
                 A few hours later the lights came on.  The generators were only hooked up to select lights and red outlets instead of the usual white ones most computers and non essential equipment were plugged into.  One of the maintenance men came to the ER and told the staff to unplug all unnecessary equipment to help save on fuel.  Their next question was where to find more diesel fuel.  
 
                 Tom noted there were some diesel vehicles that no longer ran on the top of the ramp and the parking lots.  Two delivery trucks were also stranded at the loading dock unable to start after the electronics had been fried.  
 
                 “I don’t know how much extra that will give us but at the moment we have three days worth in storage,” the maintenance man said. 
 
                 “You get desperate enough you could get the cooking oil from the kitchen. It will run on that,” Tom said. 
 
                 “How do you know all of this?” the maintenance man asked. 
 
                 “It’s a hobby of mine.”  
 
                 
 
                 A Few hours later a gunshot victim was brought in on foot.  The man was dragged by his friends to the front door.  A stretcher was brought out and the friends were told to remain outside. The ER was functioning like a war zone triage center.  Hartman wanted to order blood right away but they were told the refrigeration in the blood bank was down and the entire supply was lost when the temperature had risen to room temperature.  Staff removed the man’s clothes and applied pressure to the bullet holes in his abdomen and ribcage.  Even with the loss of blood the man thrashed around on the stretcher.  After giving him a injection of Fentanyl he calmed down.  
 
                 Hartman had one of the patient care assistants run upstairs to tell the staff to prep a room.  Some of the bullets had gone straight through.  There was one still inside.  An IV bag was started and a tube was inserted into his ribcage to release the air building up from a collapsed lung.  They would try to save his life but the odds were against him.  
 
                 The man was transferred to the OR when a runner came down and told the staff it was ready.  They rode the elevator up and the man underwent exploratory surgery to find the fragments of the bullet.  This would not be the last man brought in with a gunshot wound.  
 
                 In the trauma room Hartman and the nurses stood at the counter trying to do all of their charting by hand. The floor was littered with trash, clothes, blood, urine, and hair.  Tom walked in and started sweeping the solid waste into a pile.  
 
                 “You don’t have to do that now,” one of the nurses said as she went back to her charting.  
 
                 “This won’t be the last one we see. The friends outside said he was shot while trying to stop his neighbors from stealing his food.  It’s been a week and the stores are out of supplies.  People are getting desperate.  Expect a lot more of this,” Tom continued sweeping and the staff thought about their long night ahead.  
 
                 The next morning saw the same staff working. They took turns napping in some of the doctor sleep rooms.  None of the relief staff showed up for work.  
 
                 Fatima thought about her boys often.  Her hair was a mess and it bothered her that her phone no longer worked.  She was able to get a few hours of sleep in but the gunshots and stab wounds continued to come in.  One woman was even brought in carried in a wheelbarrow.  The more crazy things she saw the more she worried about her boys.  She trusted they were safe.  
 
                 An old SUV drove past security and pulled up to the door.  A man stepped out and ran to the door.  Some of the staff recognized him as the husband of a nurse that was working.  
 
                 “We have to go,” he told his wife. 
 
                 “I can’t just leave. People need me,” she said looking as her two kids waited in the backseat.  
 
                 “The other hospital was over run by looters last night. They broke in, stole any meds they could carry and killed some of the staff,” he said to her. 
 
                 Hartman set his hand on her shoulder.  
 
                 “It’s ok, we all understand. Go,” he said to her. 
 
                 She didn’t bother going in to grab her things she sat in the passenger seat and couldn’t look at the people outside watching as they pulled away.  
 
                 “We need to get some protection if we are going to continue this,” Tom said as the SUV drove away.  
 
                 “What are you thinking?” Hartman asked. 
 
                 “I’m going to get some supplies from my house. I’m only a mile away. If I’m not back in an hour don’t wait for me.”  
 
    
 
                 Tom drove out of the ramp and little over an hour later he returned parking in front of the ER.  When he stepped out of the car he no longer had his scrubs on but instead wore a long coat and black shirt and pants. He popped the trunk open and carried a duffle bag from the back seat.  
 
                 Fatima watched food carried into the ER from the car.  The sound of glass breaking in the waiting room drew some attention as a security guard pulled candy bars and snack foods from the vending machine.  
 
                 Some of the old radios kept in storage were carried to the security office.  The chargers were plugged in to see if the batteries would work.  The dust on the radios showed how long they were kept in the basement.  
 
                 Fatima had difficulty accepting what was happening.  She watched knives being handed to the staff and didn’t take one.  She was a doctor. Her job was to help the wounded, not create more.  
 
                 Her stomach growled. Fatima realized that she hadn’t eaten anything most of the day.  She went back to the break room and looked for some of the food that had been brought in.  Sitting at the table was Tom, the cleaning guy, holding a older rifle with a wooden stock and fore grip. She stepped back looking at the gun.  Tom must have seen the look of surprise or shock on her face. 
 
                 “Sorry,” he said leaning the rifle against the wall.  
 
                 “This is all new to me,” she said. 
 
                 “I understand.” 
 
                 Fatima saw the food spread out on the table.  She spotted a candy bar that she liked but rarely bought to stay healthy.  
 
                 “You should try something with nutrition that won’t give you a sugar high,” Tom suggested. 
 
                 She didn’t say anything and slid the candy bar in her pocket.  
 
                 “Can I ask you something?” Tom said. 
 
                 He had her attention. 
 
                 “When I’m on the ramp across the street, can you bring me food sometime?” 
 
                 “Why me?” she asked. 
 
                 “It would be nice to have a reminder what I’m fighting for,” he said. 
 
                 She didn’t know what he meant by that.  Was he referring to the ER as a whole? Was it his coworkers?  Could he be referring to what he considered to be good people?  Maybe it was his way of telling her he had a crush on her? 
 
                 She nodded her head and left the room.  She had agreed to bring him food not seeing any reason to refuse the simple request.  
 
                 Tom took the tunnel across the street and found his spot on the top floor over looking the ER entrance.  Fatima went back to work, eating her candy bar at the desk, only realizing after it was gone she had forgotten to taste it.  
 
                 The hours flew by as patients came in with various wounds.  What surprised the staff was the people coming to ask where they could get food.  
 
                 The candy bar was no longer holding her over.  She went to Hartman and told him she was taking a few minutes to get food.  
 
                 Going in the break room she grabbed another candy bar and placed it in her pocket.  Then she grabbed a bag of beef jerky.  The thought of her last conversation in the break room reminded her of her agreement.  She needed to get out of the ER, even for a few minutes would work.  She grabbed a few other items and stuffed them in her pocket.  Grabbing a flashlight she took the stairs to the basement and walked the tunnel to the parking ramp across the street.  
 
                 In the darkness of the tunnel she found the stairwell to the ramp and opened the steel door. Stepping inside she heard something upstairs.  The scuttle of steps, or the claws of an animal. She wasn’t sure.  He assumed that rodents were able to get in the ramp all the time.  She remembered the few times she was surprised by at raccoon in the ramp at night.  Her shoes clicked as she ascended the stairs.  She didn’t want to count the four flights she would do to reach the top.  
 
                 Reaching the first floor she looked out the window and didn’t realize how dark it was outside.  She looked up and the stars were filling the sky.  They were brighter and more vibrant than normal.  The cloudy haze of the milky way had returned.  She had never seen it before.  
 
                 The creak of a door behind her caught her attention and she thought for a second it was Tom.  Her body was slammed against the glass and the smell of hard liquor filled her nose.  Rough hands grabbed her arms keeping her on the wall.  
 
                 “Anybody with you?” A male voice said in her ear.  
 
                 “No,” she said. 
 
                 “Upstairs,” he ordered.  
 
                 Releasing her arms the man stepped back pointing a gun at her. 
 
                 “Do anything but what I tell you and I’ll kill you,” the man said. 
 
                 She stayed quiet and walked up the stairs.  She thought about her boys.  The world wasn’t what it once was.  Security didn’t work like it had before.  She shouldn’t have a gun pointed at her.  This should not be happening.  She knew once this was over, if she survived, she needed to get to her boys.  
 
                 I should have left long ago.
 
                 Reaching the top floor the man told her to open the door.  She stepped through into the short hallway.  The man grabbed her from behind and followed her to the exit.  Outside he placed the end of the barrel to her head.  
 
                 “Where are you?” the man said. 
 
                 Fatima didn’t know who he was referring to. Could it be Tom?  
 
                 A flash came from the opposite side of the ramp and the man dropped down almost taking Fatima with him.  She stood there, arms up around her face.  
 
                 A dark figure walked towards her holding a rifle.  She looked down and saw the man with a hole in his face and part of his skull missing in the back.  Tom kicked the gun away from the body.  
 
                 Fatima looked at Tom, eyes full of tears.  Her hands shook as she pulled the beef jerky from her pocket.  He slung the rifle over his shoulder and put his arm around her.  He grabbed the radio and called for someone to come check on Fatima.  He was told they were going home, everyone.  
 
                 People flooded into the ramp and walked to their cars.  Dr. Hartman walked up to Fatima and checked her heart rate and shined a light in her eyes.  
 
                 “I need to find my boys,” she said. 
 
                 “I think she’ll be fine.” Hartman said to Tom.  
 
                 “Do you want me to go with you?” Tom asked her as she pulled her car keys out.  
 
                 “No, I’ll be fine.”  
 
                 As she got in her car, Tom had a bad feeling about her leaving.  The other cars lined up and moved down the ramp.  
 
                 Tom’s collection of weapons sat by the door. The ramp was empty except for him and the body that still lay on the concrete.  He picked up his bag and placed it in his car.  It was time to go home.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
                 “I told you that the blu ray player doesn’t work,” the middle aged woman repeated at the customer service desk for the third time.  “It’s still under warranty.  I just bought it last week.” 
 
                 “Mam, I can’t authorize the exchange with out my manager’s approval,” the clerk repeated.  The woman didn’t like his pimpled face and lack of backbone when it came to doing his job.  
 
                 “Why didn’t I just speak to him from the beginning if everything has to go through him anyway. Why do you work here except to waste my time?” It was a rhetorical question. 
 
                 The clerk rolled his eyes and went to the manager’s office.  Tapping on the glass door he peaked his head in. 
 
                 “Sir, there is a lady out here that would like to talk to you.” 
 
                 “What does she want?” the manager asked while looking at his computer screen.  He told the staff he needed to work on payroll and scheduling, but instead there was a Youtube video playing with a man driving a golf cart through an above ground pool.  
 
                 “She wants a refund on a blu ray player she bought last week. I told her about the exchange policy.” 
 
                 The manager leaned back in the chair and peaked through the door at the woman standing behind the counter.  
 
                 “Well, I’m waiting,” she hollered while starring into the office. 
 
                 “Shit,” the manager said sitting up and walking out the door. 
 
                 “How can I help you, mam?” the manager said.
 
                 “You know how you can help me.  That young man told you why I’m here. Don’t make me repeat myself.” 
 
                 “Mam, I understand why you are upset,” the manager said.
 
                 “Then give me my money,” she said starring him in the eyes.
 
                 “Mam, I’m sure that if you just picked out one of the other blu ray players you will find this is a great investment.”
 
                 “Investment? I bought one last week. It doesn’t work. I drive back here and your employees waste my time with your exchange policy. I don’t want to invest time coming back here next week to return another broken blu ray player. I want my money.” 
 
                 “If you look on the board behind me, we only exchange for items of the same model or items of the same value.”   
 
                 “I don’t care, give me my money.” 
 
                 “If you don’t care, than I don’t care,” the manager said. 
 
                 “What did you just say?” the middle aged woman asked. 
 
                 “You knew the policy when you bought it. If you don’t like it, go somewhere else,” the manager stated. 
 
                 “What is your name?” 
 
                 “Collins.” 
 
                 The woman left the store hollering about the staff being thieves.  She knocked some writable CDs off a shelf and tipped over a rack with cables displayed on it.  Collins looked at the blu ray player sitting on the counter.  He took it in the office and hooked it up to a television.  It worked.  He laughed and realized she didn’t hook it up correctly and left it behind.  He put it back in the box and took it home that night.  
 
                 That Sunday Collins went to church and sat in the front row as he always did.  He put his check in the offering basket, face up with his 15% showing to all of the congregation.  The Reverend made sure to give a nod and wink to Collins as the check dropped in.  The Reverend would use Collins as an example of a God fearing man from time to time.  
 
                 After the service the Reverend stood in the foyer discussing updating the electronics in the church.  Collins donated a brand new blu ray player and offered to hook it up when the sound system and other changes had been made.  
 
                 Later that week Collins sat in his office watching videos on Youtube.  The pimple faced employee rapped his knuckles on the door.  
 
                 “What?” Collins said turning around.
 
                 “You gotta see this,” the clerk said.
 
                 Collins turned around and saw the desk empty.
 
                 “I’m busy,” a cat was on the screen riding on a Rumba robot vacuum cleaner.  
 
                 “Boss, you gotta see this.”  
 
                 “God damn it,” Collins sprung from the chair and came out of the office. 
 
                 On the television screens a mushroom cloud showed with news anchors talking about the nuclear event. 
 
                 “Very nice you found a shitty movie. I watched this as a kid.  What is it Red Dawn or After the Day?” Collins said not amused. 
 
                 “It’s not a movie. It’s real,” the clerk said handing Collins the remote.  
 
                 He switched the channels from Fox News to CNN.  The same image showed up. Then he switched it to the local channel and found the same image. 
 
                 “Ok guys, cut the shit.  Who is playing with the feed?” Collins started moving up the channels and noticed the voices changed and the channel icon would change.  “What the hell.” 
 
                 “Guess we aren’t paying taxes anymore,” one of the stock boys said. 
 
                 “What do we do boss?” the clerk said. 
 
                 “Nothing has changed. Just go back to work,” Collins said.  
 
                 One of the stock boys took off his work shirt and placed his badge on the counter walking out.  The others followed orders as they were told.  Collins took the badge and smiled since he didn’t have to pay out the last check. He wasn’t given a two week notice.  For the next two days nobody came into the store.  On day three the employees didn’t show up except for Collins who stood behind the counter by himself.  A week after what everyone was calling the Day, the power went out and Collins finally realized he was out of a job.  
 
                 He closed the shop.  He took the petty cash out of the safe and locked all of the doors.  He also grabbed the small .38 revolver that was kept in the safe.  When he tried to drive home his small Honda Civic wouldn’t start.  He wasn’t a fit man.  He wasn’t over weight but the doctor called him “skinny fat” with his lower body fat and high cholesterol and blood pressure.  He stepped out of the car and looked around.  He lived thirty miles away in a subdivision for up and coming professionals.  He decided to walk to his church two miles away after he found his cell phone wasn’t working either.  He had three thousand dollars in cash on him and the gun.  As he walked down the street he noticed everyone else was stranded like him.  People avoided one another like the person passing by was responsible for the event or they stopped and talked about with happened.  Nobody knew anything but they were already starting rumors.  
 
                 Sweat dripped off his forehead as he made his way down the street.  An hour later he stood outside the church.  He found the door locked and went to the rectory.  Instead of the Reverend at the desk, Collins found his daughter, Isabel.  Young, blonde, curvaceous, busty, and beautiful she was everything Collins wanted in a one night stand. 
 
                 “Hi,” he said walking in through the door.  He secretly hoped the Reverend wasn’t at the church seeing Isabel standing there.
 
                 “Can I help you?” she said. 
 
                 He contemplated saying something about his personal needs but instead asked for her father. 
 
                 “He’ll be right back. He’s checking on the fuse box,” she said going through papers in the candle light. 
 
                 “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
                 “Looking for the power company’s phone number.” 
 
                 “Doesn’t matter, phones are down too,” Collins said. 
 
                 “No service?” she said grabbing her cell phone and finding it wasn’t coming on. “I just charge this stupid thing.” Then she picked up the land line phone that the church kept. The ring tone wasn’t on.  “What the hell.”  
 
                 “That’s inappropriate talk for a lady,” Collins said suddenly regretting that he just pointed out he was older than her. 
 
                 “That’s not the worst that comes out,” she said sounding annoyed. 
 
                 Collins thought about things going in her mouth.  
 
                 Isabel walked out of the room.  Collins was a person that always made her uneasy.  He was creepy and she didn’t like how he looked at her.  During the service she would catch him looking at her.  Undressing her with his eyes as she sang with the praise band.  There were others she wished would do that, but he was not one of them.  The guy was a weasel and she didn’t like him in anyway.  
 
                 She found her dad in the basement using a flash light to look through the fuse box.  
 
                 “I don’t know what it is. Everything looks fine,” he said turning around hearing his daughter walking up behind him.  
 
                 “Dad, Collins is here,” she said with an annoying tone in her voice.
 
                 “Well, tell him I’m on my way,” the Reverend said.
 
                 “He creeps me out,” she said. 
 
                 “He’s harmless. He’s one of our best attendants. You know he has a crush on you?” The Reverend said.
 
                 “It’s not a crush, I get a chill when he looks at me.”  
 
                 “Be nice and go keep him company.”  
 
                 She stormed out of the basement and went up the stares.  She didn’t go back to the office and instead went to the daycare room.  
 
                 The Reverend arrived in the office a few minutes later and found Collins alone.  
 
                 “Hello,” the Reverend said as they shook hands.  
 
                 Collins explained how his car wouldn’t start and the phone didn’t work.  The Reverend tried starting his car, then the church van, and as a last resort Isabel’s car.  Nothing worked.  
 
                 “This is the work of Satan,” the Reverend said as he failed with the last vehicle.  “We can set you up in one of the spare rooms in the church for the night.  We can see if anything changes in the morning.”  
 
                 Collins eventually never left the church with no way to get home.  Even if he did get home he didn’t know what he would do with no way to pick up food or a working phone to contact the outside world.  He was stuck in town until the power came back on.  What nobody realized was that was never going to happen.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
                 “What do you mean you lost him?” 
 
                 Isaac knew this was coming after the man who had been robbing their operations got away from  him.  He ran to his bike and tried to follow the man he suspected as the thief.  The locals talked about a young white boy that kept to himself and owned a full size van.  When he ran, Isaac knew it was the man they had been looking for.  
 
                 “Nobody ever gets away from you,” Isaac’s boss was upset to say the least.  “What the hell have you been doing with my time and money.  You start some shit with the Dark Knights on the south side. Then you come here and say you lost him.  How the hell does that happen?” 
 
                 “He’s good,” Isaac had no excuses. 
 
                 “Better than you? Is that what you are telling me?” The large muscular man sat down at his desk in the bike shop.  “Well then you better find him because if you’re telling me this clown is better than you I want to hire him.” 
 
                 “I’ll get him,” Isaac said. 
 
                 “Well maybe it doesn’t matter now,” his boss said. 
 
                 “Why?” 
 
                 “You see this?” his boss picked up the remote and the television turned on.  The screen came to life and showed a mushroom cloud at the center.
 
                 “What’s this?” Isaac said. 
 
                 “Could be opportunity.  The only people who are bigger crooks than us have just been wiped off the planet.” 
 
                 “Is this real?” Isaac looked at the screen and saw the Fox news logo on the bottom corner.               
 
                 “No joke. Somebody nuked those bastards. Long over due if you ask me. But if they aren’t in power now,” Isaac’s boss relaxed back in the seat. “Forget this guy. I think we have a chance to own this city.” 
 
                 “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    
 
                 Isaac’s job was to keep an eye on the local police.  The gang knew that the police department kept their own supply of gasoline.  The gang was also interested in the weapons that were kept there.  Isaac brought up the national guard and a few men were sent to check out the local post.  Security was lacking.  Chain link fence and barbwire was the only thing keeping Humvees, supply trucks, and tanker trucks from being driven out of the yard.  
 
                 “This is a joke,” one of the men said. Checking out the post from the cemetery located next to it.  
 
                 A week after the Day was when the power went out.  The motorcycles still ran but most of the other vehicles didn’t.  The mechanics were frustrated at what happened.  
 
                 “Looks like the electronics are fried.” One of the mechanics said looking at a fuse box with blown fuses and wires that were smoking.  “This is a mess.” 
 
                 “Can we fix these?” Dustin, the owner of the shop said.  
 
                 “I would have to tear out all of the electronics and I’m guessing the computer is gone too.”  
 
                 “What about the older cars?” Dustin asked.  
 
                 “They all seem to be fine. The Malibu is running, same with the Chevelle,” the mechanic said. 
 
                 “Get this junk out of here. Find all the old Detroit muscle we can get our hands on.  We’re taking the national guard post tomorrow and getting some good rides.” Dustin hoped he was making a good decision.  His phone wasn’t working along with everyone else.  The land line to the shop wasn’t working either.  He wanted to call Isaac to bring him back to the shop.  An hour later Isaac pulled into the shop and told Dustin about the police trying to get their cars started.  
 
                 “So we have no police?” Dustin said. 
 
                 “There are cops stranded in the city walking home or to the station but at the station their cars are scrap.  Everyone is on foot,” Isaac said. 
 
                 “Tomorrow we ride to the armory.  We secure the fuel and get the Humvees running,” Dustin said.               
 
                 “There is no going back from this,” Isaac pointed out. 
 
                 “That’s the point. We are going to own this town.”
 
    
 
                 The early morning hours were filled with the roar of choppers and muscle cars racing their engines.  They waited for their leader to give the order to leave.  Isaac sat on his chopper and watched the bike shop.  Dustin walked out of the office and the men cheered.  The testosterone was mixing with the smell of exhaust and oil.  Dustin ran up to a picnic table outside the office and jumped on top of it.  He raised his hands in the air and the men cheered clapping their hands.  From the back of his pants Dustin pulled a .357 magnum out and aimed it in the air.  He fired a shot and Isaac pulled out of the yard.  The convoy of cars and bikes followed behind.  
 
                 Isaac didn’t drive fast down the streets. There wasn’t traffic they were fighting with to get to their destination.  The streets were clear except for cars stranded on the curb.  People stepped out their front doors when they heard the ruckus. The loud mufflers and random gunfire had people on edge.  People familiar with the movie Mad Max wondered if that was what the world had come to.  The bikers faces were stoic as they smiled inside. They rode feeling they owned the neighborhood and nobody would tell the otherwise.  
 
                 When they reached the national guard post Isaac stopped his bike and waved the lead truck ahead. An old 1970’s Chevy hit the gas and blew through the chain link gate that was padlocked.  The sparks flew as the gate crashed into the asphalt.  The bikes and cars were careful to drive around the fallen gate with the barb wire still attached to the top. 
 
                 A handful of soldiers walked out the front of the armory watching the bikers driving in.  They turned around and ran inside.  The bikers parked their rides and followed after the soldiers.  None of the soldiers were armed. The officer in charge turned the dial on the vault unlocking it to the weapons.  The steel door slowly swung open to the M16s waiting inside.  The half dozen men on post ran inside and grabbed the closest rifle.  Before they could load a full magazine the bikers were standing in the doorway, guns aimed telling them to drop the weapons.  
 
                 “Do you know who you’re messing with?” the officer in charge said.  
 
                 “Do you?” 
 
                 The biker in front raised his Winchester lever action and shot the soldier in the chest.  He coughed and choked while the bikers ordered the other men out into the gym area.  A minute later the man was dead.  His body dragged outside before the rest of the gang went inside and grabbed the guns they wanted.  The mechanics were in the yard looking under the hoods of the Humvees.  The diesel motors were easy enough to work on and the electronics were simple. Some fuses were switched out but everything else appeared fine and the Humvees purred to life.  The men gave high fives and the people who rode in the cars and trucks each took a vehicle to drive off the base.  
 
                 Isaac walked into the gym and looked around. 
 
                 “Wow, state champs for National Guard Basketball in 1989. Impressive.  Looks like you haven’t been on the winning side of much for the past few decades.” 
 
                 The soldiers looked at one another wondering if this was the end.  None of them expected to have the base raided.  
 
                 “Our organization, if you would like to be a part of it, has some room for growth in the coming months.  You, although unprepared today, have skills and experience that my men do not.  I’m not going to let today count against you.  Until now the federal government was the top paying organization in your field. But they don’t exist anymore, and we do.  So, if you are looking for a new job we are your best option.” 
 
                 “What about my wife?” one of the men asked. 
 
                 Isaac pulled his pistol out and shot the questioning soldier in the head.  
 
                 “Does anybody else have any attachments preventing them from this great job opportunity?” 
 
                 The soldiers shook their heads in response. 
 
                 “Good, go join the rest of the men. When we are confident that you will be loyal you will get a weapon, in the meantime you will be part of our motor pool. If we have any reason to believe you are trying to sabotage or hinder our advancement in anyway…” Isaac looked at the body on the gym floor. “Everybody move out.” The men exited the gym and the convoy was ready to leave the parking lot.  
 
                 The truck left, all weapons were loaded in the beds of the supply trucks.  The generators and fuel trucks were taken with them.  The operation lasted three hours and no police or back up arrived at the base.  Dustin now had his army to take control of the city one bullet at a time.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
                 It was now two weeks after the Day.  Many of the Reverend's followers had shown up on the church’s door steps asking for help and answers to what was happening.  Collins helped set up places for people to sleep and tents for people to stay.  Everyone agreed it was better to stick together until the Government arrived or the power came back on.  Most people had already figured out it wasn’t a power outage with the cars not running and cell phones not working.  
 
                 When news came to the church that people were going door to door looting and stealing supplies panic set in with everyone.  Police didn’t appear to be anywhere.  They turned to the Reverend for answers.  
 
                 With his followers becoming concerned and impatient he was in a panic for finding answers.  He flipped open his bible and found himself in the book of Exodus.  He read about the Israelites raiding villages and wiping out entire populations; men, women, children, crops, and cattle.  Nothing was left standing.  In order to find the promise land they first had to cleanse the world of the impure heathens that lived in the land.  It gave him an idea.  
 
                 Some people were becoming frustrated with their situations.  People had become needy and demanded immediate satisfaction.  This was coming through with their demand for hot showers, warm food and laundry.  He had to take the focus off himself.  He had to point the finger at someone else.  
 
                 The congregation gathered together in the church and waited to hear what the Reverend had to say.  
 
                 Collins sat in the front row as he always did.  
 
                 The Reverend took a few minutes before he approached the pulpit.  He wanted to choose his words carefully.  To do this kind of trick took a level of delicacy he used once in awhile but not to this extent.  
 
                 “When Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt they were promised a new land that would be there own. They spent 40 years in the desert after receiving the ten commandments.  They raided villages and cities.  Destroyed everything God commanded them to.  Every man, woman, and child. Every head of cattle, they even burned the fields.  This was the level of devotion it took for the Israelites to earn their promised land.  We had a promised land.  This was a pure nation at one time.  Then we allowed it to be soiled by the followers of false faiths.  Anti-Christian propaganda and so called open mindedness destroyed this nation.  Don’t think for a minute that what happened in our nation’s capital didn’t have something to do with those that had been plotting to destroy us for years.  They take our holy land and we take it back.  They tried to conquer the world and we took it back.  They come to our country and we have to take it back.”
 
                 The church roared in applause as the Reverend stop for a second to continue.  
 
                 “We had a president that reached out to our so called Muslim brothers and in return they spit in our faces.  You have known me for years. Some of you out there decades.  I have always been against this liberal notion that we have to be tolerant of these heathens.  They call Islam a religion of peace.  Does anybody here call this peace?  Is there one among you that would call this a world of peace?  I don’t have to wait for the authorities to announce who destroyed our beloved capital.  I can tell you without a doubt who destroyed it.  Just like we all knew who destroyed the World Trade Center on 9-11.  Was there a doubt in anyone’s mind who did that?  We knew who was responsible.  We know who needs to be banished from this land if we are ever going to be in a peaceful world.  They have their place and it is not here.  And I think there are those of you out there that know what needs to be done if we are ever going to have a world that we feel safe in ever again.”  
 
                 Some of the men and women stood up clapping as the Reverend paused.  Whistling started and the crowd was in an uproar.  The Reverend put his hands in the air to try and calm them down.  Now the focus was off of him.  He had someone to blame for everyone’s misery.  They felt like they were getting the answers they wanted hear.  Regardless if it was the right answers the Reverend was happy the responsibility was off of him.  He didn’t think the congregation would really act out on what he was saying.  He wanted to hear the Muslims were to blame and there weren’t that many in town to worry about.  He smiled having out smarted the masses.  He knew they would continue to follow him and in turn take care of him as they continued to struggle into the future.  When he did pray it was for the government to finally arrive and save the day so he could say he was right.  
 
                 “As we all know food is already starting to dwindle in the storage we have.  I never would have guessed our pantry for the homeless would ever be used for us but I’m thankful we had it.  As of tomorrow we will start to send out teams of people to look for food and bring back what ever we can find.  By the grace of God we will make it through this.  I have no doubt that if we remain together we can make it through.  God will not abandon us as he never abandoned the Israelites.  We are on our march towards a promised land.  There will be hard times but if we follow the word of the lord he will grace us with the Christian nation we deserve.”
 
                 The church was filled with clapping and cheer.  The Reverend waved everyone away after finishing his sermon.  Finally the responsibility was off of him and with the search parties going out into the local areas what happened was due to God’s rewards for their hard work and not due to his leadership.  Sometimes the Reverend wondered why he didn’t go into politics, but he was glad he hadn’t.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
                 The morning sun hovered over the trees on the horizon.  The rays of sunlight appeared as beams being cut from the sun by the branches of trees.  The mornings were warm now compared to the early spring frost.  
 
                 Collins put together a group of three men for his search party.  Chris, a Iraq war vet that had a medical discharge.  The third member was a younger easily influenced man named Frank.  He was married with no kids.  Regardless of the situation Frank always had a smile on his face and proclaimed his love for the lord.  Sometimes Collins would refer to Frank as Job because of his positive attitude in the face of adversity. 
 
                 The three men walked out on foot and went south where Collins guessed there might be food.  The question came up how they would carry food back if they found it.  Collins replied with “improvise.”  
 
                 Being the leader of the group felt good to Collins.  He often thought he should have joined the military.  Now he could go back and live the life that he thought he might have been better suited for.  
 
                 Walking two miles away from the church they finally started knocking on doors and looking in windows in search of food.  Some houses were abandoned.  Others had the sound of a shotgun being pumped behind closed doors.  The first time Frank heard it he stopped in his tracks and slowly stepped away.  
 
                 “Oh, ok. God bless you!” Frank said as he quickly moved away from the house.  
 
                 As the trio moved down the street they thought about how they could gather food for the congregation.  
 
                 “What about the supermarkets?” Frank suggested as if the answer was that simple.  
 
                 “There hasn’t been food there since a week after the day,” Collins said. 
 
                 “But what if they have been restocked,” Frank replied. 
 
                 “Trucks aren’t driving. How would they be restocked?” as the words came out of Collins’ mouth they heard the hum of a motor coming their way.  A older Chevy Impala came towards them with an older black man at the wheel.  He was middle aged with white patches of hair on his temples but his face looked a decade younger.  
 
                 “It’s a sign from God,” Collins said. 
 
                 “What are you talking about?” Chris asked. 
 
                 Collins ignored him and walked out into the street.  He stood in the way of the approaching car with his arms out.  The car stopped a few feet away.  The driver pressed down on the horn telling Collins to step out of the way.  As Collins approached the drivers side door the man inside rolled the window down. 
 
                 “Are you out of your damn mind?” the driver asked.  
 
                 “Yes,” Collins said pulled the .38 revolver from the back of his pants.  Neither Frank or Chris knew that he had the gun on him.  
 
                 “Ok, ok. Take it. No good to me dead.” The driver said. 
 
                 “Thank you kindly,” Collins said keeping his revolver point at the man stepping away from the car. 
 
                 “Chris get in the driver’s seat.” 
 
                 “I’m not supposed to drive,” Chris said repeating what he was told at boot camp so many years ago.
 
                 “Chris get in the car,” Collins repeated. 
 
                 As Chris sat in the drivers seat Frank moved to the back seat from the passenger side but made sure to tell the owner, “have a blessed day!” 
 
                 The middle aged man looked at the trio as if they had escaped from a psych ward.  
 
                 Collins sat the passenger seat and Chris hit the gas turning down the nearest street.  
 
                 The owner realized they were going to head back, driving south on the next street and ran the one block to the intersection trying to catch them.  He picked up a rock that laid in a yard and carried it to the corner.  As he reached it the car was half way to the intersection.
 
                 “Is that the same guy?” Chris said pointing to the man on the corner.                
 
                 “Shit.” Collins pulled his gun out of his pants but it was too late. The man tossed the rock at the car smashing the windshield.  Chris swerved the car trying to avoid the impact.  The spider web pattern in the glass obstructed his view but he regained control of the car.  Frank looked back at the man on the corner who stared at them driving away. 
 
                 “Jesus loves you!” Frank yelled out the window, his way of thanking the man for his donation to the church.  
 
                 The angry mumbling of words could be heard. Frank didn’t know what it was the man had said but guessed it was profanity he would rather be oblivious to.  
 
                 Although Chris thought Collins had lost his mind he was thankful for the car.  
 
                 “Where to?” Chris asked. 
 
                 “Just drive straight for now.”  
 
                 The went several miles down the street until they came to a business part of town.  Collins hoped they could pick through the leftovers of a supermarket or some mega store like a Super Walmart.  Then he saw something that stuck out to him.  Children playing in a yard.  A fenced in yard, with barbed wire and security all around.  Some of the children were white but he spotted some that were not of this land.  
 
                 “Stop over there,” Collins pointed out.  
 
                 Chris pulled into the parking lot for a daycare center.  
 
                 “I’ll be right back,” Collins said. 
 
                 Frank and Chris sat in the car as Collins pulled on the front door of the building.  The door wouldn’t budge and he stood back and shot the glass next to the door.  Reaching in to unlock the door he noticed he could walk through the broken glass. 
 
                 All of the children in the yard started running towards the building after the shot was heard.  Collins walked inside and disappeared.  
 
                 Everything seemed quiet at first.  Then Frank saw the children running back out into the playground. A woman was fighting with Collins hitting him in the chest, trying to knock the gun away from him.  Frank watched as Collins pistol whipped the woman.  She fell to the ground and didn’t move afterwards. 
 
                 “What’s going on?” Frank asked.
 
                 “Sometimes it’s better to not ask questions,” Chris said. 
 
                 Chris sat with his hands on ten and two, gripping the steering wheel.  He looked down the field next to the daycare center.  A doe and fawn stood out in the open eating from the grass.  Chris thought that was a fine opportunity for a meal.  They could throw the doe in the trunk and bring it back like the deer he hit with a car two years ago.  Chris didn’t notice the gun shots at first. He noticed the two deer running away to the trees behind the school.  Then Frank screamed. 
 
                 The blood curdling roar that escaped from his throat was more horrifying than any movie Chris had ever seen, but he had heard worse in Iraq.  His mind switched off.  To him nothing was happening, he only waited for the next order.  Another shot rang out.  Frank watched in horror as the children with dark hair were lined up against the fence. Three more shots could be heard before it was over.  The car was rocking now as Frank screamed in the back seat.  His hands in the air in front of him muscles tense, fingers curled as he rocked back and forth. In disbelief Frank watched Collins pat a blonde haired girl on the head as he walked back to the building.  Five bodies lay in the grass.  
 
                 As Collins walked out of the building Frank struggled to open the back door of the car.  He continued screaming even after he opened the door and ran away through the parking lot as if Satan himself was coming for him.  
 
                 Collins sat in the passenger seat.  
 
                 “What’s wrong with him?” he asked Chris. 
 
                 “I don’t know,” Chris said.  For a few minutes Chris though he was back in Iraq.  He didn’t see Collins exit from the building but a man in tan camouflage and a beretta nine millimeter.  He would have sworn Collins had a Kevlar helmet on but was surprised when he later looked at him and he only had his receding hairline.  At times he didn’t see the impala dashboard but instead saw the Humvee he drove in Iraq.  
 
                 “Where to?” Chris said in a daze. 
 
                 “Head back to the church.  The lord’s work is done here.”  Collins said. 
 
                 They ran out of gas a mile away from the church.  They never ran into the owner again.  They told the church that they had been separated from Frank when looters came by.  A day later Frank’s wife disappeared in the middle of the night taking all of her belongings with her.  The church assumed Frank came back since his bag was also gone.  
 
                 Collins shared with the Reverend what had happened.  
 
                 “It was just like you said. We need to cleanse the land.  Men, Women, and Children in order to make this a Christian Nation.  We can’t have them growing up and starting the whole thing all over again.  I could feel the hand of the lord being guided through me.  It’s like I was watching myself doing it. It was me, but it wasn’t.  I was truly blessed,”  Collins spoke like any deranged killer.  
 
                 The Reverend was lost at what to do.  He never thought that one of the congregation would go ahead and do something like this.  He did say this was what was needed.  He couldn’t go back on his word.  
 
                 “The lord thanks you for your work,”  he couldn’t believe the words were coming from his mouth, but they were.  He had to go along with this.  
 
                 Collins sat in the office with a grin on his face.  
 
                 “You think we will be blessed now? A reward for what happened?” Collins asked.  He wasn’t thinking food, instead Isabel.   
 
                 “I think we have a great many rewards coming our way.”  
 
                 The Reverend knew he had to address what happened.  He had the congregation gather in the church.  He always hated the Muslims but he was struggling at the thought of children, Muslim or not.  No food had been found that wasn’t guarded or spoiled from the power outage.  He had to take drastic measures. 
 
                 Before he could start a man ran into the church and hollered, “we found food!” 
 
                 Everyone flooded out and saw an old pickup filled with boxes in the back.  “Doritos” was written on the side in black ink.  
 
                 “Hope you prefer nacho cheese,” the man said as he pulled one bag out of the  truck bed and dropped it on the ground.  
 
                 “Where did you find this?” the Reverend asked. 
 
                 “On the highway. The truck must have broke down hauling it.  Then we found this pickup on the side of the road with a flat.  We changed the flat and filled it with these boxes from the truck.  I hope we can go back and grab more before somebody else takes them.”
 
                 People were already stuffing their faces with the corn tortilla chips.  
 
                 “This is a blessing from God!” the Reverend proclaimed. “This is how the lord rewards those that follow his will. If we are to survive we need to go to those that don’t deserve to be in this land and take back what is rightfully ours.”  
 
                 That night the church celebrated their find and had two more loads of tortilla chips brought back to the church.  
 
                 Afterwards they started to target businesses that they knew were owned by so called “foreigners.”  
 
                 A convenience store owned by Indians was raided and the owner with his son killed.  The Lord’s Army, a name Collins created, loaded up all the supplies and left the bodies to rot.  
 
                 A gas station owned by a Sikh was attacked by the Lord’s Army.  What little gasoline that was left in the underground tanks was pumped out by hand.  All the food in the store was taken out.  Collins thought it would be a good idea to send a message to all the other non-Americans.  The Sikh was dragged out of the station and his body hung over the pumps.  A sign was placed around his neck that said “Christian Nation.” That Sikh had fought along side American soldiers in the first Iraq war and later in Somalia.  He used the Montgomery G.I. Bill to fund his way through college earning a business degree.  He owned half a dozen gas stations around town employing thirty people across the city.  He earned two purple hearts and was called the screaming Sikh by his brothers in the army.  His hatred for Muslims was greater than any American could understand.  Yet, he was killed for being one.  
 
                 The food started to become more regular and with more of the stores they took the more weapons they acquired.  Before the Reverend knew it he had what Collins already called the Lord’s Army.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
                 Hands still shaking Fatima drove down the spiraling ramp to leave the hospital.  A week ago the power went out. Two weeks ago the capital of the country was nuked.  She didn’t think things would fall apart as fast as they had.  The taillights in front of her didn’t brake as they reached the exit and sped out into the street.  She stopped for a second and turned left.  She drove to the main strip of road that connected the city with the business district.  She would pick up her boys and take them home where they would be safe.  The lights didn’t work anymore and she stopped at all of them to make sure no traffic was coming from the cross streets.  She felt like she was driving in the country with all of the lights out in the pitch black of night.  
 
                 If things went well she would be at the daycare center in twenty minutes.  She stopped at the next intersection and looked to her left.  The popping sound of glass caused her to scream as she was covered in the small square specks.  She brushed her hair back and found a man sitting in the passenger seat of her car.  
 
                 “Get out,” he said.  She had seen him at the hospital before.  One of the regulars always in for being intoxicated.  He was sweaty and going through withdraws.  She couldn’t count how many time she had taken care of him. “Get out,” he repeated. 
 
                 “I know you. I took care of you,” she said.
 
                 He paused for a second. 
 
                 “You think I give a fuck? Get out.” He pointed the gun at the ceiling and fired it.  
 
                 She didn’t remember opening the door or falling out of the car, but there she was on the asphalt.  The man in the car screamed as he cupped his ears.  He crawled in her seat and pulled the door shut.  She could see his ears bleeding from the concussion of the gun.  He put the car in drive and sped off down the road.  She was left in the dark.  
 
                 The bag of medical supplies Dr. Hartman had given her was gone.  Her pepper spray in the her purse was gone.  Money and ID were gone.  She had nothing but her name badge and some food in her pocket she never gave to the cleaning guy on the roof.  She moved away from the street and walked down the sidewalk.  She didn’t know what else to do.  
 
                 The daycare center was miles away.  Funny how things were convenient when you had a car.  The air was getting cold.  She could see the crystals of moister falling in the moon light as a cloud revealed the white waxing oval.  Pulling her coat closed she tried to keep her body heat locked inside.  
 
                 After two blocks she started looking for a place to sleep.  She couldn’t remember when the last time she had eight hours of sleep.  
 
                 She found a car on the side of the road and the doors were unlocked.  She crawled inside assuming it was abandoned after the EMP. 
 
                 Once her eyes closed she was in a deep sleep.  
 
                 The sound of breaking glass jolted her awake.  She instantly remembered the car jacking.  She looked around and found all the windows intact.  The glass was fogged over from her breath.  She wiped some glass clean and watched two people climbing through a picture window they had smashed.  The bagel shop might have something inside worth taking.  She looked around the street and didn’t see anything to concern her.  She stepped out of the car and shut the door.  She hurried down the street away from the looters.  
 
                 A few blocks away she started to question if the people were truly looters when her stomach started to grumble.  If they were simply trying to survive, was it a crime to take food that others weren’t taking?  She pulled the jerky from her pocket and tore open the wrapper.  She could smell the teriyaki flavoring the moment it was opened and her mouth watered.  She stuffed a large piece in and chewed for a few seconds.  
 
                 A few minutes later the bag was empty and she was running the end of her finger across the bottom picking up the small pieces that remained.  She found a public trash can and placed it inside.  She laughed to herself as she did it, but didn’t see the point in making the world a dirtier place than it was. She wondered who was going to empty the metal bin.  Either way it was in it’s place.  She continued walking.
 
                 An hour later she could feel a blister growing on her foot.  Her shoes were not meant for walking.  She stopped and took the shoe off looking at her foot there was a bubble filled with fluid waiting to burst. She contemplated popping it but knew it would only bleed afterwards. She either needed a ride or new shoes and she had neither option.  She put the shoe back on and continued down the street.  
 
                 An hour later and only a mile further she saw smoke rising down the street.  She saw her car sitting on the side of the road.  She ran up to it.  Walking with a limp, her blister was now open.  She looked in the drivers side window and saw the man that had car jacked her.  He had managed to wrap the front of the car around a telephone pole.  The airbag had gone off, but that sent him over the steering wheel since he never put the seatbelt on.  His head rest outside of the windshield with his skull split open.  She checked his pulse.  He didn’t have one.  She opened the drivers side door and popped the trunk open with the switch.  Lifting the truck lid she saw her gym bag inside and her tennis shoes. 
 
                 “Never thought I would be so happy to see you,” she said kicking her work shoes off and putting the socks over her bleeding feet.  She put the shoes on and found them a little more comfortable.  The damage was already done.  Unless she stopped walking her feet would remain in pain.  She grabbed the gym bag, stuffed the medical supplies inside, and pocketed the pepper spray and wallet.  There wasn’t anything else in the car of value.  She took one last look at the man in the drivers seat. 
 
                 “Karma is a bitch,” she said as she walked away leaving his corpse there.  
 
                 She took the photo of her boys out of her wallet and looked at it.  She didn’t need the reminder of where she was going or why. The picture gave her comfort and made her feel like they were with her already. She pictured their smiles and laughter.  She could feel their arms around her.  The smell of their hair filled her head.  She was walking faster.  She blocked the pain from her mind.  
 
                 A few blocks later she started to see people in the streets. They had guns and were raiding a gas station.  A man with a turban was dragged outside. The turban was knocked off his head and he scrambled across the ground to grab it. He couldn’t allow himself to not show his humility to God.  Before he could put it back on one of the laughing men shot him in the head.  Fatima ran behind a row of bushes to hide herself from the men.  
 
                 She couldn’t believe what she had just seen.  She wanted to run over and check the man and see if she could save him.  There was no chance outside of a surgery room and trauma center. The man wouldn’t live even if he had pulse.  She crawled behind the bushes and tried to get away from the area.  As she passed by the doorway of the building, an arm came out and pulled her inside. She was about to scream but a hand covered her mouth and a man’s face appeared above her with a finger over his lips.
 
                 “Shhh,” he said as he lifted his hand from her mouth.  She stayed quiet and looked back at the door seeing that it was closed.  “Stay quiet. Can’t let them know we are in here,”  the man said. 
 
                 “Who are you? What is going on?” she whispered. 
 
                 “I am Amir.  Those men are from the Lord’s Army,” he said. 
 
                 “Lord? What lord?” she said. 
 
                 “Jesus, I assume,” he said peeking out the window to see where the men were.  “Come we must leave out the back. Get far away from here.” 
 
                 “I need to get my sons,” she said. 
 
                 “Where are they?” Amir asked. 
 
                 “A few miles away,” she said.
 
                 “If it’s a few miles away from here. The further the better.” 
 
                 They went out the back door and disappeared down the alley.  From that moment on they stayed off the main streets.  They traveled slow and stayed out of sight.  Fatima wanted to rush, but couldn’t move fast with her feet.  She couldn’t help her boys if she died on the way. 
 
                 The sun was setting and Fatima couldn’t believe she wasn’t there yet.  Amir checked a few doors of buildings trying to find a place to spend the night.  They found an air soft course that was abandoned.  The doors were left open since there was nothing to steal.  The warehouse that had been converted into an arena had an old Jaguar car inside.  The tires were flat and the motor had not run in years.  Fatima crawled onto the cold leather and knew it would be a miserable night.  She looked forward to seeing her boys tomorrow.  She took her sweat shirt out of her gym bag and put it on trying to create layers to conserve body heat.  Amir sat in the passenger seat and laid it back.  
 
                 “We should be safe here tonight,” he said.  “What is your name?” 
 
                 “Fatima,” she answered. 
 
                 “Ah, you are a follower of the prophet. For you are named after his wife.”  
 
                 “Yes that’s who I’m named after,” she confirmed her name but was unwilling to tell him she wasn’t a believer.  If the Christians were acting psycho she was unsure if this man wouldn’t perform an honor killing while she slept.  
 
                 “What were you doing by that gas station anyway?” Fatima sought to change the subject. 
 
                 “I worked at the gas station down the street.  Some men walked up and tried to rob me, but I had kept the door locked to keep looters out.  When they shot the door open I left out the back and escaped.  I hid and then watched as they did the same thing to the Sikh.  These Americans are so ignorant they don’t know one man different from another.  I heard one say ‘if they are brown, put them down’ you believe that?” 
 
                 Fatima wasn’t going to sleep that night but couldn’t travel either.  With the lights out everything was in a deep black fog.  
 
                 “How did you end up at the gas station?” Amir asked.
 
                 “I worked at the hospital. They closed it down once the generators gave up and looters were trying to get in,” she explained. “When I left I was car jacked and I have been trying to get to the daycare ever since.” 
 
                 “You are a brave woman. Is your husband with your sons?” Amir asked. 
 
   
  
 

              She knew how not to answer the question. 
 
                 “My husband is dead,” she lied not knowing how strict of a follower Amir was. 
 
                 “I am sorry to hear that,” Amir said laying back in the seat.  “Good night Fatima.” 
 
                 “Good night Amir.” 
 
    
 
                 The next morning Fatima walked outside to noticed she was only a mile away from the daycare center.  She stood up and fell to the floor.  Her feet were swollen and painful to stand on.  She was able to catch herself and not hit her head on the concrete.  Around her were fake buildings made out of press board.  Spray painted on the sides were names for each one.  There was a “bank” and “nail salon” across from the Jaguar.  In front of the Jaguar was a press board Humvee with hinged doors and “USA” spray painted on the side.  
 
                 “Who needs to play air soft when you have the real thing outside?” she said. 
 
                 “Like I said, a safe place for the night.” Amir stepped out of the car and stretched his back.  He came around the car and helped her to her feet.  “Once you get moving you should be fine.”
 
                 “I won’t, but thanks for trying to be positive,” she said. She would travel better with crutches, but didn’t have any.  
 
                 She grabbed her bag from the backseat.  It was a horrible pillow. 
 
                 Fatima limped to the loading dock they had entered from.  There were small stairs with no hand rail.  Amir climbed out first to see if it was clear.  Fatima followed but lost her balance on the stairs.  Amir caught her and she struggled to get back on her feet.  She could tell he was not comfortable touching her, but they didn’t have a choice.  
 
                 She kept her arm around his shoulder and used him to balance.  
 
                 They went to the road and walked toward their destination.  They could hear gunshots around city but nothing close by.  An hour later the daycare was in sight.  Her heart raced she wanted to run and let go of Amir. She stumble towards the building.  They found the front door open and the glass window next to it shattered. 
 
                 “No,” she said as she rushed inside.  She stumbled through the broken glass.
 
                  She walked though the lobby and found the owner and five children in the playroom.  Carol, held a small knife and lifted her arm until she saw that it was Fatima walking in. She started to cry and dropped her shaking arm and the knife.  The woman sobbed and Fatima crouched down looking at her.  There was a deep cut in her brow and blood filled her eye.  
 
                 “Carol, where are they?” Fatima said. 
 
                 “I’m sorry,” it was not what Fatima wanted to hear.  She stood up and looked around.  A little girl point out to the playground.  She rushed outside.  Amir had heard such screams as a child in his homeland.  He knew what she had found. 
 
                 Fatima ran up to the bodies and rolled them over swatting the flies off.  She found William first then Charles.   She cradled their bodies and cried and screamed when she could muster the energy.  Amir stood in the doorway looking at her not sure what to do.  He went inside and started to pray.  
 
                 Fatima tried to look at their faces but the bullet that killed Charles disfigured him as it exited.  She didn’t want to remember him that way, but it was impossible not to see. 
 
                 An hour later Fatima went inside the building and went to the kitchen.  She grabbed a bowl and dish towel.  She filled the bowl with water and carried it outside.  Carol still sat against the wall mumbling she was sorry.  Maybe one day Fatima would acknowledge Carol tried to protect them, but this was not that day.  She picked up her boys one at a time and laid them on the picnic table.  She removed their shirts and pants and washed their bodies. She tried to ignore the blood dripping through the panels of wood onto the ground.  She took blankets from the daycare and wrapped the bodies.  Amir was digging graves at the back of the playground. When Fatima was finished he had three holes completed.  
 
                 “I have two more,” he said. 
 
                 “No you’re done. Bury those three. I’m digging for my sons.”  
 
                 Amir carried the other bodies over and set them in the graves.  Fatima took some wooden rulers from the daycare and wrote the names of the three children on them marking the graves.  At least the parents wouldn’t have to go through what she did. 
 
                 Fatima dug the graves for her boys and placed their bodies inside.  She used her bare hands to put the dirt back inside. She stayed by their side until the sunset.  
 
                 Inside Amir made food for Carol and the children. Carol didn’t eat and the children barely chewed their food. 
 
                 “You need to come out of it and take care of these children,” Amir said to Carol.
 
                 “I can’t even protect them,” Carol said. 
 
                 Amir walked over and slapped Carol across the face. 
 
                 She started to cry and scream. 
 
                 “Pull yourself together. You need to take care of these children. Understand?” Amir yelled at her. 
 
                 “Yes, yes, ok.” Carol walked over to the counter and picked up the food that Amir had prepared.  She handed the bowls to the children who continued to eat.  
 
                 Fatima walked back inside.  Amir had placed candles around the room to light it up. 
 
                 Carol stared out into space as she slowly chewed her food.  
 
                 “You, over here,” Fatima said to Carol.
 
                 Carol sat down her eye was in a daze starring into nothing. The other red from the blood and likely blinding her.  
 
                 Fatima grabbed the gym bag and found medical supplies the daycare kept.  She used hydrogen peroxide to clean the blood around the eye.  The cut was still bleeding.  
 
                 “Are you on blood thinners?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “Asprin,” Carol said. 
 
                 Fatima took a suture kit out.  
 
                 “I don’t have anything to numb the area.” 
 
                 “I’ll be fine.” 
 
                 Fatima finally acknowledged Carol was in shock.  She never flinched as Fatima closed the wound, sewing it shut.  
 
                 Fatima gripped Carol’s jaw and looked into her eye. 
 
                 “Carol,” she said.
 
                 “Yes,” Carol replied. 
 
                 “Snap out of it.” Fatima said.  She didn’t know how much longer she could play doctor before breaking down again.  
 
                 “Ok,” Carol said.
 
                 “No, really, look at me. You’re going to take care of these kids. Understand?” 
 
                 “Ok, ok, ok,” Carol said. 
 
                 Fatima sighed. 
 
                 Carol stood up and looked at the kids. 
 
                 “Is everybody finished eating?” Carol said. 
 
                 She was starting to act like herself again.  Fatima didn’t know how much more Carol could handle.  
 
                 “It’s time to go,” Amir said. 
 
                 Fatima didn’t respond. She watched Carol and considered if she could really take care of these children.  Then she nodded, grabbed the gym bag, and walking out the entrance. She though about seeing the grave one last time, but knew she wouldn’t leave if she did.  With her boys gone now she didn’t know what she was supposed to do.  Her life had lost meaning and didn’t know if she wanted to exist anymore. She wished there were cars still driving around so she could walk in front of one.  She didn’t know if she wanted to run away from the Lord’s Army if she saw them.  If they would just shoot her on sight she would be fine with that, but she was a beautiful woman and knew the odds were they would rape her before or worse.  She wanted it to be quick, not dragged out.  She noticed her feet again and the limp returned as they moved away from the daycare.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
                 The drive home was taking longer than usual.  Cars that had stopped running when the EMP hit were left in the street unless the owner was thoughtful enough to put it in neutral and push it to the curb.  Most people were not that polite.  Dr. Hartman swerved around the cars.  He wasn’t able to drive faster than fifteen miles per hour in the city.  When he reached the state highway he was able to go a little faster but didn’t go above forty miles per hour. He had to stop if people left their cars in the road.  
 
                 The highway didn’t appear to be a big deal. Most people pulled into the breakdown lane when the power went out.  Many cars had the hoods popped up to show they had broken down, but were now the cars were abandoned. 
 
                 The sun was starting to come up.  He had been driving a few hours now.  What was normally an hour drive one way, had become an all night ordeal.  Fallen tree branches that weren’t cleaned up made him take alternate routes.  The side streets and country roads became a maze.  He lost an hour trying to get back to the highway.  He wished he had kept an ax or chainsaw in his trunk to cut a path through the road.  
 
                 He didn’t think he had much food at home and decided to stop at the convenience store outside his subdivision.  The morning sun was up and he had been awake for over 24 hours.  He didn’t see the neon “open” sign. Instead taped to the door was a cardboard sign made with magic marker reading “open.” 
 
                 He walked in and the clerk that usually worked the store was behind the counter.  
 
                 “Hartman,” the clerk said acknowledging his regular customer. 
 
                 “Bill, how’s business?” Hartman asked. 
 
                 “Shitty, like how you look. Long shift?” Bill asked moving his hand away from under the counter.  
 
                 “You could say that,” Hartman looked over the shelves of leftovers. Popular food disappeared first. Potato chips, beef jerky, candy bars, and sodas were gone. “Looks like business is good.” 
 
                 “Can’t sell anything if orders aren’t being delivered,” Bill said leaning over the counter.  “Had to dump the milk out back. Stunk to high heaven.”  
 
                 “Still taking cash?” Hartman asked. 
 
                 “Ya, I figure the government has some plan for something like this. Unless you got something better to trade.” 
 
                 “Don’t know about that, but I have cash.”  Hartman picked up a few cans of tuna fish from the shelve.  
 
                 The bell on the door rang and a young man walked in. He hadn’t bathed in days and looked nervous.  Bill moved his hands below the counter.  
 
                 “Nope, hands where I can see them.” the young man raised an old .22 revolver at Bill.  
 
                 “Boy,” Bill said putting his hands up. 
 
                 “Cash old man.” 
 
                 “Cash ain’t no good anymore. I was robbed yesterday,” Bill said. 
 
                 “Don’t give me that shit. Cash now!” the young man yelled.
 
                 “What do you need?” Hartman asked. It was the first time the young man knew Hartman was in the store. 
 
                 “Where the hell you come from?” The young man moved the gun back and forth between the two of them.  “Move over there.” The young man pointed at the counter.  
 
                 “You don’t need cash, you need something else. What is it you need?” Hartman asked. 
 
                 “Um, um, baby formula, diapers.”
 
                 “Ok, ok, take a breath. I saw some back on that shelf. Go grab what you can.”  Hartman started to reach back in his pants pocket.
 
                 “No hands up,” the young man said. 
 
                 “I’m just getting my wallet, see?” Hartman turned around showing his pants. He pulled the wallet out and opened it taking some bills out.  “I’m buying the formula and diapers for you.” 
 
                 “What? Why? Nevermind.” The young man went to the shelf and grabbed the two cans of formula and a bag of diapers. He walked back to the door with one arm full and the other holding the gun.  “You drive here?” 
 
                 Hartman didn’t know if he should lie to keep the car. 
 
                 “Ya.” 
 
                 “Give me your keys.” Hartman sighed and tossed the keys to the kid.  They fell to the floor and the kid bent down to pick them up. “Don’t move.” 
 
                 Bill and Hartman left their hands up in the air.  
 
                 The kid went out the door and Hartman heard the car door close and the engine start. 
 
                 “Shit,” Hartman said to Bill. 
 
                 “That’s what you get for being nice. Should have blown his head off,” Bill said.  
 
                 “He has a baby waiting at home,” Hartman said. 
 
                 “He keeps acting like that he won’t make it back home one day.  Here,” Bill handed Hartman a box to fill with items. “I’m closing up. Not doing this anymore. Take what you can carry and I’ll lock up.”
 
                 “You sure?” 
 
                 “Ya, stuff is going to go bad anyway. Things go back to normal I’ll file a claim with my insurance.  If things stay like this at least it will get used.”
 
                 Hartman went though the shelves and found some roasted peanuts, cans of tuna fish, ramen noodles, saltine crackers, and other odds and ends that people didn’t care for.  It wasn’t much but it was more than what he had at home.  
 
                 Bill pulled his double barrel shotgun from under the counter and locked the front door dead bolt.  He flipped the cardboard sign over showing the closed sign reading “Nothing inside, they stole everything.” 
 
                 “We’ll go out the back.” Bill said showing Hartman the exit.  They went out the back door and Bill locked the deadbolt.  
 
                 “I’ll walk you home. You go down the street with a box of food and you’ll get robbed again,” Bill said. 
 
                 “I appreciate it,” Hartman said thinking about dipping into the peanut butter for something to put in his stomach.  
 
                 As they walked down the street Hartman tried to learn about what happened and Bill was just as clueless as everyone else. 
 
                 “Well there was the nuke in Washington.  They were guessing who did it. Nobody claimed it. That’s unlike those Muslims. They love claiming that kind of thing even if they didn’t do it.  So who knows.  Doesn’t matter now anyway with the power out,” Bill said. 
 
                 “There was a guy at the hospital who said it was an EMP.  Electro magnetic pulse that turned the power off. Made sense with the cell phones and cars not running,” Hartman shared. 
 
                 “How was your car running?” Bill said thinking about his truck.  
 
                 “I parked in the ramp that day and got lucky. Must have created a buffer. I don’t know.”  
 
                 “Well if that’s true I guess we are all screwed.  You know the government stuff is shut down too. Nobody’s coming to help us.  Wow, an entire country shut down in an instant.  Ain’t that something. “
 
                 “Whoever did it knew what they were doing,” Hartman said. “You sure you don’t need any of this?” Hartman said referring to the food. 
 
                 “No, the wife cans the food from the garden and I still have stuff in the freezer.”  
 
                 “But there is no power.”               
 
                 “I bought his windmill from a catalog a few years ago, battery system and everything. Never hooked it up.  The wife was pissed I never did anything with it.  After the power went out I finally set it up and hooked up the batteries.  Gives just enough power to run the freezers and some of the lights in the basement.  If I had set it up before that might have been fried like everything else I guess.  Maybe it pays to be lazy.” 
 
                 They both laughed. 
 
                 “Well here’s my place. Stop by if you ever need anything,” Hartman said.  
 
                 “No problem will do. Take care of the wife.”  Bill rested the shotgun on his shoulder and walked down the street to his home three miles away.  
 
                 As Hartman walked up to the house the front door flew open and his wife of over twenty years ran out into the yard.   He set the box down just in time for her to wrap her arms around him crying. They stayed there for a few minutes before she was finally able to talk. 
 
                 “Where have you been?” she said. 
 
                 “I couldn’t leave. Things are really bad out there. I left when the hospital shut down.” he explained. 
 
                 “I couldn’t call you. I had no idea if you were dead. I couldn’t start the car. I didn’t know what to do,” she said as her mascara ran down her cheeks.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, I’m home now. Let’s figure out what we need to do,” Hartman said. 
 
                 “I want to go see the kids,” she said. 
 
                 “We don’t have a car and they live out of state.” 
 
                 “I need to know they are alright.” 
 
                 “I’m sure they are fine,” Hartman lied to her.  Their oldest son lived in Chicago when the power went out.  Their daughter was going to college in California. He hoped they were safe and that’s all he could do was hope.  “Have you talked to the neighbors?” 
 
                 “No, the Millers across the street left in that old VW bus they kept in the driveway.  Pissed me off since the BMW won’t start.  Did you walk all the way home?” she asked. 
 
                 They sat down at the dining room table and he told her what he knew.  He told her what happened at the store with Bill.  
 
                 “Well we can just go to another store right? They all can’t be shut down. Somebody has power,” she said. 
 
                 “We are on our own,” Hartman said.  He wanted to be honest and upfront with her on what they were facing. 
 
                 That afternoon Hartman went to the neighbors’ houses and knocked on their doors.  When they answered he told them he was putting a meeting together for them to discuss what they were going to do.  Most of them had already run out of food.  Some had tried hunting in the surrounding area and were grilling small game they brought home.  Most of the wives told themselves they were eating chicken if they did eat.  The men called it “tree chicken.”
 
                 At the meeting they discovered three of their neighbors were master gardeners. A handful of the men were experienced hunters.  A half dozen people had gone fishing as a kid, but hadn’t done it since then.  Only one person had any fishing equipment that was collecting dust in the garage.  Many of the houses had electric furnaces in the basements that no longer worked.  Electric stoves sat useless in the kitchens.  Hartman had a gas fed fireplace in his living room like so many others. Nobody knew if they could be converted to wood burning or not.  Some of the neighbors did have wood burning fire places and one had a wood burning stove they used for cooking and heat.  
 
                 “Summer is coming so we don’t need to worry about heat yet, but we have to figure this out before winter,” Hartman said.  
 
                 The neighborhood was designed for middle aged professionals.  These people made six figures or more in their professional lives. The lawns had been sterilized over the years by weed killer.  The grass was green but it was fed artificial fertilizers to keep it that way.  Soon they would be tearing it up to make gardens.  The master gardeners weren’t sure how well the plants would do with the soil “dead” as they explained it. 
 
                 They rotated who would go down to the lake a mile away and fish for food.  The master gardeners directed the neighborhood on the work with the lawns.  Water was hauled in wagons from the lake in one gallon jugs to be filtered and sterilized.  Many of the people were miserable, but it was better than the alternative.  
 
                 One morning in June some of the neighbors noticed a lone retiree never came out of his house in the morning.  They decided to break into the house when he didn’t answered the door.  
 
                 After they found the front door unlocked they let themselves in and found the man hanging in the garage. Hartman cut him down and by habit checked for a pulse even with the pooling blood in the hands and feet.  They took the body out in to the backyard and dug a grave. Before they held the funeral Hartman went through the man’s house. He looked at the pictures on the wall.  He found photo albums sitting on the shelves. What he learned was the man worked as a police officers for thirty five years.  He was divorced twice.  Had three kids and lived alone.  He retired as a captain and was best known for capturing a suspect in a double homicide in the mid 80’s while working as a detective.  Nothing in the photo albums or news articles answered why he would have killed himself.  Maybe he didn’t want to see what was coming.  
 
                 The funeral service was attended by everyone, but nobody really knew the man that kept to himself. 
 
                 “I know he hated Obama,” one person said. 
 
                 “He used to yell at my dog for pooping in his lawn,” another added. 
 
                 Some of the people laughed. The funeral had turned into reminiscing about the good old days.  
 
                 In the fall there were arguments about what to do with the crops they had grown.  Hartman was able to get seeds from Bill’s wife who had the habit of saving seeds so she didn’t have to buy any.  It wasn’t enough to completely feed the neighborhood.  People had started to come to Hartman with signs of malnutrition.  He would make the women feel better by pointing out their weight loss, but knew there was a serious problem.  
 
                 “Everyone is coming in with scurvy,” Hartman said to his wife.  He checked his own teeth but didn’t find loose.  Some people were reporting hair loss.  
 
                 An argument broke out between one of the master gardeners and a home owner.  The owner was eating all of the crops and not letting a few plants go to seed like the neighborhood had agreed.  Plus the man was pulling the dandelions from his yard.  
 
                 “It’s a weed,” the man yelled. 
 
                 “It’s food,” the woman retorted. 
 
                 “I’m not eating that shit. I want some real food. Why can’t we have real food?” The man yelled.  
 
                 The woman grabbed the dandelions that had been pulled and took them home.  Hartman approached the gardeners and shared the vitamin C problem everyone was facing.  
 
                 Everyone drew a blank.  One mentioned seaweed but they didn’t live on the coast.  The question floated around for a week.  Then Hartman’s wife said something that answered the question. 
 
                 “What did the Indians eat? They didn’t get scurvy.” 
 
                 There was one man in the neighborhood that had the worst garden with his pine tree making the soil acidic.  While his garden was a mess he was the one person that didn’t show signs of scurvy.  
 
                 Hartman went to his house and started asking questions.  
 
                 “Well I’ve been able to get squirrels and the wood chunk last week, not the best thing I ever ate,” the man said. 
 
                 “But how are you getting vitamin C?” Hartman asked. Then he saw the steaming mug on the table.  The tea inside had a strange aroma.  “What are you drinking?” 
 
                 “My grandfather used to drink this.  Pine needle tea.  It’s not the best thing, but it grows on you. I grab the fresh needles off the tree.”  
 
                 Hartman went outside and grabbed some fresh pine needles.  He took it home and boiled some water.  He put the needles in a mug and poured the water in. He let the mix cool and sipped the golden liquid.  He could taste the citric acid in the tea.  He ran back to the man’s house and asked if he could grab some more pine needles.  
 
                 “Sure, tree doesn’t do much else.  The gardeners were trying to get me to cut it down,” the man said. 
 
                 Hartman put bags together and handed them out to every house telling them how to make the tea.  In a few weeks the symptoms started to go away.  Coffee had been replaced with a new morning beverage.  
 
                 The job of being the local doctor was nerve racking under the circumstance.  Hartman was accustomed to fixing broken people.  Car accidents and gunshot wounds filled his nights in the ER. Now the problem was preventing illness and it changed his mindset.  Nutrition was not his specialty.  He desired pharmaceuticals and IV bags. He wanted to stabilize people and hand them off to the Trauma unit or surgery.  The problems he was facing was a new way of thinking.  He had lived the life of an ER doctor for years.  The adrenaline was what he needed and now he was a small town doctor.  Things were slow and more complex.  He was doing detective work instead of trouble shooting.  
 
                 Flu season would be here soon and Hartman was afraid of what was to come.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
                 Without a clock and not being one to mark the days on a calendar, John lost track of the days. He couldn’t remember if he had been in the apartment for three days or four.  He noticed when the radio died, but figured it had to do with the neighborhood.  
 
                 John ate what he could out of the fridge.  He lit the pilot of the stove with a charcoal lighter and cooked the two pizzas he had.  The next day he ate the chickens that had thawed.  The power didn’t come back on and he stayed indoors reading the books he had bought and doing his daily routine of exercises in the living room.  The day started with a hundred pushups and crunches.  He wanted a chin up bar but didn’t pick one up before the mess in Washington.  With the radio not functioning he was hesitant to leave and find out what was going on in the world.  
 
                 He sat on the couch and cracked open another book.  This was how he spent his down time in Afghanistan.  The other guys called him a nerd, but eventually they would ask to borrow something he liked out of boredom.  John guessed it had been a week since the Day. Maybe more than a week. The days were a blur.  He hadn’t heard from Chris since the accident, but figured he was out in the world again job hunting.  
 
                 In the evening he heard commotion outside and went to the window.  He peeked out the curtains and saw some of the locals in the street.  A fist fight was taking place and more people were coming up to watch.  The crowd encouraged them.  When the victor was standing in the middle of the circle the members of the crowd stepped in kicking the downed man while he was unconscious.
 
                 “Animals,” John said watching with his Glock in his right hand. “At least aim for the vital spots.” 
 
                 A kid ran up and kicked the downed man in the thigh.
 
                 “Really, what’s that going to do?” John watched and after another minute he wondered where the police were.  
 
                 Picking his phone up he pressed the power button and it didn’t turn on.  He looked for the charger then remembered he couldn’t charge it if he wanted to.  
 
                 “Well I guess I’ll take care of it.”  
 
                 John went outside and walked down the stairs.  He went up the driveway and across the yard to the street.  As he walked up a young guy looking to prove himself turned around a ran up to John. 
 
                 “What? You want something? I’ll give you something.” the young man said. 
 
                 John didn’t pause and landed a right hook to the jaw of the young man knocking him unconscious.  Then he pushed his way through the crowd pulling the attackers off the guy on the ground.  When one of the attackers swung at John he slapped the guy across the face and pulled the Glock out of the back of his pants.  Everyone backed away and John yelled, “Leave, now!” 
 
                 He heard someone in the crowd say, “Man, fuck you.” 
 
                 John raised the Glock in the air and fired.  The concussion made everyone turn and run in fear the next bullet would be in them. Looking down at the man John noticed he must have woken up now in the fetal position. 
 
                 “Hey, you ok?” 
 
                 The man raised his hand and looked up.
 
                 “What you want?” the man said. 
 
                 “Are you ok, need a doctor or something?” 
 
                 “I don’t need nothing. Why don’t you just mind your own business. I can take care of myself,” the man said as he stood up.  
 
                 “Ya, that’s what it looked like,” John said walking back to his apartment. 
 
                 “Man, fuck you.” 
 
                 “You’re welcome,” John tucked the Glock back in his pants and went up the stairs to hide for a few more days.   
 
                 The natural gas stopped flowing to John's stove.  He was looking at a hundred pounds of rice he was unable to cook.  The ravioli and other canned goods he could eat out of the can.  
 
                 “I should have bought more food,” he thought to himself with his cupboards still full. Now he was thinking farther ahead.  
 
                 He moved the recliner next to the window and read in the sunlight.  
 
                 The itch for exploration hit him and he had to go out.  He decided to run recon around the neighborhood and try to learn what was happening around town.  Tucking his Glock in the back of his pants. He locked the door and went down the stairs to the van.  He sat in the drivers seat and turned the ignition.  Nothing happened.  
 
                 “What the hell.” he turned the key, but the lights wouldn’t turn on.  “It’s not cold outside, the battery can’t be dead.”  
 
                 John popped the hood and looked at everything.  He couldn’t find anything visibly wrong with the van.  He dropped the hood and grabbed the keys from the ignition.  
 
                 “Looks like I’m on foot,” he said locking the van and walking down the street to the local market.  The streets were empty.  No cars were driving even on the main street.  People weren’t outside.  Looking at the yards and houses he would see people peeking outside, but that was it.  He walked the two blocks to the main street and could see the market across the street.  The lights weren’t on and as he crossed the parking lot he read a sign on the sliding door stating “closed for business until further notice.”  
 
                 He didn’t see anyone inside and looked over at the news paper dispenser.  All of the papers were gone.  He turned around and looked at the intersection and still hadn’t seen a car drive by.  
 
                 “This is creepy,” he said as he crossed the parking lot back to his apartment.  
 
                 Seeing the cars sitting lifeless he thought about some of the weapons used at the beginning of the Iraq war.  There were rumors of a EMP weapon that shut down the power stations in Baghdad during Shock and Awe.  Some of the engineers were frustrated with the electronics that needed to be replaced and how easily others blew when the power was turned back on. It was a mess he was fortunate enough not to deal with while he was stationed there.  His job was to carry a gun and search house.  He was given a job to hunt down members of the deck of 52 cards handed to all the soldiers.  They found weapons and contraband all the time.  People were cuffed and dragged out of houses.  He wondered if that was coming to America.  The timing of the power and the vehicles was too convenient not to be taken into consideration.  
 
                 The lack of knowledge he was returning home with irritated him.  The fact that people were too scared to leave their homes showed him the seriousness of what was happening.  He knew it had something to do with what happened in Washington D.C.  Had there been another attack he didn’t know about?  Was this the final blow to the country?
 
                 As he walked down the street he spotted smoke in the distance.  The closer he came to his house the more people he saw in the street.  The locals were rioting.  Some held signs about “equal rights” to “food.” Others carried bottles and sticks.  He felt good about bringing his Glock with him.  He stayed on the sidewalk and walked quickly back to the house.  I block further down the street a house was engulfed in flames.  He took the stairs two at a time and unlocked the door.  He didn’t waste time going to the closest and taking his gear out.  He loaded the M4 and changed his clothes into his black cargo pants and vest with ammo pockets.  He holstered his Glock in the vest and slid the extra loaded magazines into their pouches.  
 
                 He watched from the window as people moved around his house and traveled down the street.  A man smashed the drivers side window of a car and another ran up tossing a Molotov cocktail inside.  The interior of the car ignited.  The ignorance of the people in the street amazed him as they stood around the car hitting it with sticks and rocks smashing windows. It was only a matter of time before the fire spread to the gas tank and there was an explosion.  John considered it natural selection.  
 
                 Pulling himself away from the window John took his rucksack from the closet and started filling it with food in the kitchen.  
 
                 “Just in case,” John told himself.  He didn’t think about the cash he had stashed.  With the stores closed how would it help him?  He wondered if people took money anymore with the government appearing to no longer exist.  
 
                 John went back to the window to see if the police had shown up yet.  He didn’t expect to see any authorities since they never showed up to the beating that took place the day before.  Facing the fact he was on his own the safety of his M4 was flipped to the off position and he waited to see what would happen next.  
 
                 The crowd was now in front of his house and further down the street. The men with the bottles appeared to be picking their next targets.  The white house across the street was chosen.  A partner in crime lit the rag for the thrower.  The loud crack of a rifle rang through the air as the man with the bottle dropped in the street and the glass shattered spilling the flammable fluid around him.  John didn’t see the man move while his body was engulfed by flames.  The bullet must have killed him instantly.  The sight of a burning body brought back memories he didn’t want to relive.  The crowd dispersed and the man was left to burn a few feet away from the car he set on fire only minutes before.  
 
                 The car never exploded as John thought it would. The burned out frame and hollow interior fed the notion of his dire circumstances.  The world had gone to shit and everyone was left to fed for themselves.  
 
                 John decided to reorganize everything he had.  Any food that was too heavy to carry out would be eaten first.  Light weight high calorie food would go in the bag.  Peanut butter, nuts, dried fruit, granola, jerky and other food was stuffed in his rucksack.  He left his gear on at all times.  At first he thought it was a burden but he didn’t move much.  He stayed by the window and read his books.  A handful of paperbacks were packed in the bag incase he had to leave.  The Art of War, Ender’s Game, and Worth Dying For by Lee Child sat in the bottom compartment of the rucksack. 
 
                 Just in case money still had some value in the world he stuffed a bundle of bills in one of the outside pockets but he doubted it would come in handy.  
 
                 The house down the street had burned out and collapse in on itself.  John was surprised the flames didn’t spread to the rest of the block.  Sitting in his chair he read from one of the books he bought at the library store.  The sun shined outside feeding the green trees the were only a few feet from his window.  The cool breeze of the air flapped the curtain in the room cooling him off.  The world appeared to have quieted down.  
 
                 He placed his bookmark inside the pages.  Instead of using the toilet that no longer had water flowing to it John used the tub as a urinal.  It took less water to flush and was more convenient.  As he relieved himself he heard voices outside from the window he sat at. The sound of glass breaking had him rushing to button his pants.  Running into the living room the curtain and the carpet was on fire.  Flames were spreading quickly from the fuel feeding it. John grabbed the fire extinguisher from the kitchen and rushed in pulling the pin and sweeping the canister side to side.  He was able to put the fire out, using the last of the extinguisher on the curtain that hung as a black morbid charcoal veil.  
 
                 The voices were still outside. John pulled his Glock from the holster.  His M4 resting against the wall waiting for action.  He looked out of the window and dodges a second bottle flying through. The bottle crashes against the wall dividing the bathroom and the living room.  The flash of heat against his skin pushes John against the window frame.  He glances outside and sees the culprit running across the lawn away from the house.  John aims and squeezes the trigger.  He sees the figure stumble and continue running into the street disappearing between the houses opposite from John's.  
 
                 The smoke quickly fills the living room.  With only the one fire extinguisher the hope of saving the house a second time is gone.  John grabs his M4, covers his mouth and runs into the kitchen where his Rucksack is waiting.  He’s pissed he won’t be able to finish the book he was reading.  Catcher in the Rye was engulfed in flames with the first fire bomb.  He never read it in high school although it was assigned to him in American lit.  He finally had the curiosity to read it and yet it was destroyed.  He thought about his American lit teacher in high school. She would have thought it appropriate the book was taken away years after he should have read it.  A fine punishment for not doing as he was told.  
 
                 Swinging the door open John crouched down and looked outside for other members of the arson team attacking his house.  He doubted it was a lone person going around torching houses.  As smoke billowed out of the doorway he was confident the driveway was clear.  He tossed the rucksack over the side of the porch onto the roof of the van.  The softer the landing the less likely the containers of food would break and create a mess in the bag.  John looked back inside.  The idiots that torched his house had to be some of the dumbest sons of bitches he could imagine.  Cupboards filled with food, money hidden behind the base boards, and a small library of books all gone in a few minutes out of anger.  Last he knew they were angry about the lack of food and in their haste they destroyed a large cash of food.  
 
                 Looking down the sight of his M4, John descended the stairs and walked to the van.  Letting the M4 hang from its sling John grabbed the rucksack and slid it on his back.  He secured the straps and tightened it down until it felt secure with his torso.  He grabbed the M4 and walked around the van looking up and down the street.  The surrounding area was empty.  He looked up and now the flames were reaching out of the kitchen doorway.  
 
                 John stayed close to the houses and moved away from the fire.  He had no vehicle, no communication, and no plan on where to go.  His only connection to the city was Chris.  Was Chris home? Had he gone somewhere else?  He wouldn’t know until he went to the apartment.  The opposite side of town was his new destination.  He estimated it was ten miles at the most.  He wasn’t familiar enough with the city to try and use an alternative route to get there. The roads were his only form of transportation.  It was going to be a long two days.  
 
                 
 
                 At first John worried about the rifle hanging around his neck.  Sometimes he looked around for the police to show up and draw their weapons on him.  Then he thought about being in Iraq or Afghanistan and he felt at home.  People would turn around and go in their houses as he walked down the street.  Guys hanging out on the corner would disappear with the words “poe poe” escaping their lips as they mistook him for a cop.  His attire brought attention to him and he didn’t like it.  It was fine for a war zone, but aside from the riot and vandalism the city hadn’t fallen into that kind of chaos.  
 
                 Walking into the night John found Chris's apartment building.  It was just before midnight as John looked up at the moon.  He approached the building and found the main door to the stairway unlocked since the power was out.  He used a flashlight to travel the stairs to Chris's door.  He pounded three times.  He looked at the number on the door starting to doubt he remembered where Chris lived, then knocked again.  Still there was no answer.  
 
                 The door across the hall unlocked and an older man opened peeking his head out.  
 
                 “What’s with all the ruckus?” he asked looking at John.
 
                 “I’m looking for the man that lives here,” John answered. 
 
                 “Oh, is he in trouble?” the man asked. 
 
                 “No.” 
 
                 “Then why are you dressed like that?” 
 
                 John was getting irritated. 
 
                 “Do you know where your neighbor across the hall went?” 
 
                 “He left a few days ago. So you can stop your pounding.” The older man closed the door and John could hear the locks turning. 
 
                 John looked at the door to Chris's apartment and kicked the door by the handle.  The flimsy material splintered and folded as his foot pushed the door inside.  John looked around clearing the rooms as he was trained. 
 
                 “Chris! Chris!” John called out looking for his friend.  
 
                 The apartment was empty as he expected. He looked around for clues as to where Chris would have gone.  Did Chris go to John's apartment unsure what to do?  No that didn’t make sense except that was exactly what John was doing now.  No, Chris would go somewhere else for answers.  
 
                 John looked around the kitchen and dining room.  On the refrigerator was a post card from the church Chris belonged to.  
 
                 “Bingo,” John said looking at the address.  John looked through drawers and selves trying to find a phone book and found one in a drawer.  He flipped to the local street maps and found the church wasn’t too far away from where Chris's apartment was.  It made even more sense that Chris would go there instead of across the city to John's place.  He hoped he was correct. 
 
                 Pushing the door closed with it’s broken locks and frame John decided to spend the rest of the night in the apartment.  He wasn’t going to sleep well either way so he set his rucksack against the door and laid on the couch with his rifle and pistol next to him.  He would leave first thing in the morning.  
 
    
 
                 Sunlight reflected off the windows across the apartment complex onto John's face. He jolted at the sudden blinding light and sat up on the couch.  His body was sore from the walking he did the day before.  He guessed his rucksack was about thirty pounds and was glad he had gone through it and switched the food he originally had in it.  He sat for a second and as he stood. He felt the stiff muscles in his legs fighting against him.  
 
                 “I never should have stopped working out,” he told himself. 
 
                 Stumbling to the kitchen he flipped the cupboards open hoping Chris left some food so he wouldn’t have to go into his own supply. There were half eaten boxes of cereal that John grabbed and stuffed his hands inside.  The ate Frosted Flakes and Honey Nut Cheerios.  The Grape Nuts he took out and stuffed the plastic bag in his rucksack. He checked the rest of the cupboards and found a few canned items that he left. He found some snack foods he also added to his bag.  
 
                 The faucet didn’t work as he suspected. He didn’t want to trash Chris's apartment in case things went back to normal in the near future.  He laughed to himself at the thought.  How does the world go back to normal after events like the past few weeks?  
 
                 Tearing the map from the phone book John grabbed his rucksack and closed the door behind him.  The door creaked back open.  He pulled the handle again and realized the frame was missing for the door to latch to.  He went down the stairs and outside into the early morning sun. 
 
                 An hour later he was walking up to the church that Chris had told him about on the Day.  It made sense to him that Chris would come here to find some comfort in the world that now existed.  There were tents set up in the yard and cooking stations in the parking lot.  People who noticed John started to hide or run away as he approached.  He let the M4 dangle from the sling and raised his hands to show he didn’t mean any harm.  
 
                 A man ran up with a double barrel shotgun aimed at John.  
 
                 “That’s far enough,” the man said.  He was in his thirties.  Short cut hair and a slight beer gut. The button up shirt and dress pants told John this man was a office staffer of some kind.  A manager or accountant wouldn’t have surprised him.  Regardless, the man had a gun and the odds were it was loaded. 
 
                 “I’m looking for Chris,” John said. 
 
                 “Ya well there are a couple of men by that name here,” the man said. 
 
                 “Tattoos, former military, scar on the back of his head, red hair, goatee,” John couldn’t think of anything else to use. 
 
                 “Ya, I know him,” the man said lowering the gun a few inches. 
 
                 “He told me I should come here. I was with him in the service.” 
 
                 The man appeared to be thinking things over. 
 
                 “HEY, Chris!” the man hollered towards the church. 
 
                 A tent shook and out popped Chris, still in a daze from sleeping.  
 
                 “Ya,” Chris stumbled into the parking lot then looked at john. “Hey.” 
 
                 “Hey,” John still with his hands up. 
 
                 “You know him?” the man with the shotgun said. 
 
                 “Ya,” Chris walked up to John and hugged him, patting him on the back.  “Man, why do you have all this stuff?” 
 
                 “Some guys burned my house down.” 
 
                 “No shit?” Chris said not really taking in what was said. 
 
                 “No shit,” John answered back. 
 
                 An hour later while eating some breakfast of quick oats Chris remembered what John had told him. 
 
                 “Wait, did you say they burned your house down?”  
 
                 John laughed knowing this would happen.  
 
                 “Ya they did.” John looked Chris over. He was hung over and John wondered if there was a party the night before. “Did you get trashed last night?” 
 
                 “Ya, don’t want to talk about it,” Chris said.  
 
                 John could tell something happened, but didn’t want to push him.  
 
                 “Mind if I set up my tent next to yours?” 
 
                 “Ya of course.”  
 
                 John took his tent out of his bag and had I up in twenty minutes.  Chris gave him a tour of the area and introduced him to the Reverend.  While the yard of the church had been converted to taking refugees, the office inside still appeared to be functioning in the same way it had before.  Account books and bills stacked neatly over the desk along with solar powered calculator and checkbook.  While the rest of the world was falling apart the Reverend seemed to be more concerned about the financial status of his church.  
 
                 “Sir,” Chris said pawing at the Reverend's attention.  
 
                 “Yes Chris,” the fake smile told John that this was going to be an annoyance for the holy man. 
 
                 “I’d like you to meet my friend,” Chris started as the Reverend shuffled papers and pretended to listen.  “He was stationed with me in Iraq. He could help with security.” 
 
                 “Yes, yes, yes, I’m sorry Chris but security isn’t exactly on my mind right now,” the Reverend said.  
 
                 “I know I’m not a member of your church…Yet,” he had no plans of joining. “But, if it’s a matter of donation than I’d be happy to secure my spot that way, if need be.” 
 
                 “Sure, sure, the donation box is located in the foyer,” the Reverend shooed them off as he continued trying to pay bills that were no longer paid through mail, internet, or phone.  His habit of always having the bills paid on time was aggravating him since he didn’t have the money to pay and he was worried what would happen if he didn’t try.  
 
                 John walked back to his tent and figured that the money he grabbed would at least secure his spot in the group.  He didn’t like being stuck as part of a church, but the safety in numbers was what would help him survive.  The more people working together the better chance he had of living.  Plus Chris said there was women here.  It was already looking better than Iraq or Afghanistan. 
 
                 The bulging rucksack sat next to John's sleeping bag.  He opened the pocket filled with the wrapped stack of bills.  He didn’t bother counting it before taking it to the office in the church.  He found the Reverend exactly where he left him and tossed the cash on the desk shuffling some of the bills around.  John had the man’s attention.  
 
                 “I’m sure this is enough to secure a spot,” John said looking down at the bills. 
 
                 “Young man, if you think this house of the lord is only concerned about money well…” the pause was enough for John to cut him off. 
 
                 “Well I can take it somewhere else if it will get me a bed there,” John said making his point. 
 
                 “You have a good day,” the Reverend said picking up the cash and keeping a smile on his face as John walked out of the room.  
 
                 The smile disappeared and he sneered at John as he walked past the windows to the yard filled with tents.  
 
                 He thumbed through the cash and estimated almost twenty thousand dollars in hundreds.  If any bill collectors did come for their payment he could pay them in cash.  He was annoyed that so many of his congregation had offered checks to the church for using the yard to stay.  The checks couldn’t be cashed and if they found a way most people speculated that the hard drives and memories of all those accounts had been wiped out as well.  Around the country every bank account had the same amount in it, zero.  
 
                 
 
                 That afternoon a group of men came driving up to the church in a old Chevy Impala.  All four seats had a passenger and only the driver wasn’t holding a weapon.  The trunk was tied down and sticking up in the air about two feet from where it would be latched down.  The driver honked the horn for the church to come out and see.  
 
                 John watched the car shift into park and the doors flew open as people were already gathering by the trunk.  
 
                 “Collins is back,” Chris said standing next to John surprising him in all the commotion.  
 
                 “Who’s Collins?” John asked. 
 
                 “Head douche bag, thinks he’s running things when the Reverend isn’t around.  Real ass kisser this guy is. Started these raiding parties a few days ago, been playing hero ever since.” 
 
                 “What did he do before?” 
 
                 “Manager of a electronics store and not a good one either, made radio shack look top of the line.” 
 
                 Bags of food started to appear in the crowd as the men handed them out to the congregation.  John was seeing cheap off brand potato chips, cans of green beans, and ramen noodles.  None of it had any nutritional value.  He really wished he could have saved some of those gardening books from the fire.  He would have to find one later, after he made it through the tough days ahead.  He had only been here a few hours and he was already thinking about leaving.  
 
                 While the group was excited about the finds of the day the Reverend came out and was able to get everyone’s attention.  
 
                 “Now now people lets not be greedy on the food here and remember who we should be thanking for all of this.” John watched a large smug smile grow on Collins’ face. “The Lord blessed us here today, his righteous people. It is in his name that we send our thanks in these hard times,” the Reverend said. The smug smile dropped away as Collins’ felt disappointment in the loss of his heroic moment.  
 
                 This could be entertaining, John though to himself.  Maybe he should stick around for a while. The crowd thinned out with people digging into the food they had been given.  John was about to walk up but noticed a blonde approaching the car.  Form fitting jeans, snug fit white t-shirt, and the curves to make such a simple outfit look amazing.  John suddenly wanted to thank Chris for inviting him to the church a while back.  Her hair flowed down to her shoulder blades, curling toward the end.  Her eyes were blue or green, he couldn’t tell at the distance.  Her breasts and hips were accentuated by her small waist.  
 
                 “Who?” John didn’t finish the question. 
 
                 “Isabel,” Chris said rolling his eyes. “The Reverend's daughter. Also known as off limits.” 
 
                 “Well, there are a lot of cars I like to look at…”
 
                 “And will never drive,” Chris added.
 
                 “Not our lot in life,” John said with a sigh. “I’m going to nap in my tent.” 
 
                 “Just like Iraq,” Chris said. 
 
                 “Ya, but I saw more than an ankle. Later,” John went into the tent and zipped up the door.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
                 More than a week had passed since Fatima had spoken.  Amir didn’t push her seeing her in morning.  He had never married and never had any children.  He couldn’t imagine what she was going through.  She would wait outside while Amir went looking for food in buildings.  They avoided everyone they came across. Occasionally they would see a group of men driving around in a Chevy Impala searching for food.  Fatima suspected they may have been the people responsible for her boys death.  The more they saw these men, armed and attacking the local shops owned by so called foreigners, the more convinced she became.  
 
                 Amir finally convinced Fatima they should move out of the city.  It was easy to find places to hide but with the scavengers roaming around it wouldn’t be long before they were found.  
 
                 During the summer they had watched an exodus of people leaving the city traveling south.  Amir suspected they were trying to reach warmer climate before winter came, and he didn’t blame them.  He thought about the winter months he had experienced over the last decade.  Amir and Fatima agreed to stay where they were.  Fatima didn’t want to be far away from her boys and Amir knew the city having lived here since becoming a U.S. citizen.  They moved into the outlying area and found a park to sleep in for the night.  Next to the river, it was a spot that homeless people once came to for the night.  Amir built up the fire pit with sticks and logs found around them.  The sun disappeared over the horizon and the sound of jumping bass caught their attention as they warmed their hands and feet.  
 
                 “I think we should go a few more miles out.  Maybe find a house with food,” Amir said.  
 
                 Fatima still wasn’t one to talk much.  Most of their conversations were one sided with Amir making all the noise.  Fatima appeared to go along with anything he suggested. 
 
                 “We could find a nice place to stay,” Amir said hoping to get some kind of reaction from her. 
 
                 “Stop,” she said. This was the extent of most of her talking.  Simple and to the point one word responses.  
 
                 He quieted down and turned his attention to the fish active in the river behind them.  He read a sign that stood ten feet away from their fire.  It warned of the effects of eating the fish out of the river.  The sign talked about chemicals he didn’t understand and medical conditions he didn’t know.  He was sure eating one fish wasn’t going to kill him.  Amir found a stick about five feet long and whittled the tip to a point.  He stood on the shore and waited to see if he could spear a fish jumping out of the water.  Twenty minutes later he was growing bored.  The task at hand was futile in the darkness of night.  
 
                 The crack and pop of sticks in the woods caught their attention and a group of men appeared in the flickering of the fire’s light.  
 
                 Amir turned around and dropped the stick in the water seeing the men’s weapons.  The guns weren’t aimed, regardless, their presence was known. 
 
                 “As-salamu alaykum,” one of the men greeted in Arabic.
 
                 “Wa alaykum s-salam,” Amir responded without hesitation. 
 
                 “You are followers of the Prophet,” the man said.
 
                 “Of course,” Amir replied and was greeted by the man with a hug.  A dozen men came out of the woods and sat around the fire.  Fatima was lost at what to do.  She simply sat by herself and let Amir handle the conversation with the men as any obedient Muslim woman would.  She knew her survival at this time was a matter of acting.  To be herself was to be subjected to being killed.  
 
                 The men explained they were part of a recon team sent from Lansing to collect information on the cities further west of the capital.  Amir filled them in on the local Christian groups and what had been happening with the raiding parties.  He even told them about Fatima’s sons and how they had been executed in the play ground. 
 
                 “Infidel dogs. Don’t worry ‘wife of the prophet.’ We shall send them to hell,” the leader of the team said as Fatima nodded her head in agreement.  The mention of her sons put her back into morning as she thought about the daycare center.  
 
                 As they continued to talk Amir told the men how he was a gas station attendant but learn how to shoot while growing up in Afghanistan. 
 
                 “Ah we have plenty of shooters. What did she do?” the man asked. 
 
                 “Trauma doctor. I worked in the ER at the hospital.” Fatima answered for herself.
 
                 The men gasped at the news. 
 
                 “And yet they killed your children? No respect,” the man said. “We are in need of your skills and I believe the prophet has sent us here to find you.  We leave tonight. You will come with us.” 
 
    
 
                 They were on the road, traveling in the darkness of night.  After the decision had been made, the men put the fire out and they left.  Fatima had no idea how long they traveled or how far.  When they reached an intersection with open fields on opposite corners, the team leader whistled and a pair of headlights turned on.  Two men appeared as black outlines and started speaking in Arabic.  Amir and Fatima were escorted to the bed of an old pickup truck where they were told to “stay down” as they drove away in the night.  
 
                 They reached a camp before morning and Fatima looked around to see tents and buildings surrounded by make shift fences.  
 
                 “We call it camp Palestine,” the team leader said to Fatima. “In honor or our brothers fighting over seas.”  
 
                 Fatima said nothing.  She was taken to the triage center with wounded men.  Women waited outside to be seen. They were always made the last priority in the medical center regardless of their condition.  
 
                 “What is this?” Fatima asked. 
 
                 “Your duty now is to take care of this man and the next and the next after that,” the team leader said. 
 
                 “What about them?” Fatima pointed to the women outside the tent. 
 
                 “What about them. Do your job,” the man said.
 
                 “As the lead doctor of this building I set the rules,” she argued. 
 
                 The man struck her across the face.  She leaned over with the blow and stood back up as her face stung. 
 
                 “You will know your place. Get to work.” The man stormed out of the tent and glared at the women waiting outside. 
 
                 Fatima turned around and looked at the man on the bed.  Stomach wound, gunshot, bile seeping from the entry point.  She had no operating room. There was nothing to sterilize equipment. She was sent on a mission with no tools and no chance of success.  
 
                 She found a marker on the table and wrote the letter “T” on his forehead for terminal. 
 
                 “You’ll be fine,” she told the man before two soldier carried him outside.                
 
                 She rushed some of the women in and treated them for cuts and bruises from assaults they had undergone. Fatima could tell many of them had been raped, but they refused to admit to it in fear they would be killed.  Her life was turning into the worst nightmare. The same nightmare she came to escape from.  She had only seen half of the women before the sun rose and the sound of gunfire echoed in the distance.  
 
    
 
                 Fatima’s life was run by the Muslim army.  They told her when she could eat, sleep, and she had to ask to use the restroom.  She was forced to pray five time a day even though she no longer remembered the prayers.  When winter came she was worried about the flu season.  It was usually a busy time before the Day.  Now with no flu shot she was afraid it would be worse than usual.  As the weeks and months went by she never saw any cases come in.  
 
                 This became a mystery to her as he waited for the flu to appear.  What she noticed was the Muslim habit of hand washing.  This could be the one thing that set them apart from the rest of the country.  Westerners were stubborn about washing their hands while Muslims learned it as a part of their religion.  She never saw the flu appear while she worked in the triage center.  There were plenty of gunshots and stabbings.  Sexual assaults were abundant throughout.  She grew to appreciate the fact her boys were not alive to see this, however it didn’t make their loss any easier.  
 
                 In the early spring the army was moving it’s fence and packing up the tents. They were ordered to move out to the west and secure various cities.  The news in the camp was the flu season wiped out a large portion of the population.  Numbers varied depending on who was talking.  Fatima hoped the man responsible for her sons’ murders died a long and miserable death.  She hoped, but it bothered her she would never know.  
 
                 Running around the tent she worked at keeping the patients stable while a crew worked at tearing down the tent. 
 
                 “What are you doing? These men can’t go anywhere,” she said as they disconnected the wooden post and pulled the tarp over the frame.  “These men will die if we move them.”  
 
                 The man from the recon team appeared in the entrance. 
 
                 “What is the problem?” he asked her. 
 
                 “These men can’t go anywhere,” she explained. 
 
                 “Why not? The triage center goes where the army goes,” he said.
 
                 “These men can’t be moved,” she said. 
 
                 “Well if they can’t move and you can’t leave than we have a problem.” He looked at the men. All but one was unconscious.  Five of them were spread around the tent.  “What shall we do about it?” 
 
                 “Leave me behind, I’ll get them healthy for you so they can fight again,” she said. 
 
                 “That’s too bad. The army moves out now. If they aren’t able to move they are not the army.” The man pulled out a pistol and shot the nearest man on the table, then he aimed at the next.  Fatima screamed as she watched in horror. He shot the second man. Fatima yelled for him to stop punching him in the chest.  He swatted her away and shot the next two.  The last was the man still awake. 
 
                 “You have done us proud brother,” he said before pulling the trigger.  “Pack your things. We leave in the hour.” 
 
                 Fatima didn’t know what to do.  She wanted to run. Why have her take care of these men if they were going to kill them?  She pulled herself together, ignored the bodies and threw her few tools in a bag.  She wasn’t allowed to carry anything else.  She assumed it was to make sure she wouldn’t try to run away with supplies.  
 
                 The army marched all day.  She watched as people dropped on the side of the road from exhaustion.  Women and children were not allowed to ride in the few vehicles they had running.  When she asked a soldier why he stated, “We have to keep the men ready for combat.” 
 
                 If she stopped to help somebody she was pulled away.  They had taken her to be their doctor and yet she was unable to do her job.  Looking at the other women she knew that her place as doctor had saved her from much of the abuse the others were going through. She tried to be thankful, but it was impossible while these men were in control.  There was no place for her that was safe. She hated these men. She hated the Christian army they were going to fight. She simply wanted to be away from all of it.  After a week and a few small shootouts the army had arrived outside the city she once called home.  She couldn’t believe it.  All the work to get away only to be dragged back to the same place she was fleeing from.  
 
                 Her tent was partially put up before the men ran off to join the fight that would take place.  She finished putting the post in place and securing the ropes.  She finished with the help of some of the women who she had gained respect from.  Afterwards she treated them while waiting for the first men to be brought in.  
 
                 The women had blisters and other injuries from their long days of marching.  She told them all to stay off their feet and keep their feet dry.  She knew it was pointless as all of the chores around camp were left to them. She thought about her own feet the day after leaving the hospital and how they were never allowed to fully heal.  
 
                 The loud crackle of gunfire sounded like fireworks in the distance.  Had it been any other time before the Day she would have guessed it was the fourth of July.  Her job never ended, but one thing was different, men were not being brought to the triage center.  She waited most of the afternoon expecting for her other patients to be forced out.  It never happened.  
 
                 Amir appeared in the entrance just before nightfall. 
 
                 “We have to go. Gather your things,” he said. 
 
                 The eyes of everyone was upon him.  
 
                 “They won’t let me leave,” she said not understanding him.
 
                 “They don’t matter. You have to go, now!” Amir insisted.
 
                 “What do you mean?” 
 
                 “They are all dead. We lost. We have to go, the Christians are coming,” he said rushing everyone out of the tent.  “They are going down the highway shooting all of the bodies to make sure they are dead. What do you think they are going to do to us?” 
 
                 The patients left the tent after hearing the news and Fatima threw a bag of tools together.  
 
                 “Leave that I know where they keep the food,” Amir said.  
 
                 They ran across the street and toward a building guarded by a young man. Fatima recognized him as one of the men who had been abusing the women.  She was never told for sure, but the look he gave the women in the tent told her everything.  
 
                 “You are not allowed in here,” the man said. 
 
                 Fatima saw the pistol sticking out of Amir’s pants. While Amir started to argue with the man Fatima pulled the pistol out and shot the man in the leg. It was the one bullet he had left in the gun.  
 
                 “Why did you do that?” he said. 
 
                 “Get inside,” she pushed open the door and they found a small stockpile of food.  Much of it was MREs that had been stolen from National Guard bases they raided during their campaign.  None of the boxes contained pork entrees.  Amir tossed Fatima a bag and they filled them in under a minute.  Fatima tossed the empty gun at the guard hitting him in the head as they ran out.  
 
                 “That last bullet was for me you know,” Amir said as they ran. 
 
                 “You should be thinking about staying alive,” she said as she felt the old blisters on her feet coming back to life. 
 
                 They ran toward the city. They needed familiar ground.  A day later exhausted, they felt like they were safe, for the moment.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
                 The weeks of summer in Detroit were some of the most violent the city had seen since the 1960s.  The only upside to the violence was the population didn’t exist that it once had.  Instead of two million people trying to kill each other it was closer to seven hundred thousand.  Many of the professionals went over the bridge to Windsor keeping passports and Canadian addresses while working in the states.  Most of the nurses lived in Windsor, some of the cops had second families or mistresses they crossed to bridge to be with. During that summer the Canadian government allowed anyone with a Canadian address or citizenship to come over not violating the rules set by the Chinese ban of interference.  
 
                 The city was left to fed for itself and the Vandals were happy to do so.  The territories in the city were up for grabs. The gangs, while most of their cars were older remodels with the newest technology their fuel quickly ran out when they didn’t secure the depots.  
 
                 With the police disbanded and their vehicles not running, the Vandals rode in and secured the city’s under ground fuel tanks.  They were quick to pump it into their tanker trucks and under armed guard drove it back to their base of operations.  Stabilizer was added to make sure the gasoline didn’t go bad.  To save on fuel the old deuce and a half diesel trucks were being run on vegetable oil and other alternatives. The mechanics in the garage were busy filtering, processing, and storing their reserves.  
 
                 “Why aren’t we on the road yet?” Isaac asked Dustin. 
 
                 “All good things come to those who wait.” Dustin said as he looked out into the yard.  “Imagine what this city will look like a year from now.  No food, Canada will close the bridge soon, no cops, the hospitals are closed. A year from now the city will be ours without ever leaving the block.  After that we hit the road and take what’s left.” 
 
                 “What will be left?” Isaac was curious for the insight of a man that had put a lot of thought into this. 
 
                 “That will be interesting to find out,” he said looking into the yard.  
 
                 Isaac wondered if Dustin was picturing streets of gold, lonely women waiting to be saved, sitting on a throne made out of the guns of his enemies.  What does a man want when the world is at his finger tips?
 
                 “What do you want?” Isaac asked. 
 
                 “What does any man want? What do you want?” Dustin asked. 
 
                 “What do I want?” Isaac repeated. 
 
                 “Yes, you, what the hell do you want? If you could have anything, do anything, what would it be?”
 
                 “I would, I would want to do what ever the hell I wanted. When I wanted. Where ever I wanted. I would drink the most expensive wine. Take any woman I wanted. Take what I wanted.” 
 
                 “No, no, you’re thinking too small. Big picture man, look at the big picture. What is better than that?” 
 
                 Isaac shook his head. 
 
                 “I don’t know what you are getting at,” he admitted. 
 
                 “When you are able to secure your right to do that and nobody can stop you. That’s when you have made it. When you become king of the land.”
 
                 “Authority from god?” Isaac asked. 
 
                 “Fuck God, I’ll be a God. I’ll create my own God. Legends will be made about me. My offspring will be roaming the earth thousands of years after I’m gone.” His chest puffed up thinking of his coming glory.  
 
                 “Like Genghis khan?” Isaac asked.
 
                 “What a guy, he would ride into town after battle. The women would be lined up and he would go down the line picking everyone he like.  The army would stay put until he had impregnated every single one of them.  And then, only then, they would ride off to the next down.  Khan’s bastards are still roaming the earth today.  You believe that?” 
 
                 “Yes I do,” Isaac was irritated that his boss didn’t acknowledge he was the one that brought it up.  
 
                 “That’s how I want to be remembered,” Dustin said watching the men running around to their various jobs. 
 
                 “I’m hearing word that the Muslims are building an army,” Isaac changed the subject.  
 
                 “Where? Not around here.” 
 
                 “Dearborn, they are recruiting everybody. Groups from Flint and Ann Arbor are meeting up with them.  Some of our local black gangs are trying to join.” 
 
                 “What the hell do the niggers think they are doing? They hate the fucking Chaldeans as much as everyone else.” Dustin was growing irate. 
 
                 “Some black pride, power bullshit about how they were Muslims when they were taken as slaves.  Like Mohammed Ali or Malcolm X, everyone is converting to Islam like it’s going to save them at the end of the world.” 
 
                 “Well if they want to have some virgins, we can send them there.” Looking out in the yard, Dustin watched as the men filled the old hot water heater with more cooking oil to process it.  “Alright get the men together tonight, we will let them know what might be coming.  We don’t want them to be caught off guard.”  
 
                 Isaac left the office and informed the men about the meeting.  War was brewing on the horizon and he felt like he was finally going to see his full potential come to light.  
 
    
 
                 They kept an eye on the Islamic army, gathering information from every source they came across.  Refugees that were wondering, looking for food.  Even Chaldeans from the city were talking to the Vandals afraid that this would become an American ISIS.  
 
                 While they gathered information the Vandals were also stockpiling food for winter.  A warehouse was set aside simply for food storage and everything was looking good. It was kept under armed guard at all times and the one guy that was caught sleeping on the job was branded with a red hot iron on his back for everyone to see.  The skin came off his back as the brand was removed.  A wire hanger was bend and manipulated for the job.  Shaped into the word “fag” it was pressed into the flesh at the shoulder blades.  Once the wound healed it was unreadable.  Just a reminder to the others not to screw around on the job. 
 
                 The army that lay on it’s boarders didn’t attack.  The boss said it was out of fear, but Isaac suspected something else.  Something worse than the people already starving in the streets.  
 
                 More refugees flooded in from the north reporting how the Muslim army had taken over the area.  All kinds of mayhem was taking place.  Roads were lined with crucified bodies on telephone poles.  People captured and refusing to convert to Islam were being beheaded in numbers not seen since the Japanese occupation of Nanking. Women were being auctioned off as slaves.  Men with megaphones and wind up watches roamed the streets and would call out for prayer during the five times a day it was deemed under their authority.  As the Vandals discussed their enemy to the north one thought crossed their minds. “Why are they having all the fun?” 
 
                 The Vandals’ numbers grew as word spread about the army in Dearborn.  People quickly picked sides once the threat became apparent.  Because of this, large areas of Detroit were claimed as Vandal territory, including the acres of fruit tress that had been planted as part of a food forest project.  Abandoned houses on the outskirts of the city had been turned into outpost for approaching refugees and look outs for approaching threats.  
 
                 The Vandals were already reaping the rewards of their conquering and they hadn’t done anything yet.  Many of the local gangs had migrated out on their own with no food or vehicles to carry them.  Some approached the Vandals in hopes of joining their crew but were turned back and sometimes shot depending on how big the feud was before the Day.  
 
                 Isaac spent his free time plotting his path on the road.  He first planned to travel along the bottom of the state to Chicago and secure any supplies that would be there.  Plus it would cut off the bottom of the state to outside forces. The entire peninsula would be theirs.  
 
                 Before winter the Muslim army marched out of Dearborn and traveled to Lansing.  Their intent was to cut the head off of any leadership that may still exist there.  Little did they know that most of the political members had traveled out of the state or country in hopes of keeping their fortunes intact.                
 
                 The Governor had taken a boat across the river to Winsor bribing the locals with gold in order to be accepted into the country.  Senator Rupton on the opposite side of the state took both of his yachts including two crews, wife, and super model daughter in hopes of anchoring on Canadian shores.  He had a chest full of gold and silver bullion to start over and continue his endeavors elsewhere.  Both ships traveled north on Lake Michigan, under the Mackinaw Bridge, into Lake Superior where they docked on Canadian shores.  All appeared to go well until the authorities arrived.  
 
                 Border patrol agents and local police approached the dock asking for passports and other ID which was promptly handed over.  The blue books were passed around until the border agent finally spoke. 
 
                 “You have to turn back,” the agent said. 
 
                 “I am a United States Senator,” Rupton said. 
 
                 “This is Canada, not the United States. We also have reason to believe you are smuggling contraband and will be searching your vessels.”  The officers walked down the docks before the agent was finished speaking.  In minutes the chests filled with gold and silver where being removed.  One of the officers pulled Rupton’s daughter from the cabin asking who she was.  The Canadian’s whistled at the sight of her.  
 
                 “She’s my daughter, don’t act like you don’t know who she is,” Rupton said. 
 
                 “We will have to check that out ourselves. In the meantime we have found nothing of any importance here so you will be allowed to set sail.  But sir, do not try to dock on Canadian soil again.” The agent handed Rupton’s passports back and the officers watched as the crews prepared to set sail. 
 
                 “I am not leaving without my daughter,” Rupton said. “We are supposed to be allies.”
 
                 “Under the Non-interference Act signed with the Chinese Government we are not allowed to offer any assistance to American refugees or diplomats. You are fortunate that your daughter looks like a Canadian citizen. I’ll advise you to get on your boat before we find more people to detain.”  The agent had made his point.  
 
                 Rupton boarded the ship and both crews set sail.  Not knowing where to turn they set course for the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.  It was a gamble not owning any land or knowing any of the locals.  Surely they would know who he was.  After sailing through two storms and losing a man in the waters of Lake Superior Rupton made it across to the shore.  
 
                 The two yachts found a small town on the shore and docked hoping to be greeted by the locals.  Fisherman and locals came to the docks to see the new arrivals.  Not recognizing any of the passengers a handful of people ran to get local law enforcement.  
 
                 “What’s going on?” A man dressed in a state police uniform asked. 
 
                 Rupton hopped off the boat and extended his hand.  The officer refused to shake it.  
 
                 “Sorry but we have been hearing stories about a bad flu going around.  Formalities aren’t needed here.  Do you own land here?” the officer inquired. 
 
                 “No but I have my boats to trade,” Rupton offered. 
 
                 “We have a policy here that only residence with property can stay here,” the officer said. 
 
                 “I am a United States Senator,” Rupton stated trying to use his former authority.  
 
                 The officer looked at the man standing before him. Through the stubble and messy hair he recognized the man.  
 
                 “Rupton? Republican?” the officer asked.
 
                 “Yes that’s me,” he said hopeful he would be allowed to stay.  The Upper Peninsula was known for being a conservative area. 
 
                 “You voted for the Iraq War.” The officer pulled his side arm and left it dangling against his thigh. “My son went to fight in that war.  He was 18 and wanted to go to college. Something I couldn’t afford. Then you sent him over there to be killed my a sniper.”               
 
                 “Now hold on a minute.” Rupton could feel the tension building. 
 
                 “You knew Iraq had nothing to do with 9-11. All of you assholes did. How much money did you make on that war? How much was my son’s life worth? One million, ten? Tell me Senator, when you voted to go into Iraq did you even pause for a moment to think about my son and everyone else who would go over there to die or did you only think about your bank account?” The officer flicked the safety off.  
 
                 “I think you misunderstood, it was a confusing time…” Rupton tried to talk his way out of it. 
 
                 The flash of the gun made everyone flinch back. Rupton died on the dock from a single bullet to the head.  
 
                 “I’m not confused, my son is dead, not your little whore of a daughter. Get everyone off those boats.” The locals removed the crews and lined them up on shore.  
 
                 The crew and Rupton’s wife were marched out into the woods and left with only their clothes.  They were warned not to come back to the town or they would be shot on sight.  
 
                 In the upper peninsula of Michigan the population density it one person for every forty square miles.  They marched out into the woods where some died over night from exposure and the others starved to death before reaching any population centers.  Their bodies would never be discovered and eaten by the local coyotes.  
 
                 The government officials that had remained in Lansing were rounded up and asked to convert to Islam.  When they refused they were decapitated in front of the others. The whole thing was a cruel joke.  Even the few that showed their true colors and converted were still executed already declared enemies of the Islamic state.  
 
                 After the Muslim army took Lansing winter followed.  It would be a mild winter by any standard but the worst that many would remember for other reasons. 
 
    
 
   Part 3: The Flu
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
   Dearborn Michigan 
 
                 After the Day only a few hours passed before the 40,000 Muslims in the city of Dearborn gathered together at the local mosques to figure out how they were going to handle the expected backlash.  The local clerics kept the people calm and tried to make sure everyone felt safe.  The feeling didn’t last long when shops started to be torched and houses burned down.  The clerics, seeing ahead after some of the vandalism that happened after 9-11, soon appointed the young men to a position of guardians for the mosques.  Weapons that had been bought over time and stored in the mosques were taken out of storage. 
 
                 At first the police didn’t respond to the calls of arson and vandalism that were happening.  After the first fire bomb was thrown through the window of the mosque, bullets started to fly.  The fire was put out by the people inside with a fire extinguisher, but the bullets continued to fly long after the fire was gone.  From inside the mosque the fight continued even after the police showed up. 
 
                 The feed back from mega phones echoed through the street as the police tried to calm down the situation.  They asked for the mosque to stand down and hand their weapons over with no repercussions.  After decades of living in a country that said every American had the right to own a firearm they refused. Bullets started to fly again and soon the police were leaving the scene. It is thought that Kevlar is always bullet proof, but not against 7.62 rifle rounds.  The police were already short staffed trying to keep the general public from looting the local Walmart.  
 
                 The mosques in the area sent runners to the other mosques and soon put together an army to protect the community.  As 40% of the population of the city it was not long before they went off the offensive. The American Jihad Army marched over the city to join its brothers from Flint and Detroit.  While the gangs were busy trying to capture territory the American Jihad Army captured an entire lower quarter of the state.  While they were vast and well armed they lacked experience and knowledge.  The army decided to stop at the river to Canada and turned around. They looked at the open land to Lake Michigan.  They saw a moment of opportunity and sought to grab it.  The American Jihad Army stood on the pavement of I-94 and looked at the road ahead.  The cars no longer drove.  Phones no longer rang.  All a Jihadist needed was the feet under him and the rifle in his hands. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
                 The hefty sum of money that John had donated to the church lost its value over time. As the weeks passed the Reverend and everyone else realized that the value of money had disappeared.  The use of currency was no longer an option.  A person who still had cash was better off burning it to stay warm or using it as the toilet paper.  The stack of bills were initially locked away in the church safe. Later they were removed and replaced with the little gold and silver the church had and the first gun that the Reverend was able to get his hands on.  
 
                 The money did buy John time.  That was all he really needed once he arrived.  He went out on raiding parties looking for food.  There was the occasional shootout with someone inside a building.  He would try to give the person the option of leaving if they stopped shooting. Eventually he would have to put them down.  People acted more desperate the less they had.  One man shot at the group for twenty minutes until he was taken out. 
 
                 “If you stop shooting we will leave and you will never see us again.” John yelled down the hall of the apartment building.  Any time the group moved in the hall the man would start shooting again. 
 
                 John put his sight where the man poked his head out and dropped him.  Collins and the others went into the apartment to find nothing but a half eaten jar of peanut butter. 
 
                 “Just doesn’t make any sense,” Collins said. 
 
                 “Everything makes sense when you’re desperate,” John said looking around the apartment.  
 
                 In his spare time John would go on scavenger missions with Chris to pick up gasoline. They would find cars abandoned on the roads and siphon gas from the tanks.  By fall they were taking the easier route and punching holes in the bottom of the tanks and draining it into bowls and other containers to pour it into jugs to carry back.  John felt ill at ease every time he punched a hole in the gas tank.  He felt like he was ruining a perfectly good car but none of them ran and they were unable to fix them. The one vehicle they had was more important than the hundreds scattered around the city.  There were five gallon canisters sitting along the side of the church for the car when it needed more.  When they found a new canister it was filled and added to the stockpile.  
 
                 They continued the same routine until the cooler autumn months. The church was filled with food. Many thought it looked like a extremely good year of a thanksgiving food drive.  The people without good sleeping bags started to move into the church for warmth.  Before the Day a person would have mistaken it for a homeless shelter and in a sense it was.  When people don’t have houses, they can’t keep warm, or have running water, where would they go? The community of the church as able to organize and keep food on the table.  The winter would be difficult, it would be long, and it would test their strength.  
 
                 The snow had fallen. The days were shorter.  People slept more without the clocks to keep their sleep schedules the same.  There was no longer daylight savings time. Some of them were happy to see it go, the ones that remembered it.  During the day the crew would drive out and find a street they had not searched.  Chris was the usual driver.  He never understood why he was given that job.  During boot camp he was told “never let anyone let you drive.” Then during his time in Iraq an officer told him to drive the Bradley troop transport.  It was a box on tank treads he wasn’t trained to drive. 
 
                 The major in charge told him “you’ll get the hang of it,” and put him in the drivers seat. They drove down street to a village outside of Baghdad.  On the way Chris was able to hit a horse drawn watermelon cart, almost drive off a bridge that was too narrow for the Bradley, and finally crash into the living room of a family’s house.  Only after the last incident did the major pull Chris from the driver’s seat and put him in the back with the rest of the grunts.  
 
                 Now here he was again sitting in the driver’s seat and he didn’t know why.  
 
                 John could tell Collins didn’t trust Chris to do anything other than drive.  Collins didn’t know Chris' past and likely didn’t care. He labeled Chris as dumb and gave him the simplest and most miniscule jobs.  
 
                 The car was in park and the men closed the doors looking where to start first.  John always wanted to start on one corner and work their way around the street.  He wanted to work around the block and keep track of where they went, but Collins seemed to pick a building by random.  
 
                 “That one, I have a good feeling about it.”  
 
                 John would roll his eyes and walk over to the door to start their search for supplies.  
 
                 Chris watched as the men went into the building and disappeared. Sometime they would be gone for and hour.  His job was to honk the horn if there was trouble or somebody went inside after them. He didn’t like it knowing he would be shot afterwards.  He planned on putting the car into drive and hitting the gas before he honked.  It never happened.  
 
                 Chris played with the radio trying to find a station that was still on air. Nothing was on, everything was static.  He didn’t even know if the radio worked. For all he knew it was burned out like most of the electronics.  
 
                 Something moved from the passenger side of the car.  From behind a trashcan he saw a little face peeking out.  A small child was watching him.  He didn’t think it was right they were taking all the food they could find from a place a child was living.  Chris opened the car door and the child disappeared behind the trashcan.  He stood up and walked around.  He found a candy bar in his pocket and pulled it out.  
 
                 “Hey kid,” he whispered trying not to be heard by the rest of the crew.  “Hey kid, where did you go?” Walking up to the trashcan he found the child wedged between the trashcan and the building.  “Hey, you have a place to stay?”
 
                 The child nodded. He had a home. His parents were likely looking for food like Chris‘s group was. 
 
                 “You hungry?” Chris gripped the candy bar.  
 
                 The child nodded again. Chris was able to tell it was a little boy.  He wasn’t sure at first, but he was now.  
 
                 “Here,” the child reached up and snatched the candy bar from Chris and bolted down the alley. He disappeared behind the building.  
 
                 Chris sat back in the car and played with the radio.  He left the car running at times to keep the heat on. He wished he was running around in the building staying warm.  
 
                 
 
                 Inside the building John's training kicked in and he was clearing hallways and rooms like he did in the Army.  Most of the building was empty.  In two apartments they found a body in each.  One looked like they had starved to death and the other decided to end his fate early.  Collins had the nerve to take the gun the man had used on himself.  
 
                 “What?” Collins said looking at John. “He ain’t going to use it.” 
 
                 They moved up to the next floor and John kicked it in.  The first man in backed up covering his mouth. 
 
                 “Oh,” the pungent smell crept back into the hallway.  John looked inside to see two people in the living room.  A woman laid on the couch with a blanket over her and a man was on the floor.  The man had defecated on himself giving off the smell.  Both were alive. 
 
                 “Oh man,” Collins said. 
 
                 “What do we do?” another man asked. 
 
                 “We close the door and don’t get infected,” John said gripping the door handle. 
 
                 “There might be food back their,” Collins said. 
 
                 “Infected food we would take back to the church. You’re going to steal food from sick people?” John asked. 
 
                 “They’re dying anyway,” Collins said. “I’d rather shoot them than take care of them.” 
 
                 “I’m not going in there,” the other man added. 
 
                 John closed the door and went back down the stairs. 
 
                 “What about the rest of the building?” Collins said. 
 
                 “I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    
 
                 Back at the car the crew loaded up what they found in the trunk.  They went to a few more buildings and Chris never brought up the child he saw. 
 
                 Over the next week John would find several more apartments and houses with sick or dead people inside.  The deadly combination of limited food and flu season had taken its toll. The people who stayed while the rest traveled south where left to pick from the scraps.  John was right to pair up with a group. He only wished they were better organized.  
 
                 The trunk wasn’t full when they left, but the hours they spent searching hadn’t amounted to what they were hoping.  John took a map out and marked where they left off.  Once they were sitting inside the Impala, Chris shifted into drive and they drove home.  
 
    
 
                 A week later Chris didn’t come out of his tent for morning breakfast.  At first John didn’t think about it.  When the women started to put the food away he grabbed a bowl for Chris and went to his tent.  
 
                 “Hey, you awake?” John said unzipping the tent.  
 
                 Tired eyes looked at John.  Feeling his forehead Chris had a fever and was sweating while shivering.  
 
                 “How, you stayed in the car,” John said setting the bowl of oatmeal on the floor. 
 
                 “There was a kid. Gave him a candy bar and he ran off,” Chris said curled up in the sleeping bag. 
 
                 “Why didn’t you say anything?” John said.
 
                 “I’ve seen what Collins does to kids.”  
 
                 “Here, try to eat this. I’m going to find some other stuff for you.”  John took some water bottles and tried to find flu medicine.  He found vitamin C tablets and a few other odd items he wasn’t sure would help.  He brought them back to the tent and had Chris drink some water. 
 
                 “I’m going to find some stuff for you ok. Don’t die,” John said. 
 
                 “Roger that,” Chris didn’t move.  
 
                 John went to the car and Collins was waiting for him.
 
                 “Where’s Chris,” Collins asked. 
 
                 “I’m driving today. He wants a day off,” John said snatching the keys from Collins and getting in the drivers seat.  It had been months since he last drove.  
 
                 He purposely took the men to an area he knew had a pharmacy. It was a long shot and he suspected it was already looted. Across the street was a Korean market and John had the men start there first.  They carried out a few packets of ramen noodles of various flavors.  They also found dried squid that John knew tasted good, but the other men thought it sounded disgusting.  The crew was ready to look elsewhere.
 
                 “I want to take a peek in here,” John said looking at the Pharmacy.  
 
                 “There isn’t anything in there.  All the junkies took everything,” Collins said.
 
                 “Junkies like the good stuff,” John said walking to the store.  
 
                 John stepped inside and looked around.  He found the medicine aisle and looked at the bare shelves.  On the floor were hundreds of boxes and wrappers. He looked at all of them.  Some still had pills and tablets in them and he tossed them in his bag.  He found some cold and flu capsules and smiled. 
 
                 “Jackpot,” he said tossing everything he could find in his bag.  “Hey you guys should look behind the counter for antibiotics.” 
 
                 “Like what?” Collins asked. 
 
                 “Amoxicillin, penicillin, bactrim, you never took antibiotics?” 
 
                 “Why don’t you look? We’ll stand guard,” Collins replied. 
 
                 At least I’m the one doing the thinking now, John thought to himself.
 
                 He went behind the counter and looked at the mess on the floor.  He read the labels and stuffed partially open bottles into his bag.  He thought the full bottles must have been taken. Still sealed, they would last longer until opened.  He found several antibiotics.  
 
                 When John was finished he rushed the group through the other buildings in the area.  They didn’t find much but almost filled the trunk with the odds and ends they carried away.  
 
                 Once back at the church John didn’t stick around to help hand out the food. He went straight to Chris' tent to find the extra water bottle still full and Chris exactly where he was before.  
 
                 “No I didn’t die,” Chris said opening his eyes and looking at his friend.  
 
                 “I found some Tamiflu. You should take it.” John said digging into his bag.  
 
                 He took a couple of capsules out and handed them to Chris.  
 
                 “This would be better with beer,” Chris said. 
 
                 “Beer makes everything better,” John said almost bringing a smile to Chris' face.  
 
                 A few days later Chris was out of his tent and making a quick recovery.  By that time John was starting to feel under the weather.  He knew he got it from Chris, but kept it to himself.
 
                 Collins had told the Reverend about the sick people they were coming across while searching for food. The Reverend mentioned it in his last service. 
 
                 “I was informed today of a plague going through our city.  Mr. Collins tells me the unbelievers and sinners of this city are inflicted with an illness the likes of which he has never seen.  This is the lord helping us. He is clearing away the filth of this land so that we, his faithful servants, can claim it back.  The new promise land is upon us.  I say on to you, those who are inflicted with the disease of the unfaithful and the perverted are no true believers of the lord.”  
 
                 The Reverend from that day on had his food prepared separately from the rest of the congregation.  He no longer shook hands with people after service and spent as much time as possible in his office.  
 
                 John told Chris he was coming down with the flu.
 
                 “Are you sure?” Chris said. 
 
                 “Ya, with as crazy Collins and the Rev are I think they might have killed you if they knew about it. I’m screwed,” John said. 
 
                 “We can hide you in a tent like I did.” Chris said. 
 
                 “I’ve been taking the medicine, but this is a persistent little bastard,” John said. 
 
                 Laying in his tent he often thought about the men flooding in through the entrance and dragging him out.  He pictured the mock trial and the forms of execution.  Would they burn him at the stake, or crucify him on the giant cross built into the frame of the church? The Reverend could get creative. John had a feeling the Reverend's style wasn’t of old school execution. 
 
                 The zipper opened on the tent and Chris popped his head in.  
 
                 “Hey, I brought water,” Chris said before being pulled back out of the entrance. 
 
                 Collins head popped inside. 
 
                 “Look what we have here.” 
 
                 Just as John had pictured, he was dragged out of the tent.  Three days is what it took for him to be found.  Across the yard he let them take all the burden of his weight.  If they were going through all of this trouble they would have to work for it.  
 
                 Inside the church the congregation was already waiting. 
 
                 “There is a demon among us.  A hell spawn that fails our attempts to find food and restore this great land to it’s former glory.”  
 
                 People were already throwing items at him and spitting on him.  
 
                 He was dropped before the alter as the Reverend talked. 
 
                 “I said before this plague was a sign from God as to who the real sinners and non believers are.  Here is your proof.  This man was not one of us. He came here in a attempt to use us for his own survival. He offered me this blood money trying to bribe me and I knew better than to trust this spawn of Satan.” 
 
                 Is he listening to himself? He took the money, it’s in his hands. But he is right, I am here for my own survival. 
 
                 John continued to listen for just the right moment. 
 
                 “Unless we can drive the demon from him our church will fall into damnation,” the Reverend continued. “Do you accept the lord Jesus Christ as your personal lord and savior?” 
 
                 Now was the time for his show.  
 
                 “yes, yes I do. I accept Jesus as my savior,” John started. He turned around to the congregation and looked around the room. “I have been a sinner. I have done horrible things. I have killed men and women. I have refused to help the poor and the sick.” The last comment poked at the Reverend. “I am a horrible human being and with Jesus in my heart I shall be risen again.”  John collapsed on the floor.  
 
                 The congregation stood up staring down at the sick man brought before them. 
 
                 John's body shook and convulsed on the floor. His body pushed up, face arching to the ceiling. Foam bubbled from his mouth and loud horrific scream came from him.  He looked at nothing while veins bulged from his forehead.  He continued to shake and convulse on the floor until he felt the hands of the Reverend on him.  
 
                 Now you have to play along. To not save me takes away your power. 
 
                 John continued to shake as the Reverend called out. 
 
                 “Lord Jesus save this fallen man with your mighty hand. Save his soul and return our fallen brother to us.”  
 
                 Only then did John stop.  He pretended to be unconscious until they rolled him over and the Reverend slapped him.  He gasped in air and looked around pretending to not know where he was.  
 
                 “Where am I?” John said. 
 
                 “Oh praise Jesus,” a woman said. 
 
                 The Reverend leaned towards him whispering “you son of a bitch.”
 
                 Wiping the alka-seltzer from his face he looked around as everyone was amazed at his miraculous recovery.  John was still sick.  His body was still recovering but he was able to fake it until bed time.  The man saved by Jesus was the toast at the dinner table.  As John received extra helpings of different dishes he sensed eyes upon him.  He looked across the table to see Isabel staring at him. 
 
                 Isabel winked and with her lips said, “nice.” She went back to joking and listening to her father and the other men on her end of the table.  It was then he realized she wasn’t a fool like the others.  She might be the Reverend's daughter, but she knew how to play along with the crowd like anyone else.  
 
                 One of the men in the group was a mason before the Day.  With the help of the Impala he gathered a few materials and was able to attach a fire place to the church for winter.  Without any other work it only took him three days to complete the job.  Soon the whole congregation had moved into the church and by then the flu was over.  A handful of other people had gotten sick.  John had the feeling the Reverend learned his lesson.  Aside from a few whispers nothing happened to the others who came down with the flu.  John handed out the rest of the medication he had taken from the pharmacy and the others recovered.  Winter consisted of gathering firewood and telling stories. Usually from the bible.  
 
                 John  kept to himself and read his own books in the corner.  He was able to find a few here and there while on searches for food.  He made sure to look over book shelves for anything that caught his eye.  
 
                 “Anything good?” Isabel said standing in John's light.  
 
                 “Maybe,” John said turning the cover. 
 
                 “A Farewell to Arms,” Isabel nodded her head, impressed that the man before her was reading Hemingway. She sat down next to him. “I have to thank you for the entertainment a few weeks back. The alka-seltzer was a great bonus.”
 
                 “Why didn’t you tell your father?” John asked. 
 
                 “And ruin my only form of entertainment. I haven’t seen such a scene since Collins professed his ‘love for the lord’” she said. 
 
                 “You are not what I expected,” John said. 
 
                 “Oh the stuck up daddy’s girl,” She said moving closer to his ear. “I maybe the Reverend's daughter, but I still know how to have a good time.” 
 
                 She patted him on the thigh and stood up.  As she walked away she turned to him and winked. 
 
                 “That girl is going to be trouble,” John said to himself finding his place in the book again. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
                 As the winter months rolled in the population of the neighborhood became condensed into a few houses with working fireplaces. Hartman kept his eyes on the people.  Hunting parties were sent out in search of fresh food. When a group came back that had been in contact with outsiders from the area, he grew concerned.  
 
                 “Did you touch any of outsiders?” Hartman asked. 
 
                 The people looked around at one another.  
 
                 “I shook hands with the oldest man,” one of the hunters responded.  
 
                 Hartman thought about putting the man in quarantine, but didn’t know where to put him if he did or if he would even agree to it.  He hoped the people they came across were free of any diseases.  The hunter who shook hands was stuck in bed with what appeared to be a flu virus.  It took less than a week for the virus to set in.  
 
                 By now Hartman had already run out of alcohol solution and was left with washing his hands between every patient that appeared to contract the illness.  
 
                 There were times he would curse himself after realizing he was wiping his nose or rubbing his eyes with his wrist.  These were not the conditions he was accustomed to.  Things were so much easier in the ER. He had no rubber gloves, no pharmacy, no nurse to hand the patient care off to.  He was on his own.  His wife offered to help but he refused ordering her stay away.  
 
                 Once the illness traveled to the other houses he designated one house for the sick and the other houses to be cleaned before the healthy people moved in.  By that pointed it didn’t matter.  The people who already had the virus weren’t showing symptoms yet and had moved in.  When they showed signs the others were already infected.  
 
                 By January, Hartman had the virus.  A handful of people had died.  Their bodies removed to the cold outside where they would be taken care of in spring.  He told the others how to take care of the sick while he was in bed unable to move.  Sanitation became an issue with no bedpans available and the toilets not working.  Outhouses had been made months before but the sick were unable to make the journey to them.  
 
                 The number of dead rose over the weeks and by the time the flu was over half of the residents of the neighborhood were gone.  The only upside to this was the expansion of food supply that had taken place.  The amount of food that had been stored wasn’t enough for the population to survive through the winter even with rationing.  They were depending on hunting to get them through.  While the death toll was horrible it kept the survivors alive until the green of spring started to show in their yards.  
 
                 A weak, thinner, Hartman helped bury the bodies in the early weeks of spring.  Still partially frozen they were able to identify most of the people they put in the ground and guessed at the others while marking the graves.  The other people were busy planting seeds in cold frames for early crops and putting seedlings in the windows.  
 
                 With the lower population the question of the extra houses came up.  With no way to heat them in the winter they were essentially worthless.  The windows were removed and turned into extra cold frames, increasing the number of early crops.  Cars were also turned into greenhouses with water bottles painted black to absorb sunlight and heat the vehicles overnight.  In one driveway a three year old Lexus was being used to grow lettuce.  
 
                 In the later spring months Hartman found himself back in school.  In one of the unoccupied house a book called Healing with Whole Foods was found and given to Hartman.  He wanted to toss it away as pseudo science mumbo jumbo, but read through it anyway.  He had nothing else to go on. All of his knowledge of modern medicine was useless. He realized that he no longer could remain a modern doctor. He also had to become a botanist, nutritionist, physical therapist, and doctor at the same time.  Much of his learning would be done as he went along.  As things happened new questions would be answered and theories would be tried. Fortunately he had educational guessing to go by and few mistakes were made along the way.  It was still a large burden to undertake.  
 
                 After the flu was gone and the spring was in full swing travelers appeared at the end of the road.  They were a couple wearing hiking packs and using walking sticks.  After the flu season people who saw these two were reluctant to approached them.  The woman waved at the locals as they worked their yards.  The awkward standoff ended when one of the locals recognized the two travelers. 
 
                 “Elizabeth?” a woman screamed as she ran down the road and hugged the woman.  The two groups came together as they discovered Elizabeth was the woman’s daughter.  Hope rose in the hearts of the community seeing one of their children return after a year.  Hartman wondered if his children would make the long journey back home. He hoped they wouldn’t knowing how dangerous a trip like that would be.  A selfish part of him wanted to see them again even if it was for one last time.  There were things he never told them that he should have.  There were things he said that he wished he hadn’t.  The Day took away his chance to correct his mistakes and now he was left with his guilt and a hope that he would be able to make it right again.  
 
                 That summer no other children returned home.  Elizabeth and her husband where the only ones that made the trip.  By the end of the summer Elizabeth was pregnant with the first child born in their community.  
 
                 The community was starting to show the entire circle of life again.  Trade opened with the outsiders.  They agreed after the first encounter they would have a designated spot where items would be placed for trade and prices would be negotiated.  At first both sides blamed each other for the flu. The argument was dropped with the need for trade being more important than who was correct.  After that winter, shaking hands had become taboo in the area and a friendly nod replaced the gesture.  
 
                 A year and a half after the Day gave a second chance to the community on preparing for winter.  Food storage had almost doubled and things were looking bright for the long winter months.  Books were traded back and forth.  The flu didn’t appear again with a handful of people coming down with the common cold instead.  The next spring would see the birth of Elizabeth’s baby.  For the first time in two years the population of the neighborhood grew by one.  
 
    
 
   Chapter12
 
                 In the spring refugees from the eastern part of the state started to come into town.  Many approached the church seeing people running it and were hoping for help.  They brought news of an army coming. 
 
                 “They are crucifying people on the highway,” one man reported.  Later, others came by with the same news. 
 
                 At first the Reverend didn’t care much for the news. When the reports stated it was an army of Muslims his ears perked up.  
 
                 “These demons must be removed from our promised land,” he told the congregation.  By now an armory had be created but most of it was hunting rifles and shotguns.  
 
                 The Reverend sent the Impala to the eastern bridge in the city overlooking the highway.  They were told only to come back when the army was approaching.  It was only days before the Impala showed up in the church parking lot. 
 
                 “They’re coming,” one of the men said. 
 
                 “How many?” John asked. 
 
                 “I don’t know, a lot?” the man replied. 
 
                 John was already frustrated with their lack of intelligence. 
 
                 “Men, arm yourselves,” the Reverend called out.  
 
                 John never agreed with the Reverend's plan.  If it were up to John every man and woman would be marching to the highway.  
 
                 When Chris sat in the driver’s seat of the Impala Collins walked up. 
 
                 “Hey, I’m going to have you stay here and watch over the church.” Collins told Chris. 
 
                 “What?” Chris shook his head and stepped out of the car.  “I don’t believe this shit. I used to kick in doors in Iraq and now I’m cleaning fucking latrines,” Chris said to John.  
 
                 “He’s going to get people slaughtered,” John said. 
 
                 “So make sure it doesn’t happen,” Chris said. “Not like I can do much working for stupid.”
 
                 John liked the phrase Chris always used. He never understood why the least equipped to run things were always the people in power.  
 
                 John gathered his gear, double and triple checking his magazines.  His Glock was loaded along with the M4.  He was ready to go.  Gray clouds blanketed the sky on that cold spring morning.  The rain has been coming almost daily, melting the snow, filling the air with fog.  It was a miserable existence.  The food that was left in the supplies was quickly dwindling.  While groups should have been out foraging for supplies they were instead waiting on the line for the army coming their way.  
 
                 Word spread by escaping refugees about the Muslim horde making its way across the southern end of the state.  Aside from the Mackinaw bridge and the Ambassador bridge to Windsor the lower half of the state would be isolated from the rest of the country.  The Islamic army had a plan.  Time would tell if it would work.  The fact that they had a plan was already dangerous and nerve racking for the men that waited for them to appear. 
 
                 John waited toward the back.  He was the farthest he could be and still have a decent view of what was happening.  He gripped his M4 that he knew so well.  He spent nights tearing it apart and rebuilding it while blind folded. Only when he would drop a part on the floor and fight to find it in the pitch black would he finally give up and try to remember how many times he rebuilt his rifle.  
 
                 Hours passed by.  Men doze off as they lay against the gravel and dirt.  The adrenaline rush of waiting caught up to them quickly.  The first time in battle is a war on the hormones and nerves.  When they found their spots and decided on their cover their hearts raced.  Sweat dripped from their brows.  Hands shook as they checked and recheck their rifles.  Then time passed and their anxiety left.  Soon men were sleeping in the dirt worn out from the stress of waiting.  Their minds, never truly shut off from the surrounding world, they would wake up to the sound of any foreign noise.  
 
                 The crack and clatter of rifles in the distance awoke the men.  The noise miles down the road and hours away from their position and yet their hearts were racing again.  The gun fire grew louder and became more constant as it came closer.  The other churches had taken positions further out of the city.  The idea was to prevent the city from being soiled by their enemies.  
 
                 The amount of gunfire that was being exchanged told John that there would be heavy casualties on either side.  These men were not soldiers.  They had nine to five jobs with wives and families.  They went to church every Sunday and if John was lucky they went to the gym a few times a week.  Many had never shot a gun being anti-gun liberals before the Day.  Many had trouble shooting a squirrel even for food. These were not warriors and this was all he had to work with.  
 
                 The noise came closer and some of the men started to peek over the edge of the highway to see where the approaching army was.  A few of the men hyperventilated and puked.  These were not battle hardened men.  They gripped bolt action hunting rifles, shotguns filled with target shot and deer slugs, and lever action repeaters handed down through the family.  John was the only one armed for combat.  
 
                 Automatic fire could be heard about a mile away.  The Reverend stood back watching from a roof top through binoculars.  John hated how men of power would sit back while the less fortunate were put in harms way.  A true leader led their men on the front lines.  
 
                 Shots started to be fired from the highway and rooftops of the surrounding buildings.  The men were under orders to not fire unless the enemy were in sight.  John waited.  He didn’t hear enemy fire close enough for his M4 to reach.  As he waited he heard the men panicking.  Guns were jamming from improper use.  Shotguns were not being pumped fully, causing double feeds in the cheaper models.  He could see men hiding behind concrete barriers tearing the barrels off to pull the extra round out or pry the fired shell out of the barrel with their fingers.  He shook his head and wondered how he ever became tied to this rag tag dysfunctional army.  
 
                 The sound of a motor caused him to moved off the street and press himself against a wall.  He looked down the street and a old tan pickup truck pulled out from an intersection.  It was filled with men in the bed carrying AK-47s and other random rifles.  The driver of the truck spotted John and aimed a pistol out of the window.  
 
                 John raised his M4 and fired three rounds towards the driver.  One hit the door, the other two hit the driver in the arm and head.  The men in the bed of the truck jumped out hiding behind the truck while two approached John.  John fired at the two men until his magazine was empty.  
 
                 Running across the side street he removed the empty magazine placing it in his pouch for later. He reloaded while he had concrete between himself and the other shooters.  As he moved the barrel of his rifle around the corner of the building pieces of brick and concrete exploded in the air from the incoming gun fire.  
 
                 “That’s a bad idea,” John said.  
 
                 Looking behind him he hoped to see some back up coming to help him, but he was alone.  He did see a fire escape to the roof.  He knew that in a situation when you were outnumbered having the high ground was always an advantage.  He fired a few rounds at the truck to make them think he was staying put.  Throwing the rifle sling over his shoulder he quickly climbed the ladder to the roof.  Using his pistol he looked over the ledge and saw that it was clear.  Hopping over the ledge he holstered his pistol and grabbed his rifle.  Rechecking his M4 he knew it was ready to go.  He glanced over the ledge and saw a dozen men still hiding behind the truck.  Two appeared to be arguing about who was going to drive the truck towards John's former position.  John stood up and started firing into the group.  The men who didn’t drop to the ground huddled against the metal frame of the pickup.  John crouched down when his rifle was empty and reloaded.  He moved a few feet down the roof avoiding popping up in the same spot and be picked off when he reappeared.  He looked over the side and couldn’t see any of the men.  He crouched down and moved closer to the truck.  John glanced over the ledge and a few rounds were shot at him.  He could hear the men speaking Arabic as they moved around the truck to stay out of John's sight.  He tried peeking over the ledge again and saw one running across the street.  He aimed and shot him in the back watching him drop to the pavement.  Gunfire came at John from the truck.  
 
                 Deciding the roof was no longer a good position John went back to the fire escape.  He checked the alley and made sure it was clear.  He jumped over the side and quickly made his way down the stairs sliding down the last flight on the hand rail.  He grabbed his rifle at the bottom and made his way to the back of the building.  As far as he knew he was now behind enemy lines.  He looked all 360 degrees around him and moved behind the building to the opposite side.  He wanted to come up behind the truck and surprise them again.  He was taking a risk in isolating himself from the rest of his men.  As he walked up the alley he came up to the end of the wall and looked around the corner to see the truck only forty yards away.  The men were hiding behind the front of the truck.  Four dead bodies lay in view that John had shot from the roof minutes before.  John decided to use the element of surprise.  He was done hiding and sneaking around.  He knew the others in his group weren’t fairing well.  Men that responded like them didn’t fair well in battle.  He had to take control of the situation and turn the tide in their favor.  He rushed at the truck and tried to see how close he could get before they saw him. If he was lucky it would be too late for them.  One of the men peeked over the hood and John shot him.  He ran to the truck not wanted to give them time to react.  He came around the side and unloaded the M4 into the group.  It was a massacre.  One of the men ran, unharmed from the shooting.  The rifle clicked, empty.  He pulled his Glock and shot the man in the back.  He looked at the men he had just gunned down and kicked the legs to see if they were still alive.  One of them was breathing hard, the man rolled over groaning.  John shot him in the head before he could fully turn around.  
 
                 John pulled the driver out of the truck and dropped him on the pavement.  He grabbed all the weapons and threw them in the bed of the truck.  He grabbed all the extra ammo and pistols the men had on them and added that to the pile.  When he finally had all of the weapons he jumped in the truck and drove down the street to the Lord’s Army.  He parked in front of a laundry mat next to the highway.  Some of the men looked at the truck and almost fired until they saw John at the wheel with his left hand outside waving.  He jumped out and ran to the back dropping the tailgate.  He whistled at the men and several ran up with stripped down guns or rifles with no ammo left.  
 
                 “Take what you can.  Get back to the line,” John said leaving the truck for the men to pick through.  
 
                 John ran back down the street to do exactly what the Muslims had just tried to do.  While the rag tag misfits tried to fight back at the highway he would make his way around the back and flank the Islamic Army.  Running to the street the truck had come from John made his way east to the Islamic line.  
 
                 Three blocks down he started to hear the concentration of gun fire from the invaders.  He turned down the next street and made his way closer to the line.  John came to an alley he heard gunfire coming from.  He looked inside and saw two men on the other end with their backs to him.  They were shooting towards John's men yelling “Allah Ackbar!” 
 
                 John put six rounds down the alley and watched them drop where they stood.  Moving down the street he followed the sounds of gunfire in the area.  He came to another street and looked down to see a half dozen men making their way towards the Lord’s Army.  John aimed at the men farthest out and started to pick them off.  He hit two before the rest ran for cover unaware the direction the shots were coming from.  Two more men came out of the building in range of John.  Taking careful aim he picked those two off and ran across the street to continue on his mission.  He left two in the building. It wasn’t the best policy but he had to keep moving before the Muslims figure out what was happening.  Coming to the next alley he reaching the corner and turning inside was face to face with two men five feet away. All three of them had surprised looks on their faces.  For a second everyone paused.  When the man closest to John turned the rifle at him John unloaded into the two.  John thought his heart was racing before.  That was the closest he had come to dying so far.  
 
                 Looking at the two men he made the mistake of pausing.  From the rooftop above he saw a man look over and yell before pointing his rifle down.  John, standing there with an empty rifle, ran into the building as bullets ricocheted off the concrete behind him.  The door crashed open as he kicked through it ripping the wood from the frame. He dropped the M4 and let it dangle from the sling as he pulled out the glock loaded with full metal jacket rounds.  He looked up at the ceiling trying to figure out where the man on the roof was standing.  He stayed quiet for a second, voices hollered from outside then foot steps moved on the roof.  He aimed and fired up through the ceiling.  He heard nothing then bullets rained back down at him.  He ran across the room and dived on the floor.  Laying on his back he looked at the new holes letting light in.  When a shadow blocked the light he fired up again into the patch of darkness.  His Glock was empty, the slide locked back waiting for a fresh magazine.  
 
                 As he switched magazines he heard the thump of a body dropping on the roof.  He wanted to stay where he was.  He felt safe inside.  The area around him was quiet at the moment.  Reloading the Glock the slide sprung forward feeding the first round in.  Then he reloaded the M4 with a fresh 30 round magazine.  He had four magazines left.  From outside he could hear voices approaching.  They were speaking Arabic. Two figures appeared by the picture window inches away from John.  He stayed on the floor and watched as they walked by.  He quickly stood up and went to the door.  Looking to the left no more men were coming. These must have been the two he didn’t shoot before.  Turning to the right the two men made their way down the street checking alleys and behind cars.  John shot both of them and quickly ran past their corpses to the next building.  
 
                 John continued to clear alleys and rooftops the rest of the afternoon until he reached the highway.  A high school football and baseball field was wide open to the highway they were placed next to.  He didn’t want to be left out in the open.  He looked at the school and saw a nice place to pick off soldiers from the roof.  He moved through the tree line and noticed the back of the school was built into the side of a hill.  It wasn’t the best design but convenient for him to climb some dirt and reach a great sniping position.  As he reached the top of the hill he was surprised to find nobody else had taken this spot.  He crawled over the hot tar and rubber that cooked in the sun.  
 
                 The red dot scope was designed for closer fighting but he could still put down men with body shots.  A line of old pickups and cars littered the highway.  At the front John saw a truck blocking the lanes with all four tires flat and speckled with holes.  Then he spotted the men running around.  He had about fifty bullets left for the M4.  He spotted his first target walking along the side of a car shooting towards the men bunkered in at the exit ramp.  He placed the red dot on his torso and fired.  One down, God knows how many more to go.  He picked off men from the highway for an hour before running out of bullets.  The sun was starting to set, an hour at most before the world plunged into darkness.  He left his empty rifle on the roof not needing the extra weight.  
 
                 He made his way across the field with his Glock and climbed onto the freeway.  Making his way down the highway he came up behind the remains of the Islamic army.  One after another he took them out while trying not to be shot by his own men.  In the setting sun he saw one man left.  A small figure shooting a bolt action rifle into the exit ramp.  John walked up behind the figure and tried speaking to him in Arabic.  
 
                 “Hands up,” John said aiming his pistol at the small figure.  
 
                 The man with the rifle turned around and wasn’t a man at all.  He couldn’t be older than twelve years of age.  
 
                 “Give up,” John said keeping his aim on him.  The look in the child’s eyes said that surrender wasn’t an option.  There was anger and hate in those young eyes.  What had he gone through after the Day.  It was over a years ago.  Could that much have happened to him to cause that much fury?  
 
                 “Hands up,” John commanded.  The air was silent from gunshots.  The child didn’t move.  “I know you speak English. Hands up.” 
 
                 The child swung the rifle around. 
 
                 “Don’t make me do this!” John yelled.  The child aimed the rifle at John just before the flash of the muzzle between them.  He didn’t fall back right away.  He looked down at the pavement.  
 
                 John stood over the child hoping the bullet would have killed him quickly.  The child was defiant to the end.  He was coughing blood and trying to sit up while gripping the rifle.  
 
                 Clenching his teeth John aimed the pistol. There was no way to help the boy.  Hospitals didn’t exist anymore.  The wasn’t a triage area set up for the wounded.  To help the injured was seen as a waste of resources.  The only mercy was to put down those that would suffer a long and painful end.  
 
                 Squeezing the trigger he finished it with one last well placed round.  The boy dropped back and was lifeless.  John's eyes swelled as his grief overwhelmed him.  Killing adults that wanted him dead was one thing.  Being forced to kill a child that never should have been on the battlefield was something he never wanted to experience again.  This shouldn’t happen anywhere.  He heard stories in Afghanistan and Iraq. There was the young woman in Afghanistan he never forgot. To be face to face with it at home was a hard reality. 
 
                 John thought about putting his pistol to his own head.  This world where children are killed he didn’t want to live in.  He looked down and saw the slide all the way back, an empty gun, no more bullets.  
 
                 Leaning against the side of the truck he slide down and sat on the pavement.  Tears rolled down his cheeks as he stared at the boy.  A school ID badge hung around his neck.  Why he was still wearing it? John didn’t know.  Maybe it was to identify him when he was killed.  John reached over and grabbed it. The child was Mohammed Hussein.  A generic name in their world. No different than Maria or Jesus in Mexican culture.  Mohammed went to a middle school in Dearborn before being thrown into a war.  
 
                 John could hear voices coming from the exit ramp, Midwestern in tone and speaking English.  Two men walked around the front of the truck aiming rifles and shotguns at John.  He sat there holding his empty Glock and a student ID Badge.  
 
                 “Damn man, I wondered what the hell happened up here.  You ok John?” one of the men asked. “John, hey you ok?” 
 
                 “No,” John said looking at the ID badge. “I’m not ok.” 
 
                 Standing up he holstered the Glock and pocketed the ID badge.  
 
                 The men walked on checking the dead bodies.  John picked up the boy’s body and carried it to the football field.  The rituals for Islamic burial weren’t well know to him.  He knew the bodies were washed first and they said prayers over them.  He didn’t know the words and was only versed in Farsi with limited Arabic.  He washed the body with the water left in his canteen, covered the face with cloth and dug a grave in the moonlight. By the time he was done the moon was directly over him in the cloudless sky.  He didn’t notice the drop in temperature until he was standing over the grave and the cold night air reached the sweat covering him.  His body shook, bring him back to reality.  Looking back at the highway he watched the bodies of the other men that had died being thrown on a funeral pyre.  It was in violation of Islamic law to burn a body.  John remembered when some soldiers in Afghanistan burned bodies to take care of the smell.  The men were stuck in their position and the bodies had started to rot.  With the rocky terrain and no other means to dispose of them the soldiers had set them on fire.  Afterwards the Taliban and locals retaliated for the offense that had taken place.  
 
                 Would the Lord’s Army see the same kind of retaliation from burning these men?  
 
                 John went back to the roof, picked up his M4 and walked back to the church.  By the time he reached it the sun was about to rise. He didn’t remember going to bed, passing out as his body fell to the cot with all of his clothes and gear still on.  
 
                 
 
                 A day later John awoke with his stomach growling and commotion outside.  Walking to the parking lot where the food station was he saw the truck that he captured from the Islamic army.  Collins was behind the wheel and everyone was excited that the church now had another vehicle that still worked.  
 
                 John said nothing as he went to grab lunch. He over heard people talking about Collins saving the day and how he single handedly ended the battle.  Collins was taking the credit for capturing the truck.  John didn’t care.  Guys like that either died quickly in battle or became politicians when they came home.  Collins was a politician at heart.  The Reverend's number two man, Collins gave orders and enjoyed doing so.  
 
                 John looked at his oatmeal and wondered how they were going to survive through the next winter.  There were no plans to start farming.  The Reverend talked about the revival of the United States and kept hope alive that FEMA would show up handing out food.  John knew better than to hope that the National Guard would arrive.  He inhaled the food on his plate and his stomach still grumbled afterwards.  Looking around the yard he picked dandelion leaves and made a small salad hoping to end the hunger.  
 
                 That night the church celebrated their victory with a party of acoustic music and stale warm beer.  Instead of joining the festivities John stayed in his tent cleaning his M4 and Glock.  He reloaded the Magazines and placed his Glock under his pillow before going to sleep. The next morning he was called to see the Reverend.  
 
                 Rays of light beamed through the church giving John a feeling of “awe” as he walked in.  The Reverend stood at the alter waiting for him.  The blood on John's hands made him feel unclean to be in the room.  Walking down the center aisle he felt the heat of the sun on him. 
 
                 “You don’t appear to be the man you lead us to believe,” the Reverend said looking down at John from three steps above.  
 
                 “Killing isn’t something I want to do anymore,”  John said afraid to look up at him.  For the first time he was feeling judged for the actions that came so naturally to him.  
 
                 “It’s not about what you want. It is about what he wants,” the Reverend said looking behind the alter at the crucifix hanging from the ceiling.  
 
                 John looked up at the wooden man hanging above him.  The sad pleading face starring back at him with the thorns cutting into his skull and nails driven through his hands and feet.  
 
                 “What does he want?” 
 
                 “You have a gift and he is working through you,” the Reverend said stepping down to John's level. “In biblical times there were super soldiers that fought for the Israelites.   Small groups would go on raiding parties and when they came back they had to spend three days outside the city cleaning themselves and purifying their minds before they came back home.  I see you have a lot of demons. As a warrior for God you have a responsibility to fight for him.  You were guided by God to do what you did today.  I didn’t see John, I saw St. Michael on that street killing those heathens.”
 
                 “And the boy?” John had to know what the purpose of a child being killed served.  
 
                 “He was hardly a boy.  A young man with a machine gun is just as deadly as a grown man.” the Reverend explained.  “Everyone grows up quickly these days.  Much too soon in some cases.”  The Reverend looks toward the back of the church as Isabel walks in.  
 
                 Isabel looked across the long room at her father.  He had a feeling the look wasn’t directly sighted at him but the man he was talking to.  She turned around and walked out of the church.  
 
                 “Too quickly, are they growing up,” the Reverend sighed.  “I want you to spend three days outside of the camp.  Clear your head.  Accept your role in the Lord’s Army. Accept your gift.”  
 
                 John walked out of the church and left to the outskirts of the neighborhood.  He brought his weapons with him, still not trusting of the men in the group to steal them for themselves.  He found a house that was abandoned and didn’t have bodies in it from the winter before.  He spent the next three days cleaning, reading and doing the physical training he learned in the Army.  It was all he had.  He had seen the Muslims bathing and cleansing themselves of their sins while in Afghanistan and Iraq.  He didn’t want to do anything that followed their example.  He wondered if that was what he was doing.  He didn’t want to be associated with their brand of fanatic ideology.  On the third day she showed up.  
 
                 In the doorway John heard wood creaking. He saw Isabel with her outline being enhanced by the sunlight behind her. 
 
                 “Hello handsome,” she said as the door shut behind her. 
 
                 “I don’t think your father would want you to be here,” John said as she walked toward him. 
 
                 “Don’t worry about what my father wants,” she said taking her top off.  
 
                 “But he would kill me if he knew,” John said. 
 
                 “He won’t know,” she said gripping him by the neck and interlocking her lips with his. 
 
                 He pushed himself off of her.               
 
                 “I can’t,” he said. 
 
                 “yes you can,” she insisted. 
 
                 John found himself undoing her bra as he had done with so many women before. He didn’t remember putting her on the kitchen table, but she was sitting on it in front of him.   Her breasts exposed to him and both of their hearts racing.  
 
                 “I can’t, your father,” he tried to argue himself out of what was happening. 
 
                 Her hand slapped against his face. 
 
                 “Do you want my father or me?” she asked. 
 
                 The shock of the strike send him into a place of fight or flight.  He decided to fight.  
 
                 He gripped her pants and pulled them off of her.  
 
                 “That’s the John I saw the other day,” she said as he tossed her pants to the corner of the kitchen.  
 
                 “Shut up,” he said as he looked at her exposed body.  
 
                 “Wait, wait. You can have me, just not like the other girls.” she said.
 
                 He was confused. 
 
                 “Stop fucking with me,” he said. 
 
                 “You can have me.  But in another way.” 
 
                 Isabel lowered her feet to the floor and bending over the table for him.  
 
                 It took a few seconds but he soon realized what she was saying.  With a few globs of saliva on his hand applied to his member he enter her from behind and took his aggression out on the Reverend's daughter.  He was surprised at her enjoyment of it.  Any woman he had tried to take in this way disliked it.  It was something off limits to him until now and he took full advantage of it. They found some lubricant in the bathroom upstairs and continued their fornication into the evening. Before nightfall she went back to the church and he was left by himself in the house.  For once he felt relieved.  Maybe it was what he needed.  
 
                 She was an attractive girl.  Her hourglass figure and blonde hair made her attractive.  He enjoyed gripping her breasts and the firm smooth flesh of her buttocks against his groin. He knew it wasn’t meant to last.  Her father would not approve no matter how many Muslims he killed in the coming months.  
 
                 The next morning he walked back to the church and found a happy greeting from the parishioners.  People slapped him on the back and hugged him.  Women thanked him for bringing their husbands home from the battle.  A smile grew on his face from the homecoming he always wanted from the battlefield of the middle east.  The homecoming he never received. 
 
                 Isabel was the last of the people to come up to him and gave him a very impersonal hug. He wanted more from her but realized that what they had the day before was something that only existed at that moment and nowhere else.  She patted him on he back like a buddy and he realized she was only making a show of the moment for the rest of the church.  
 
                 The Reverend stepped out of the church and welcomed the war hero home from his leave.  He gripped John's hand and brought him in for a hug. Like his daughter the Reverend patted him on the back.  He knew he wasn’t part of their group.  Was he being played?  He felt like he was back in the military getting the most basic of rewards of the most horrible of crimes.  Was the daughter sent to reward the war hero with her ass as the prize?  He doubted it.  He took what was happening and played the part. He waved at the congregation and pretended to be fine while he was disintegrating inside.  The sight of the boy falling back and dying before his eyes haunted him.  If their was a God how could he ask for the death of a child? The Reverend's words didn’t connect with him.  
 
                 The possibility of a being outside our reality asking for the death of a child disturbed him.  Was that a creature that he wanted to amuse? He pictured the kid falling back in his mind as people congratulated him for his victory over the heathen horde.  He smiled nodded.  In reality he wanted to puke.  These people were insane.  No God would ask for this. Jesus would not rejoice at the death of a child. The war he was involved in now was worse than the war he fought overseas.  These people were the same as the people he fought in Iraq and Afghanistan.  The only difference was the God they claimed to praise.  There wasn’t much difference there either.  They both followed an Abrahamic religion.  Whether they liked it or not their religions followed the same path to the same end.  He was now an instrument of death in a quest that both sides followed.  The conquest of a land that didn’t need to me conquered.  Two sides were fighting for the purification of a land that was pure.  Both sides claimed to be pure in a stained world.  John was caught in the middle of a war that would not see an end until religion was abandoned or the last follower of these faiths were killed.  He hoped it wasn’t him.  He wasn’t a follower he was a pawn like he was before in Army.  He knew it now but the Reverend and Isabel had blinded him in the reality of his situation.  He was a pawn in a larger game he never decided to play.  He was good at the game but everyone died at the end.  This was not a game he wanted to play anymore.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
                 The spring had been cold and wet.  Food was becoming rare to find in the city.  Amir and Fatima had the best luck searching homes that had been occupied by people struck down by the flu. The sight of dead bodies must have scared others away.  The duo wore scarves as they went into the smell of decaying flesh. They would quickly grab any food that was in wrappers and Fatima would wash the outside before opening the container.  As a doctor she knew the bodies weren’t contagious.  There was some comfort in that, the most disheartening thing about the spring was the number of dead they were finding.  Fatima wasn’t convinced it wasn’t all from the flu.  There were plenty of places that had bodies but didn’t have any food either.  The size of the bodies told her it was a long horrible death of starvation.  
 
                 Fatima shined a light on a corpse in a bedroom.  The body didn’t belong to an older person.  She lifted the sheets and looked more closely.  The skin had hardened and the body was starting to mummify.  Tattoos told of a adventurous life and stretch marks told her the man was well fed.  She guessed the body was no more than eighty pounds.  
 
                 “What are you doing?” Amir said as he walked by the room and stopped in the doorway.  
 
                 “He starved to death,” Fatima said. 
 
                 “Of course, there is no food here,”  Amir said as if the facts were obvious.  
 
                 They had noticed the Lord’s Army had been marking the doorways of buildings they had already searched.  They stuck to these areas thinking they would be safe and the Army wouldn’t come back to search these places again.  The dead had become their friends, the only people they didn’t have to worry about trying to kill them.  
 
                 They stayed with the same routine all summer.  The only bright side was how the bodies no longer gave off a smell as they dried out or were eaten by wild animals.  There were times when Fatima would find kitchen knives and wonder if she should just end it.  
 
                 Both of them lost weight, she couldn’t remember being so thin except before college.  Her maternity weight was gone, her cheeks no longer held baby fat. Her hair was still thick but it was losing the shine.  
 
                 Amir wasn’t a large man when they met and she didn’t think he was naturally heavy before the Day.  His beard never fully grew in, patches of fir never filled in to connect together.  
 
                 Fatima and Amir’s life mirrored that of many animals in the wild, like deer.  They would hide during the day and move in the morning or evening hours when people were not out scavenging yet.  
 
                 Later summer had come, and it was a hot summer.  Air conditioning didn’t exist anymore and Fatima had made paper fans to keep cool in the long hours of the day.  Their bags were becoming lighter finding less food.  Soon they would be carrying blankets and bedding for the winter.  
 
                 The sun was setting in the distance and Amir was looking out the windows and doors to see if their path was clear to the next building.  
 
                 “Ok, it’s clear,” Amir said stepping outside and staying close to the walls.  Fatima followed behind as they went to the building they had chosen hours before.  
 
                 Amir couldn’t get the door open and instead pried a window, breaking the lock, but keeping the window functioning.  They tossed their bags inside and climbed through.  
 
                 Inside, they made sure nobody was there then set up camp for the night.  Fatima looked for winter clothes and items they could start putting together.  Amir went to the kitchen to search the cupboards.  He found some crackers and cans of soup. Other random items were placed on the counter and he was happy to see the new variety of food to eat.  Having learned from Fatima to wash the wrappers Amir went to the sink and poured water from his canteen over them. He glanced up hearing something outside. 
 
                 Looking out the kitchen window he saw two men across the yard. He dropped to the floor and then crouched up to peek outside.  The two men were overlooking a row of canisters.  They added one to the row and then disappeared around the building.  When Amir looked at the building he knew it was a church and instantly started to panic.  He left the food and went into the hall to find Fatima. 
 
                 “We have to leave.” Amir said. 
 
                 Fatima started to follow him. 
 
                 “What is it? What happened?” She started to ask.  
 
                 Amir took her to the kitchen and they crouched across the floor to the window.  
 
                 “There, it’s them. The Christians,” he said pointing to the building.  
 
                 Fatima didn’t panic. She was already thinking of what to do next. She had often thought about what she would do if given the opportunity to avenge her sons.  
 
                 “We are staying,” she said. 
 
                 “No, we have to go.” 
 
                 “We stay,” she said. 
 
                 “I am the man here. I say we go,” Amir said. 
 
                 Fatima jolted her hand out striking Amir in the throat with the web of her hand.  It wasn’t hard enough to crush the trachea.  The move taught to her at a self defense class the hospital had for work place violence. She had changed. This was her moment.  
 
                 “I am not the submissive Islamic woman you think I am,” Fatima said. “Don’t make that mistake again.”  
 
                 Fatima grabbed a can of soup from the counter and opened the lid.  She didn’t bother to add water instead eating the bean and bacon soup straight out of the can.  She had played an image to not ruffle any feathers. Now she was done.  She would be herself.  She was finished pretending to be somebody else while the her sons’ killer was still out there.  
 
                 Amir caught his breath and left the room.  His throat still hurt and he was in shock from being disrespected.  He had never encountered a woman who would strike a man.  He had seen many things while working at the gas station.  He knew that American women were capable of such horrible behavior but never suspected Fatima of being like these barbaric people.  He wanted to leave, but had nowhere to go.  
 
                 Starring out the window Fatima plotted her next move.  She admitted to herself she didn’t know if her sons’ killer was there.  It didn’t matter. The fact she had to be in hiding from these people because of the color of her skin was enough to justify what she would do next. If the person responsible for her sons was there than this was more than justified.  
 
                 That night she waited. She watched the church and around midnight no longer saw a guard walk by the building.  They had patrols, random, but she was guessing every hour.  The moon was working its way across the sky.  She crawled out of the window. 
 
                 Her arm was gripped by a hand. 
 
                 “Where are you going?” Amir said from inside. 
 
                 “Going to give us our freedom,” she said prying his hand from her arm. 
 
                 She moved in the shadows.  Behind the building was the yard to the church.  There was a thirty yard stretch where she would be out in the open.  She moved quickly across the tall grass and found the canisters along the wall.  There must have been over thirty in different shapes, sizes, and colors.  She twisted the cap off of the closest one and smelled the gasoline inside. She was hoping that’s what it was inside containers.  
 
                 Carefully, Fatima moved along the wall and looked around the corner into the parking lot.  An old Chevy Impala sat next to the gas cans and a pickup truck was parked on the opposite corner of the lot. She recognized the truck as the one that took Amir and her to the Islamic camp.  Now she knew these were the people that had been roaming the streets attacking so called “foreigners.”
 
                 Unscrewing the gas cap she had her plan.  He poured the liquid over the stockpile of fuel.  She created a trail to the Impala and covered the car. She opened the gas cap and stuffed a rag into the hole.  She had seen this on television.  She didn’t know if she was going to blow herself up and she didn’t care. If it in some way hurt these people, it would be worth it.   
 
                 She took out her lighter and watched the rag puff into flames.  She stepped back and the flames grew over the roof and hood of the car.  The heat tingled her face and pushed her back into the parking lot.  The explosion wouldn’t be long now.  She ran across the parking lot and hide behind one of the neighboring buildings.  
 
                 She watched as the flames spread over the gasoline canisters.  Her eyes were wide, amazed at the destruction she caused.  In a faction of a second one canister blew and took the rest with it.  The brick wall caved in bringing down the roof on that half of the building. 
 
                 Her heart was racing. She wanted to watch more but people started flooding out of the doors looking at the flames.  She wished she could have blown up the truck as well and take away their prize.  
 
                 Fatima ran, tripping over items she couldn’t see in the darkness. Pounding on the door she was covered in bruises, scrapes, and smelled like gasoline. Amir opened the door.  
 
                 “What did you do?” he said.               
 
                 She ran past Amir pushing him out of the way.  She picked up her bag and went back to the door. 
 
                 “Come on,” she said heading back out the door.  
 
                 Amir shouldered his bag and continued trying to clean glass shards from his hair.  As they ran down the street he could feel the pokes and stings of glass caught in his collar.  
 
                 A few blocks away they stopped and went into a building they spent the night in a few days before.  They kicked in the door and went to the basement.  Fatima pulled out her lighter and started to flick the starter. 
 
                 “No,” Amir said his former gas station attendant days coming back.  He remembered yelling at smokers who thought it was ok to light up while filling their gas tanks.
 
                 He pulled his lighter out and set it on top of the hot water heater.  
 
                 “We need to get the gasoline off of you,” Amir said. 
 
                 Fatima removed her coat and her skirt smelling the toxic fumes.  She pulled out a pair of pants from her bag she had grabbed a day before and put them on.  Her shoes had gasoline on them, but didn’t have any way to replace them.  Fatima tossed the clothes where they had a fire a few days before.  The streets will be filled with people soon looking for the culprits of the arson.  
 
                 “I can’t believe you did that,” Amir said. 
 
                 “Somebody had to,” she said still checking her clothes.  
 
                 Amir took a mirror from his bag and stood by the lighter.  He looked for more glass and pulled a small piece from his neck.  
 
                 “What happened to you?” she asked walking over to him.  
 
                 “When the gasoline blew, the window shattered in the kitchen,”  he said looking for more shards.  
 
                 Fatima took over the job and looked through his hair and clothes for glass.  The small shards and cubes were everywhere.  She tried to find as much as she could.  
 
                 “I’ll look for more in the morning,” she told him.
 
                 Amir looked outside and could see smoke still rising in the distance in the twilight.  
 
                 “We should go while we can. The fire isn’t out yet.” 
 
                 They picked up their bags and moved further away from the church.  This would be their life from now on.  She didn’t know when it would end. Her partnership with Amir was questionable.  Her reality was now one day at a time.  She needed to find a way out.  
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
                 Spring came with few losses to the Vandals over the winter.  The word around the city was a flu had wiped out a large portion of the population.  The Vandals had kept to themselves in fear of infiltration by the Islamic army.  They didn’t want any sabotage before the battle they knew was coming.  The city block they occupied was locked down and runners with information would arrive at a check points trading intelligence for food.  The system worked out fine.  
 
                 In the early weeks of spring word came from the north about an army approaching Detroit.  It wasn’t the forty thousand troops they had head about.  It was still enough to know they were completely out numbered.  
 
                 They only had a few days before the traveling horde would be at their doorstep.  Isaac and Dustin looked over maps to figure out what would be the best course of action.  
 
                 “I know it’s spring but I’m thinking we do was the Russians did.” Dustin said looking at the map.  
 
                 They are going to try to secure these food sources before anything.  Its too far away to put up a fight.  If we try to secure the city we are stretched too thin.”               
 
                 “So what are you thinking?” Isaac asked. 
 
                 “If you can’t hold the east, take the west.”  
 
                 “Chicago?” Isaac asked.
 
                 “We have connections there. We regroup and come back once the Muslims think they are safe. The locals with put up a fight. Thin out their numbers.  Starvation will help.  If they try to cross the border the Canadians will take care of them.”
 
                 Orders were given for everyone to pack up and move out by the end of the day.  Everything was loaded up.  Pallets were set up in the buildings to help burn them down preventing them from being used.  The fields of fruit trees were ordered to be burned.  The outpost were abandoned and all men were called back to the base to start loading up.  Food that couldn’t be taken due to lack of space was handed out to the locals. The men weren’t mad about missing the invading army, they were happy to be hitting the road.  This was the life they desired most. 
 
                 The convoy drove straight to the highway. It was a non-stop trip to Chicago.  In the front of the convoy an old deuce and half diesel truck led the way with a plow on the front pushing abandoned cars out of the way.  The truck left a smell of donuts and fried food behind it, being run on old cooking oil.  When they reached Kalamazoo they had a long string of cars they pushed out of the way and found large funeral pyres on the breakdown lanes.  Bones and skulls starred at the men at they drove by.  They didn’t think anything of it.  Some were glad they weren’t stopping in that town. Something big had happened there and whoever won wasn’t somebody they wanted to mess with.  
 
                 Reaching Chicago was more difficult than they suspected.  The highway was so congested the truck was unable to move the cars to the shoulder.  They took the nearest exit ramp and went into town.  They were still far from their destination and started pillaging early. They stopped in every suburban town searching for food, fuel, and women.
 
                 Isaac didn’t care for how Dustin was running things.  Isaac started to look for the opportunity to take over the convoy.  They met little resistance along the way.  The men were finally starting to get their fill.  The long months of isolation had taken their toll and they took it out on anything and everyone they came across.  
 
                 Early in the morning they were driving into a town.  The streets were empty. Isaac suspected that word was traveling fast about them.  As they drove through a neighborhood a guy named Scratch opened fire with his fifty caliber gun on a house.  Isaac stopped the convoy.  
 
                 Parking his chopper he walked up to the Humvee asking what happened. 
 
                 “Up in the window, I saw someone. Sniper maybe,” Scratch said.  A meth addict he was wild and unpredictable.  He hadn’t consumed his drug of choice in over a year and was still feeling the effects of it.  “You know I haven’t shot at anything in a while.” 
 
                 Isaac walked up to the house littered with holes.  Inside he found a man and woman.  The guy was older, grey hair, gold chain around his neck. Food was scattered around but the convoy was fully stocked.  
 
                 Isaac looked at the women.  Long brown hair, curvy body, just his type. 
 
                 “What a waste,” Isaac said walking out of the house without checking the rest of it.  
 
                 “You pull that shit again and I’m putting a bullet in you,” Isaac said to Scratch. He mounted his chopper and the convoy left down the road.  In the next town Dustin would take a bullet from a sniper and Isaac was glad he didn’t have to do the deed.  The closer they came to Chicago the more resistance they came across.  With their boss gone Isaac pulled rank and turned the convoy around.  He doubted their connections in Chicago had made it over the winter with the amount of resistance they were meeting.  The local gangs had taken control and the city.  
 
                 The convoy had remained fully stocked by raiding the suburbs of the city and it was what the men most enjoyed.  He knew his ability to stay in control depended on the men being happy, otherwise someone would be looking to take him out like he was going to do with Dustin.  
 
                 Isaac made special plans to raid military bases and restock the men’s ammo and fuel.  Many of the places he found had already been looted but the locals weren’t able to take everything and the mechanics of the convoy stole spare parts when they came across vehicles left behind.  Their life now was on the road. It was what they had always wanted. Isaac had become the unquestionable leader of the Vandals and they would follow him into the pits of hell. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
                 The rhythm of the snoring had finally put John to sleep.  The summer months had been productive for him in many ways.  While his life had turned into routine it was a comfortable situation that reminded him of being in the Army.  He hated his boss and didn’t understand the mission but he thrived on the stress and the moment by moment reality of life. 
 
                 Morning was spent at breakfast and planning their next search party for supplies.  He learned not to put his two cents in, it had never made a difference to their plans.  They traded the Impala with the broken windshield for the pickup truck John captured during the battle on the highway.  
 
                 His nights depended on whether or not Isabel slipped him a note when and where to meet.  He didn’t know how he felt about her.  She was a beautiful girl but her father hated him and John felt like it was her way to rebel.  There was no chance for a serious relationship, whatever that meant these days. 
 
                 Collins was officially put in charge of the patrols.  John felt like he was in the military all over again.  People with no experience in anything but kissing ass were moving up in the ranks.  Chris was still the designated driver, once in a while John would hear him mumbling to himself about “taking orders from stupid.”  
 
                 The only satisfaction John had these days was his night time rendezvous with Isabel, knowing that Collins wanted her.  It was his own form of revenge for being forced to follow Collins orders.  The Reverend had left John alone after faking his salvation by the lord.  Having learned how smart John was, the Reverend back off not wanting to risk losing his flock. Collins was easy to control, John was not.  
 
                 John had rebuilt his library and some of the books had come into question with the Reverend.  Works of fiction that had nothing to do with Christianity were seen as a threat.  John ignored the Reverend and kept his library. John knew he was valuable to the group and that it was a form of harassment to show authority.  When other members of the congregation came to John's defense having borrowed books from him the Reverend backed off and left the matter alone.  For once being a nice guy had paid off for John.  He only wished these same people would speak up against the other horrible decisions being made on a day to day basis. 
 
                 The summer was coming to an end. John estimated that more than half of the people that stayed in the city after the Day had died from starvation or the flu.  There were rumors of small pockets of the Islamic army in the city.  Personally he thought it was made up by the Reverend to focus the blame of bad events on someone else.  It was an old trick that politicians had been doing forever.  He was really surprised he never mentioned the Jews, the classic scapegoats, but there weren’t any around to blame.  
 
                 The night had grown quiet. John stayed in his corner with his three layer sleeping bag away from the fire place most of the people huddled around.  He didn’t go into a deep sleep. Always paranoid of what might happened he dozed in and out as he did on deployments. 
 
                 The explosion had sent him into a flashback of the war.  He pulled his Glock from under his pillow and looked around the room.  Dust and brick flew into the church from the rectory and office.  The roof started to collapse and John thought that a mortar had hit the building.  He forgot he was in a church. He forgot he was home in the states.  He ran outside to see the car and the building on fire.  A gas canister fell from the sky a few feet away from him.  When he saw the rag burning in the car’s gas tank he waved everyone back inside. 
 
                 “Get back, get back,” he yelled before the car exploded lifting the steel beast a few feet in the air setting it back down on its’ tires.  
 
                 John was thrown back on the ground and knocked out having hit his head on the pavement.  Collins and the rest of the men worked at putting out the fire.  First they started tossing buckets of water on the flames.  Chris told them not to and ran to find fire extinguishers. The men didn’t listen and spread the fire even more as the gasoline sat on top of the water feeding itself with the fuel and oxygen.  When the flames moved towards them in the puddles they created the men finally started to listen.  Chris came out of the church with a extinguisher and Collins grabbed it from him.  He used the entire can to put out the car but didn’t have any left for the building.  
 
                 “I need another,” Collins hollered. 
 
                 “That was the only one,” Chris replied.  
 
                 People were already rushing into the church to grab their possessions.  John was unconscious during all of this.  He awoke in the daylight hours on the far corner of the yard.  He looked over to see the church still smoldering.  His bags and equipment were with him.  Chris stood by watching the building slowly collapse under it’s own weight.  
 
                 “What the hell happened?” John asked. 
 
                 “The gasoline caught fire. Blew the wall out by the offices and set the rest of the building on fire,” Chris answered. 
 
                 “My stuff,” John said looking at his bags. 
 
                 “Everything but your books,” Chris said. “I tried to grab everything, but…”
 
                 “But they wouldn’t let you,” John finished. 
 
                 Chris didn’t reply and didn’t have to.  
 
                 This was the second time that he had been reading the Catcher in the Rye and wasn’t able to finish it.  That irritated him more than anything.  
 
                 “Any casualties?” John asked. 
 
                 “Nope, smoke inhalation. Would have been if you didn’t tell everyone to get back inside. But you know, Collins saved the day.”  Chris snickered with his sarcasm. 
 
                 “What’s happening now?” John asked. 
 
                 “Isabel is talking about a farm her grandfather owned just outside of town.  Sounds like we might set up shop there.”  
 
                 Leaving was on John's mind.  He was tired of the abuse he was under.  Again he saved the day and yet was the last to be thought of.  He didn’t want praise, he simply wanted respect.  That was something he would never have here.  
 
                 The truck had a full tank of gas and was full of people that were selected to go out to the farm.  Isabel was the navigator being one of two people who knew the location.  Armed men were sent in case the farm had been taken over by squatters.  
 
                 The farm was abandoned. The yard was over grown and the doors still locked.  Isabel found the key under the empty flower pot and went inside to the smell of dust and mildew.  It needed some work but the house would be salvageable.  
 
                 The truck went back to the church and the congregation was moved to the farm in a day.  The Reverend wanted to retrieve the contents of the safe but it was left under a pile of rubble.  Bricks and charcoal sat between him and the wealth of the church.  He had a feeling it would still be there later and reluctantly left to their new base of operations.  
 
                 The barn was used as a storage facility for supplies and equipment.  The main yard served as the sleep area with campfires spread around for warmth and light.  John set up his tent on the outskirts by the tree line.  It made his visits with Isabel easier and when he finally decided to leave he could slip out in the night and disappear without anybody knowing.  He wanted to leave but had nowhere to go.  The security and the food kept him here, but there had to be something better for him out there.  This wasn’t what his life was supposed to be.  He still had an image of the American dream in his mind.  It wasn’t the materialistic nonsense that it had become over the years.  His was of freedom and independence.  A loving wife and kids that had a future outside of the fear these people had. He didn’t know where he was going to find it but one day soon he would look for it.  The dream wasn’t here in the politics, or the religious emptiness of faith.  Somewhere out there was a place he could be himself.  Somewhere he would help create a place that fought for the future.  Here there was no plan. 
 
                 John had an idea, that was something nobody could take away. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Note from the author: to find out what happens next read After the Day. 
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