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      What would happen if the power grid failed? Would you be ready?

      Demi Thicke, mega popstar, is on stage when the lights go out. She and her best friend, Mike, soon discover it’s not just the lights that are gone. Vehicles no longer work, and fires are raging along Las Vegas Boulevard. At first, she wants to refuse to believe, but she knows what this is. Thanks to her unconventional childhood with an overbearing, prepper father, she recognizes the effects of a high-altitude nuclear detonation that creates a massive EMP.

      

      When our nation is attacked, will you survive?

      She’s on a race against time and the inevitable crumbling of society as she and Mike form a plan to leave Las Vegas, so they can reach her sister and his family. The panic is just beginning, but Demi knows it will get worse. Desperate people do desperate things, and they need to leave the city while they still can.

      That proves more difficult than she ever expected…

      

      The apocalypse brings out the best and the worst in all of us. It is survival of the fittest at its finest.

      When the world ends, that is only the beginning. Find out if Demi and Mike make it out of Las Vegas.
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        * * *

      

      Powerless is the first in a three-part survival series about the aftermath of a HEMP. Parts two and three will be available soon.

      Subscribe to Hayden’s newsletter and be the first to know about new releases, discounts, and unpublished chapters.

      Subscribe Here

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Demi Thicke

        

      

    

    
      “This one I had written after one of my toughest heart breaks. Writing this helped me move on,” explained Demi from the center of the stage, the spotlight was the only light in the arena directly on her. “I hope it does the same for you,” she added before beginning the ballad.

      Getting to this song and beginning the second act was the favorite part of Demi Thicke’s setlist. She was in the groove by then, and the crowd had appeared to soften enough to listen intently rather than just shout and cheer their excitement at being at a Shards of Glass concert. The fans always went wild whenever they first took the stage. The yells and screams that came from the crowd were overwhelming at first. Especially for Demi, who was a relatively new artist, but she had resounded to fake it until she made it, and never let anyone see her sweat. That mentality paid off since she had scored the title as a mega-popstar, at least according to Entertainment Now News. Scoring the venue, The Dive, one of the largest arenas in Las Vegas was her dream. In a few years she was hopeful that she would do a six-month residency in Vegas, much like all the musicians she listened to as a child.

      Demi had had a natural pattern to her songs that she and her bandmates had carefully selected, along with the help of her management. Despite being heavily managed by her agent, manager, and a carefully crafted public relations team, Demi and her bandmates tried to stay true to their artistic creativity as possible. However, Demi knew that being a popstar does not happen by luck, or for that matter, even talent. The media machine deliberately created pop sensations, and Demi was no exception.

      After walking on stage, and taking their places, the band opened the show with a high-intensity song to to fire up the audience, and later they slowly eased down the pace into the second act. In the second act of the set, Demi had three ballads in a row to sing, before pivoting to the faster songs and ending with their strongest, fastest, and most intense song, which would bring the audience leaving with the most memorable experience. Those three ballads were Demi’s favorite, she had written them herself and they published them with a few additions from management and the songwriters. They were about her lost love, Brad, who broke her heart a few years ago before she made it big. With that final song, the bass would thump coming from the speakers, and the crowd would pulsate with the beat. When they would be called back for an encore which they inevitably would be, they always sang one more slow number.

      They sometimes alternated the songs they were singing between a few different setlists, but the pattern always remained the same with the same energy and intensity. Demi was thankful that her catalog increased that they could vary the shows for the fans, as hundreds of them traveled to the cites with them, who true fans, groupies. It was important to her that everyone who paid the exorbitant prices to see their performances got their money’s worth and then some. Demi hadn’t forgotten that without the fans, she’d still be singing commercial jingles, waiting tables, and doing a part-time DJ gig back in Salt Lake City. She never wanted to return to being that Demi again. The old Demi. She was grateful to each and every fan she had and made along the way.

      “You know, what they say. Sometimes love just ain’t enough,” said Demi to the audience. “I wish it were. I wish I had the whole love thing figured out, but I’m a bleeding heart like most of you,” explained Demi as she began the second of the three ballads.

      During the second ballad, Demi closed her eyes, feeling every word she belted from her body radiate outward to the audience, as they hung on her every note, singing the lyrics along with her. As she sang, she no longer heard the keyboard and her voice coming from her earpiece that she used to maintain the correct volume, so she did not strain her voice trying to overpower the other instruments. When she managed not to hear that feedback that she arranged with the sound engineer, she thought her earpiece had gone out, probably ran out of charge. However, when she opened her eyes, it took her a moment to realize the energy of the audience had changed, and something was more wrong than her earpiece being out.

      She opened her eyes and discovered the lights in the entire arena were out. The crowd seemed confused as they stood there, waiting for the lights and power to come back on. Technical difficulties happened and were more common that the audience was aware of, however, something on this magnitude was rare. Demi was certain that they would restore the power in moments and she would resume her set, starting the song over.

      As the moments passed, the crowd grew more uneasy, as there was a murmur of confusion. Demi wondered how long she’d been singing acoustically before she realized that the power was out. When she was in the groove, it was difficult to focus on anything but the music.

      “Looks like someone forgot to pay the power bill,” she said in a joking fashion. She had to raise her voice to be heard over the crowd, since she no longer had the amplification from the microphone. At least a few people in the front row heard her joke, because she saw them laugh and start to relax.

      “What should we do?” asked Mike from behind her.

      She turned briefly to look at her drummer and best friend. “I guess we keep singing and playing?”

      “No can do,” said Blake, the guitarist. “We’re all plugged into the amplifiers. The only thing you can do is sing without accompaniment.”

      She grimaced, not liking the idea of losing the musical support. She was confident in her voice, but with all the gadgets and electronics they used to harmonize her, she hoped people would still recognize her voice as her own when it came from her instead of filtered through auto-tune. Most Popstars would have been off stage by now, but Demi enjoyed her fans and wanted to put on a good show no matter what the expense. They made her what she was.

      After a couple of moments of silence, besides people stirring restlessly, she finally opened her mouth and started singing again. It had the desired effect, as people in The Dive started to quiet down, so they could hear her without the assistance of technology.

      She could feel them falling back into her grasp, entranced by her song. It was the most incredible feeling in the world, and Demi never tired of it. She didn’t take for granted her success or assume it would always be that way. She knew it could disappear in an instant if she didn’t maintain a connection with her fans.

      She had just finished the ballad she was singing when the power cut out and started to ease into the second slow piece when one of the set of doors to the right entry burst open, and a few people streamed in. Demi waited for security to chase them, but there was no sign of anyone trying to stop them.

      “We have to get out of here. Everything is on fire,” one of the people from the crowd said as he ran by.

      Oh, sure. She had heard that one before. Several times in the past she had people storm the stage or streakers run through. When she rose in stardom, she could hire a more capable team to head off these disturbances, so now they were few and far between. Therefore, Demi started to dismiss it as a prank, but suddenly she smelled the smoke in the air. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one. People started screaming and shouting as they pushed their way out of their seats, the front row hoping over the backs of their seats, followed by the second as they piled on top of each other, all vying for the exits. It would be a slaughterhouse if people fell, because she could see the panic enough to know they wouldn’t stop. Demi was aware that this type of emergency was the most terrifying as a stampede would ensue, and people would start to trample each other. The crowd would just keep going and crush people in their terror.

      “Calm down, please. Everyone needs to make an orderly exit.” Demi tried her best to get their attention, but without the power of the microphone, she couldn’t cut through their panic enough to reason with them.

      Seconds later, James had a hand on her arm. He was her lead security guard, and he was gesturing for her to leave. Demi stood there on the stage, helpless at what laid before her. She could make out the rioting in the dark and she desperately wanted to help, but she knew she could not. With one last look of regret at the crowd, since she couldn’t do anything to help control them, she abandoned the microphone that no longer worked and followed her the guiding hands of her security guard, aware of Mike right beside her. Blake, John and Amy had been taken the other direction by the other half of the security team. As she glanced over her shoulder, she had the oddest thought that she would see none of the three again.

      Trevor, Demi’s managers, and Susan, Demi’s assistant, stood offstage, clearly waiting for her, Mike, and James. Three guards stood with them, but she couldn’t remember their names as fear started to overtake her. Unlike James, they were all new to her detail, having joined in San Francisco and Los Angeles before they made their way to Vegas, so she didn’t feel too bad about not remembering their names.

      “We have to get out of here,” said Trevor. His thick Cockney accent occasionally made him hard to understand, and it was worse since he was in a panic.

      Demi took a deep breath and put a hand on his shoulder. “Just calm down. Panicking will not help anyone.” She could hear her father say practically the same words, and she shuddered at the memory. “What’s the route we’re going?” Once again, sounding like her dad. Her dad had a plan for every emergency and growing up with him and his prepared nature was rubbing off on her at this very moment.

      “Out the side entrance, and we’re going to try to get to the side emergency exit that we had highlighted in case of an emergency. We probably must go across the casino floor, so I want everyone to stick close. Only problem is that it once we get to that emergency exit, it will drop us right onto Las Vegas Boulevard. After that, I’m not sure where we are headed. I’m certain all the other casinos and venues are evacuating their properties. It will be a madhouse out there,” said James.

      Demi nodded, falling in step with everyone as the security agents offered a slight buffer zone between them and the crowd. Leaving The Dive via the back entrance wasn’t too difficult, but there was a crush of people in the hallway, despite this being a lesser used exit normally reserved for VIPs and casino staff. Anarchy was the governing power, and no one adhered to rules. Desperation had set in.

      In the madness, people jostled into them, and others seemed determined to clear a path through any means necessary. Demi whimpered in dismay when a large man in front of her and off to the side punched a woman who was smaller than Demi to get her out of his way so he could reach the exit faster.

      Demi bent down to help her up, but she knew it was a risky venture. Mike was right there beside her, and they lifted the young woman to her feet. She was clearly dazed from the punch, but she hadn’t been knocked out. “Stick with us, okay?”

      The woman nodded as her nose gushed with blood. Demi ripped the scarf off her neck and passed it to the young woman, trying not to think about the Swarovski crystals that would be unsalvageable. She loved that thing, but someone else needed it more.

      It didn’t take long to realize the crowd had separated them from their security people, and she paused to look for them, but the crowd wouldn’t allow it. They were dragging them the wrong way, heading away from the nearest exit in alarm. Demi wanted to shout at people to turn around, but there was no point. All they could do was keep pace with the flow of the crowd and try to find another exit once they escaped the bottleneck of this long corridor.

      A few anxious moments afterward, they were out of the narrower confines of the hallway and into part of the casino. She jerked when someone called her name, spinning her head in time to see Trevor and Susan waving her and Mike over. They wedged themselves near a series of lush, potted plants, using that as a fastening to evade being swept into the crowd.

      She and Mike moved closer to their friends, the woman still between them.

      “Let go of my wife,” shouted a man as he ran toward them. He had his fist raised, and he was clearly combative.

      Demi didn’t take time to explain. She simply let go of the woman as Mike did the same. Fortunately, the woman collapsed into her husband’s arms, and they slipped away before he could turn on them.

      “No good deed goes unpunished,” said Mike with a shake of his head.

      She shrugged. “She’s bleeding, and we’re pulling her with us. It was perhaps a logical inference on his part that we were the ones who hurt her and were maybe trying to take her in the chaos.”

      Mike blinked at her. “And who are you?”

      Demi tipped her head slightly to look at him as they reached Susan and Trevor. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re so unflappable and pragmatic here. Why aren’t you freaking out like everybody else?”

      She didn’t want to delve into the details of her childhood, even with her best friend. Demi enjoyed him not knowing fully of her upbringing. Despite being a popstar, with Mike, she was normal. She just shook her head. “There’s no point in panicking unless we have to, right? We’ll get out of this better if we keep calm.”

      Mike grunted. “Keep calm? Is this coming from the same woman who had a shouting match with Amy last week in San Francisco?”

      Demi winced, struggling not to feel defensive recounting the argument she had with her songwriter. “That was different. That was about creative differences in our art. Singing and music requires passion. Survival requires logic.” She almost vomited as she regurgitated words her father had said to her on multiple occasions, mainly when she’d been resisting his efforts to train her, instead wanting to focus on her music. He only did what he thought was best.

      Mike looked stunned, but he didn’t comment further. Instead, the four of them huddled together, trying to determine the mess between them and the door. There were a few dim lights that must have come on as part of the generator system, but it was just enough to illuminate the madhouse in front of them. The dim recessed emergency lights lit up the casino floor, in an effort to evacuate safely. However, the lights shone a different situation than the original intention.

      The crowd seemed to be divided. While some people were focused on escaping the casino, just as many seemed to be determined to scoop up winnings off the table, pocketing chips as fast as they could. People stormed the cage, taking any of the cash or chips that were not already put in the vault. Others jumped on the craps table, scooping up as many chips as they could, stashing the chips and cash in their pockets. There were an equal number of security guards engaged in trying to prevent that, which was leading to a violent clash between the gamblers and the security people.

      “What if we stay low and go that way?” Demi pointed around the stand of slot machines, the crowd thinned around that area of the floor as there were only a few stragglers running through, probably because it was a bit of a maze to get to the exit. “We will beat the crowd the lower we are. We could probably crouch down, maybe even crawl our way through that, and then we’d just have a hundred feet or so to battle through the biggest part of the crowd to get outside.”

      When she heard no objections, Demi looked around. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t want to die,” said Susan. “Just get us to safety.” She sounded weak, bordering on pathetic. She’d never have what it took to survive.

      Demi shook her head, trying to clear that uncharitable thought of her dad creeping in. She could hear that thought echoing in her dad’s tone. She had spent little time thinking about her father in the last ten years, and she hadn’t spoken to him in at least six, but tonight she could hear every thought he’d ever shared in her head, and in his voice. It was disconcerting, and she had to banish it if she would focus on getting out of Caesar’s Palace without getting trampled.

      “Follow me,” said Demi. She moved forward first, deciding to take the lead. None of the other three would lead them out of the casino and to safety. She couldn’t blame them, since none of them had been drilled in survival, and none of the four of them had ever been in a situation like this. Trevor, who was usually forceful and commanding as their manager, seemed to have lost his voice almost entirely from fright. Susan was just a trembling mess, and Mike had never been much of a leader. He was always more of a follower which usually wasn’t a problem.

      She started in a crouch, moving as far she could that way before deciding it might be faster just to crawl between the people’s legs. With the chaos going on above their heads as people shook the machines, presumably trying to get them to damage the machine and get to the cash inside, and others engaged in fighting, it might be the safer way, anyway.

      It seemed to take forever, though it couldn’t have been more than two minutes, before they navigated the maze of slot machines and made their way closer to the exit. She paused at the perimeter of the machines, eyeing their best exit. They needed to regroup, so she got to her feet, but continued to kneel as she turned to face them. “Stay low, and let’s make a run for that roulette table,” Demi spotted across the floor pointing to the sign that reflected in the emergency light. Demi added, “We can crouch under there for a minute and observe everyone to see what our next best move is.”

      In a crowd like this, the situation could change in seconds, and what had been a smart exit strategy the second before could turn bad in an instant. After seeing them all nod, she got up and crouched down again, running as fast as she could in that position to reach the table. The others followed her, and they huddled underneath the roulette table for a moment, a brief peaceful moment that the four needed. Above the din of the crowd, she could hear a security guard fighting with someone right beside them, and the table shuddered as something slammed into it. “Let’s get out of here before we get crushed.”

      “How?” asked Trevor. His dark gaze darted around the room as he scratched his graying beard. “We’re going to get smashed out there.”

      “We can’t stay here. We’re safer outside, especially if the casino really is on fire.” Mike spoke those words firmly, imbuing them with determination.

      Demi flashed a smile at him, proud of how well he was handling this. She’d never seen Mike break down in panic, but they’d never faced anything like this before. She nodded her approval and eyed the floor ahead of them again. “I don’t think crouching is going to do us any good this time. Everyone else is on their feet and running. The best we can do is to make an attempt to stick together, blend with the crowd, and move at the pace it sets. Don’t let anybody knock you down.” Easier said than done, of course.

      “I don’t think I can do this.” Susan shivered. “I’ll just stay here, and you can send back help.”

      Demi managed to hold on to her patience, understanding her assistant was giving into fear. “Who knows when that will come? If the casino is on fire, it could take a couple of hours to evacuate everyone while they put out the fire, depending on how bad it is. You need to get out now, while you can.” Her frustration bled through her tone a little when Susan shook her head. “You’re literally less than a hundred feet from the outside. Get your shit together and get moving.” God, she sounded so much like David that it was horrible to contemplate.

      At least it worked. Her tone and words must’ve snapped Susan out of her fear enough to comply, because she nodded and started to crawl out from under the table as Mike did the same. Demi went next, and Trevor brought up the back. She’d gone a few steps when she heard a sickening cry and a crunch. Thud. Demi spun around in time to see a security guard knocking Trevor’s head into the table. Her manager sank to the floor like a stone.

      She strode forward, hands on her hips. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Get back.” He lifted a baton. “You’re not stealing anything else.”

      She glared at him. “I’m not stealing anything. We’re trying to get out of this place. You just hit my manager. He hasn’t done a thing to you, and he wasn’t threatening you in any way.”

      “Demi, what’s happening?” asked Mike from behind her. His voice grew closer as he drew closer.

      “This savage just attacked Trevor for no reason.”

      The security guy was at least twice her size, but he seemed uncertain now. “He was skulking around under the table, clearly trying to pick up chips.”

      She glared at him, “No, he was trying to get out of here, just like the rest of us. We stopped there for a minute to regroup.”

      She stepped closer, staring him down, and his expression changed. He suddenly looked like he was in real trouble, and she knew the exact instant he recognized her by the way he moaned and swiped at his face.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t recognize you guys. I didn’t know who he was.” He looked down at Trevor. “Who is he?”

      “My manager,” she said briskly. “You’re going to help us get him out of here.”

      He nodded, suddenly sweating. “Follow me.”

      “Wait, a minute.”

      He froze at her harsh tone.

      “Pick up Trevor and put him over your shoulder. The least you can do is carry him.” She figured the guy was big enough to do that and still move at a brisk enough pace to get them to safety.

      He did as she’d ordered, picking up Trevor and putting him over his shoulder before turning away from the main casino floor. Since he worked there, Demi assumed he knew a better way out, so she followed him. Mike fell into line beside her, tugging at her elbow. She slanted him a glance from the corner of her eye but didn’t really look at him. She didn’t want to risk losing sight of the security guard with Trevor on his shoulder. “What?”

      “What was that? You were like a freaking Amazon.”

      She grinned a bit at the thought but shook her head. “I don’t know. I just acted on instinct.” Much as she hated to admit it, those instincts must’ve been honed from the years of her father’s training, though she still couldn’t bring herself to be grateful that he’d taken over her childhood to do so.

      A short time later, after only a couple of brushes with people trying to shove pass them, the security guard led them into a security room. He locked the door behind them with his badge, and he placed Trevor on the table, laying him out carefully.

      She frowned. “We don’t time to the dawdle.”

      The guard nodded, but he moved to the control center, pulling up cameras. He seemed to be focusing on one door. “That’s just a couple of hallways from here, and only with employee traffic, so we’ll be able to make it out, but look at the streets.” He pointed to the mass exodus happening outside. “I figured we’d better see what’s going on out there first.”

      He looked hesitant when he said, “I don’t think I can hold on to this guy and fight my way through there. I suggest you three go on ahead, and I’ll wait here with him until the fire department arrives. If need be, I’ll get him out of here when it’s a little less congested out there, but if we go out there with an unconscious guy, and I lose him, he’ll get trampled by the masses.”

      Her anger toward the guard softened, and Demi nodded. “I think you’re right.”

      “We can’t just leave him here,” protested Susan.

      “I swear to you, ma’am, that I’ll get him to safety, and I’ll look after him until he’s either able to do it himself, or hand him over to someone more capable.” The guy held out his hand toward Susan. “I’m Adam Greenberg, a retired Marine. You have my word.”

      Susan didn’t shake his hand, so Demi put out hers to shake it instead. “I accept your word, Adam. Just make sure you look after him.”

      “I sure will. Go out this door that I’m about to open for you and down the hallway, take a right at the first bend, and the exit is another two hundred feet past that. After that, you’ll be out in that madness, so watch your backs.”

      Demi and Mike moved toward the door. Susan hesitated a longer second, standing by Trevor uncertainly. Finally, with a deep breath, she joined Demi and Mike. “I still think I should stay with them.”

      “You can if you want,” said Demi. It wasn’t her business to force anyone else to do what she was doing. She certainly didn’t want to take on the burden of saving Susan.

      It was almost a disappointment when Susan apparently gathered her courage to join them. The door opened when Mike turned the knob, and Demi glanced back once more to nod at Adam before the three of them exited the room. She heard the door click closed behind them, and she wondered if it was an automatic system, and if they powered it on the generator. Whatever size generators Caesar’s Palace were using, they couldn’t last for more than a day or two. Surely, the fire would be out, and everything would be back to normal, well before the generators gave out.

      They followed his instructions, reaching the exit less than five minutes later. Demi stood for a moment with her hand on the bar handle. “Are we ready for this?”

      “No,” said Susan, but she appeared to be ready to go, anyway.

      “I guess.” Mike’s voice broke slightly, but he was right there beside her, and they pushed on the bar together. It was a good thing they were working together, because there was resistance against the door. She imagined it was all the people passing by, and she wondered when the flow would start to diminish. Surely everyone was aware now that the casino was on fire, but how long would the evacuation take?

      With a grunt, and an extra shove from both her and Mike, the door yielded as people moved out of the way. Susan slipped out first, which surprised Demi, but she and Mike followed her as quickly as they could, just barely missing the door slamming on Mike as the crowd surged to close it.

      For a moment, she was too busy getting used to the flow of the foot traffic around her to notice anything else. It was only when Susan froze in front of her, gasping, that Demi took a moment to look around. A gasp similar to Susan’s escaped her.

      The person who had said everything was on fire hadn’t been talking about Caesar’s Palace. Or at least not just Caesar’s Palace. She could see a tower in the background of Caesar’s burning away, but it was just like many other buildings around her. Other casinos and their hotels had caught fire, all seemingly at the same time. But how?

      Possibilities occurred to her. Grim possibilities she didn’t even want to consider. How could something like this happen all at once? Obviously, there’d been a massive power surge through the electrical grid, but what could cause such a powerful power surge that the safeguards in place didn’t work?

      She knew, deep down, but she refused to acknowledge it. It was a lunacy. This had to be some kind of random accident, or perhaps even a terrorist attack. She almost hoped for that option compared to what it might be.

      “Where are the sirens?” asked Mike.

      She stumbled when someone pushed against her as he tried to get around her and knocked her into Mike. “What?”

      “Where are the sirens? The firefighters? None of the cars are moving.” Mike sounded uneasy.

      “What’s happening?” Susan was clearly on the verge of panic. “The lights aren’t working either.”

      Demi looked around, seeing most of the neon had winked out. The Strip without neon glow was the strangest and most foreboding sight she’d ever seen. In an effort to outrun her thoughts, she started rushing again, not looking back to see if Mike and Susan followed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Demi Thicke

        

      

    

    
      “Wait up,” requested Mike.

      Demi charged forward; she couldn’t force her feet slow down. In fact, she hurried them up a little as she tried to surpass her thoughts. If she hadn’t been about to careen into someone in front of her, she would have given in to the impulse to run. Instead, she hesitated when Mike joined her, putting a hand on her shoulder. She had to refuse the urge to shake him off. It wasn’t his fault this was going on, and her mind was racing a million miles a minute.

      “Demi, what’s wrong?”

      The caring concern in Mike’s expression got through to her, and she paused to glance at him as Susan caught up. “I think I recognize what this is.”

      “It’s a fire that spread,” said Susan. “Casinos can be dangerous and destructive when fire strikes. Have you guys heard about the MGM Grand fire in 1980, that’s Las Vegas’ most deadly fire.”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. A massive fire would be dangerous, don’t get me wrong. But, I’m quite positive that this is much worse. All the buildings are burning at approximately the same rate, and this can’t have been going on for long. The first fire would have been contained if it was just a regular fire. Or, by chance, if it could spread, the casinos would not all have roughly the same amount of fire damage as they do. The fire would burn one casino and spread to others. As you can see, all the fires appear to have been started at the same time.”

      “What is it, if all of this isn’t just an ordinary fire?” asked Mike. His eyes displayed his dread of her response.

      “I expect it’s a HEMP.”

      “Isn’t that like marijuana?” inquired Susan.

      “Well, pot is legal in Vegas now, but no, hemp’s a different plant from cannabis, but that’s not what I meant. H–E–M–P or high-altitude electromagnetic pulse. It can also be a CME, which is a coronal mass ejection from the sun. One is a natural occurrence, the other is an attack from a rogue nation.”

      Susan scoffed. “That’s crazy. I don’t even know you’re talking about, but none of that sounds real. Sounds like some sort of movie.”

      Demi’s teeth grated, and she attempted to preserve composure. If she hadn’t known about such things from her dad, she would’ve likely thought someone struggling to explain to her about them was crazy too. “It’s not crazy. A massive coronal mass ejection or CME could cause the electrical grid to break down for months or even years. It overwhelms the system, and it fries larger electronics. It’s a solar storm that sends electromagnetic radiation into the universe. Canada experienced the effects of this in the 90s. With a CME, it would be rare for small electronics to not be working. Usually they are not powerful enough to kill those. Are your cell phones still working?” As she asked that, she groaned. She’d given Trevor hers right before she stepped on stage, as was her usual routine. She hadn’t thought to retrieve it from his pocket before they left him at Caesar’s Palace.

      “Mine is,” said Mike after a second, pulling it from his pocket.

      Susan didn’t even bother to look. “Whatever.”

      “What’s the HEMP thing?” asked Mike.

      “It’s produced from a nuclear weapon detonated a couple hundred miles up in the atmosphere. The fallout doesn’t affect anyone, but the subsequent electromagnetic pulse has a destructive effect on the grid, frying it to the point of uselessness. Sometimes, cars might work, but no one actually knows for certain. It’s not like anybody’s keen to line up to test a HEMP on their people, you know?”

      Mike still looked lost, and Susan was apparently in denial. Before Demi could say anything to strengthen her hypothesis, she saw the sky changing hues. It was orange and green, and she let out a deep, exhausted groan. “It has to be a HEMP. Northern lights wouldn’t show up this quickly after a CME, but the aurora around the bomb could appear this fast.”

      “This is preposterous,” said Susan. She looked to be on the verge of shutting down.

      Demi shrugged. “It could be, but we assuredly have more than enough enemies, and they’re all aware of our vulnerability. America has one of the worst electrical infrastructures in the world. We don’t put enough money into maintaining it, and we use old and antiquated equipment. An EMP is a problem for any electrical grid, but particularly for ours. It’s not hardened in any fashion. Half the military equipment isn’t even hardened against this.”

      “But why aren’t the cars moving?” asked Mike.

      “There are three waves that occur in an EMP: E-one, E-two, and E-three. E-three also happens during a coronal mass ejection. It’s a long and sustained pulse, and it’s capable of shorting out anything attached to the grid. If your phones had been plugged in to charge, they would have been fried too.”

      “Is that why the cars aren’t moving?” Mike glanced at the long line of traffic stalled on The Boulevard as he asked.

      Demi shrugged. “Research suggests cars will keep running, but the problem with that is, the last time the government did a test was in two thousand-two. They also used a lot of older vehicles, and they weren’t testing at full capacity of what an EMP would actually be. So, it’s likely that a lot of the older vehicles might keep running, but nobody knows about the newer ones.”

      “Looks like we’re surrounded by newer vehicles, and they aren’t running.” He sounded to be accepting the situation a lot easier than Susan.

      “That’s hardly surprising, is it?”

      Demi looked at Susan, surprised by the input. “What do you mean?”

      “Remember in, I think it was two thousand-nine, when the government was trying to stimulate the economy again, and they encouraged everyone to get rid of their old junker cars and buy a new one? There were incentives for that, and then they crushed all the old cars that were turned in.”

      Demi nodded, the memory stirring something in her, though it had been back before she even owned a car. She vaguely remembered David railing at the idea of getting rid of all the older cars. “How did you know that?” Susan had to be a couple of years younger than her own twenty-eight.

      “My dad owns a dealership in Raglan, Montana. Business was fantastic that year. That’s how I remember it.”

      Susan impressed Demi, both by Susan’s memory and her ability to connect the dots. “I’m sure that has a big influence on why there aren’t any older cars, but there have to be some running in Vegas. We just have to find one and get out of here.”

      “I’m all for getting out of here.” Susan seemed to have found at least a tentative sense of calm, and she looked like she was ready to move forward.

      “Our first plan should be to get out of Vegas. We need to hole up somewhere not so crowded and crazy. When people start to realize this isn’t a temporary phenomenon, they’re going to lose their minds. Even more so than now.” Demi swept her hand around to encompass the area.

      Susan had taken a step forward, but she stopped now. “What are you talking about?”

      “Like I said, this’ll take the grid down for months, or maybe even years.”

      Susan rolled her eyes. “It’s a power outage. I think they can handle it.”

      “It’s a power outage that fried all the transformers. You know what a transformer is in the power system, right?”

      Susan shrugged a shoulder. “It’s like the main power source or something, isn’t it?”

      “Close enough. Each transformer takes about eighteen months to manufacture. It’s all done in China, and most power companies keep one, maybe two, on hand. A lot of them don’t even have any in stock, because they’re expensive, and they usually try to maintain what they have rather than replace it.”

      “I still don’t see the problem. They must have a ton in stock in China. They’ll send some over, and everything will be back to normal in a week or two.”

      Demi pressed her fingers against the bridge of her nose, trying to stave off a headache. “Maybe, or maybe they only build them as orders come in. Either way, how are they going to ship all of them here in the next week or two? Even if they have a bunch in stock, it will not be enough for every municipality in the United States. You know they’ll prioritize places like D.C. first, and the rest of the country will rot. That’s assuming China’s infrastructure remains sound. If this is a HEMP, only our country will be affected, but a CME will cause damage around the world.”

      “I think you’re looking for a reason to panic.” Susan sniffed.

      “And I think you’re being optimistic on the assumption that they have a ton in stock, anyway. Since they’re expensive and difficult to build, I suspect they’re only built to order. They’re maybe like most of the power companies. The Chinese manufacturers probably only keep a few in stock at a time. We’re talking thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands, of transformers required to bring back power to everyone. That will not happen in a week or two.”

      Susan tossed her hands in the air. “I don’t know what kind of conspiracy nut you are, but I’ve had enough of this. I’m going back to Trevor to wait with him.”

      “Do what you want,” said Demi. She didn’t look back at Susan as she started walking again. She heard Mike’s footsteps behind her, so she knew at least he was still with her.

      Mike caught up with her a half a minute later, putting a hand on her arm. She paused. “We don’t have time to stand around talking all day.”

      “How can you be so unaffected, Demi? Susan’s in danger. If she’s really going back to the casino, we should accompany her to make sure she gets there safely.”

      She turned to face Mike. “You can if you want. If that’s what you’re drawn to do, then you have to follow your conscience. Susan will not listen, and she will not be prepared for what’s coming. There’s nothing you can do to save her until she’s ready to realize what’s we’re facing.”

      “What’s coming? She might not even make it back to Caesar’s Palace by herself. I’m sure that door we came out of is locked.”

      Demi nodded. “It probably is.” Aware of how dispassionate she sounded, she made a concentrated effort to relax and allow some of her emotions to show. She’d entered soldier-mode unthinkingly. “I understand. She’s making a mistake but getting back to Caesar’s Palace isn’t the worst thing she’s going to face in the coming weeks. There’s nothing we can do for her. If we want to survive, we need to get out of Las Vegas right now. Do you have any idea how bad it’s going to get?”

      Mike nibbled on his lower lip as he shook his head.

      “Right now, people are still panicking, but they think it’s just a power outage. Some people will be taking advantage of the situation to loot and rob, and others will be trying to flee the city, or set up some kind of survival plan. That’s going to change the longer the power stays out.”

      “Maybe everyone will come together.”

      Demi snorted. “The average person has three days of food in their house, so what happens when those three days come and go, and they find the grocery stores overrun, or perhaps the food even starting to rot if the grocery store has no generator? Desperate people do desperate things, and I want to be far away from a large city before that happens. I want you to come with me, because you’re my best friend, and I want to know you’re safe, but if you feel like you have to stay with Susan and Trevor, I’ll understand.”

      Mike looked uncertain for a moment, and then his shoulders firmed. “If it’s really going to be that bad, I don’t want you out there alone either.”

      “That’s sweet. If we’re going, we should go.” She waited for a moment before taking a step forward. When Mike also walked with her, she let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She could probably make the trip out of Las Vegas by herself, but she’d rather have Mike at her side.

      She could tell he didn’t really believe her, and perhaps he was tagging along because he thought she’d lost her grip on reality. Demi almost hoped that was the case, because it would be better for her to be going insane than for the country to actually be experiencing the effects of a HEMP.

      It wouldn’t be long before people started to give up on government intercession, and then society would truly collapse. If she was correct, it had already begun the dying throes, but that was something that would reveal itself over the coming days. She couldn’t force Mike to believe her, but she was glad he was coming with her.

      They hiked a little in silence, eventually able to move more readily once they came to The Strip. It was still crowded with people, but there wasn’t quite the same sense of urgency and desperation there’d been to escape the burning buildings, even though casinos were a blaze still around them.

      “How do you know all this?” Mike asked, breaking the silence as the tension had eased.

      Demi didn’t pause. “My father.” She kept walking, soldiering on.

      “You haven’t even talked to David in like six years, have you? How could he know about this?” Mike’s doubts were showing again.

      She managed a small smile. “I didn’t mean to insinuate that David informed me about this, at least not this particular moment. Do you know what a prepper is, Mike?”

      His eyes lit up a little. “Like that show, ‘Doomsday Prepper?’ I love that thing. Those people are looney, but I love seeing what they do.”

      She tightened her lips. “I don’t think they’re all looney. The only thing I think is crazy is that they’re willing to go on television and reveal the preparations they’ve made. It makes them a target for anybody who’s made a list and kept track of people on the show. I mean, to be honest, until right now, I kind of thought maybe they were all loony, but mostly for that reason.”

      She let out a deep breath. “My father is king of the crazies. He was convinced something would happen, even though he wasn’t prepping for a specific event. David’s just an all-around prepper, wanting to be ready in case anything happens, whether it’s a natural disaster, or something like a HEMP. His philosophy was to have everybody in the family as prepped as he was.

      “Before my mom died, we had a semi-normal childhood. She reined in some of David’s crazier tendencies and let us be kids. I was twelve when she died, and Lacey was seven. After that, it was more like living in a military school than a home. Dad homeschooled us, and he also trained us in weapons, defense and preparation. I hated every minute of it, and I ran away as soon as I could legally.”

      Mike looked shocked. “How come you never told me any of this?”

      She shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t like to talk about it. I don’t talk to my father at all these days, and it’s even driven a wedge between me and Lacey. She thinks I’m too hard on Dad, and I think she’s too easy on him, accepting how he stole her childhood from the time she was seven to turn her into a freaking soldier.” She almost spat at the bitter taste in her mouth. To this day, she couldn’t get past the resentment she harbored toward her father. Even if he might be right, he’d still stolen so much of her life from her because of his fears that she couldn’t forgive or forget it.

      “So, you did everything he said until you didn’t have to anymore?”

      Demi managed to laugh. “Oh, not at all. I don’t know how many times I was charged with insubordination.”

      Mike stumbled to a halt, putting a hand on her shoulder so she had to fully face him. “What? What does that even mean?”

      Her lips tightened. “Just what it sounds like, and that’s talking back to your commanding officer. Dad spent four years in the Army, and it shaped him in a way that I don’t understand. Insubordination led to loss of privileges, extra chores, and even loss of food. One time, he locked me in solitary in the basement for two weeks. That was the time I was trying to escape the compound when I was sixteen. I packed my stuff and planned to run away, and he caught me.”

      Mike scowled. “No wonder you don’t talk to him. Was he physically abusive?”

      Demi hesitated, not certain how to answer. “I will say no, mostly. There was one time he lashed me, but I actually deserved that one.”

      His eyes widened. “How can you deserve to be lashed? With a whip?”

      She nodded, a squiggle of guilt in her stomach. “I really did have it coming though.”

      He shook his head. “No kid deserves that.”

      She shrugged. “I deliberately shot him in the shoulder.” She turned away from him and kept walking. As he caught up with her, clearly speechless, she said, “I was aiming for his heart.”

      “Holy…” He trailed off before he could curse. “Why would you do that?”

      “I was angry, impulsive, and a teenager. I was sick of him yelling at me to improve my aim, so I decided to show him how good my aim was. Thankfully, I wasn’t nearly as good as I thought, and realized what I was doing as I did it, but I couldn’t stop myself from squeezing the trigger. He made me dig out the bullet and taught me how to treat a gunshot wound with the supplies he had on hand, and then he gave me five lashings the next day when he was recovered. After that, he never talked about it again, and neither did I.” However it was a decision that still tormented her to this day.

      “That’s messed up.” He placed his arm around her shoulders. “You know I still love you though?”

      She leaned against him for a moment, resting her head on his shoulder. “I know. For what it’s worth, my aim’s much better now. If I have to shoot someone, I probably wouldn’t hit their shoulder.” There was a mention of bravado in that though, since she hadn’t picked up a firearm in ten years. She’d once been a crack shot, but as soon as she fled the compound, she had left all that behind her.

      She’d made a definite attempt to banish everything David had taught her. She even deliberately kept only a day or two worth of food in her apartment. Now, she shook her head at her own idiocy. She should’ve grown up and moved on long ago, instead of carrying the baggage of the past. But maybe the things her father had taught her would get her and Mike out of Las Vegas.

      They walked a little farther before Mike pulled out his phone. “Are you calling your sister?”

      He shook his head. “I thought I’d get us a map out of here.”

      She stopped, pressing against the cement barricade lining the area they were walking. She hopped up on it, patting the place beside her for Mike to do the same. After he joined her, she said, “If you get one, download it, or keep it open on your phone. Most cell towers only have a generator that lasts eight to twenty-four hours, depending on where they’re located, and the budget allocated to back up.”

      He frowned. “Come to think of it, shouldn’t this HEMP thing have fried the Internet too?”

      “It probably scrambled a good part of it, but there are still servers and relay stations working, no doubt. It’s the same with cell phone towers. The HEMP has knocked their main power source out, so they’re all running on generators right now. Generators don’t kick on until the main power goes off, so they’ll continue to work, at least for a while, until they run out of fuel. Of course, some the generators will have been damaged, or just not come online. It’s going to be spotty whether you get service. And if you do, it won’t be forever.”

      He looked grim as he pulled up Google maps, and she held her breath as she waited to see if it loaded. It did, and he could get their route plotted. He took a screenshot and saved it to his phone before closing it out. They sat there for a longer moment as he dialed his sister Sophie’s number in Salt Lake City. Even from where she sat beside him, she could hear the “all circuits are busy” message, and she put an arm around his shoulders.

      “It won’t connect. Do you want to try Lacey?” He handed over his phone as he made the offer.

      She took it, having to spend a moment focusing on recalling the digits. She had saved it in her various cell phones for so long that she was afraid she wouldn’t remember for a minute. Then it clicked, and she dialed. She wasn’t at all surprised to get the same message about the circuits being busy, so she hung up the phone and passed it back to him with a sigh. “Same.”

      “I guess we keep going and try to make it out of Vegas.” Mike sounded unsure.

      She nodded and slipped off the short cement wall. “Yeah, let’s keep moving.”

      She put her arm through his so they could stay together, and they walked for a couple of blocks, perhaps more, before the heat started to increase. A few steps farther revealed they were approaching an area engulfed in flame. The building across the way was on fire too, and even the palm trees on the median had caught fire as well.

      “Let’s get off The Boulevard and try to skirt around some fires.” At Mike’s nod, she turned around, and they didn’t have to fight their way through people pushing forward. Apparently, other people had realized the situation as well.

      At the next block, they turned left, finding themselves still in the bustle of The Strip. They must’ve walked at least two miles before they started to enter fewer commercial areas, though there were still plenty of businesses here. There were some apartment buildings interspersed, and the maintenance wasn’t quite as nice, and it certainly wasn’t as glitzy as The Strip would be with all the lights on.

      They’d gone a couple of blocks when Demi caught the familiar sound of gunfire, though she hadn’t heard it in a decade. Mike was frozen, so she grabbed his hand and tugged him closer to a car where they both crouched down. She glanced around the edge of the car, watching the chaos in this neighborhood ensue.

      Some people were running, their possessions in their arms, or a few loaded onto kids’ wagons, and even one industrious man pulled a bike trailer like he was a rickshaw driver. Those people didn’t concern her, other than their clear panic to escape. The ones who really worried her were the ones clearly looting. There were smashed windows, and several people had congregated in an electronics store on the corner. She shook her head at the stupidity of stealing electronics that probably wouldn’t function for months or years without a working power grid.

      The gunfire came again, and she identified it coming from a third-story window. The person seemed to be firing at random, but fortunately wasn’t aiming at the ground. At least not yet. Right now, they were just shooting surrounding windows. She jerked her head to the right, where there was another street. “Go that way. We need to get out of this guy’s range, and we need to get a gun.”

      Mike looked stunned at the thought, but his feet moved when she nudged him to run. At a crouch/run, they made it to that street and ducked down, walking a couple more blocks before they emerged into a different section where at least no one was visibly shooting yet.

      “We don’t really need a piece, do we?” Mike sounded shaky as he said it, forcing a giggle.

      “No, we don’t need a gun. We need more than one for each of us.” She wouldn’t be deterred as she scanned the street ahead, hoping to see a pawnshop that sold guns. Being Vegas, they were sure to stumble upon one sooner rather than afterward. Pawnshops did nicely in Vegas, since desperate gamblers were constantly ready to sell something to fund their next casino trip. Not to mention the reality shows featuring pawnshops made that business all the more popular.
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      Mike was discombobulated. That was a word his grandmother used to use, and it seemed to fit the situation just perfectly. He felt off-kilter and completely out of his element. Mostly, he was clinging to the hope Demi was mistaken. It sounded like she’d had a messed-up childhood, and surely that was filtering her perception of current events.

      He couldn’t grasp the idea that someone had attacked the United States and delivered a weapon that could incapacitate the electrical grid for months or years to come. It was the stuff of fantasy, if not a lunacy. It didn’t happen here, not in America. They were supposed to be safe. How could this happen when the US outspent all other countries combined with defense?

      He did his best to keep up with Demi as she darted in and out the various niches, sometimes stopping to crouch down behind a car before proceeding forward. He heard no evidence of gunfire here, even though this neighborhood was just as chaotic with people trying to flee, and the occasional theft happening.

      He couldn’t believe how people had deteriorated already. The power had only been out an hour or so, and here they were panicking, or worst of all, stealing. Not even scavenging for things they could indeed use in a power outage, like food or water, but big-ticket items that might never work again, if Demi was correct.

      He couldn’t accept that, but he still couldn’t leave her. If she was convinced this was happening, she could put herself at risk doing crazy things. He’d just weather it with her, and when the power came back in a few hours or days, they’d have a good laugh together.

      As they paused near a station wagon, he cleared his throat, asking hesitantly, “Would it be better to make our way back to Caesar’s Palace and our busses? Our security will be there, and we can get out of town faster.”

      She almost scowled at him, and her irritation was unmistakable. “If newer vehicles don’t seem to be running, and I haven’t seen one yet, do you really think our two-year-old tour busses are going to work with all the fancy gadgets they have?”

      When she phrased it like that, he felt like a moron. He didn’t like that feeling, but he bit down on his tongue to keep from popping back at her. He couldn’t say he was a fan of this side of Demi. She was normally relaxed and laid back, and he only hoped that side of Demi would come back soon. “I don’t know, but we could see.”

      She huffed a sigh of irritation. “Do you really want to go back to The Strip? You know how busy it was, and there were fires up and down the place.”

      He pointed to an apartment building on the corner that was aflame. “There are fires here too.”

      She shrugged a shoulder. “We have more room to maneuver around here. The only way I’m going back to The Strip is if I can’t find a pawnshop off-strip.”

      “Why are you looking for a pawnshop?”

      Demi huffed a sigh. “Guns, remember?”

      He tensed. “I really don’t think we need those.”

      Demi shrugged again. “Then feel free not to get one.” Her voice softened somewhat. “Look, I get it, Mike. You’re not used to anything like this, and you’re still clinging to the hope that everything will go back to normal. It’s fine to have hope, but don’t let it cloud you to reality. We need to get out of the city, and we need to be able to defend ourselves. It’s only going to get worse; I promise.” She ended her statement by patting him on the shoulder in a reassuring fashion.

      Mike stopped arguing. He still wasn’t completely convinced she was accurate in her assessment, but it seemed pointless to keep disagreeing. If it made her happy to trek through Vegas with a gun, he was there to support her. That’s what best friends were for, and Demi was like his older sister.

      His younger sister still lived in Salt Lake, and he regretted that he hadn’t been able to get hold of Sophie yet. He forced his thoughts away from her, not wanting to contemplate how a power outage like this stretching on for months could affect Sophie and her little family.

      After some more of Demi’s duck-and-cover routine, they finally reached a new block, and she let out a satisfied grunt. His gaze moved to where she was looking, and he saw a pawnshop. The sign below Kenny’s Kove said “Guns, Jewelry & Gold.” He was still unsettled at the idea of buying weapons, but he followed her over to the shop obediently.

      The metal gate was closed, but they could see someone at the counter. He had a light that illuminated the store in front of him but shielded most of his form. There was a handwritten note they could read through the gate that said to ring the bell for admittance. It looked like it’d been written with florescent paint and was new.

      Demi pressed the button that looked just like a doorbell, but the man was already on his way toward the door. He didn’t open it for them. Instead, he pressed something on his side, which must have been an intercom box, because they could hear his voice clear and crisp. The intercom system must run on its own battery and hadn’t been connected to the power grid, same as the doorbell.

      “What do you want?”

      “Guns,” Demi said emphatically.

      The man eyed them for a moment before lifting his keys and unlocking the door. He pulled the chain gate up just above waist level, so they had to duck to come inside. As soon as they were past it, he pushed it down again and secured the lock before closing the main door and locking it as well.

      Mike thought the guy might be slightly paranoid, but on the other hand, he had seen a ton of looting tonight already. When he saw the gun on the man’s hip, he held his hands out at his sides, very obviously showing he had no weapon.

      The man didn’t seem to notice though. He was too busy gawking at Demi. It was clear he recognized her by the avid adoration on his face. “You’re Demi Thicke. Oh my god, I never thought I’d get to meet you in person.” He thrust out his hand roughly in Demi’s direction. “I’m Kenny. Welcome to my shop. How can I help you, Demi?”

      Mike grimaced at his familiarity, but it wasn’t unusual in fans. They all felt like they knew Demi, or even sometimes him, so they were casual and comfortable. It was generally uncomfortable for Mike, but Demi typically handled it well.

      Even now, in the throes of her concern, she thrust out her hand and shook his. “Hello, Kenny. Like I said, we need some guns. It’s a madhouse out there.”

      Kenny nodded, stroking the pencil-thin beard that lined his jaw. He was a robust and heavyset man. His eyes practically disappeared in his chubby face, but he had a warm and cordial smile, and he seemed inclined to help them, so that was all that Mike heard. “What kind of guns are you looking for?”

      “The simpler the better. There’s no telling how long this will go on, and I’m not equipped to repair a more complicated gun like an AR15. I’m thinking maybe just a bolt-action rifle, and a basic handgun, like a revolver, instead of a semi-auto with magazines.”

      Mike’s mouth gaped open. He did not understand what she was talking about.

      Kenny frowned, stroking his beard again. “I understand what you’re saying, but I think you’d be better off getting a couple of other weapons too. Get some more advanced equipment for protecting yourself right now, and then maybe stash some simpler weapons. Are you planning to get out of the city?”

      Demi nodded, looking just a little hesitant to share their plan. “We are. It’s not safe here in Vegas.”

      Mike waited for her to say something more, but she didn’t tell the other man anything about her suspicions of a HEMP or advise him to get out of the city, as she had done for others. Maybe she was waiting to see if he actually helped them.

      “You know I’m supposed to run a background check on all handguns, right, Demi?”

      Demi nodded. “I understand. I’m happy to fill out the forms, but I hope you understand that we really can’t wait for the actual process. I assume your computers are down, so you can’t do an instant background screen?”

      He shook his head. “They were some first to go, probably because they were plugged in. It looks like some kind of electromagnetic pulse to me.”

      Mike stiffened at the words, and dread sank into his stomach. If more people than Demi believed that might be the case, it strengthened her argument. Since he didn’t want that to be a reality, he’d like to reject the idea entirely, and hearing someone else talk about it was unsettling.

      “I see you’re aware of the potential pitfalls of the situation. I’ll take your advice on getting some more serious-grade weapons for our trek out of Vegas, but I’d like to get some basic ones too.”

      “You just don’t want to load yourself up too much.”

      She nodded. “We’ll need a couple of bags to carry the extras that we aren’t using right now. Keep it lightweight, please.”

      He hesitated. After a moment, he stammered, “About the background check…”

      Demi stared at him, not speaking. She just had her arms crossed over her chest, and Mike knew that expression. It was the one she used when other band members were being difficult or insisting on changes that didn’t need to be made to the music, the arrangement of performances, or their look and style. Mike wasn’t at all surprised when Kenny caved a moment later.

      The man’s shoulders drooped, and he huffed out a sigh. “I trust you. You’re going to pass a background check, right?”

      Demi nodded, giving him a big smile. “I definitely will, but if this really is something like a HEMP, I think we both know it won’t matter. They won’t be running background checks again for a really long time.”

      Kenny licked his lips, looking nervous. “Yeah. Okay, let me get you some inventory.”

      While Kenny went to the gun case, Demi pulled Mike over to examine the few gun bags the shop had in stock. From the way they were shaped like blunted triangles, he couldn’t imagine they would be much help in hiding what they were carrying, but maybe that would be an asset when they were trying to get out of the city. She selected two and had adjusted hers to fit on her shoulder by the time Kenny called them over to the counter.

      Mike followed her, seeing four handguns and four rifles assembled on the counter. Beyond that, he couldn’t identify anything, except he could see a difference between the two guns setting on top versus the two rifles below them on the counter. One looked almost primitive, and the other one was badass.

      He wasn’t much for guns, but even he could appreciate the sleek design of the rifle that Demi picked up, and Kenny called an AR15. Demi seemed to know what she was doing as she examined it, checking all the components before nodding her satisfaction. “These will do great. Is it all right with you if I show Mike how to use this gun and the others? He doesn’t have any firearms experience.”

      Kenny looked hesitant again. His slight stammer was back. “I don’t know about that. I’m not supposed to let you load a gun here.”

      Demi smiled in an assuring manner. “I’m not planning to load the gun. I just need to show him how the parts work. Is that all right?” She grinned so wide her dimples showed.

      Mike struggled not to laugh at the awestruck look on Kenny’s face. Demi definitely had her moments where she was charming as anything, and this was one of them. When Kenny nodded, Demi gestured for Mike to come closer, and she walked him through how to use each of the weapons. Then she turned to Kenny. “We need a good supply of ammo. Nothing that will weigh us down too much, but something that will last us if we have a firefight.”

      Mike winced at the words and the idea. This was still America, and surely the cops would show up at some point. Even without vehicles, they’d take to the streets on foot. He couldn’t believe they would actually end up exchanging gunfire with anyone. Still, Demi was convinced, so he held any objection.

      “Do you have an old card reader, Kenny?” Demi was practically batting her eyelashes. “I definitely don’t have enough cash on me to cover that.”

      His face flushed, and her charming manner clearly affected Kenny. “I have a card reader somewhere around here. Let me look for it.”

      As Kenny disappeared into the back room, Demi turned to the small selection of camping gear. She chose a sturdy backpack and showed Mike should get one too. He looked at the humble selection, finally choosing one that looked like it might’ve been an Army pack at some point. It was older and dingy, but it looked like the most comfortable of the small selection.

      Demi filled her bag with a few things, including a knife and what looked like a small radio. Mike selected a few things too, though he was rusty. He hadn’t been camping since he was a teenager. His father used to take them to the City of Rocks at the Utah border, so they could climb rocks and camp there, sometimes for a few days. As they’d gotten older, Mike and Sophie had both lost interest in camping, and their dad hadn’t persisted in forcing them to come with him. Now, Mike was grateful to have at least some of that experience, and it guided him to pick some items he thought might be critical if Demi was right, or if they had to walk for a while to get home.

      When Kenny returned, he had an old-fashioned card reader in his hand. It took him a few minutes to load it with paper, mainly because it took him a while to find the carbon paper, and he muttered a few curses along the way. Demi chatted to him the whole way, and that seemed to soothe any of his reservations. When he finally had it loaded, he tallied up their purchases, which exceeded three thousand dollars, and Demi passed over her black AMEX.

      Kenny put it in the slot and started to make a copy, but he hesitated. He looked up at her. “If the power doesn’t come back, I won’t get paid for this.”

      Demi put a hand on his forearm. “I swear to you that I’ll find a way to pay you if the system doesn’t come back online, or if credit cards are useless.”

      He sighed. “If we reach that point, cash will be useless too. At least I know you’re safe. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you.” He wore an eager-puppy expression, clearly desperate for approval.

      “Ah, you’re so sweet, Kenny. Are you planning to stay with the shop, or are you getting out of Vegas too?” asked Demi.

      “I will wait and see for a while, but I might end up heading out. Just have to see how bad it gets.”

      Demi nodded. “I hope this is as bad as it gets, but I’d expect it to be worse.”

      Kenny nodded. “Me too.” Finally, he handed back her credit card, and she stuffed it in the small wallet she kept in her pocket, even while on stage.

      Mike had a similar one that was thin enough not to be visible through his tight jeans, but had enough capacity to hold his identification, credit card and some emergency cash. He’d started doing that at Demi’s insistence, and now he wondered if her prepper background had led her to make that choice, so she always had funds and identification on her, even while performing. He couldn’t imagine how that kind of upbringing had distorted her view.

      “Demi?” Kenny was blushing and looking down now.

      “Yeah?” she prompted in a gentle tone.

      “I want to say I really like your hair. I mean, I like you with just your natural kind of reddish-brown color, but that blondish-red with the purple stripy thing looks really cool.”

      Demi smiled. “Thank you. It’s called ombre. Thank you for everything, Kenny.”

      He nodded as he shuffled out from behind the counter to follow them to the door. “Did you get everything you needed?”

      “Everything we can carry anyway,” said Demi with a small laugh. “You really saved us tonight. If I can do anything for you, let me know.” She took Kenny’s hand and the pen from his pocket, writing her cell phone number on it before handing back the pen. “Thanks a million and be safe.”

      Kenny opened the door for them, and then the gate, and they had to duck under again. This time, he pushed it up a little higher for them to accommodate the backpacks newly added to their backs. The sleeping bag Mike had picked out and tied to the top of his pack temporarily caught in the metal gate, but Kenny freed him, and he was outside with Demi a moment later. Kenny pushed down the gate, but he seemed reluctant to close the door.

      Demi lifted her hand in a wave, and Mike did the same as they started walking away. He heard the door close behind them a moment later, followed by the sound of the lock clicking into place.

      “That was a nice guy.” Mike adjusted his backpack, unaccustomed to carrying one. As he did so, he paused at the sensation prickling the hair on the back of his neck. He turned around to look behind him, feeling like he was being watched. There was no sign of Kenny in the window or at the door, so it wasn’t him.

      He shrugged it off and kept walking, but turned once more, a few feet away, still feeling the sensation. No one was obviously watching them, and he was afraid he was being infected with paranoia. Not that he wanted to call Demi’s caution paranoia, but it did kind of border on it. Even though Kenny clearly shared the same concerns, Mike still wasn’t convinced.

      He attempted to ignore the sensation of being watched and adjusted his burdens again. He had the gun bag across one shoulder, plus the backpack, and then an AR15 on a strap hanging down his back for ease-of-use if he needed it. There was also a holster holding his handgun at his waist. What had Demi called it? A Desert Fox? No, that didn’t sound right. Desert Eagle. That was it. He couldn’t bring himself to even put his hand near it, and he prayed he’d have no reason to fire it.

      They walked for a while, and she was no longer ducking and weaving, but that seemed to be because the area they were moving through was a little quieter. They’d entered mostly residential homes now, so there wasn’t wide-scale looting. There were just a bunch of frantic families joining them on the street, though there were likely just as many holed up in their houses, locked safely away behind sturdy doors. “I’m getting tired. Can we take a break?”

      Demi started to reply, but a foreign sound drowned her out. It took them a moment to realize it was just a revving motor. Had they really forgotten the sound in just a couple of hours?

      There was something different about it though, and he realized it was because the van was traveling so fast. He identified it as an older one as it came into sight, recognizing it as similar to the ‘70s Dodge van his grandpa used to drive.

      There were people clinging to the van on both sides, mostly holding on to the ski rack, or standing on the bumpers. They were all pounding at the van, and Mike saw the driver’s terrified expression as he tried to fishtail the van to shake them loose.

      Instead of having the desired result, it caused the man to careen into another car parked on the side of the road, and the van tipped sideways. For a moment, it looked like the frantic driver could keep it under control, even as the wheels on the right-hand side came off the road. But then he lost all control, and the van tipped completely on its side. There were cries of pain from the people crushed underneath it, along with the rattling clunk of the heavy steel frame hitting asphalt.

      Mike started running to help. He ignored Demi’s admonishment to come back, unable to just leave the people like that. He reached the side of the van that had tipped, crushing the six people who’d been hanging on. Four of them were definitely dead, and the fifth one breathed her last just as he reached her.

      There was a younger man at the corner of the van, and he was only partially crushed. He was still breathing, and his chest had managed to avoid most of the damage from the van landing. There was a chance he might live, and Mike knelt beside him.

      The ones who’d been holding onto the side of the van that hadn’t been crushed had either been thrown free or jumped off. Four of them gathered around him now, and one was limping badly, but they looked like they would live. He looked up at them. “Help me move the van so we can get him out from under here.”

      They looked at him for a moment, but didn’t respond other than to walk away, heading toward the cab of the van. Mike was uneasy as Demi joined him, and he realized for good reason a second later as two of the guys who had been clinging to the side broke the passenger window so they could climb in and drag out the driver. He hoped it was an act of mercy, but he wasn’t surprised when the four of them started beating on the man who’d been driving.

      “You were just going to ignore us, man, when you have transpo?” said one of the big guys. He kicked the driver. “You deserve to die.”

      “Quick, kill him,” shouted someone from the corner. Mike didn’t recognize her as someone who’d hung onto the van, so she was probably just a vulture circling at the possibility of violence. He shook his head at her mindset as he got up. He reached for his handgun before he could think about it, striding forward. “Leave that man alone.”

      The guy who’d shouted at the driver looked up, scoffing at the gun. “Who’s going to shoot me, you? You look like a blond pretty boy.” His compatriots laughed, which seemed to bolster him further.

      Mike fumbled with the gun, determined to stop this. When the man started to kick the driver again, he squeezed the trigger like Demi had shown him. The gun clicked, but nothing happened. That was when he realized he’d forgotten the safety.

      Gunshots fired from behind him made Mike startle, and the surrounding crowd suddenly dispersed. He turned to look at Demi, who was holding her gun in the air.

      She waited until everyone had scattered before returning it to her holster. “You have to remember to turn off the safety, Mike.” The reminder was mild, and she seemed unaffected by having fired the handgun.

      He swallowed the lump in his throat and nodded, not quite certain he could speak just then. He moved over to the driver, and Demi joined him. The man was still alive and still breathing, but he was unconscious, and there was an ugly gash on his head that either came from the attackers, or it had happened in the accident. He was bleeding profusely. “We have to get them to a hospital.”

      Demi shook her head. “There’s no point. He’s going to die soon,” She pointed to the one half-lying under the van, “And he doesn’t look much better.” She waved in the direction of the driver. “We’re miles from anywhere.”

      “We have to try.” Mike couldn’t just walk away and leave them there.

      “The only vehicle available is this van, and there’s no telling if it’ll start. We can’t tip it over by ourselves, so how are we going to do this?”

      “We’ll just have to find—” His mouth dropped open as she got up and started walking away from him. Was she really going to leave him behind if he didn’t come with her? A sense of betrayal filled him and clogged his throat, while tears pressed at the back of his eyes.
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      Demi knew every minute they lost meant that much longer they’d be in Vegas, and she didn’t want to be there when people inevitably realized just how much things had changed. On the other hand, she couldn’t leave Mike behind, and she knew he would insist on helping the driver and the other one. They didn’t have time for that, and she feared it was a futile effort anyway, but she had to find a way to get Mike to go with her.

      With that in mind, she approached a group of young men who’d been standing on the corner and watching the whole situation. They hadn’t fled when she fired her gun, and they hadn’t appeared to be threatening in any way. She still had her hand on the gun in her holster, but she stood in a casual pose in front of them. “Hello.”

      Two of them answered, and she said, “We have to get going, but I need your help. There’s a man pinned under the van, and the driver might still live. If you can tip the van upward, it’s still running, so you should be able to drive it. It’d give you a way to get out of the city after you take him to the hospital. Is that agreeable to all of you?”

      “Why would we leave the city?” asked the youngest-looking. He appeared to be about nineteen, which meant he was closer to her sister’s age than hers.

      Thinking about Lacey sent a stabbing pain through her chest and spurred her on to get out of Vegas that much faster. “You probably won’t believe this, but I don’t think this is a short-term situation.” She pointed to the aurora borealis in the sky. “You see that? It looks like northern lights, but right now, I suspect it’s the aurora from a bomb that was set off at high altitude.”

      “You mean like one of those things that causes an electromagnetic pulse?” asked one of the guys.

      She nodded, pleased at least one of them knew what she was talking about. “If that’s the case, it’s going to take months to get the power back. Could even be years. You don’t want to be here when things go to crap.”

      That man nodded. “I think we should take the offer, guys.”

      “What’s keeping us from just taking the van and leaving the dying people?” asked another man.

      Demi stared at him, giving him her ball-breaker stare, as Trevor always called it. “I guess there’s nothing to stop you except your own conscience, and the fact that I’m asking you to give me your word you’ll get these people the help they need.”

      The man looked down, appearing slightly ashamed. “Yeah, okay.”

      She extended her hand to the one who had spoken of the EMP. “Do we have a deal?” She held her breath as she waited to see if he would point out she really didn’t have any grounds to broker a deal, since she didn’t own the van. Fortunately, he hadn’t seemed to realize that, or he didn’t care. He took her hand and shook it with a nod.

      “Let’s go.” She turned around and started walking back to the van, aware of the men following her. Mike was still crouched by the driver, pressing a handkerchief he must have found on the driver against the man’s head wound. She stood over him. “These men are going to help get the van on its wheels and take the injured to the hospital. But we have to go now.”

      Mike stood up slowly, looking uncertain. “How do you know they’ll actually do what they say?”

      Demi shrugged. “They gave me their word, and we have to trust that.”

      “We should stay and make sure—”

      “We need to get out of here now, Mike.” Demi hated snapping at him and being impatient, but she didn’t want his tender heart to get them killed. “We need to go now.” She gentled her tone but kept it strong. She started walking, and Mike fell into step with her a moment later. “I really believe they’re going to do the right thing.”

      She wasn’t just saying that. She’d gotten a sense of the man whose hand she’d shaken that he would abide by his word and help the injured. As they turned the corner, she glanced back and saw the four of them rocking the van. Another couple of people had joined as well, and there was a screeching sound followed by another thud as they walked away. She didn’t see it, but she was certain that was the sound of the van returning all four wheels to the road.

      They walked on for what felt like forever but was probably only another hour. Demi was starting to feel tired, just as Mike was. She almost wished she had kept up with her father’s insane exercise regimen, but she hadn’t. She was in shape, but certainly not the best shape of her life. It was a welcome sight when she saw a taco truck ahead.

      There was a line waiting, so they were clearly in business. They must have a generator in the truck. She admired the ingenuity of someone who kept their truck running even when there were a series of fires two blocks away visible from where they stood. She also couldn’t help thinking they were a bit of an idiot, but she was glad they were still serving. “Let’s grab some.” She gestured toward the taco stand.

      Mike nodded eagerly, and they stepped into line. There were five people ahead of them waiting, and part of Demi wanted to yell at them to use some common sense and get out of the city while they had a chance. She was too exhausted to pursue the option, especially since she knew it would be an uphill battle with most of them.

      No one would really believe her, at least not right now. In a few days or weeks, her words would come back to them, and they’d regret maybe not listening, but that was when they were in a different time and frame of mind. These people weren’t ready to hear the truth yet. That kept her silent as they waited before finally reaching the front of the line.

      A bored-looking young woman told them, “We can’t take anything but cash.” Her gaze moved to what appeared to be a dead cell phone with a little chip reader plugged into it. “My phone’s not working either. I can’t process any cards without it.”

      “I have some cash.” Demi pulled out her wallet and opened it, disappointed to find she only had twelve dollars. She must have forgotten to replenish her emergency stash after she’d taken an expensive cab in Los Angeles.

      “I have some too,” said Mike. He started to reach into his pocket.

      “I think I have enough.” Demi looked at the prices, surprised to see the owner hadn’t marked them up yet. For twelve dollars, she could get four tacos. She passed over the money and placed the order. “Do you have any bottled water?” she asked as the woman took the cash and put it in a locking safe.

      “Nah, sorry. We’ve sold out of that already.”

      That didn’t surprise Demi at all. Once they had their orders, she and Mike moved to a bench on a nearby section of the block. It afforded them an up-close and personal view of the fire, but they were still far enough away that it wasn’t a concern yet. There were multiple fires around the city and taking a few minutes to look at the skyline was enough to renew her fear.

      Would they be able to dodge all the fires to make it out of the city? Violence might not be their biggest enemy now. She’d expected nothing like this to happen, and she certainly wouldn’t have planned to be in a big city if she had. She wondered where they would go after they left Las Vegas. She knew what she wanted to do, but she had to check with Mike. “Are we heading to Salt Lake City?”

      “That’s my plan. I need to check on Sophie and her husband. Her little girl is only three months old, so there’s no telling what she might need.”

      Demi nodded. “After that, I need to go to Pocatello. That’s where Lacey is doing her dental school residency.”

      “Where are we going after that?”

      She was warmed by him including himself in her plan to get her sister. He could stay in Salt Lake City, if they made it that far, and be a lot safer. “I don’t know.”

      “I guess we’ll figure it out together. Do you really think this is going to last for a while?” His eyes pleaded with her to say no.

      Demi wasn’t one for lying, but she was generally gentler with the truth. She had no time right now to baby him though. “I do. It’s going to get worse, and it’s going to last who knows how long. We have to be prepared for anything. What we need to do is find some land we can settle down on and grow food and maybe raise some animals or something.”

      Mike let out a startled laugh. “Do you really see me as the farmer type, Demi?” He’d lived in Salt Lake City all his life, and other than a few camping trips, he had little experience with the great outdoors or any kind of lifestyle beside urban.

      She managed to crack a smile. “Not really, and I’m not a farmer anymore either, but I remember enough about it that I think we can make it work if we can find a place to settle down that we can secure and defend.”

      “What would we have to defend against?”

      Demi reminded herself not to be impatient with his lack of knowledge. He hadn’t been raised by a crazy prepper father—though maybe David wasn’t quite as crazy as she’d thought. “People are going to want what we have. That’s the nature of humanity. Not everyone’s going to be willing to put in the work required to survive, if they can last long enough to set up a place, anyway. There’s always going to be someone who’s going to want to take what they need without working for it. It’s our job to defend what we have and keep them from taking it.”

      Mike shook his head. “I just can’t imagine the world you’re envisioning. Like some Wild West stuff with a complete lack of law and order.”

      Demi didn’t comment as she bit into her second taco. It was exactly like that, but Mike wasn’t ready to grasp the full reality. She couldn’t force him along in the process. She was just starting to grasp it herself, and she wouldn’t have even been in the mindset if it hadn’t been for her unusual childhood.

      “This taco is—” Mike’s phone ringing cut him off, and he fumbled it out of his pocket.

      Demi stopped eating, expecting hearing how Sophie was doing. It could also be Mike’s mom or dad calling, but she didn’t expect him to hand the phone to her after a long moment. She looked down at it. “What?”

      “It’s for you,” said Mike, looking uneasy.

      She shook her head. “How could it be for me?”

      “He says Trevor answered your phone and gave him my number.”

      Her heart skipped a beat, because that meant Trevor was awake and clearly coherent enough to answer a phone and remember Mike’s phone number. She took the phone gingerly. “Who is it?”

      Mike looked grim when he said, “Your father.”

      Demi stared at it for a moment, resisting the urge to hit the End button and be done with it. Finally, after a moment, she hit speakerphone instead. She wanted Mike to hear everything as well, mainly so her father couldn’t gaslight her into believing he hadn’t said when he had, or that she’d interpreted something wrong. He was good at that. “Hello?”

      “It’s your father.”

      “Yes,” said Demi with a hint of a chill in her tone. “What can I do for you?”

      “You know what’s going on. This has to be a HEMP, or perhaps a CME.”

      She nodded and then rolled her eyes at herself for doing so. He couldn’t see that over the phone. “I agree. I think HEMP, since you can see the aurora already.”

      “Lacey is in Pocatello. Are you heading there to get her?”

      “It’s in my plan. I’m trapped in Vegas right now, but that’s where I’m heading, eventually.”

      “Good. Get her and bring her here to the compound. It’s the safest place for all of us.” His tone allowed no argument.

      “I’ll make sure Lacey gets home safely.”

      “Good.” The line disconnected then.

      She handed the phone back to Mike, who winced. “He sounded cold.”

      “So did I,” said Demi with a shrug.

      “Are heading to your dad’s compound? Are you going to be okay with that?”

      Demi shrugged again. “I’m heading to Pocatello, and if Lacey wants to go to David’s compound, I’ll make sure she gets there. As to whether we stay, I guess that depends on how things unfold. I really don’t want to go back there, but I do know David has everything we need to survive for a long time. So, I guess… we’ll see?”

      Mike put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a side hug. “I’ll go wherever you go, Demi.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You’re my best friend and my annoying older sister all in one.”

      “And you’re my pesky younger brother and best friend.” She laid her head on his shoulder, enjoying the normality of the moment. Her taco was still in hand, so she finished it after sitting up again, though she still sat closely to Mike.

      There was an easy affection between them, and he truly was like the brother she’d never had. She was glad to have him by her side and wasn’t sure she could make it through this without him. What he lacked in a practical, hands-on knowledge, he made up for in compassion, sincerity and an honest desire to do the right thing.

      “Since the phone worked for David, I will try to call Sophie.” He moved away slightly, but just so he could adjust his hold on his remaining taco and could dial the phone. Like Demi, he put it on speakerphone. His eyes lit up with excitement when it started to ring instead of going straight to the “all circuits are busy” message.

      After three rings, his sister’s voice issued from the phone. “Oh, thank goodness. I’ve been trying to get hold of you for hours, Mikey.”

      Demi smiled at that, knowing how much Mike hated the nickname, but he didn’t complain this time.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Not really. All the power has gone out here, and there are fires around the city. There’s some weird glow in the sky. It looks almost like northern lights, but that can’t be, right?”

      Demi held her breath as she waited to see what Mike would say.

      “I’m not really sure. It could be something serious. It’s best if you and Tom and Lily go to Mom and Dad’s house. It’s higher up in the hills, and maybe away from the worst of the fires. You guys should take everything you can to get there.”

      “We can’t leave. Our vehicle isn’t working.” She sounded afraid. “And Lily has a fever. What if she has to go to the emergency room? That’s miles away from here.”

      Demi couldn’t resist adding to the conversation. “Sophie, it’s me, Demi.”

      “Hello, Demi.”

      “Stay away from the emergency rooms if you can. They’re going to be packed with people. A lot of technology will fail, like pacemakers and such. You just don’t want to be there if you can help it, okay?”

      “But I don’t know how to bring down her fever otherwise. I don’t have any children’s ibuprofen or Tylenol, and I can’t get the Internet to work here.”

      “Let me see…” She closed her eyes, trying to remember from David’s fully stocked dispensary that included allopathic and homeopathic and herbal medicine what might help that they could get. She remembered some more obscure ones, like elderflower or kudzu root, but she doubted Sophie had those herbs on hand. “Give her tepid baths, but not too cold. That can make her go into shock. How high is her fever?”

      “It’s a hundred and one.”

      “That’s not too bad. Do you have lavender essential oil?”

      Sophie hesitated, and the sound of her moving around was clear through the phone. “I do.”

      “Dilute that and apply to her feet and legs—just not close to her eyes or on her hands, since she could rub it into her eyes or get it in her nose. I think it’s a fever reducer, and I’m sure it’s one that’s safe for babies.”

      “It is. I diffuse it in her room to help her sleep.”

      Demi sighed with relief to have remembered correctly. “You probably don’t need to worry unless her fever gets much higher. For adults and older kids, I don’t think you treat a fever until at least one-oh-two, or maybe one-oh-four, since a moderate fever is beneficial with an illness. I don’t really remember the exact numbers, but I’m sure it’s different for an infant. Just do the best you can to keep her fever down, and if you have to go see someone, try to get to urgent care or something like that, so you can avoid the hospital.”

      “Thank you, Demi. How do you know so much about babies?”

      Demi couldn’t help smiling. “Oh, I don’t. I just know a little something about bringing down fever naturally.”

      “If you can, get to Mom and Dad’s, or maybe have them come to you. Have you heard from them?” asked Mike.

      “I just talked to Dad and Mom a few minutes ago. They’re planning to sit tight where they are, unless the fires reach them. It’s the same plan for us for now.”

      Mike shoulders drooped. “Do you have plenty of food?”

      “We have a few days’ worth. I don’t think that’s a problem though. I’m sure everything will be back to normal within the next few hours.”

      Demi winced at her bright naivete. She almost wished she could believe that as well, but she couldn’t. She shook her head at Mike, but apparently, he decided not to warn his sister. Maybe he figured Sophie wouldn’t believe him. Or else he still doubted what was actually happening too.

      “Ration what you can and be careful. Does Tom still have his shotgun?” asked Mike, which surprised Demi.

      “Uh, I think so.” They could hear Sophie calling out to Tom to ask him. She answered a moment later. “Yeah, he still has it. He hasn’t been hunting for ages, but it’s there. Why?”

      “Humor me and load it. Have Tom keep it with him just in case. People might get desperate, and you can’t really do anything about that except protect yourself.”

      Sophie laughed. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting, Mikey?”

      Mike looked grim. “Maybe, but it’s better to be safe than sorry, right?” He lightened his tone slightly. “Remember, Tom was an Eagle Scout, so he’ll subscribe to the ‘Be Prepared’ motto. I’m just asking you to be prepared as much as you can, okay?”

      Sophie sounded like she was humoring him when she agreed. “Where are you?”

      “We’re in Vegas, but we’re going to make our way to Salt Lake City.”

      “Oh, you’ll be here in a few hours then.” She sounded happy.

      Mike hesitated. “No, probably not. So far, we’ve only seen one working vehicle, and it belonged to someone else. I think we’re going to have to walk out of Vegas, and maybe even all the way to Salt Lake City.”

      Sophie was clearly amused. “I don’t think it’s going to be that long of a power outage, Mikey. You really are overreacting.”

      Mike looked defensive. “Yeah, maybe. I’m just telling you that could be what happens. If we don’t get to talk again because the cell phone towers’ generators go out, just know that we’re coming, and try to stay there, or move to our parents if you can.”

      “Okay, we will. I love you, Mikey.”

      “I love you too, Sophie.” It looked like it was difficult for Mike to hang up a moment later. “I have to conserve the battery so I can have the map.” He was blinking heavily, but not a tear fell.

      Demi wouldn’t have cared if it had, because if she’d been able to get hold of her sister, she probably would’ve been on the verge of tears too. “At least you know your family is safe and sound for now. Do you mind if I try calling my sister again?”

      Mike handed over the phone, and she turned it on. She was dismayed to see it only had twenty percent of its battery remaining, and she called her sister quickly. She got the “all circuits” message and quickly disconnected before handing it back to him. “I still can’t get through to her in Pocatello.”

      “We’re going to get there.” Mike sounded confident. “Even if we have to walk the whole way, we’re going to do this.”

      Demi could sense a shift in Mike. Maybe he still wasn’t fully convinced of the severity, but he seemed more on board with her plan now. Maybe it was having to persuade Sophie that things weren’t like they had been, and she wasn’t guaranteed safety in her own home, that had swayed him. Whatever it was, she was glad to see the renewed resolve, and after he finished his taco, they started walking again.

      As they did, her thoughts wandered to Utah, and to Salt Lake City. For some reason, her ex-boyfriend popped into her head. She tried not to think about Chris at all, and she was usually successful. It had been five years since their relationship dissolved because he wasn’t willing to leave his life in Salt Lake City to come with her when she got her big break.

      He hadn’t said as much, but she suspected he’d believed it would amount to nothing like several other attempts she’d made, and he wasn’t willing to uproot himself for that. She couldn’t blame him for his pragmatism, but his lack of faith in her hurt. It was something she hadn’t been able to get past, so she had left Chris with very few regrets when she pursued her dream.

      She wondered briefly how he was doing, and if he was safe. Did he have any idea of what was happening? Probably not. He was levelheaded and focused on the present and building a strong future, but he wasn’t one to indulge in speculations of what might happen, especially worst-case scenarios. This would catch him by surprise, and she found herself worried for him.

      She didn’t love him anymore, but there had been love there for a long time, spanning the five years of their relationship that had started shortly after she moved to Salt Lake City. She couldn’t stop caring about him and worrying about him with a flip of a switch, but she was soon able to push him out of her mind as they continued their trek through the residential neighborhoods.

      Their biggest obstacle were the fires as they kept moving, since most people were focused on their own issues. It wouldn’t stay like that, but for now, it was mostly peaceful as they walked.
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          Demi Thicke

        

      

    

    
      Her feet felt like they’d been walking for hours, which they had. So far, they’d been lucky enough to be able to skirt around the fires and the groups of people who were either in a mad dash to leave town or were busy plundering while they could. She was getting to the point where she needed a rest, and she could tell Mike did as well. Gesturing to a nice array of bushes ahead, she said, “Let’s sit down for a few minutes and have a snack.”

      Mike nodded as he followed her to the partial camouflage from the carefully maintained topiary. She sat down on the damp ground, realizing the sprinkler system must’ve just watered it, and speculated it was on a solar-powered timer. She was too tired to get up, so she just lived with it. Together, they rummaged in their knapsacks for snacks and sports drinks. “We need to find some water after these are empty.”

      Mike nodded. “Who would’ve thought it’d be so hard to find water?” As they ate, he pulled out his phone to look at the route. “We still have ways to go, but we made some progress. Unfortunately, my battery is getting really low.”

      “We should memorize it together then, in case we get separated, or we have to go off the current course. We should know the way out.”

      Mike nodded, bringing the phone closer so they could hold it between them, and each see the screen well enough. Demi stared at it so long that she swore the image had burned into the back of her eyes, but she was also confident she knew the route out or could reconnect to it should she have to wander off-course.

      “When the phone dies, will it ever come back on?” asked Mike.

      Demi shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt it. Even if you manage to find a way to charge it, most of the generators will be out of power within twenty-four hours. You might get one more round of use from it before the cell towers start to lose power. Once that happens, the cell phones will be expensive paperweights.”

      “But the Internet will still be out there?”

      Demi nodded. “As far as I understand it, at least the relay stations. There just won’t be any way to connect. So, unless you have a hard-wired direct line, I don’t think anybody’s going to get much use out of the Internet in the future either. I’m really not sure.”

      She rubbed her face, letting out a tired sigh. “It’s been ten-plus years since I had to learn about any of this stuff. My dad used to give us lectures, including videos and PowerPoint, and then he’d test us on those. That was his version of homeschooling. Once we knew math and reading, he focused on what he considered most important—survival. I guess I should be grateful that I remember what I do, and that he drilled it into my head, but even now, I’m having a hard time thinking the way I was raised was a good thing.”

      Mike nodded, putting an arm around her shoulders. “That’s because it was kind of insane. Even if he turned out to be right, it sounds like he was really harsh with you and your sister. What’s that saying about good intentions? Something about a paved road…”

      “‘The road to hell is paved with good intentions?’” At his nod, she nodded as well. “That just about sums it up. Anyway, we should get going.”

      Mike groaned as he got to his feet, but he didn’t protest that it was time to end their break. He just took Demi’s hand as he jumped down off the retainer wall before offering her a steadying hand to do the same.

      They continued walking, avoiding people until they reached a block that was consumed with fire. “We’re going to have to skirt around.”

      Mike nodded, glancing once more at the map. “If we take this detour three or four blocks ahead, we’ll be back on the right path.”

      Demi had figured that out for herself, but she wasn’t grumpy enough to tell him so. They just started walking, keeping a brisk pace as they moved away from the heat of the fire and the smoke clogging the air. “It’s a good thing Lacey isn’t here. All this smoke would trigger her asthma.”

      She shuddered as she recalled the number of times her little sister had collapsed, and how Demi had to run for her inhaler. There’d been a phase when David had insisted Lacey needed to conquer her addiction to an inhaler, since an inhaler might not be available after a collapse. Fortunately, her mother, Erin, had been alive then, and she’d immediately vetoed that nonsense.

      By the time Lacey was older, she’d outgrown her asthma to a certain extent, and Demi had ensured she had inhalers when she needed them. Sometimes, that had meant stealing them from the pharmacy in town, since David refused to fill them. Still, her sister had what she needed, and Demi was proud of that. She just hoped her sister wasn’t surrounded by fires near her university. If she was, Lacey had the good sense to keep more than one inhaler around.

      As they rounded the corner, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. At first, it was simply an instinctive response, and she did not understand why as a frisson of panic shot down her spine. After a second, her gaze focused on the crowd forming in the street. They were shouting and unified, but that appeared to be by anger.

      She put a hand on Mike’s arm, shaking her head about him going any farther. She took a step back as she heard one of the people in the crowd shout, “We should march over to the fire station and demand they stop ignoring our neighborhood. We pay taxes too.”

      There were several shouts of agreement, and the whole crowd had an energy of anger. They were barely leashed, and she didn’t want to be there when the anger spilled over into something like rash action.

      Jerking her head, she gestured to Mike for them to backup. They started to do so, but she froze when someone shouted her name. Without thinking about it, she looked over her shoulder. It was a young girl, no more than fourteen or fifteen, who’d recognized her and called out her name. Demi gave her a quick smile before turning around and starting to walk again.

      “Look, it’s Demi Thicke. She can help us. She has money and security.”

      Demi tensed. “Get ready to run, Mike.”

      His radar wasn’t as good as hers apparently, because he seemed to think she was being silly. He turned to address the girl who’d shouted their way. “We don’t have any of our security with us. We were all split up. You guys should do what we’re doing, which is getting out of Vegas.”

      “You’re lying. You have help. You just have to call them.” That came from an older woman. “I bet if you were with us, they’d have to help.”

      Mike seemed to finally grasp what Demi was trying to tell him—the crowd was angry, riled up, and ready to turn on a dime. They’d chosen to turn on them. “Get your ass in gear, Mike.” She started running, aware of Mike a step behind her to start with, until he caught up.

      They ran down the street, but there was no escaping the heavy footfalls behind them. She doubted everyone in the crowd had chosen to chase them, but there were enough following that it could endanger her and Mike both. With the crowd in a mood like that, they might end up tearing them to pieces when they discovered Demi and Mike really had no way to help.

      They had just crossed another section of road, and she glanced behind her to see the crowd appeared to be catching up. Surely, they would give up within a few minutes and return to the mob they’d already formed. Right? They couldn’t keep chasing her and Mike forever. Unfortunately, they had expended part of their energy already trying to escape the city, and the crowd was gaining on them.

      “Son of a…” Mike screeched to a halt, banging into the side of a truck that pulled up in front of them. He barely had time to stop.

      Demi was certain the truck was with the crowd until Kenny stuck out his head. He looked shocked. “I thought that was you two. I was driving by, heading for the exits out of town, when I saw you. Get in.”

      Demi didn’t hesitate, and neither did Mike. He clambered up and climbed into the bed of the truck as she ran around and took the cab. It was a small truck that could’ve been a ‘70s or ‘80s model. She didn’t know vehicles well enough to be sure which. The most important thing was it was still running, even if it had a small capacity and only seated two people in the front.

      Driving like a stuntman, Kenny backed up just enough to be able to turn to the right with a peel of rubber. He slammed down hard on the gas pedal, and the truck shot forward with a jolt. Demi hadn’t had a chance to put on her seatbelt, so it tossed her forward. She braced her weight on her hands as they slammed into the dashboard, which sent sparks of pain ricocheting up her arms, but at least she hadn’t broken her nose.

      “Sorry about that. I figured we’d better get out of there.”

      She nodded, her hands shaking a bit as she reached for the seatbelt. “I think you’re right. I can’t believe you saw us. Thank you. What are the odds?” At first, she asked that with a sense of awe at the coincidence of them crossing paths again, but it needled something in the back of her mind. What were the odds?

      He shrugged. “I live not too far from here. I decided to take your advice and get out of Dodge. I went pretty much straight home after you left the pawnshop. I was too focused on getting my stuff to stop and help with the van.”

      Her mouth went dry, and she turned her head to look in the back of the truck, ostensibly to check on Mike. “He looks comfortable.” She sounded nervous to her own ears, and she wondered if Kenny would pick up on it. If he’d stopped to pick up his gear, where was it? The back of the truck was completely empty, aside from Mike and a metal toolbox. “I think you can probably stop and let us out. It looks like we’ve lost the crowd.”

      “I think we should stick together a little while longer. There’s a pretty intense fire over there.” He gestured with his right hand.

      Demi turned her head to look out the window, and she saw a blazing inferno, but it was at least three or four blocks away from them, and the wind was blowing in the other direction from where they planned to go. “I think we’d be fine.”

      “You might as well stick with me. I have a vehicle, and we can get out of here a lot faster.”

      Demi nodded, her mind racing. Her fingers twitched to reach for her phone so she could text Mike about her suspicions, but of course the phone wasn’t there, and it wouldn’t have done much good if it had been. The text might or might not have gotten through to his dying cell phone. Still, she hated feeling so vulnerable and having the suspicion all by herself.

      Impulsively, she took off her seatbelt and turned around in the seat to open the window to the back. “How are you doing back there, Mike?”

      He was leaning against the windshield, his butt firmly on the floor of the truck bed. “It’s not the most comfortable I’ve ever been, but it’s sure better than running from that crowd.”

      Her mind was racing, but she managed to sound semi-normal when she said, “Isn’t it really bothering your tailbone?”

      Mike blinked. “My tailbone?”

      She gave him an intense look, hoping he would understand she was trying to relay information without being able to speak freely. “I know you have a hard time sitting on hard surfaces ever since you broke it a few years ago.”

      Mike opened his mouth, looking like he would protest, but then his gaze darted from her to Kenny, back to her again. He was clearly confused, but at least he didn’t call her on the ruse. “I’m okay so far.”

      “You’re not going to be able to ride like that for hundreds of miles though.” She spoke confidently. “Would you rather walk?”

      Mike nodded hesitantly. “Yeah, that would be more comfortable.” He clearly did not understand what she was talking about, or what she was doing, but she appreciated that he wasn’t revealing that information to Kenny.

      With a nod, she turned to Kenny. “I think we’d probably better get out then. Mike can’t ride like that, at least not for long.”

      Kenny sighed, making a production of it as he looked around before pulling over to the side of the road. “I think you’re making a mistake, but it looks like it’s clear enough here.”

      She began to doubt her suspicions. Could it really have been just a coincidence that Mike saw them, or an even bigger coincidence that he’d seen them with the van and the people surrounding it? If he was stopping without arguing, then clearly his intentions had to be good. Right? That didn’t explain his lack of gear, but she would not worry about that as long as they got away quickly.

      She reached for the handle on the door, but nothing happened. Keeping her voice level, she said, “Unlock the door please.”

      Kenny was already standing on the street, having opened his door and gotten out. “I must come around and open it for you. For some reason, the handle just doesn’t open from the inside anymore. I’ve been meaning to replace it, but since this was my dad’s truck, I don’t drive it very often. Keeping its a more sentimental thing, you know? Of course, my practically brand-new Toyota didn’t start.” He shook his head, sounding disgusted.

      Demi let out a small breath, not sure if she completely believed him, but he was moving around to her side of the truck as Mike clambered out of the back. He certainly sounded and acted normal—though she didn’t know him well enough to decide what was his normal.

      In the passenger mirror on the door, she saw Kenny lift a tire iron that he must have taken from his side of the truck when he got out, because he hadn’t had a chance to reach into the back. She turned her head to shout a warning to Mike, but it was too late. Kenny had already knocked him out.

      Her best friend fell to the ground without even a cry. A puddle of blood surrounded him where he lay, but she tried not to panic. Head wounds could bleed voraciously even if the wound wasn’t that serious. “Mike, get up,” she shouted at him as Kenny returned to the truck.

      Demi reached for her gun, but she wasn’t fast enough. Kenny was in the truck and on her before she could get it out of the holster. He pressed the tire iron against her neck, pushing her back against the seat. She tried clawing at his arm, which held the metal bar and the fleshy part of his arm against her trachea, but she couldn’t get a good hold. Her nails scrabbled over his arm, making Kenny hiss with pain, but that was the only sign that she’d scored any kind of injury. He maintained a steady pressure until her gaze darkened, and everything went fuzzy. She was still struggling to breathe when she passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Mike Cromwell

        

      

    

    
      Mike’s skull was pounding, and it was reminiscent of some early days they’d been on the tour, when he’d been out of control with alcohol, and a few other substances he was ashamed to admit he’d used. Not to mention the constant sleepless nights… and days. Back in those days, he’d been a wild party animal, and he’d also only been nineteen.

      All the girls and all the availability of chemical substances had gone to his head, and there’d been more than one morning-after migraine before Demi stepped in and told him to knock off his crap. He hadn’t been an addict, but he suspected he’d been close. If it hadn’t been for her stepping in, he would have been a total waste, and his career probably would have been over by now.

      Since he knew for a fact, he hadn’t had a night like that in almost four years, he couldn’t explain the pounding headache, and when he opened his eyes, he was drawing a blank. He searched his memory, but the last thing he recalled was running from the crowd of angry people with Demi.

      “He’s waking up,” said a voice that sounded like it belonged to a teenage boy. It was in that cracking stage, somewhere between boy and man. It also had a fearful note.

      “Don’t worry. He will not hurt us. I’d be surprised if the dude can get up. I thought he would die.” That came from a stronger, slightly older voice. That boy had clearly gone through the change, and his voice was deeper, but still identifiably teenaged.

      Mike groaned as he slowly turned over so he could see the people to whom the voices belonged. “I’m not going to hurt anyone.” He sounded awful; his voice slurred.

      “Are you drunk, mister?” asked the younger boy.

      Mike started to shake his head and then groaned at the pain that followed the motion. “No, I’m not. Some assh… bad guy,” He changed the word at the last minute since he was talking to children, “Attacked me and kidnapped my friend, Demi.”

      “Demi Thicke?” asked the younger boy.

      Mike sat up slowly, feeling the world tilt around him as nausea lodged in his stomach. “Yeah.”

      “Dude, I told you he was Mike Cromwell.”

      “Yeah, you were right, David.” The older boy sound pained to acknowledge it. “What are you doing here in the middle of the road?”

      “Like I said, someone jumped me and knocked me out. His name is Kenny, and he owns a pawnshop, but that’s all I can tell you. That creep has Demi.” He blinked as he spoke the words, because the memory returned. It had just spontaneously burst into his head, filling the blank spots in his memory that had been there just seconds before.

      “Crap, I have to find her.” He tried to stand up, but he made it only as far as his knees before he had to lean over and throw up. Still, he kept trying. He was surprised a moment later to feel two hands on each of his arms, helping him to stand. “Thank you.” How was he going to find Demi? Even thinking about it made his head pound harder.

      “I think we’d better take him home, Dean.”

      “Mom will have kittens, David.”

      “Mom wouldn’t just leave him here either. We know who he is, and he will not hurt us. How could he? It would be the wrong thing to leave him here, and you know it.” David spoke passionately, and it seemed to sway Dean.

      “Yeah, okay.” His arm reached around Mike’s back. “Just behave yourself.”

      “Yeah.” Without thought, Mike’s hand went to his hip holster, and it surprised him to find the Desert Eagle still there. At some point, someone must have stolen his backpack and his rifles, leaving him lying on the road. It must have been luck that obscured their vision, so they didn’t see the handgun, or they would have taken that too.

      He wondered what kind of person could steal from someone who was unconscious and bleeding, but then he decided maybe it was better they’d just taken his things and gone. If they had so little conscience, they could have just as easily decided to finish the job.

      He felt like he was moving as slowly as molasses as the boys guided him off the road and onto the sidewalk. They were doing most of the heavy lifting when it came to be keeping him aloft, and all he could manage to do was drag his feet forward and grit his teeth hard to keep from vomiting again.

      “Just a couple of blocks, Mr. Cromwell,” said David. “You can do it.”

      “Yeah. Just a couple blocks.” Mike’s words sounded slurred to his own ears, and he wondered how scrambled his brain was. He needed to get it together and focus, or he would not be able to find Demi.

      After what seemed like forever, the boys led him to a set of steps. He had some trouble stumbling up those, almost knocking all three of them down at one point, but David and Dean dug in, keeping him steady until he could manage the last two steps with their help.

      Mike vaguely knew of them entering an apartment, and he was glad it was on the ground floor, because he didn’t think he could handle more stairs right then. He leaned heavily against Dean for a moment as David opened the door, and then David was back supporting his other side, and they shuffled him into the apartment.

      He heard the door close behind them, and Dean paused to engage what had to have been at least four locks. Did that mean they were in a bad neighborhood, or was that just commonplace for a city like Vegas? He didn’t know, and he couldn’t focus enough to worry if the neighbors would break in and rob them.

      David and Dean maneuvered him to a chair, and he plunged into it.

      “I’m to get the first-aid kit. Why don’t you go get an ice pack out of the freezer, David?” Dean was all business. “It might still be cold since we haven’t opened the fridge or freezer.” Then he addressed Mike. “Just sit here, Mr. Cromwell.”

      “Mike,” he said as he focused on the kid for a moment. His vision was blurry, and he was seeing almost double Deans, but he could make out enough to tell the kid was black, with close-cropped black curls, and earnest dark-brown eyes. He was clearly genuinely concerned for Mike. Mike managed a small smile.

      He must’ve drifted back toward unconsciousness, because a sudden stinging jolted him awake, and he cursed as he became more alert. “What the…?”

      “Sorry, but I had to clean it. Iodine stings.” Dean sounded brusque as he shared that, maybe thinking Mike was overreacting.

      Mike couldn’t agree, since it felt like shards of glass had been shoved into his head, but at least it had served to make him more focused. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m cleaning it out and trying to determine if you need stitches.”

      Mike’s eyes widened. “You’re not stitching my head.”

      “I totally could if I had to, man. My mom’s an EMT, and she’s taught me a few things. She thinks it’s a good idea to be prepared.”

      Mike held still as the kid continued cleaning, and it felt like he was rubbing a brick over the abrasion on the back of his skull. “Do you have any painkiller?”

      “You can have some in a minute, when your stomach settles. Right now, you’ll just throw it all up. If I need to do stitches, I’ll give you some lidocaine.”

      “Thanks,” said Mike only slightly sarcastically through gritted teeth. If the kid knew what he was doing, that was great, but his bedside manner wasn’t the best.

      “I really can’t tell if it needs stitches. I’m just going to butterfly bandage it for now, and Mom can take a look when she gets home after her shift.”

      “What about your dad?” asked Mike, barely biting back a moan as the kid pushed the gash together and secured it with butterfly bandages. He hadn’t bothered to shave the surrounding hair, so Mike could imagine just how bad it would hurt when those bandages came off.

      “He lives in Houston. He and Mom divorced a few years ago.” David offered those words as he handed Mike a glass of water. “See if you can hold some of this down before we give you ibuprofen.”

      Mike sipped it. “Houston’s pretty far away from here.”

      “He got a good job there. He couldn’t handle Mom’s job.”

      “As an EMT?” asked Mike.

      “No, as a cop. Mom is a certified EMT, but she’s also a cop.” Dean handed him a couple of ibuprofen. “Only take those if you think you can handle it.”

      Mike checked his stomach, deciding the water would settle before placing two of the capsules on his tongue and swallowing. He wanted to gulp the water, since he was dehydrated, but he forced himself to go slowly. He didn’t need to vomit again.

      “And she has a gun,” said Dean with a hint of warning.

      “So do I,” said Mike without thought. His voice wasn’t as slurred now. He realized immediately he’d scared the boys by the way they tensed. He lifted his hands, one holding the glass of water, and nodded down at his holster. “One of you can take it if it makes you feel better. I’m not going to hurt you though. I was just letting you know.”

      After a moment, Dean reached over to remove the gun. He handled it gingerly, but with enough confidence to suggest he had some firearms training. That made sense if his mother was a police officer. He laid it on the table nearby, not too far out of Mike’s reach. Mike didn’t go for it though, since he had no ill intentions. These two had helped him, and the last thing he’d want to do was hurt either of them.

      After they had him patched up, and David had placed an ice pack on his head that he had to hold there, he leaned back in the chair and must have fallen asleep again. The next thing he saw was an angry black woman standing over him with her hand on her duty belt, clearly within easy reach of her revolver.

      “Who are you, and why are you in my house?”

      “David and Dean helped me.” He managed to get out the words, pleased that he didn’t sound nearly as drunken as he had earlier. It was easier to focus too, and she was only a little blurry around the edges. He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep, but he hoped it hadn’t been too long. “I need your help.”

      She put her hands on her hips, glaring down at him. “You have a lot of nerve. For all I know, you stumbled in here drunk off your ass.” She looked around. “Where are my boys?”

      Mike’s mouth dropped open. He hadn’t imagined this scenario, where he had to face Mother, the police officer, alone. “I don’t know. They were here when I passed out.”

      “So, you have been drinking?” She barked the words at him.

      He shook his head and then groaned as it caused renewed pain to arc through his head. “I was attacked, and the boys found me. David brought me an ice pack and ibuprofen, and Dean cleaned the wound.” He leaned forward gingerly, trying to move slowly when she reached for her gun. “Easy. I’m just showing you the wound.” He kept his arms out, which made it awkward to lean forward, but he could enough where he thought she could see the cut on his head.

      “You bled all over my upholstery.” She sounded tough. “You just stay there and don’t move until I find my sons.”

      Mike tried to jerk away out of habit when she grabbed his arm, but her firm grasp forced him to hold still. He felt steel snaking around his wrist a moment later, and the cuff fastened. Then she fastened it to the leg of the table nearby. Maybe he could stand up and drag it with him if he needed to, but he was still feeling weak. That, and he had no pressing reason to escape, at least not yet.

      He sat and waited, forced to be in an awkward angle. Even that didn’t detract from his need to sleep, and he must have dozed off again, because the next thing he heard was David and Dean talking quietly, and their mother sounding far more relaxed. He lifted his head and opened his eyes, realizing he was slumped against the chair again. The handcuff was off his wrist, so his story must have checked out. “Where were you guys?” he asked the boys.

      “We went next door to check on Mrs. Collins. She’s an older lady, and she’s on oxygen.” David looked haunted.

      Dean reached over and clapped him on the shoulder gently. “We couldn’t have helped her either way, even if we’d known sooner.”

      Mike closed his eyes for a moment, able to infer what the boys had discovered. Without her oxygen machine pumping, the old woman surely would’ve died. There were probably countless other people who’d had the same end tonight. “I’m sorry, guys.”

      His gaze moved to their mother, who sat on a kitchen chair, but it was turned backward, and she propped her arms on the back. She straddled the chair as she eyed him with a remnant of suspicion. Still, her smile seemed genuine enough when she bothered to share it a moment later. “Your story checked out. My boys tell me they kidnapped your friend. Is that right, Mr. Cromwell?”

      “Call me Mike.” His mouth was dry, and he had to take a moment to swallow so he could find the words. “He saved us from an angry mob, but I’m not sure what happened beyond that. Demi was eager to get out of the truck, and I didn’t know why, but I went with her lead. I got out of the truck as he came up behind me and hit me with something hard. I think maybe it was a tool of some sort, since he had a toolbox in his truck. That’s all I remember, but I’m sure he took Demi. He seemed like a big admirer of hers.”

      “What do you remember about the truck or the person?” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a leather-bound notebook and a pen.

      “His name is Kenny, and he owns a pawnshop. I don’t remember the street or even the name of the shop now. I think the receipt is in Demi’s backpack anyway, and mine was stolen, along with two guns.” At that word, his gaze darted to the table.

      She didn’t even look up. “The gun’s somewhere for safekeeping. When you leave, you can have it back.”

      “Thank you, Officer…”

      “Jolene Haskins. Under the circumstances, you may call me Jolene. So, Kenny, who runs a pawnshop. What does he look like?”

      “He was a big man, but not really muscular. More like flabby. He had a neatly trimmed beard and short black hair.” Mike closed his eyes, trying to think of any further details, but the harder he tried to concentrate, the more his head hurt. Finally, with a sigh, he opened his eyes again and said, “That’s all I remember about him. That, and he was wearing a plaid shirt and jeans.”

      She jotted down those details before asking about the truck. Mike described it the best he could, and he was startled to realize he remembered a few letters from the license plate. He must have gotten a good glimpse of it as he fell.

      “I’ll get on the radio and call this in. Some communications are still working.”

      “What about vehicles, like cars and firetrucks?”

      Jolene hesitated in the process of reaching for her radio. “Hit or miss. We have some older vehicles that are running just fine, but it seems like the more complicated the machine, the less likely it is to work. All the new vehicles are disabled. When I got off shift to come home and check on my boys, they were talking about requisitioning bikes from the bike shops around here, and a few had even floated the idea of bringing back mounted patrol. Of course, they had no clue how they would get horses in the middle of Vegas.” She let out a rich laugh before reaching for her radio.

      Mike fell into silence, just like the boys, so Jolene could have a conversation with dispatch. When she ended the conversation a few minutes later, she wrote down an address. “I have the address.”

      “I have to go get Demi.”

      Jolene frowned at him. “You’re in no shape to go get anyone, Mr. Cromwell.”

      He firmed his shoulders and tried to stay fully upright. It was a chore, but not as hard as it had been last time, he’d been awake. “I will get her out of there. You can’t stop me.”

      She shook her head, but then she sighed. “I sure can’t let you go in alone as a civilian. I must come with you.”

      “No, you can’t, Mom,” said Dean.

      “You haven’t healed long enough yet,” said David.

      “Healed?” asked Mike.

      Jolene patted her stomach gently. “I’m technically on medical leave for a gunshot wound last month, but I checked in at the station when I got the all-hands call. They sent me home, since I’m not medically cleared for duty yet, so here we are.”

      “How did they call you?”

      She gave him a look that suggested she found the question dumb. “On the radio that I just used.”

      “I mean, how is it working?” He reached into his pocket to pull out his phone, bringing it out to show her reflexively. “Demi said the phones will only work until the generators on the cell towers go down.”

      “I’m sure it’s the same for the station. We have a fancy generator system that runs on diesel, and it can keep power going for at least three months as long as the tank’s full, and they’ve kept reserves on hand. Whether that’s happened, who can say? We’ve been under budget cuts, but it’s functioning for now.”

      “Can you call for backup?”

      Jolene hesitated. “Not officially. Let’s just say that since I’m on medical leave, they wouldn’t sanction me helping you to start with, and it could take hours before anyone is free to follow up. If I call for backup for a mission, I’m not supposed to be on…” She trailed off.

      Mike realized she was risking her career and her health to help him. He wanted to be noble and tell her he could handle it by himself, but he wasn’t confident he could. Even if he was in top shape and without the head injury, he didn’t know if he could take on an assailant who was holding Demi prisoner. Physically fighting wasn’t his wheelhouse. “I appreciate your help then, especially with all the obstacles in your way. When can we get her?”

      “As soon as you’re able to stand up and can fire your weapon without seeing double, Mike.” She seemed to stumble over his first name for a minute, and he imagined she didn’t like to use first names or get familiar with people. She must have to maintain a certain amount of distance between herself and the people she served on a daily basis.

      Gingerly, he stood up. The room rotated a little, but he could stand completely on his own. “Well, I’m up. Let’s try a few steps.” He moved cautiously, trying to steer clear of any furniture in case he fell. He didn’t want to break any of their possessions, especially after he’d already bled all over the chair.

      He was a little woozy, but by the third or fourth step, he’d found his groove. He could walk and move around with only a wave of dizziness now and then. “I think I can do this.” He had to, because every moment he delayed was another moment Demi was at the mercy of her kidnapper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Demi Thicke

        

      

    

    
      A dull throbbing in her throat woke Demi. There was a moment of confusion as to where she was, and why her throat hurt so badly. When she lifted her hand, planning to rub her throat, pain jolted through her arms, and she had limited mobility. She looked down, shocked to find herself tied to a chair. When she looked up, Kenny was hovering far too close. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m taking care of you.” He gave her a friendly smile. “I will be great to you.”

      She glared at him. “Untie me this minute.” Her eyes widened as she remembered him hitting Mike with a tire iron. “You killed Mike.”

      He looked a little pale. “I don’t think I did. I didn’t check his pulse, but I didn’t hit him hard enough to kill him. I’m sure of it.” He seemed to be trying to project confidence, but there was clearly an air of uncertainty about him.

      She struggled against the ropes. “Why would you do that? What would you do all this? What’s wrong with you?”

      He flinched. “There’s nothing wrong with me. Stop saying that. The doctor was wrong and so was my mom. I’m perfectly fine.” Upon seeing her flinch backward, his tone gentled. “I just want to help you. Things are going to get rough if you’re right, and you’re going to need someone to look out for you.”

      “I can look out for myself. I don’t need a stalking kidnapper to do it for me. Now let me go.”

      He looked like he was on the verge of tears. “Please be nicer to me. I want us to be friends.”

      She glowered at him. “I can well imagine what you want, and I guarantee you now it’s never going to happen. The idea of your filthy hands on me makes me want to vomit.”

      He flinched. “You don’t have to be like this.”

      “Yeah, I do. You kidnapped me, and you might’ve killed my best friend. If I needed anyone to rely on, it was Mike, not you. I don’t know what you expect to happen here, but you’re—” The smack of his hand against her face shocked her into silence. Her cheeks stung where he’d hit her, but it was more surprise from him hitting her than actual pain that robbed her of words for a moment.

      Before she could find them again, he removed a handkerchief from his pocket. She could tell his intent even before he brought it closer to her mouth. She slammed shut her lips and shook her head, trying to evade his touch. When he grabbed hold of her hair and jerked back her head, she still kept her teeth clenched tightly and her lips closed as long as she could.

      When he jammed his finger into her mouth, it caused her teeth to unclench, and she tried to slam them down to bite him, but he was faster than she was, cramming the sweaty cloth into her mouth. She almost vomited right then as a gag rose up her throat.

      “Don’t vomit. I don’t want you to asphyxiate.” His voice was tender now, and he patted her face where he’d just slapped her. “You don’t have to be so unpleasant. I know it’s an adjustment, but you’re going to be fine. We’re going to get along great. Do you know how many times I’ve seen you in concert?”

      She gave him a stony glare. That was her only response besides a shake or a nod, and she didn’t intend to do either one of those.

      “I’ve seen you sixteen times altogether. I drive to lots of out-of-town places to see you, and then every time you’re in Vegas, I see you. I saw you twice this week already, and I had tickets for tomorrow night’s show. Since it was your last one here, so I wanted to say a personal bye until I got to see you again in Boise, Idaho. I was hoping to get backstage passes.” As he spoke, he stroked her hair.

      She couldn’t hide a shudder of repulsion at his touch, and he heaved a heavy sigh. “I know this is different for you, but I really have your welfare in mind. I know I can protect you. I love you so much, so how could I not? I’d die for you.”

      The intensity in his voice sent a chill up her spine. She knew he might’ve already killed for her, and she suspected she was dealing with far more than just an overeager superfan with bad judgment. Kenny was clearly unhinged. He seemed like he’d been stalking her for a while, and no wonder he’d acted on it when she practically fell into his lap. Of all the bad luck.

      Still, it meant she had to change her strategy. He clearly would not let her go because she demanded it. That meant she had to get him out of the house for a while so she could try to escape on her own. She forced herself to be calm and lose the glower. As he kept talking to her, she attempted to nod and meet his gaze. After a short time, he seemed to relax his guard slightly.

      “If I take off the gag, are you going to be nice?”

      She nodded enthusiastically, trying to smile around it. It still made her want to gag, both the taste of the cloth, and the need to pretend to be okay with his psycho plan. When he cautiously removed it a few seconds later, she worked her jaw, which had gotten stiff, and she made a conscious effort not to yell. Keeping a pleasant tone, she said, “If I will stay here with you, I will need some supplies.”

      He nodded earnestly. “Oh, I know. I have freeze-dried food and lots of canned items. I’ve got enough to last us at least the first few months.”

      She managed to smile, though her fingernails were digging half-moons into her hands in her anger. “That’s terrific, but I have several food allergies.” She tried to recall all the various things her bandmate Amy couldn’t eat. The girl had serious allergies, and it was sometimes a nightmare for her to travel. “I can’t eat eggs, shellfish, soy, dairy, wheat, gluten, corn or anything with artificial preservatives. They give me a terrible migraine.”

      He frowned. “I didn’t know that about you. It’s not in your bio.”

      A trickle of sweat went down her spine as she struggled to remember what was on the official fan page for the band’s website. She breathed a sigh of relief when she realized they listed her as strawberries. There was nothing in there that would undo the lie she was spinning. “It’s kind of embarrassing and limiting, you know? I don’t like to talk about it much.” Her only hope was Amy hadn’t revealed her food allergies on her bio, or else Kenny hadn’t bothered to look at Amy’s. She found herself crossing her fingers in a superstitious fashion.

      After a moment, he seemed to accept that. “I need to go see what I have in stock.”

      “Don’t—” He was gone before she could stop him. Her hope rested on him not having food that was friendly to someone with multiple allergies. As much as she butted heads with Amy, she was suddenly grateful to have her in her life, since she knew about food allergies thanks to Amy’s.

      He returned about ten minutes later. “This is bad. Almost everything I have has something you can’t eat. I have canned fruit, but you can’t live on canned fruit.”

      She nodded. “That’s true. I need you to find me foods I can eat. You should probably go before all the grocery stores are closed.”

      He looked frazzled. “It’s a madhouse out there. Everything is probably already picked through.”

      “I doubt everything’s gone. There are a lot of large grocery stores, and a lot of people still don’t know what’s going on beyond the short-term. They aren’t expecting what’s coming. If you want me to survive and not starve to death, you’re going to have to go out there to make sure I have something to eat.” She allowed a little doubt to creep into her voice. “You did promise to protect me. Are you able to do that?”

      Kenny whimpered softly, but then his shoulders straightened. “Yeah, I can take care of you. I’ll do this. I’ll find what you need. Let me get a piece of paper and a pencil…” He trailed off as he walked back into the kitchen. She couldn’t see him out of the ring of illumination provided by the Coleman lantern on a table nearby, but she could hear him rustling around in there. When he returned, he had a notepad and the pencil. “Tell me again what you’re allergic to.”

      Once more, sweat trickled down her back as she struggled to remember the list, she’d given him before. She must have remembered it well, because he didn’t blink an eye as he wrote down each one.

      “I will find you something. I really am going to take such good care of you that you’ll never want to leave, even when this is over.”

      The idea of staying with him even five more minutes was enough to make her want to vomit, but she somehow managed a smile. It was definitely shaky, and she hoped he read it as fear of the situation, rather than realizing it was abhorrence at the idea of being with him. “If you can get what I need, I’ll definitely be able to trust that you can protect me. Thank you, Kenny.”

      She didn’t bother to ask him to untie her while he was gone. That would only make him suspicious, and he wouldn’t do it, anyway. He didn’t want to risk his prize escaping. She just sat there serenely until she heard the door close behind him a couple of moments later. Then she started working at the ropes. It soon became obvious he’d tied them well. “Was he a freaking Boy Scout?” she muttered aloud as she tried to loosen the ropes.

      That wasn’t working. She racked her brain for another solution and started wiggling in the chair. It wasn’t very sturdy. One of the legs was wobbly, and it was an older wooden chair constructed from multiple pieces. Since it wasn’t all one piece, it would break easier. The only way she could think to break it was to slam it against the wall. That meant she had to be attached to it when she did so.

      Gingerly, she tried standing up. Fortunately, he hadn’t tied her legs, so she could maneuver better than she would’ve otherwise. She hobbled forward a few steps before trying to run backward. That was not an easy task in her current position, so she didn’t have nearly the momentum she wanted when the chair slammed against the wall.

      It sent a tremor through her back, and she whimpered at the pain, but she gritted her teeth and walked forward again. She repeated the movement three more times before she heard a crack. Since she couldn’t use her hands to tell what had broken, she lined the chair against the wall and wiggled. One of the legs fell to the floor, and she knew she was making progress.

      It took multiple attempts before she broke the chair enough to be able to wiggle free of the ropes. She bent down to take the chair leg nearest her foot. It wasn’t much, but it was somewhat a weapon.

      She was heading toward the front door when she heard keys in the lock. She searched around for somewhere to hide, but there was nowhere. The best she could do was stand in the shadow behind the door, and she was glad there wasn’t much light in the room.

      Kenny came in a moment later. “I’m sorry, but I can’t get through the roads right now. Someone tried to hijack my truck with a gun…” He trailed off as he fully entered the apartment. “Demi?”

      “Right here.” She said the words as she swung the chair leg. It connected with his forehead, and he stumbled backward. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to knock him down. He leaned against the wall for a moment for support, and his bulk was still between her and the doorway.

      She lifted the chair leg again, intent on slamming it down on his skull, but he managed to get his arm up to block it. He let out a shrieking sound, and she could hear the crunch of bone when the wood connected. That caused a savage grin to cross her face, and she was in full-on animal survival mode.

      She pulled it back and hit him again with it, going for the same spot in his arm. He screamed in agony and fell forward, but as he did so, he managed to knock her to the ground underneath him. His hands flailed for a minute before he got one around her throat. She screamed when he touched the inflamed flesh.

      His other arm was curled against his chest, and he was clearly in agony. “Why would you do this? I just want to take care of you.”

      “And I don’t want anything from you, except maybe for you to die.” As she said that, she leaned forward and took a chunk out of his cheek, biting down as hard as she could. His hand tightened around her throat, but he screamed at the pain that he must be feeling from her teeth. When she tasted blood, she let go and turned her head to spit it out. Who knew what filth swam in his veins?

      “I’m not going to stay with you willingly.” Her voice sounded slightly strained, because he was restricting her airway. Her throat was already sore from his previous strangulation, but she clung to consciousness as she clawed at his hand on her throat. When that didn’t work, she managed to wiggle her foot upward, straining against his bulk, until she could press the high heel of her boot against his testicles. That was enough to get him to let go, and he rolled away as he cupped himself, howling in misery.

      She wasn’t surprised when the door burst open, but she was expecting it to be one of his neighbors. Instead, it was a black woman with a gun, and she shouted, “Police, freeze.”

      Demi froze, lifting her hands in the air and aborting her attempt to stand up. Her entire body ached, including her knee from having to arrange it in such an awkward way to be able to use the shoe as a weapon, but she forced herself to be still until the woman’s weapon moved to Kenny, and she came farther into the apartment.

      Another form moved behind her, and Demi gasped when she recognized Mike. “Oh my god, you’re alive.” Tears swam in her eyes, and she lifted her arms as Mike came closer, helping her to her feet. He hugged her, and she cried out at the pain in her back.

      His hands immediately dropped to his side. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you later. I’m just really sore.” She turned to Mike, who was cowering with the woman standing over him. He still had one hand cupping his testicles, and his broken arm was against his chest. He was sobbing and begging for mercy. She wanted to kick him, but she restrained herself. “Do you have ibuprofen?”

      Tears squeeze from his eyes. “What?”

      She got a little closer, making her voice firmer and meaner. “Where is your ibuprofen?” If she had to go searching in his bedroom, there was no way she would look for it.

      “The bathroom.” He was sobbing. “Please help me, Demi.” She snorted and stepped over him pointedly. As she started to walk away, the woman with the gun called out her name. Demi froze and turned to look at her. “Yes?”

      “You can’t just go pawing through his things. There are still laws.”

      Demi nodded, wincing at pain flared at the base of her skull when she did so. She must have injured her spine all the way up while breaking free from the chair, and it spasmed continuously. “I’m not. I’m just having some ibuprofen.”

      “That’s theft.” Her heart didn’t seem in the words though, and she looked back at Kenny.

      Taking that as tacit permission, Demi went into the bathroom. She left the door open so she could have some illumination, but she mostly felt the bottles rather than read the labels.

      When she put her hand around one that felt familiar, she grabbed it and took it back to the living room, holding it near the lantern to be able to read and confirm it was ibuprofen. She shook out four in her hand and helped herself to a bottle of water from the case Kenny had on his coffee table. Mike limped over to her, and she offered him the bottle of pills and the water, and he took them.

      “How did you find me?” she asked Mike as she noticed Jolene had cuffed Kenny’s hands to the table in her absence.

      “I ran a search based on what Mike could remember.” The police officer nodded at her. “I’m Jolene Haskins. I will need a statement from you.”

      Demi sighed. “Sorry, but I’m not wasting that much time on him. We need to get out of Vegas, and we have to go now.”

      Jolene hesitated for a moment, but then she nodded. “Just a quick statement, please.”

      Seeing Mike nod his encouragement, Demi capitulated. She took a seat on the couch after ensuring it wasn’t filthy and let her back stretch. It hurt to start with, but then the pain started to ease. As quickly as possible, she ran through what had happened while Jolene scribbled down her statement. She signed it when they were finished, and Jolene did the same.

      “Do you have safety pins here?” Jolene asked that question of Kenny.

      He was still sniveling, but his arm probably was killing him from the way Jolene had cuffed him with a pair of handcuffs looped through the sturdy leg of the antique coffee table. He didn’t bother to answer.

      “All right. I would pin this to him, but I’ll just have to leave it on the coffee table.” Jolene removed her radio from her pocket, and it took a couple of attempts before they heard the sound of static hissing.

      When dispatch answered, she put in a request to have Kenny picked up and transported to jail as soon as officers were available. When the dispatcher tried to object and insist Jolene bring him in to the station, she cut through the man’s words, saying, “I’m on medical leave, and I’m taking my boys out of town. He’ll be here.”

      “It could be hours or even a day before we get there,” said the dispatcher.

      “He’ll survive that long.” When Jolene ended the conversation with her dispatcher, she knelt near Kenny. “I’m going to uncuff one of your hands and rearrange the way you’re cuffed so that you can reach food and water.”

      “My arm.” Tears squeezed out of his eyes.

      “There’s ibuprofen right there.”

      Demi didn’t stick around to see how Jolene uncuffed and rearranged him. She went into his kitchen, barely able to see the confines of each appliance and the table and chairs because of the lack of lighting. She fumbled her way around the kitchen until she found the pantry. When she opened the door, she rummaged for cellophane-sealed packages and some cans.

      With her arms full, she returned to the living room and dropped the food on the table. Most of her blind grabs had yielded food he could eat, though he’d need a can opener. Mike seemed to have realized that, because he disappeared into the kitchen. After some low cursing and a crash of metal, he returned with a manual can opener that he put beside the food.

      “That should be enough, and it’s more than you deserve.” Demi glared at Kenny.

      His lips wobbled. “Please help me, Demi. Don’t leave me like this. I would have taken care of you.” His expression grew hopeful as she moved closer.

      Demi knelt long enough to fish the keys from Kenny’s pocket. That was an unpleasant task, but the truck would give them a huge advantage. His expression grew darker as he realized she wasn’t helping him. “I didn’t want your help, and I don’t owe you anything.” With those words, the three of them left the apartment.

      The truck was still in front of the building, which seemed like a complete miracle under the circumstances. She passed the keys to Mike, and he handed them off to Jolene. “I’m too sore to drive,” he said.

      She could relate. She followed them to the truck, and the three of them managed to squeeze into the tight cab. She didn’t know where they were going, but she leaned her head against Mike’s shoulder and tried not to feel every ache in her body.

      Jolene didn’t drive far. It was only a few blocks before she pulled up in front of an apartment building and stopped the truck. “Make sure we lock the doors. I wish I had a garage to park it in, but I don’t.”

      “Where are we?” asked Demi.

      “My apartment. You’re welcome to stay the night with us, and we can all head out in the morning as a group. There’s safety in numbers.”

      Demi wanted to protest, thinking they should hit the road right then, but her back twinging reminded her of just what she’d been through, and she knew some rest would be welcome. “Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Demi Thicke

        

      

    

    
      Inside Jolene’s apartment, Demi met her sons and then sat for a brief exam as Jolene looked her over. “No concussion.”

      “He strangled me to subdue me, not hit me like he did poor Mike.”

      Jolene ran her hand carefully down Demi’s spine. It hurt, but not enough that Demi had to scream or jerk away. “I don’t think you’ve broken any vertebrae, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea to get an x-ray.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I want to go anywhere near the hospital, but thanks.”

      Jolene shrugged. “I can’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do. Okay, you guys can have the living room. We’re going to sleep for a while, and we’ll head out at first light.”

      Demi nodded her appreciation as she curled up on two of the couch cushions. Mike sat on the other cushion, with his legs propped on the coffee table after Jolene nodded her permission. Soon, it was just the two of them. She was too tired to say much, but she put her foot on Mike’s thigh. “Thank you for finding me and coming after me.”

      “Of course. You’re my best friend. I wouldn’t leave you behind. It was just a stroke of luck that I met Jolene’s sons.”

      “Thank goodness for that.” She mostly mumbled the words, not even sure if he heard them. She was too close to slumber to try again, and as her body finally relaxed enough to let her slip into sleep, she didn’t even have the energy to worry about what came next.
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        * * *

      

      She woke to the smell of smoke and her own choking. Demi opened her eyes, and she could see a haze in the room, though she didn’t immediately hear the fire. She got to her feet, wincing at the ache in her back, but it had lessened either from her position, the ibuprofen, or both. “Mike, there’s a fire.”

      He spoke from behind her instead of beside her. “I know. Jolene and her boys are getting dressed now.” He took her arm and brought her to the patio door. She didn’t have to open it or stick her head out to see the blazing inferno in the building next to them. Inevitably, it would jump to this apartment building soon, and they had to get out. She only hoped the truck was still there.

      Jolene and her boys emerged from their rooms two minutes later. They stopped near the door to each retrieve a pack. Jolene apparently saw Demi’s look of curiosity, because she said, “I had the boys pack us some bugout bags while Mike and I went to rescue you from that crazy guy.”

      For the first time, Demi realized she no longer had her backpack or guns either. Kenny must’ve taken them from her, and she’d never thought to retrieve them from his apartment. She’d been in too much pain and too focused on getting away to think about it. Now she cursed the oversight, because it left them both vulnerable.

      “Can either of you shoot?” asked Jolene as she went to the coat closet.

      “Both of us,” said Demi confidently, though Mike wasn’t entirely trained. His crash course from earlier would have to do.

      She moved some coats to reveal a gun safe. It didn’t take her long to open it, and she removed two rifles, handing one to each of them. She kept another for herself and handed a final one to Dean.

      David muttered, and Jolene gave him a look only a mother could convey. “I warned you to finish your training course, but you kept putting it off. You don’t get a gun unless you know how to use it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He looked glum as he took a middle position in the group.

      “Don’t get me wrong. I’m thankful that you have all these, but why do you have all these?” asked Demi. She didn’t know any police officers, but she would’ve assumed most of them would be content with their service weapon.

      “My ex-husband collected guns. Our divorce wasn’t the most pleasant, so I went after his collection. The judge gave me half. This is the first time I’ve had any use for them, but we have kept them clean and maintained. Right, Dean?” There was just a hint of doubt in her voice.

      “Yes, Mom. I definitely kept up with that.”

      “That was your job?” asked Demi of Dean.

      He nodded. “I knew how much the guns meant to Dad, so I asked Mom if I could keep them maintained. I kind of figured she wouldn’t actually use them, and they would just sit there and become useless.”

      Jolene gave an uncomfortable laugh. “You’re probably right, Dean. That was back when I was still furious with him.” She seemed done with the conversation as they reached the truck.

      Somehow, Demi found herself in the truck’s cab with Jolene, who was driving. Mike and the boys were in the back, and after ensuring they were secure, Jolene drove like they were being chased by a fire—which they could be if the wind shifted.

      It was a little of a blur for the next few blocks as Jolene drove, trying to find a route that wasn’t affected by the fire. Clearly, the building materials around here were highly combustible, and the entire neighborhood seemed like it might go up in flames at any moment.

      As they turned a corner, they came across a man and a woman who were limping along. The guy was providing more support for the woman, and even from the distance separating them, Demi could see the serious burn on her leg. She wasn’t surprised when Jolene stopped, though she hated the delay. She couldn’t see leaving the people like that though and agreed with trying to help.

      “Would you like a ride?” asked Jolene of the couple.

      The man nodded as the woman with him just moaned.

      “You must get in the back. And hold on, because we need to get away from the fires.”

      He nodded. “Thank you for stopping.”

      Jolene waited until they were on the truck and secure before she started driving again.

      “It was the right thing to do to stop, but if things get as bad as I think they’re going to be, you need to make sure you’re watching out for you and your boys first,” said Demi softly.

      Jolene looked at her just briefly. “I’m a cop. I think I know how to handle situations.”

      “Not like this, you don’t.” Demi should probably just let it go, but she wanted to stress to Jolene how things had changed. She spent the next few minutes telling her what had happened, and what was coming, if Demi was correct. She was completely convinced by now that she was, but she could see Jolene maintained some skepticism. That was perfectly normal and natural. She’d told her piece, and she hoped it gave Jolene and her boys an advantage.

      It seemed to take forever to escape the fires, but finally they emerged into an area that wasn’t a cloud of smoke, or several degrees hotter because of all the flames. They could still see the fires burning in the distance, but this section of Vegas seemed to have been mostly spared. There was a burnt-out house in front of them, and it was almost down to the foundation by now. There was some singeing and scorch marks on the house beside it, but clearly someone had been fast enough with the water hose to put out the fire.

      “I will pull over and check on everyone.” Jolene inched a little farther down the street before parking against the curb. She opened her door to get out. Demi released her seatbelt and was about to do the same when she heard the man telling them all to freeze.

      She turned her head in time to see the man and his companion, who was clearly in agony from the burn, but still able to hold a gun, pointing handguns at Mike and the others. She reached for the holster on her waist before remembering it was empty. The rifle was between her legs, and while it wasn’t exactly discreet to make a move, it would be fine for quick action.

      “You in the truck, get out too.”

      Demi did as he instructed, keeping the rifle wedged between her knees as she got out of the truck. She lifted one hand in the air, pretending to use the other one to brace herself on the frame. When she stepped out of the truck, she grabbed the rifle with her other hand and lifted it, pointing it back at him. “Put your guns down.”

      “No way. We need this truck.”

      Demi shook her head. “If you hadn’t been so greedy, you could’ve come with us. Why do you want to steal it when you already had a ride?” Seeing he wasn’t too likely to relent; she changed her aim from him to the woman beside him. “You might be able to shoot me, but I’ll certainly shoot her at the same time. Is it worth it to you?”

      “Gil, it really hurts.” The woman was clearly in pain, and her hand trembled before the gun clattered to her lap. “Get me to the hospital. Please.”

      “Take us to a hospital,” said the man identified as Gil.

      “We aren’t taking you anywhere after you tried to hijack us.” Jolene had drawn her service pistol while Demi had the man distracted.

      Facing her gun and Demi’s, his hand relaxed. “I will put away my gun, but will you please help us?”

      “Put away your gun first,” said Demi.

      “Toss it over the truck,” said Jolene just a second behind her, “And your wife’s too.”

      After a hesitation, Gil, and the unnamed woman both surrendered their weapons, and he tossed them over the side of the truck. “Now you’ll help us?”

      “No,” said Jolene.

      Demi was actually a little startled by her answer. She felt it was the right choice, but after the conversation she’d had with Jolene, she’d expected her to act from compassion instead of logic.

      “You’re only a few blocks from North Vista Hospital. You can make it. We would’ve dropped you off if you hadn’t tried to rob us, but don’t expect help from people whom you would’ve hurt.”

      “We weren’t going to hurt anyone,” said Gil with a whine in his voice. “We just needed the truck.”

      “Off,” said Mike as he lifted his rifle, pointing it at them.

      Apparently, Gil realized he would not get the help he desired due to his own actions, so he carefully stepped off the truck and got down before helping his wife. He lifted her into his arms and glared at all of them. “How can you leave us like this?”

      “You brought it on yourself,” said Dean. He seemed hardened already, but Demi suspected that wasn’t a byproduct of tonight’s events. He’d probably had to grow up faster than he’d wanted after his parents’ acrimonious divorce. It was a rough lot, but it might serve him well in the new world that was coming.

      This time, Demi climbed into the back of the truck with Mike and directed the boys to get upfront. “We’ll keep watch in case anybody tries to take the truck,” she said to Jolene.

      Jolene nodded and got back into the cab behind the wheel. They headed out a few seconds later, and Demi looked away from Gil and his wife as they turned away from the truck and started walking with him carrying her.

      She suppressed a twinge of conscience. If the woman hadn’t had a gun too and been on board with the plan, she would’ve felt a lot worse leaving them behind. She wasn’t too likely to die as long as she got to the hospital soon and got treatment for her burn. She was actually lucky to still have those resources available, because hospitals and other services would break down in a matter of days.

      “Oh, no.”

      Mike’s exclamation caught her attention. “What?”

      He shook his head. “I never got my handgun back from Jolene.” He patted his empty holster for emphasis.

      She grimaced, knowing the weapon and ammo would have come in handy. “At least you have the rifle.” He seemed more adept with it, anyway.

      He nodded, and they subsided into silence as they both kept watch on each side of the truck, expecting an attack Demi hoped wouldn’t come. The drive was relatively uneventful for a while, as Jolene took side roads and maneuvered around stalled cars and the people who tried to flag them down. Demi remained on her guard, and she could see Mike was as well, but no one seemed intent on ambushing them.

      That changed as they approached Jerry’s Nugget. She couldn’t see from where it came, but a gunshot slammed into the truck with a noticeable thunking sound, and the engine started groaning. Jolene seemed to be having trouble controlling the vehicle, and it swerved to the side before slamming into a cement retainer wall.

      Demi screamed at the jolt as the truck collided with the cement and exacerbated the pain in her back. She clung to the side of the truck, managing to stay in as it shuddered to a halt. Being thrown from the vehicle would’ve led to even worse injury, and she wasn’t certain her body could handle another one just then.

      Mike had stayed inside the truck bed as well, though it seemed to have pained him just as much. They spent a moment breathing deeply and gathering their wits before she remembered somebody had fired at them. She crouched down behind the wall of the truck and peered over as Mike joined her on that side. Shots came again, this time whistling by them and not hitting the truck. They slammed into the trees behind them instead.

      It allowed them to identify from where the shots came, and it surprised Demi to find she was still a fairly good shot despite her lack of practice. She fired in the direction and heard a cry before one of the three forms slumped to the ground. It was hard to see the other two, because they hid them behind the sign and foliage, but she could pick off one more of them. The third one apparently decided to abandon the endeavor, because she saw him crouching and slipping away. He was in her sights, and she fired the bullet with only a small hesitation.

      As he fell to the ground, face forward, Mike gasped. “He was running away. You didn’t have to shoot him.”

      Demi shrugged. “If he would rob us, he’d rob someone else.”

      Mike still looked concerned. “But he was running away. You could go to jail for that. It wasn’t self-defense any longer.”

      Demi let out a weary sigh. “It’s not going to matter now. Jails, police… all that is going to be gone. People just don’t realize it yet, but it’s already fading fast. We can only rely on ourselves now, Mike, and if we can keep someone else from being hurt by a person like that, I believe we should.”

      She didn’t wait for his response. Instead, she stood up slowly and worked her way over the side of the truck. She winced when her feet hit pavement, sending a jolt through her, but the pain wasn’t as bad as it had been a few minutes ago.

      She hurried over to Jolene’s side and opened the door. The three of them were unconscious, and it shocked Demi they weren’t wearing their seatbelts. There wasn’t a middle seat belt for Dean, but David and Jolene should’ve been wearing them. She let the thought go as Mike struggled to open the passenger door, finally managing to do so with a screech of metal. She looked up at him. “How’s David?”

      “He’s bleeding from the shoulder, and he has a head wound.”

      She flinched. “Gun shot?”

      Mike tipped his head gently. “I think he hit it against the window which is webbed with cracks. It doesn’t look like deep enough to be a bullet.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief before saying, “Jolene and Dean are both out too. It looks like they slammed into the dashboard, though I guess Jolene might’ve hit her head on the steering wheel. They weren’t wearing seatbelts, which was so irresponsible…” She shook her head before realizing she sounded like a public service announcement. She rolled her eyes at herself. “They clearly need medical help.”

      Mike nodded and came to join her on her side. “I cut my leg pretty badly.” He looked down, showing her a deep gash. “It happened when I was opening the passenger door. It’s warped, and it opened at a different angle than I expected. I’m not able to walk very far until I get it stitched up. Jolene said something about North Vista Hospital being close.” As he spoke, he pulled out his phone, clearly looking at the map. He touched something on the screen, and then he turned the phone to her so she could see the route. “Can you make it?”

      She nodded, knowing it was the only chance Jolene and her boys had, and also that Mike needed to be stitched up as well. She didn’t have any choice. She’d just have to make it and somehow convince medical people to come back with her to the crash site, because she doubted there’d be any ambulances available.

      With a quick hug for Mike, she lifted her rifle, holding it in a semi-ready position, where it was at her side but with her finger on the trigger guard, and she could shoot within a second if necessary. Without looking back, she ran as fast as she could handle with her assorted aches and pains and soon disappeared into the darkness surrounding them. She resisted the urge to look back as she rushed down the street, maintaining the fastest pace she could with her myriad injuries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Mike Cromwell

        

      

    

    
      Mike hated to send Demi for help alone, but they couldn’t leave the Haskins family or the truck, and he would just slow her down with a gash on his leg. Since the area appeared clear for a moment, he used the opportunity to rip a piece of material off the bottom of his shirt and tie it around the wound in his leg. The heather-gray material soon soaked red with blood, and he was certain he would need stitches as well.

      His head also still ached fiercely, and he reached up to touch the wound, not surprised to find it was bleeding again, though not nearly as profusely. The butterfly bandages weren’t holding the gash in his head together well enough to endure the crash.

      Knowing he couldn’t afford to get distracted or worried too much about his wounds, he stood guard with the rifle Jolene had given him. Hers and Dean’s were in the truck’s cab, and he retrieved them and put them closer, in case he needed more ammo than what was in his rifle. Once more, he cursed the loss of his handgun.

      The seconds seemed to pass slowly, and he was tense and on guard. He flinched when he heard someone call out behind him, “Hey, mister.”

      Slowly, he turned, keeping his back against the open driver’s door. It wouldn’t be much protection, but it felt like something. “Yeah?”

      The person who was talking to him was a skinny kid, probably not much older than Dean or David. He was with a few other teenagers around his age, which put Mike on edge. He knew how cocky and hotheaded a group of teenage boys could be, though there were some girls in the mix as well. He eyed the five of them with what he hoped was a stony expression.

      “Can we buy the truck?” asked the same kid. “We have seven hundred between us.”

      Mike grimaced. “Sorry, guys, but in case you haven’t noticed, our friends are in there. We’re waiting for help from the hospital, and we aren’t done using the truck.”

      The kid’s face fell. “Okay, can we buy it when they’re out of there? We can go as high as eight hundred, but that’s absolutely all the money we have.”

      Mike let out a long sigh. “I can’t sell you guys the truck, but I can give you some free advice. Don’t go around telling strangers how much money you have, especially right now. It seems to be a free-for-all out here. If you guys can get out of Vegas with your families, you really should, at least until all this madness is over.”

      “I told you he wouldn’t sell,” said one of the two girls in the group. She glared at Mike. “He’s selfish, just like all adults.”

      Mike struggled not to grin, remembering himself as a teenager, and how self-centered he’d been. He just shrugged a shoulder. “I hope you kids find a safe way out of Vegas.”

      With some mutterings among themselves, they soon moved on. He watched them go until they disappeared in the deepening gloom. Without streetlights or neon lights, it was downright spooky around here.

      It was another five minutes before he heard scraping sounds in the darkness. It sounded like the scuffle of shoes, but he couldn’t tell if it was someone who was clumsy, or someone who was trying to be stealthy and failed. He swung toward the sounds, raising his gun defensively. He heard a few more scraping sounds, and then two people emerged out of the shadows, getting close enough for him to see them with the moonlight and the fainter glow from the casino’s lights nearby. They must have a generator keeping basic lights on, but all their neon had gone out.

      The newcomers were a petite Asian woman holding a taller Caucasian man around the waist. The scuffing sound was from the man dragging his ankle. Mike remained on his guard, knowing it could be a trap to lull him into a false sense of security. As they got closer, he relaxed marginally, simply because he could see the swelling of the man’s ankle. He still didn’t lower the gun though.

      “Can you help us?” asked the woman. “I don’t think I can get Bryce much farther on my own.”

      Mike didn’t glance at the cab, but he jerked his head in that direction. “I’m sorry, but I’m watching over my friends while we wait for medical help.”

      She got closer, and he could see her eyes light up. “You have an ambulance coming? I’ve been trying to call nine-one-one forever, and I can’t get any response. It keeps telling me all circuits are busy.”

      “My friend went to get help at North Vista Hospital. She should be back soon.” Assuming everything went to plan, and she didn’t run into anyone who tried to harm her. He winced again, imagining Demi out there alone in this chaos. He should’ve found a way to go with her.

      “Do you mind if we wait with you? Maybe they can help my fiancé?”

      Mike eyed them warily, but he saw no signs of weapons. Finally, with a cautious nod, he said, “Why don’t you put down the tailgate, and you can sit on there?”

      “Thank you, mister.” She pulled Bryce closer, and he was clearly doing his best to help her navigate, but it was a hard job for her petite frame. Mike felt bad for not helping, but he still would not lower his guard or the gun. With a groan, Bryce heaved himself up onto the tailgate, and she spent a moment fussing over him.

      “Are you okay, baby?” she asked the man.

      Bryce grunted. “I suppose.”

      “I will go talk to this man.”

      “Don’t. He might hurt you,” Bryce whispered in a low voice as he shot a furtive look at Mike.

      It relieved Mike to hear the guy was as worried about his intentions as he was about theirs. He still didn’t lower his finger from the trigger guard, but he did lower the gun slightly. “I’m not going to hurt her or you. How did you guys end up in this situation?”

      “We were at the Shards of Glass concert, and the lights went out. It was just a freaking madhouse,” said the girl.

      “Keiko fell, and I used my body to keep her from getting trampled. Once I got her back on her feet, we made our way through the crowd and out of the casino. People were shoving and rushing, and one of them ended up pushing me off the curb. I landed hard on my ankle, and I was stuck there. Keiko couldn’t help me up very easily, and if it hadn’t been for an older couple with a huge boat of a car that was still running, we probably would’ve been stuck on The Boulevard as the fires got worse. I don’t know if you’ve seen them, but half the casinos are already gutted.”

      “I don’t understand why people don’t come to help.” Keiko’s voice quivered like she was about to cry.

      “They can’t. Most of their vehicles aren’t running either.” Mike shared that information as he nodded at Jolene, who was still unconscious behind the wheel. “My friend here is a police officer, and she said most of their cars aren’t working. It’s the same story with firetrucks and ambulances.”

      “Then they should have a bucket brigade or something. You can’t just let The Boulevard burn. That’s Vegas in a nutshell right there.”

      Mike tried to show no reaction to her naïveté. “I’m sure they’re doing the best they can.”

      “I guess so.” She sighed.

      “So, what happened to your ride, Bryce?” asked Mike.

      Keiko burst into tears, and Bryce leaned forward to hug her. When she had calmed slightly, he shifted enough to look more fully at Mike. “Two thugs with guns stood in the middle of the street and forced Herb to stop. I told him to keep going, that they’d either move or get hit, but he didn’t. He couldn’t imagine it would be that bad. He tried to talk them into just accepting a ride with us, but they dragged him and Margaret out of the car.

      “Keiko and I left voluntarily, getting on the side of the curb. Margaret was with us, but Herb kept trying to persuade the thugs not to steal his car. He was trying to tell them they could all share, but then more of them came out of the shadows, and it was clear there would not be enough room for everyone. Herb should have given in at that point, but he was a stubborn old coot.”

      Bryce’s voice broke for a moment, and he was clearly having trouble controlling his emotions. He cleared his throat before speaking again. “Rather than bother with him, or just make him get out of their way, they shot him.”

      “And they just left him in the middle of the road and drove right over him.” Keiko still sounded near tears, but she seemed to have regained some control. “Margaret ran to check on him, and she collapsed in the street. I don’t know if she had a heart attack or stroke, but she was dead in seconds.”

      “Maybe it was better that they went together,” said Mike. “It might’ve been easier on Margaret that way too.” From a strictly survival point-of-view, she probably would’ve had an easier time expiring in a relatively painless and quick fashion than she might’ve if she’d had to survive the next several months on her own.

      Keiko interpreted that in a more romantic way. “That’s true. They said they’d been married fifty-seven years. I know I wouldn’t want to live without Bryce.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” snapped Bryce.

      Mike jerked in astonishment, as did Keiko.

      Bryce’s tone softened a bit. “I’m just saying, if something happens to me, I want you to keep living. Okay?”

      She nodded, though it didn’t seem to be very convincing. “Sure, of course.”

      Mike didn’t want to ever be that dependent on someone else for his survival, so he was glad in that moment that he hadn’t met a woman who made him want to spend his life with her. At twenty-five, he was usually too busy with short-term relationships to worry about anything serious anyway, especially with living a nomadic life on the road half the year.

      Before he could say anything, he heard the unmistakable sound of wheels rolling over asphalt, and Demi appeared seconds later with six people, two of each pushing a gurney on wheels.

      “You made it.” Mike sagged slightly as Demi approached at a jog. He caught her in a hug and held her for a moment before letting her go.

      “I was lucky I didn’t have any trouble getting to the hospital. I had to use my fame to get attention and convince the medical people here to help get Jolene and her boys back to the hospital.” She whispered the last part, sounding embarrassed at the confession.

      Mike just grinned. “Sometimes, it’s good to be famous.”

      As though to emphasize his words, Keiko suddenly gasped. “Oh my gosh, you’re Demi Thicke.”

      Demi turned to look at her, tensing visibly. “Who’s that?” she asked Mike.

      “Meet Bryce and Keiko. They were at the concert tonight, and Bryce got injured in the rush to get out of Caesar’s Palace. They were waiting here for the medical team.”

      “There are only three gurneys,” said Demi. She looked at Mike, still not having acknowledged Keiko. “I was hoping to get a fourth one so we could get a chauffeured gurney back to the hospital for your leg, but there just weren’t enough people willing to leave the hospital. It’s a madhouse there.”

      He shrugged. “We’ll be fine.”

      “You are Demi, aren’t you?” asked Keiko, slightly more insistently.

      “Yeah, that’s me. I’m sorry that the medical people here will not be able to help your friend though. There’re only three gurneys, and they’re going to take the Haskins family with them.”

      At that moment, Jolene started to rouse as Mike moved back to let two of the people in scrubs come forward. “Mike?” she asked in a groggy voice.

      “I’m here, Jolene. These people are nurses, and they’re going to get you to the hospital.”

      Jolene’s response was a low groan. Speaking seemed to have taken everything out of her. She was unconscious again by the time the two of them maneuvered her enough out of the truck for the third nurse to step in and lift her legs. They had her on a gurney seconds later, strapping her in since they would have to push her back to the hospital.

      “Can the boys share a gurney?” asked Mike of a male attendant. He wasn’t wearing scrubs. Instead, he wore gray overalls.

      “Don’t ask me. I’m just a maintenance guy who offered to help.”

      “No, they definitely can’t,” snapped one of the female nurses.

      Mike didn’t take it personally. She was clearly busy, and he was just grateful that she had volunteered to come help the Haskins family.

      After they had the children loaded onto the gurneys as well, one of the nurses ripped open a package of something that looked like a thicker kind of gauze, but spongy. She put it on Dean’s gunshot wound, which was still bleeding freely. She must’ve realized Mike was watching her, because she looked up and met his gaze. “It’s a product called QuikClot. It helps stanch the flow of blood in an emergency, though of course he’ll still need surgery to have the bullet removed.”

      Mike nodded. “Thank you all for your help.”

      “You’re welcome,” said the maintenance man. The other five, all wearing similar scrubs, appeared too busy to respond to Mike’s words, but he didn’t mind. They were busy because they were focused on caring for the family who had helped him. In a mass exodus, the six of them set off, pushing the gurneys.

      Demi moved closer to Mike, laying her head against his shoulder. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get you help back to the hospital. Let’s see if we can get the truck fired up.”

      He wasn’t surprised by the suggestion, though it didn’t sit well with him to ride away and leave the Haskins to their fate. If the truck started, he’d tackle the subject of sticking around to check on them with Demi afterward.

      She got behind the wheel, turning the ignition. The truck stuttered and choked, temporarily firing to life before dying.

      “Try again,” said Mike.

      “Yeah, I will.” Demi tried once more, gently pumping the gas. Mike swore they all gasped simultaneously when the truck fired to life.

      “Hang on back there,” called Demi to Bryce, who was still sitting on the tail gate. A moment later, she put the truck in gear and slowly eased backward. The engine sounded rough but remained running. She grinned at Mike. “Get in, and we’ll go to the hospital.”

      “I could probably get by without a trip to the hospital.” Was he testing her? Maybe he was, and he realized that was a shitty thing to do. It shouldn’t matter if she wanted to go to the hospital for his benefit or to check on the Haskins, and he was feeling like a judgmental jerk for putting her in that position.

      Demi must have remained unaware, because she didn’t sound offended. “I think you should get checked out, but I also want to make sure the Haskins are safe. We wouldn’t have made it this far without them.” She nodded her head toward Bryce and Keiko. “Besides, it looks like he needs a trip to the hospital as well.”

      It relieved Mike that her reasons weren’t solely to benefit him, and that she cared about Jolene and her boys as well. She hadn’t abandoned her humanity or compassion. With a nod, he walked around the truck, pausing long enough to help Keiko reposition Bryce so they could close the tailgate. Then he offered her a hand as she climbed into the truck, bracing her thighs for a moment so she could join Bryce.

      After that, he moved to the passenger side and slid in. Blood coated the side, and he was worried about David all over again. The kid must’ve lost a significant amount of blood. Was he going to be able to recover from the gunshot wound and the car accident?

      Demi headed out as soon as he closed the door. Mike kept his gun angled against the doorframe. That was easy, since the window had cracked, and he used the butt of his rifle to knock the entire safety panel into the street.

      They reached the hospital a bit later without incident, and Demi got out first so she could help Keiko get Bryce down. She left the engine running and insisted Mike go on in with them while she tried to find parking. He agreed, knowing Keiko would have trouble getting Bryce in by herself, and his leg was throbbing. It had soaked through the strip of T-shirt by now, and he would need stitches sooner rather than later.

      He helped Keiko navigate Bryce through the crowd of people, shocked to see a line stretching out of the hospital. A few people groused at them for trying to push their way through, but some people were kind and let them move through without incident.

      They met a harried nurse at the entrance, and she took one look at Bryce and Mike before nodding. “You definitely get a space. There aren’t many chairs left, but you’ll find somewhere to sit down in the waiting room.”

      “What’s this line?” asked Mike.

      “People who aren’t as serious, and who are deemed able to stand. Go on through.” She was trying to push them through quickly.

      “My friend will be coming to join us. She’s not injured, but if you could let her through—she has kind of orange-red hair with purple highlights—”

      The nurse nodded but didn’t commit. Mike and Keiko moved on, holding Bryce between them, and he decided that if she didn’t appear in a few minutes, he’d go out and try to find her.

      The nurse hadn’t been exaggerating when she said it was crazy. There was one available seat that he saw, and he and Keiko maneuvered Bryce to it. There was still room on the floor near it, so he sat down as Keiko kneeled in front of her fiancé. Mike’s leg was throbbing, and he cautiously removed the makeshift T-shirt bandage, wincing at the amount of blood still flowing freely.

      “That looks awful.”

      Mike jerked in surprise and looked up to see Demi standing over him. He grinned at her. “I wasn’t sure the nurse would let you through.”

      “She was a bit of a dragon lady, but maybe she recognized me, or maybe she believed me when I said I wasn’t being treated. Either way, she let me through, so here I am.” She looked at his leg closer. “That really does look terrible.” She wasn’t bantering this time.

      Mike gulped, realizing it was as bad as he thought it was. “Maybe you should go ahead and get out of Vegas. I’m just going to slow you down at this point.”

      She shook her head at him, glaring as though she was offended by his suggestion.  “We’re in this together.”

      “I don’t want you to be stuck here. It could be hours before someone gets to my leg.”

      “It won’t be hours.” With those words, Demi moved away from him.

      Mike tried to keep sight of her in the crowd, and he was glad her hair was so distinctive. He tracked her as she made her way to the reception desk, where the staff was clearly overwhelmed with requests. Demi waited her turn, and then she spoke with the receptionist. He could tell even from his distance that the conversation was growing increasingly heated, and Demi finally threw her hands in the air and turned away.

      He expected her request to get him expedited had met with failure, and while the selfish part of him was disappointed, another part of him was glad the medical people were treating the more seriously injured first, and that fame couldn’t buy favoritism in this situation.

      He expected Demi to come back to them, but instead, she moved closer to the emergency room doors. It was clearly a locked system, because he was sure other people would’ve crowded in there by now if they’d been able to get through the doors.

      He watched as Demi stood there casually for the next five minutes, just waiting. Finally, the doors opened again, and a security guard came out, baton extended, as another harried nurse called someone’s name. That person stood up and limped slowly toward the emergency room entrance. As he got closer to Demi, she moved forward and put an arm around his waist, slipping right through the door with him. It closed behind her a moment later.

      Mike’s mouth gaped open. What was Demi planning? She wasn’t likely to get one of the busy people working the emergency room to slip away and take care of his leg when he just needed stitches. There were others far worse off than him.

      “Where’s Demi?” asked Keiko. “She never came back.”

      He shrugged, deciding not to mention that she’d just sneaked into the emergency room. “I’ve lost track of her in the crowd.”

      “She’s amazing, isn’t she? Is she your girlfriend?”

      “Yeah, she’s amazing, but no, she’s not my girlfriend. She’s my best friend in the world though.”

      Keiko’s eyes widened, and she suddenly gasped, clapping a hand to her mouth. “Oh. You’re Mike Cromwell. I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize your earlier.” She looked like she was flustered enough to cry.

      Mike laughed it off. “I’m just the drummer. Demi’s our front man, um, woman, so of course it was natural that you’d recognize her. That hair is hard to miss.” He grinned.

      “It is so beautiful, though I like her natural shade too. When she first debuted it on your newest tour, I thought about doing that ombre effect, but my office job would have a hissy fit.”

      “That, and she listened when I said I didn’t like purple hair.” Bryce winked at her.

      “I’ll do what I want with my hair, Bryce.” She stuck out her tongue at him, removing any heat from her words.

      “Your hair is perfect just the way it is, just like you.”

      Mike thought their interaction was sweet, but it was almost enough to turn his stomach. Either that, or blood loss was catching up with him. He was close to vomiting.

      Demi appeared then, slipping into the circle of the crowded area where they sat. He blinked. “Where did you come from?” He’d kept an eye on the emergency room door, expecting her to be ejected at any moment.

      “There’s another exit that’s not marked, and it comes out farther down the hallway.”

      As she sat beside him, she unloaded her arms. There was a bottle of something clear, along with gauze, tape, and what he recognized as suture kits. He wasn’t sure what the rest of the tools were. “What’s all that?”

      “I will clean and stitch your leg.”

      “The hell you are,” said Mike. He softened his tone a moment later. “Look, I appreciate the effort, but I don’t want you to practice on me. I think stitching is probably a lot different from sewing something.”

      “It sure is, but it’s a good thing for you that my crazy dad insisted I learn how to put stitches in. I even know how to use the lidocaine.” As she spoke, she lifted a glass vial and a syringe, drawing some medicine into the syringe. “Now, don’t be a big baby, Mike.”

      He wanted to run away, but he was in a way trapped. Considering all the other knowledge Demi had displayed this evening, he doubted she was exaggerating her skills when it came to stitching, so he forced himself to stay still as she opened the bottle and poured it on the wound. It burned, and he hissed. “What the heck is that?”

      “Just sterile water, you big baby.” She winked at him to take the sting out of the words. “It’s because the wound is deep that it hurts.”

      “Why didn’t you give me the lidocaine first?”

      “I have to be able to see the wound before I can inject lidocaine, and besides, lidocaine only lasts about ten minutes. You’re going to want it for stitches instead of this. Trust me.”

      Mike conceded that point, gritting his teeth as she used a handful of gauze to clean the wound. After that, she started injecting the lidocaine. The first injection hurt, stinging badly, especially when she raked the needle along the wound. He felt the next injection, but none of the subsequent ones.

      The gash was a good three inches long, and it was deep. She went straight to work, but within the first stitch, it was clear she knew what she was doing. She used a pair of scissors to hold one side and something she called a needle pusher to push the curved needle through his skin. He could feel a tugging sensation from time to time, but it didn’t hurt. As she neared the end of the wound, he felt the needle go in, and he winced. “Ow.”

      “The lidocaine’s wearing off, but we’re almost done. It would hurt just as much to get another injection of it as it would for me to do the last closure. Here we go.” She pushed the needle through the other side of his incision before grasping it with the scissors and pulling it up and over. Then she twisted it into some kind of knot in midair before pulling it through and knotting it one more time. After that, she clipped the thread. “It might scar, but at least it’ll hold, and you’ll heal.”

      “Thanks, Demi.”

      “That was amazing.” Keiko spoke with clear awe, hero worship shining in her eyes. “Can you help Bryce?”

      Demi looked at his ankle briefly before shaking her head. “I would if I could, but I think it’s obviously broken. You’re going to need someone to set it. As bad as it looks, Bryce is likely to need surgery, anyway.”

      “Oh.” Keiko looked disappointed, but no less in awe of Demi. “Where did you learn that?”

      “My dad insisted we have training in basic first-aid.” Demi spoke dispassionately as she covered the stitches with the gauze pad and wrapped a length of self-adhering tape around it to keep it in place.

      “That’s a lucky thing.”

      “Yeah,” said Demi, sounding a little sour. Keiko didn’t seem to notice.

      Mike hated to mention it, but he could still feel the head wound trickling from time to time, so he leaned forward. “Can you check out my head wound too, Demi?”

      She hadn’t stripped off her gloves yet, so she paused in the motion of doing so. She leaned forward, and he could feel her fingers moving over it a moment later. He winced at the light touch, because the surrounding area was swollen.

      “I think you need a few stitches up here too, Mike.”

      He gritted his teeth. “I’m sure. Can you give me lidocaine before you pull off the butterflies?”

      “No,” she said as she ripped off one.

      Mike thought he might’ve grayed out from the pain. The next thing he felt was a needle going into his incision, and he recognized the sting from the lidocaine. It would be a long night.
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      Demi looked up as she was finishing the last stitch in Mike’s head, aware of the receptionist at the desk with whom she’d tangled glaring at her a few feet away. Demi glared back. She hadn’t made an unreasonable request. She hadn’t asked them to put Mike at the head of the line. All she’d requested was a suture kit and some supplies to clean his wounds.

      When the nurse refused, she’d taken Mike’s head into her own hands. Since she was pretty much done with Mike’s wound now, she could do battle with the nurse if she chose to escalate it. Technically, Demi had committed theft by stealing some supplies, but she’d be happy to give them her black AmEx to cover any charges. As worthless as it was soon to be, they could keep the card and charge whatever they wanted on it.

      After a moment, the nurse looked away, distracted by other people. Demi let out a small sigh of relief. She was prepared to battle if she had to, but she’d prefer that the incident just go under the radar. Now that Mike was taken care of, she could rest a little.

      “Are we done?” he asked from his awkward position, with his head dangling down.

      “Just let me finish the bandage.” She had clipped as close to his scalp as she could, trimming the hair around the incision enough that she hoped the bandage would adhere. It would’ve been better to have a razor, but she hadn’t thought to look for one, and they hadn’t kept any in the supply cart, at least not in the drawer marked “Sutures.” She hadn’t had much time to browse, certain at any moment someone would realize she didn’t belong, so she’d grabbed what she could and fled. She’d have to make do.

      The bandage adhered, though she hadn’t been confident it would since she couldn’t wrap his head with a self-adhesive bandage, and she had to rely on the paper tape instead. Even if the bandage came off, the stitches were good, but they needed to be covered for a short time to reduce the risk of infection.

      She wished she’d had a chance to grab antibiotics, but they probably kept those in a different area. Finding the bottles of lidocaine beside the suture kits had been a logical pairing, but they kept no doubt drugs like antibiotics locked up somewhere in the ER. In a pinch, should he start to develop an infection on the road, they could find a pet supply store and get him some fish amoxicillin. It was the same drug as used for humans, though created with less oversight and quality control.

      “I need a little rest. How about you, Mike?”

      He leaned back, looking pale. “Yeah, I think so.”

      She figured the paleness was more from events of the last half-hour than from blood loss. He’d definitely lost his share, but not enough that it worried her he’d need a transfusion. She moved to sit beside him, bracing herself against the wall and resting her head on his shoulder. It was a comfortable and familiar pose, and she soon fell asleep.

      She woke to the sound of shouting, stretching her aching back and opening her eyes as she became alert in an instant. She shook Mike, and his eyes opened immediately too. “We should get out of here.” She pointed to the emergency room doors that had been locked. She’d had to use the ruse of helping the injured man inside to get through them.

      Apparently, the crowd had grown tired of waiting, and they were hammering at the doors and trying to push their way through. She wasn’t certain if the locks would hold, but she hoped they would for the sake of the people on the other side. She looked around, noticing Bryce and Keiko were gone. “Do you know what happened to Keiko and Bryce?”

      “They took him back about an hour ago,” said Mike. “I remember Keiko waking me up to tell me they had called his name.”

      That was a relief. She didn’t have to worry about how to help Bryce through this crowd. “Let’s go.” She stood up, slipping the last three suture kits and the lidocaine, along with a syringe and an irrigator, into her pocket. She left the bottled water and the gauze, since she had no way to carry them without using one of her hands, and she might need to keep those free. She hoped they wouldn’t need any more of the suture kits, but since they had them, they might as well take them.

      Mike could walk better than she’d expected. He was a bit slow and limping, but he was moving freely on his own. He didn’t require her help, which was beneficial. As a bonus, he still had his rifle. No one had taken it from him in the chaos, and she was glad of it.

      She had left hers in the truck without thinking, and she could well imagine it was gone now, likely with the truck itself. The keys were in her pocket, but that meant nothing to someone who was determined and had enough knowledge to hot-wire an older vehicle—especially one with a missing window that allowed easy entrance.

      She led Mike to the door she’d exited from when she slipped out of the ER. It was unlocked, and as soon as it closed behind them, she pressed the button labeled Lock. The ER department should be in lockdown to protect everyone from the crowd outside.

      They split off from the main area and followed another corridor, which took them around and down, passing Radiology and a few other departments before they took a right, following the Exit sign. The route took them back into the hospital rather than outside, and Demi was glad of that. She wanted to find the Haskins and check on them if she could.

      There was a sign for the cafeteria going one way, and another one identified as Main Campus. She assumed that was the one they needed, and they started walking that way.

      They’d gone a few feet when a voice behind them called, “Hey.”

      Demi froze, turning slowly. The voice was familiar, and she wasn’t at all surprised to see it was the receptionist she had tangled with at the ER intake desk.

      The woman was mid-fifties, with iron-gray curls that looked like they didn’t dare move even in a hurricane, and a name tag that identified her as Eileen. She marched closer to them. “I know what you did.”

      Demi shrugged. “He’s not dead, and he’s no longer waiting in that madhouse. I’m not going to apologize.”

      Eileen’s lips pursed, but she nodded after a moment. “I’ll concede you seemed to know what you’re doing. What is it you’re doing here though?”

      “I assume you know what it was like in the waiting room?”

      Eileen nodded. “We have a lot of frantic folks out there. A lot more have shown up with bodies of their relatives, who have expired from lack of oxygen and other equipment that kept them alive. I don’t know what they expect us to do after the fact.” A hint of sadness appeared on her face, ruining her iron bitch routine. “But why are you here, in this area?”

      “We’re trying to find our friends. They came in earlier. The Haskins family? There was a car accident, but someone shooting caused it at us, and one of the bullets hit one of the kids, David Haskins.”

      “I think I remember the family, but I don’t know what happened to them. If you go around to the main campus, you’ll find a patient directory. It’s an automated system, so all you have to do is type in the name, and it’ll show you what room they’re in unless they requested privacy. Since the generator is running, it should still be getting enough power to function, though it turns less critical systems off or receive reduced priority in a power outage.”

      “Thank you.” Demi managed a genuine smile.

      Eileen apparently did the same, and it softened her significantly. “Good luck finding your friends and getting to safety.”

      Demi hesitated a moment longer. “Do you realize this isn’t temporary? It could go on for months or years?”

      Eileen looked around, and then she nodded once. “They station my husband at Nellis, and he sent me our special code a few minutes before all the power went off. I don’t know exactly what happened, but I know I’m supposed to get to our cabin near Tahoe as fast as I can.”

      “Why are you still here then?” Demi couldn’t imagine that she’d had hours of warning, and yet here she was.

      “Because I have a job to do first. I’ll be leaving in a little while. I hope you have a plan too?”

      Demi nodded. “One more thing, Eileen?” At the older woman’s nod, she said, “Don’t tell anybody about your cabin in Tahoe. When you go, slip away quietly and don’t take anyone with you.”

      Eileen shrugged. “I will take a couple of my colleagues here, but I understand what you’re saying. I definitely won’t be divulging the information of where it’s located to anyone else.”

      With a nod, Demi and Mike continued on, finding the directory Eileen had mentioned just a few minutes later. Fortunately, the Haskins hadn’t requested privacy, so they could get the room number.

      “Do you think you can climb four flights of stairs?” asked Demi as they neared the elevator and stairs.

      Mike groaned. “I’d rather not.”

      “I understand, but there’s no telling how well-maintained the generator is. If it goes offline while we’re in the elevator, it could trap us for hours. Do you really want to take that risk?”

      Mike’s answer was another groan, coupled with bypassing the elevators and going to the door with the Stairs icon. He entered first, and she remained behind him, wanting to offer a steadying hand should he need it. Other than being slow, his progress was independent, and he made it to the fourth floor with her right behind him several minutes later. In other circumstances, they could’ve jogged up the stairs and covered as much distance in a third the time, but she was relatively satisfied with how quickly he’d been able to do it, especially since he clearly hurt.

      Once on the fourth floor, it wasn’t difficult to find the Haskins’ room. As they reached it, Demi knocked and hovered outside. “May we come in?”

      Jolene appeared at the doorway, and she seemed surprised to see them. “Of course.” She moved back so they could enter. There was a bandage on her temple, but otherwise, she appeared fine.

      When they entered the room, Demi saw Dean sported something similar on his forehead. The bandage wrapped around his head like a sweatband, and it was a fluorescent-green shade. She couldn’t help wondering if the supplies had been running low, or if Dean had chosen that color. Either way, he was awake and fine, or appeared to be.

      Her gaze moved to David, and he was asleep in the bed. There was an IV leading into his hand, and he looked pale, almost grayish in color. “How is he?” She found herself subconsciously whispering.

      Jolene spoke in a normal tone. “He lost a lot of blood. They had to give him a transfusion, and it can take a day or so before his color starts to return, according to the doctor. He’s been awake, and they didn’t see any permanent damage. He might have a little trouble using his shoulder for a few months, and there’s a slight possibility of permanent nerve damage, which can cause some numbness and tingling from time to time, but he’s going to pull through.”

      “I’m so glad to hear it.” Demi moved closer, seeing heavy bandaging on the right side of his head. “Was he shot there too? We thought it was blunt impact, but we couldn’t tell.”

      “Not shot. He slammed into the passenger window, so he has a concussion too, but the doctor didn’t seem too concerned about that in light of his other injury.”

      Mike moved closer, putting a hand briefly on David’s foot and squeezing lightly. “Hang in there, buddy.”

      “He should be out in a couple of days.”

      Demi looked at Jolene when she spoke. “Just be careful. The main floor of the hospital is overrun already with desperate people. If they have a way to shut down the wards, they probably will and should. I hope they’re stocking supplies on each floor first.”

      “Surely they are. It’s only for a couple of days though.” Jolene patted her hip. “They let me keep my weapon as soon as they found out I was a cop, so I have a way to protect them if needed.”

      Demi wasn’t certain how many rounds her pistol had, but twelve or fifteen was likely. Up against a crowd like the one downstairs, she didn’t know if it would help, but she would not be negative. “We’ll stay here with you until you’re ready to travel, and then we’ll all go together.” She almost surprised herself by making the offer. She was frantic to get to Lacey, but they wouldn’t have survived without Jolene’s help, and it didn’t seem right to just leave them there.

      Jolene blinked for a minute, looking like she might cry. Instead, she cleared her throat. “That’s very sweet of you, but it really isn’t necessary. I’ve called Nathan, my ex, and he’s on his way from Houston. He has an old farm truck that he promises will make the distance, and he’ll be here before they discharge David. Then we will go camping at Red Rock Canyon for a while until all this blows over, if the power’s still out by then.”

      Demi nodded. “That sounds like a sound plan.” She licked her lips, hesitating for a moment. “Do you have a long-term plan if it doesn’t blow over?”

      Jolene blinked. “Why wouldn’t it? The government will come and fix everything. They must have hardened vehicles. We just have to get through the next few weeks.”

      Demi pressed just a little. “Just in case the government doesn’t show up, assuming maybe they’re too overwhelmed to make Vegas or Nevada a priority, do you guys have a plan in mind?”

      Jolene looked like she wanted to argue for a minute, and she even opened her mouth to do so before she closed it again. She tilted her head slightly to the right, as though truly contemplating for the first time that maybe this wouldn’t end. “I… I suppose we could go back with Nathan to Houston. He has a nice hobby farm there, and I’m lucky enough that he hasn’t remarried, so there wouldn’t be any conflict with a new wife. He and I sometimes want to kill each other if we’re in the same room, but we can overcome that for the sake of our boys. I guess that would be our long-term plan.”

      “I’m glad you have something in mind.” It was a weight off Demi’s mind. Now that she’d planted the seed, she imagined Jolene would think more about it and come up with a plan that would ensure their survival. “In that case, we should get going. Mike and I still have a long way to go to get to our families.”

      “I understand. Thank you all for helping us get to the hospital.”

      “And thank you for rescuing me and for helping Mike.” Demi shook Jolene’s hand and moved back. Mike came over, and he hugged Jolene. Demi wasn’t surprised. Mike was always more of a spontaneously affectionate type than she was. She barely liked to be touched by people she knew, with Mike being the exception. She never was the kind to hug strangers. It was one of the worst parts of being famous, when people would come up and put an arm around her and ask for a selfie or something. It’d taken her a long time to train herself not to shove them off and yell at them for being overly familiar.

      After saying their goodbyes, she and Mike walked down all the flights of stairs again, this time following the signs for the exit. It led them out on the side of the hospital opposite from where they’d entered, and this side wasn’t quite as crazy. Together, they walked around the side of the hospital to where Demi had parked the truck. It was a long trek, and Mike was clearly getting wary, so she hoped she was wrong that someone had likely stolen the truck while they were inside.

      It came as no surprise when they reached the place where she had parked, and there was an empty spot. Just to be sure, she walked around the spaces, but she knew where she had parked. The truck was gone. Inside of it, there’d been three rifles that were also gone. Now they just had the one Mike still carried.

      Briefly, she considered making her way back to the Haskins apartment and taking the other few that had been in the safe, but then she remembered Jolene had closed and locked it with her fingerprint, so it wouldn’t do any good to go back and retrace their steps even if the building had somehow managed to survive the fire—which seemed highly unlikely.

      Once again, they were stranded, on foot, and only slightly better off. At least they had one weapon between them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Mike Cromwell

        

      

    

    
      Mike’s progress was much slower now, but Demi didn’t spur him to hurry up. There was no point in making him push himself. It would just leave him more incapacitated later. One advantage to his slower pace was it made it easier for her as well. She didn’t feel quite the need to stop and rest as she had during some of their more frantic moments of flight throughout the evening. She was positive she could maintain this pace for hours, as long as Mike could as well.

      They emerged into a different neighborhood after what felt like forever. There were a mix of businesses and some homes around. She knew they must be in North Las Vegas, and she thought she could see a sign offering directions to Nellis Air Force Base ahead but wasn’t close enough to read it just yet.

      As they were walking, she caught sight of a souvenir stand nearby. It surprised her to see it was open. The guy sitting on a small backless stool seemed nonchalant. She gestured in his direction with her head after locking gazes with Mike, and they detoured his way. He was a big, black guy, with a gleaming bald head, and he looked slightly intimidating. She could see why he was confident in keeping his stand open even amid some chaos. “I’m surprised you’re not closed up.”

      He shrugged. “I already had all my stuff out. It’s not the first time I’ve seen people act like idiots in Vegas.”

      She frowned, debating about whether to mention it could be something more long term. It distracted her when her gaze fell on a bottle of water, and she remembered how parched she was. “How much for the water?”

      “Ten dollars each.”

      She blinked. “Ten dollars? You can get more than one case for ten dollars at the store.”

      He smirked at her. “Then you should go do that.”

      Muttering, she reached into her wallet to remove her credit card. She held it out to him, and he just snorted. “I can’t take that. No power.”

      “I have six bucks,” said Mike.

      “Then you just need four more,” said the guy.

      Demi let out an exasperated sigh. She hated to do it, but it had worked with the hospital staff. “Do you know who I am?”

      He looked at her for a moment and didn’t blink. Then he said, “You’re in that one group. I don’t know your name, but your music is shit.”

      “Wow.” So much for that idea. She wasn’t even going to bother to flirt with him.

      “Come on, guy. Can’t you give us just one bottle of water for six bucks?” asked Mike. He was his usual charming self.

      After a minute, the guy nodded once. “One bottle of water and a couple of T-shirts for six bucks. I also want your autograph, Mr. Cromwell.”

      Demi didn’t know whether to be amused or offended. The guy recognized Mike and knew his name, where she herself had barely been a blip on his radar. It was definitely something new. She wondered if Mike would remind her about it in the future and tease her about the time, she had been the disregarded bandmate.

      Demi’s eyes widened when the guy lifted his shirt, showing Mike should sign his abs. Seeing the way he shuddered with pleasure as Mike accidentally touched his stomach, she suddenly realized why he knew Mike’s name and not hers. Mike was much more his type. Whatever worked.

      After exchanging his autograph and six bucks for the bottle of water and two T-shirts, he nodded to the guy, as did Demi. He didn’t even look in Demi’s direction, but his gaze didn’t leave Mike for a few seconds as they started walking again. Once they were out of his hearing, she laughed. “Someone has a crush on you.”

      Mike shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time. At least it got us water and shirts.”

      She looked down at the shirt she’d taken when Mike handed it to her. “I wonder why he gave us these?”

      “Uh, probably because we’re covered with blood.”

      She looked down, abruptly realizing blood from the Haskins family, and possibly some from Mike, decorated her shirt. There was no one in the immediate vicinity, so she turned to face the closest building and peeled off the sequin top she’d worn for the performance before slipping on the red T-shirt that assured her what happened in Vegas stayed in Vegas.

      Mike changed too, and they’d just started walking again when they heard the sound of a car backfiring behind them. Demi and Mike froze, turning slowly as the big, old car crept down the street. She should be excited to see a working vehicle, but it raised her hackles, especially since it might be the same car that had been hijacked from the older couple who tried to help Bryce and Keiko. Mike had relayed the story to her on the drive to the hospital, so it was the third-hand information, but that’s where her mind jumped.

      She froze, hand on her empty holster, as the car stopped in front of them, and the front passenger-side window went down. A greasy-looking guy stuck his head out the window. “Hey, baby. Want a ride?”

      “No, thanks.”

      He frowned. “Don’t worry. Your friend can come too.”

      He was saying the right things, but her instincts were screaming at her to stay away from the vehicle. She shook her head. “No, thanks.”

      After trying to persuade her and Mike for another minute, the guy rolled up his window with a muttered curse, and the car sped off.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t accept the ride. We would have made better time.” Mike shifted, perhaps unconsciously, and it reminded her of his leg injury.

      “I’m sorry we’re going to keep walking, but my instincts were screaming at me not to get in that car. What if it was the same group of people who hijacked that older couple trying to help Bryce and Keiko?”

      Mike looked skeptical. “It could be, but they also ran over that poor old fellow, and I didn’t see any damage to the front of the vehicle. I think it would’ve been just fine.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe they’ll make a trip around the block, and you can flag them down. I wouldn’t get in that car if you paid me though.” It was a strong visceral reaction, and she couldn’t explain it any better than that.

      “It’s fine. I love walking.”

      She couldn’t tell if Mike was being slightly sarcastic or serious. She knew when there were times free in various cities, he liked to wander around for hours, but that was without the pressing need to reach his family or a deep wound on his leg.

      “I’m sorry I made the decision for both of us,” she said after they started walking again. “My dad always said to trust your instincts, and they were telling me not to get in the vehicle. Still, you could’ve decided to go with them if you wanted.”

      Mike stopped for a minute, turning to glare at her. “We’re in this together. I’m not going to leave you just for a ride. It’d have to be a ride and a steak dinner, and maybe a night in a four-star hotel.”

      “Jerk.” She punched him lightly in the shoulder as she insulted him, and they started walking again. Everything felt fine between them now, so she suggested, “Let’s cut over at this block and go a slightly different way.” She didn’t have to say she didn’t want to be on the same route those men had taken, just in case they were setting up a trap. Mike seemed to understand, and he turned to the right without complaint.

      Their detour proved to be useful as they saw a Walgreens a few minutes later. It was actually still open, and they approached cautiously. There was a security guard armed with a pistol standing outside. He nodded to them as they approached. “Evening, folks.”

      “Hi,” said Mike. “Are you taking credit cards?”

      The guard nodded. “Yes, they are. There are rules though. No crazy antics and no theft. We’re dealing harshly with that sort of thing right now, since the police aren’t responding. I need to ask you to be orderly and calm while shopping. We’ve had some shoppers that try the patience tonight.”

      “We definitely won’t be among them,” said Demi, flashing him a grin.

      “All right, then go on in.” He waved them forward.

      Demi and Mike both nodded, and she wondered if he meant he would shoot thieves on sight. Society hadn’t broken down that far yet, and that would be quite a gamble on the security guard’s part to assume he could get away with shooting someone. Maybe he just intended to rough them up and toss them out. Either way, it didn’t apply to her, and she hoped they didn’t run into any trouble while they were in the store.

      She turned to Mike as they passed through the opened door. “If they’re taking credit cards, we’re good.” She could barely hide her excitement. When was the last time the idea of shopping for herself, especially at Walgreens, held so much appeal?

      As they passed the checkout stand, they heard the manager arguing with two employees. The employees wanted to shut down the store and leave, but the manager was insisting they stay. He didn’t want to have to answer to Corporate about why the store had closed when it was supposed to be open three hundred sixty-five days per year. She shook her head at that, but she was glad the manager was obtuse. It meant they were still open, and they had a chance to get some things they needed.

      They went first to the backpacks, finding a small selection. They were all standard backpacks, so they wouldn’t hold nearly as much as the packs they’d had from Kenny’s store, but they would have to do for now. They loaded food and supplies straight into the packs before moving on to the shoes.

      Demi was so happy to shed the high-heeled boots that she could have wept as she slipped on a pair of thick socks before donning a cheap pair of black sneakers. Mike already wore more expensive sneakers, so he didn’t need to change footwear. He did take some extra socks at her urging though.

      As they left that aisle and headed up front, she noticed a little display set up, pitching hiking at Red Rock Canyon. The display included a couple of sleeping bags, and she and Mike grabbed them and tied them to their backpacks using a bungee cord they found on the household aisle.

      When they went to the check stand, the manager was there, standing behind the one employee behind the counter. The other one was out of sight. She wondered if the woman had walked out. They set down their bags so the clerk could scan them.

      The manager eyed the sleeping bags and shook his head. “Those aren’t for sale. They’re just part of the display, so I can’t sell them to you.”

      “I’ll give you five hundred for each one,” said Demi.

      He frowned, looking around. “I’m not supposed to…” His voice sounded weak though.

      She put her black AmEx down. “Six hundred each.”

      After a brief hesitation, he nodded at his cashier, and the sullen younger man manually rang in purchases for six hundred for each sleeping bag.

      “Oh, wait.” Mike reached over and pillaged the gum and candy rack, adding several more things.

      She eyed them with surprise. “Are you going to be able to put those in your backpack? I thought it was full.”

      “I have an idea.” With those words, he ran over to the small display of clothes Walgreens offered for sale. He returned with two light windbreakers, handing one to her. It was a medium, so it should fit just fine. She slipped it on and filled the pockets with more gum and candy as the cashier scanned them.

      When the clerk finished scanning their items, Demi happily passed over her credit card. She would’ve paid eight times as much for the supplies, since she didn’t ever expect to get the bill. She nodded at both of them, and they put on their backpacks again. Mike had to take off his rifle for a moment, and the kid gasped. Apparently, he hadn’t seen it before. The manager looked nervous as well.

      “Relax. It’s not for you.” Demi grinned at both of them, adding a bit of batting of her eyelashes to soften them so they didn’t shout for the security guard. She was surprised the security guard hadn’t noticed the rifle before either, but she hadn’t been about to point it out to him.

      After they donned their backpacks over the jackets, and Mike had re-secured his rifle, they headed out of Walgreens. When the security guard saw Mike’s rifle, he blanched, but he made no comment as they lifted their hands and told him good night. They walked a little before Mike asked, “Do you think we should warn them?”

      She shook her head. “No. We can’t warn everyone. Most people will not believe us, anyway.” She wasn’t even entirely sure that Mike really believed her, but surely, he’d seen enough crazy stuff this evening to realize this wasn’t normal. He seemed to be processing the idea that it might last awhile, and that’s all she could do right now. She couldn’t force him to accept the situation.

      Part of her still clung to the hope that she was wrong anyway, but she didn’t believe it. Not because she was incredibly arrogant, but because everything was playing out exactly as she’d learned it would in the classes her father insisted, she and Lacey take instead of something she had considered useful at the time, like math.

      Now, she was grateful for the knowledge her father had imparted, though she still resented his methods. They walked for a few blocks, gradually making their way back toward North Carey Boulevard so they could take it out of town. As they neared an intersection ahead, they saw two bodies on the ground.

      When they got closer, she recognized the one who had stuck his head out the car window to talk to them, even with a bullet wound straight through his forehead. Someone had carjacked them and left the two for dead. There was no need to check to see if they had survived it somehow. There wasn’t enough of the other one’s face left to even bother, and the one who had spoken to her was clearly dead.

      “Are those the same guys…?”

      She nodded at Mike. “I think so.” She knew for sure the one man had been in that car.

      “You knew this would happen.” Mike sounded awed… or maybe frightened.

      Demi laughed uncomfortably. “I didn’t know this would happen. I was just listening to my instincts. Maybe these guys meant us no harm, and maybe they weren’t the carjackers who stole the car of that couple. Either way, if we’d been with them, we would have been shot in the head too. I’m glad we didn’t get in their car.”

      “Me too,” said Mike, still sounding impressed. “Remind me not to distrust your gut again.”

      She laughed. “That’s not how it works. You need to learn how to trust your own gut, Mike. What if your gut is telling you something completely different from my gut tells me?”

      “I will listen to your gut.”

      She shook her head, hoping he’d realized what she meant, eventually. She appreciated the vote of confidence, but Mike needed to learn to listen to himself to stay alive too. They might not end their journey together, since there was no telling what could happen on the road. She wanted to make sure her best friend could take care of himself if the need arose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Mike Cromwell

        

      

    

    
      His leg was starting to hurt pretty badly with each step, and he knew he would have to tell Demi he needed a break soon. Even with his injury, he thought they’d made a pretty good progress, and he expected them to clear the outer areas of Vegas sometime by midmorning. The sun hadn’t started to rise yet, but the night sky was lightening as it prepared to fade to day. He slowed down for a minute, leaning against the wall of the nearest building as his leg throbbed. As he did so, he glanced across the road, and his heart skipped a beat. “Demi.”

      She paused and then turned around. “Do you need a rest?”

      He shrugged. “I could use one, but I have an idea first. Let’s check out the delivery store over there.”

      She frowned. “What for?”

      “It says they offer bike and car delivery. They might have bikes or a scooter. I’d even take a wagon at this point.”

      She huffed. “Not if you expect me to pull it.”

      Mike grinned at her as they fell into step, crossing the street. This was a relatively quiet neighborhood, and he couldn’t help wondering if everybody had gone to bed without realizing what was going on, or if they’d already fled. There was definitely the smell of smoke in the air, but it didn’t seem to be accompanied by an intense fire. This area appeared to have mostly escaped the fire damage.

      When they reached the courier store, he wasn’t at all surprised to find the front door locked. He looked around, feeling like a naughty child, when he said, “Let’s see if there’s a back entrance.”

      Demi didn’t bat an eye. She undoubtedly understood what he had in mind but clearly had no objection. They went around back with her in the lead and found another locked door, but this one was wooden with a large window beside it.

      He was eyeing the door, trying to figure out how to get past the lock, when Demi lifted a rock nearby and threw it through the window. He braced himself for alarms before remembering they wouldn’t go off. Then he glared at her. “Not exactly subtle.”

      She shrugged. “Do you know how to pick a lock?” When Mike shook his head, she shrugged again. “Neither do I.” She reached in through the broken glass to open the lock, and the doorknob turned a moment later. She pulled her hand out of the way before pushing the door fully open so Mike could enter first.

      He shook his head but didn’t argue. Instead, he took the rifle and moved it to a defensive position. It was a little ironic to consider defending himself against the owner of the shop he’d broken into, but it seemed foolish not to have the rifle available should he need it.

      A quick search of the building revealed it was deserted. There was no upper-level where someone could live, and they had the place to themselves. All the bikes were stored in the front of the store, and each one had three wheels and a large box-like attachment on the front. He pried the lid off one and eyed the depths. It would probably work.

      With a little hop, he managed to get his uninjured leg over the side, followed by the hurt one, and squeezed into the box, sitting on the floor of it. It was snug and certainly designed for cargo instead of an adult, but he thought it might work. He’d have to sit almost sideways so Demi could see though.

      Demi came to stand beside him. “What are you doing?”

      He wiggled his shoulders a bit so he could get into a position that felt more comfortable. “I’m seeing if I can ride like this.”

      Her eyes widened. “I thought you wanted bikes for both of us?”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I can’t keep walking on this leg, but I might be able to pedal. I can try if you don’t think you can ride with me on the bike.”

      She chewed on her lower lip for a moment before sighing. “I’ll give it a shot, but we won’t make good time.”

      He nodded. “It has to be better than me on foot, since every step is agony.”

      She sighed again. “Okay.” She walked around the bike to sit on the seat. They positioned the bike to go out the main door, but she just took it for a ride around the room for a few laps. It was obviously taking a toll on her.

      He frowned. “If you can’t…”

      She gritted her teeth. “I can.” In determination mode, there was no arguing with her. He’d learned that long ago, though some of their bandmates still hadn’t. “I can do this,” she said two moments later as she returned to align with the wide front door. She spent a moment adjusting the bike seat before nodding.

      “Great.” As he stood up to get out, his foot caught the side of the box, and he nearly fell on his face before catching himself with Demi’s help. “Thanks.”

      “Sure.” She looked around. “Let’s see if they have anything else of use.” Demi wandered off toward the back of the store, where they’d seen offices during their preliminary search.

      Mike moved around the storefront, finding a few snacks for sale near the register. Mostly, they had office supplies and packaging items that were of no use to them. He saw a shelf of bike helmets near the bikes that were waiting for riders to deliver packages that would probably never be sent again. He found one that fit him after a little experimentation, and another that should fit Demi.

      As he heard her footsteps approach, he moved to the bikes. Demi came into sight with three bottles of water and a bag of jerky. “I found these. Not much back there.”

      Mike got back into the box. It was a tight fit with his long legs, but it beat the pain each step brought. She passed the items to him once he’d settled into the box on the bike. He tucked them into the limited space between his legs, where he also stowed her backpack when she passed it over a minute later. He shrugged his off too and used it to brace the butt of the rifle, so he could aim and fire more smoothly, if the need arose.

      As a final step, he handed her the helmet he’d selected for her before putting on his own.

      “I dislike putting on someone else’s used helmet.” Demi eyed it with distaste.

      He shrugged. “It’s either head lice or traumatic brain injury.”

      “Eww.” She smacked him lightly on the shoulder. “You’re not helping.”

      He grinned. “Nope.”

      With a shudder, she put on the black and red helmet. Demi moved to the glass door to unlock it and brace it open, so they could ride out easier. When she stopped on the other side, she was clearly nonplussed to discover she couldn’t lock it from the outside. “Maybe I should run around back and—”

      Mike shook his head. “Just close it. The backdoor is broken now. It’s only a matter of time before people discover this place. Maybe the bikes will go to people who need them as much as we do.”

      “Or maybe they’ll be destroyed by shortsighted looters.” With a heavy sigh, she left the door closed and returned to the bike. After mounting, she said, “I wish we had a way to pay for this and the window.”

      He nodded. “It probably doesn’t matter, anyway. I doubt they’ll be making a living with the delivery service anymore.”

      Demi nodded, but she still looked guilty. Mike understood, sharing the same feeling. He would’ve much rather stolen from a big-box chain than a small local business, but he contented himself with the knowledge they hadn’t taken much. Other than the window damage, they’d slipped in and out with very little evidence of being there. He just hoped someone else didn’t take advantage of the broken window to loot the store or destroy it.

      They rode in silence for a while, and Demi seemed to have found a rhythm. As they got close to a big pile of debris, Mike called out a warning so she could detour around. She did so but turned too sharply on the handlebars and flew off the bike.

      He got out of the box to kneel beside her. “Are you okay?”

      “I think I broke my butt.” She laughed, though there was a hint of tears in her tone.

      “Are you hurt?”

      After a moment, Demi shook her head. “I’ll probably have a bruise on my fanny in the morning, but I can go on.”

      At those words, Mike stood up and offered her a hand, bracing himself so he could lift her to her feet. Once she was steady, they returned to their positions on the bike and continued on.

      The sky continued to lighten around them, though the strange colors remained. As the sun started to peek over the horizon, it turned the sky a mix of orange and gray and green, with touches of red here and there. It was a strange sight. Beautiful, yet terrifying, because the sky was never meant to look like that.

      “It’ll probably take a couple of days before the aurora completely fades. We’ll be seeing northern lights for at least the next couple,” said Demi as they neared Nellis Air Force Base.

      She brought the bike to a sudden stop as they rounded the corner and saw all the people collected outside. They stood in three long lines, and people were pushing and shouting. It made him uneasy. “I think we should go around all this.”

      Before Demi could agree or disagree, several troops came to the gates. One of them had a bullhorn, and he started shouting through it. “We’re going to open the gates and let you in. Proceed in an orderly fashion. You’ll follow all directions given to you without question or hesitation. If you don’t want to cooperate, you’ll be spending time in our brig or finding yourself outside the gates again.”

      Demi’s eyes widened. “I agree. Let’s go around.”

      Mike nodded, and Demi got off to push the bike backward. He would get out and help her, but she shook her head at him, probably fearing he’d take too long or draw unwanted attention. She stopped several feet away as the gates opened, and people started rushing in. There was chaos, but it didn’t take the airmen long to regain control. A few shots fired into the air caused all of them to still for a moment, and the bullhorn airman shouted again. “In an orderly fashion.”

      Mike and Demi hung back until the crowd had cleared the area enough for them to go through. When it was clear, he said to Demi, “Bike as fast as you can, because we don’t want to get stuck in Nellis. I have a feeling if you take shelter there, you’re going to be there for a while.”

      She nodded. “We definitely don’t want that.”

      Mike held tightly to the rifle as she set a brisk pace. Fortunately, the sidewalk was relatively smooth, and Demi could speed past. He thought he heard one of the airmen shouting at them as they went by, but no one tried to stop them, and there were no shots fired. He couldn’t believe he’d even been afraid of that, but the night had brought a shift in his perspective, and he wasn’t certain anything would ever be the same again.

      At the corner, he looked back and saw massive tents erected on the tarmac, and the soldiers busy processing people into them. He was glad they’d managed to escape the help of the military. He had a feeling it would come with costly strings, and he’d rather be on his own than trapped inside the base.

      Demi biked on, though he kept turning to look behind him for at least the next few miles, half-expecting an armored vehicle full of airmen to chase them down. The fear made no sense, but it was a fear he couldn’t quite banish until they were well away from Nellis Air Force Base and approaching the outskirts of Las Vegas.
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      Every muscle in Demi’s legs screamed with agony as they biked down the 604. They had left Vegas behind at least an hour ago. Her tailbone still stung from the fall she’d taken. She couldn’t wait to get rid of the bike and never look at it again, but it had definitely increased their speed. She did not understand where they would stop, but it had to be soon. She was definitely feeling the effects of the night before and hauling Mike around in this bike was a workout unlike anything she did on a regular basis.

      As they rounded a corner, Mike said, “Stop.”

      Demi came to an abrupt stop that made her slide forward, but she stayed on the bike seat. “What’s up?”

      “Trouble.” Mike gestured a few yards ahead of them.

      Demi followed his hand with her gaze, freezing at the sight of three men with guns surrounding a semi. As she watched, one wrenched open the door and shoved his gun in the face of the driver. She heard a heated exchange but couldn’t make out words. She didn’t even have a gun, and Mike had just the rifle, but she couldn’t bike on and let this happen. Chances were, they wouldn’t let them go by, anyway. It was only a matter of time before they noticed Demi and Mike unless they could manage to push the bike back around the curve that shielded them from sight. That didn’t sit right with her.

      “Give me your gun, Mike, and get down.”

      “No. This is crazy. There’s no cover anywhere for you or me.”

      Demi knew that, but she still held out her hand for the rifle anyway after slipping off the bike. He handed it to her, and she took advantage of the moment where they were still unseen. Mike crouched down in the box, but Demi didn’t.

      She could hear the voice of her father in her head screaming at her to stop being stupid, but she persisted. She lined up a shot, going for a fatal wound. If she shot someone and left him capable of retaliating, she’d just be exacerbating the situation. When she had her target acquired, she held her breath and slowly squeezed the trigger. Blood blossomed on the man’s back on the left side, right where she’d aimed. His heart had surely stopped.

      He fell quietly, but it was still enough to get the attention of the two with him. She’d already lined up her second shot for the middle guy when both started to turn. As the one in her sights turned, it affected her angle, and the bullet went through his jaw instead of where she’d been aiming. He screamed with agony as his blood splattered on his comrade and the poor driver they had dragged from his cab.

      In the chaos, the final thief turned his attention fully to Demi. She didn’t see it happen, but she heard a gunshot and saw him fall a moment later. The driver stood, holding a sizable handgun. He was still holding it out as he knelt down to check the pulse on the one, he’d shot.

      The one who’d lost his jaw was still writhing on the ground, and Demi moved forward with the intention of ending his suffering. He was a thief, but he didn’t deserve that kind of pain. She was ashamed that her aim had been so off, and she hadn’t been able to adjust it in time. She would have to spend a lot of time regaining the skills she used to have.

      As she drew closer to the driver, he took care of the problem for her, putting a bullet in the man’s forehead and bringing about instant silence, other than the sound of their bike’s tires across the asphalt as Mike pushed it toward her and the gruesome scene.

      He eyed Demi warily, holding his gun loosely at his side. Demi held her rifle pointed away from him, but still accessible if she needed it in a hurry.

      Mike stopped with the bike behind her. “Are you out of your mind, Demi? They could have killed you.”

      She nodded once, still not glancing away from the driver who stood up slowly. He appeared to be in his late-forties, but he didn’t have the typical trucker gut she associated with the few drivers she’d met, including Aaron and Stu, who drove the tour busses for Shards of Glass. He wore a red ball cap he pushed back and nodded at her. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “You’re welcome.” Seeing how he marginally lowered his handgun, and judging based on her instincts alone, she flicked on the safety and handed Mike his rifle. “I didn’t think they’d let us just ride by, but we couldn’t have left you in that situation, anyway.”

      He nodded. His face flushed, and he shifted in his cowboy boots. “Truth is, I brought it on myself. I fell for their routine. They were blocking the highway, and one of them was lying down. I thought someone injured them, so I stopped to help. I won’t be making that mistake again.”

      “Your rig runs?” asked Mike.

      He nodded. “Can I give you folks a ride somewhere?”

      “We’re heading to Salt Lake City,” said Mike.

      He whistled slightly through his teeth. “That’s a ways past where I’m heading, but if the truck will get us there, I can get you as far as Ely.”

      “How far is that from here?” asked Demi.

      “About two hundred miles.”

      She and Mike shared a glance, and when he nodded, she nodded as well. “We’d appreciate a ride. I’m Demi.” She nodded toward Mike. “This is Mike.”

      The man held out his hand. “I’m Lonnie.” He had a firm handshake, but not overbearing. “Why don’t you two hop into the cab?” He looked down at their bike. “I’m afraid I don’t have room in the back for your bike thing though. It’s a full load, and the cargo inside is too precious to leave behind.”

      “What are you hauling?” Mike glanced at the trailer and then at the bike with clear regret at the idea of leaving it behind.

      “Food and water, plus some medicines for store pharmacies.” Lonnie was a little tense as he imparted that information, but he didn’t reach for his gun.

      With a long sigh, Mike patted the box and then reached in to retrieve the items they’d stored there. He passed Demi her backpack, and she took it with a nod, showing she was okay with leaving behind the bike. She was actually thrilled at the idea, but she understood why he was reluctant.

      “Go on and get it then, kids,” said Lonnie.

      Demi walked around to the passenger side and groaned when she climbed up, feeling every ache in her body. She certainly didn’t feel like a kid right then. Mike climbed up behind her, and he let out a little moan. She was worried about his leg, so soon as they were in the cab, she asked him softly, “Pull up your jeans please.”

      “I’m not paying for the ride that way.” He winked at her.

      She rolled her eyes. “I want to see how bad your wound is.”

      He lifted the jeans leg high enough to show the wound. It had bled through the gauze and bandage, but she couldn’t change the dressing at the moment. There were no red streaks emanating from it, and she took that as a good sign, though she really couldn’t remember when signs of sepsis started to appear. It was another bit of knowledge she’d have to brush up on if this nightmare didn’t end soon.

      With a grunt of his own, Lonnie got into the driver’s side. “You folks ready?” At Demi’s nod, he turned the ignition. The rumble of Lonnie’s truck was a welcome sound, and she exhaled with relief as she leaned against Mike. It was good to be traveling again by vehicle.

      “She’s a rough old beast, and the shocks aren’t very good, but Gracie gets us where we need to go. That’s why I haven’t bothered to replace her. That, and I haven’t had the money.” Lonnie laughed, sounding not at all self-conscious.

      “I guess it’s a good thing you haven’t upgraded,” said Mike.

      Demi nodded in agreement.

      “I suppose so. Most of the newer rigs wouldn’t move after whatever happened last night, but here we are. What do you folks think happened?”

      Demi shared her theory, though she was more convinced than ever that it was actually a fact. She expected Lonnie to reject her idea or freak out as most people had, but he remained calm.

      “I figured it might be something like that. Or maybe a new weapon from one of our many enemies. You reckon it’ll last a long time?”

      “Months or years.” Mike said it wearily, suggesting he’d accepted Demi’s theory and subsequent information as his own.

      He nodded. “That’s about what I expected.”

      “What do you have to do in Ely?” asked Demi.

      “That’s where my family is. They headed this load of food for a Target in Tucson, but I figure folks in Ely can use it more. If I’m wrong, I’ll go to jail, but if I’m right, it feeds the town for a little while longer, minus what I set aside for my family.”

      “I’d do the same if I were you,” said Demi. She was being sincere. He had an incredible opportunity, and he should use it to take care of the people important to him.

      “I will pull into the truck stop up here. I need to get some fuel, and so far, they’ve still been pretty organized at the ones I’ve stopped at. Wouldn’t hurt to keep your guns close though.”

      “I have just the one,” said Mike. “Demi lost hers when someone stole our truck.”

      Lonnie grimaced. “I’m afraid I can’t help you out there. I have just the handgun. Just monitor yourselves.”

      Demi was tense when they pulled into the truck stop outside Arrolime. There was a gleaming line of trucks parked in the lot reserved for truckers to rest, but she didn’t know how many of those were running. They all looked too new to her to be able to start without some major intervention.

      When Lonnie approached the pumps, his was the only truck. An attendant came out from a small building situated in the middle of the island of fuel pumps. He was wearing an amazed expression as he approached. When Lonnie opened his door, the guy seemed stunned. “You’re the first business we’ve had all day.”

      Lonnie didn’t seem surprised to hear that. Demi was, because it made the situation even more real. If the trucks weren’t moving, America would grind to a halt. There’d be no future grocery store deliveries, and as soon as people realized what was on the shelves was all they would get, panic and chaos would ensue. She hoped they could at least reach Salt Lake City in the next couple of days, because by the third day, when the average person ran out of food in their house and started understanding how hard it would be to get more, the world around them would be utter chaos.

      “Feel free to get out and stretch your legs for a bit,” said Lonnie.

      The last thing Demi wanted to do a stretch her sore legs after that biking and a night of walking and running, but her stomach was growling, and she’d needed to use the facilities for a while. Since she’d been trying to resist having to squat on the side of the road, it was an urgent matter.

      Mike slid down first, and then Demi exited behind him, appreciating his steadying hands on her hips before she settled on the ground. Together, they walked into the truck stop. She was on edge, and she could feel Mike’s tension as well, but it was surprisingly calm when they entered. So far, none of these people were freaking out. Maybe none of them had realized the severity, or perhaps they were used to dealing with situations as they arose, but she appreciated the sense of calm about the area.

      “I have to go to the ladies’ room.”

      “Me too,” said Mike. Then he laughed awkwardly. “You know what I mean.”

      They found the restrooms, and she entered. It was almost pitched-black inside, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. This would be a perfect place to ambush a woman, and she couldn’t help running the scenarios through her mind as she cautiously approached the stall. She kicked it open forcefully, just in case someone was standing behind it, but it just slammed into the wall and back against the frame. She winced at the sound of the collision, and then she slipped into the stall. She closed the door and locked it, feeling semi-secure.

      She held her hands out in front of her and groped around in the darkness for a moment to ensure no one else was in there, and then she made her way to the toilet. When she was finished, she left the stall with more confidence than she’d entered. She fumbled her way to the sink, surprised but happy to find water still ran. There was no hot water, but any water was welcome.

      Doing the best she could in the dark, she cleaned up, finally getting a chance to wipe off the rest of the stage makeup that she’d been wearing most of the night. That had been garish enough in the evening, but she could well imagine how much like a clown she looked in the daylight.

      When she left the bathroom, she found Mike waiting for her. “We should try to change your bandage.”

      He shook his head. “The bathroom is completely dark, and you can’t do it here in the middle of the store. Do you even have the right supplies?”

      She nodded, patting her backpack without thought. “I shoved the leftover gauze and tape in here earlier, along with the suture kits.”

      “But there’s nothing to clean it with, and no antibiotic ointment. Let’s just wait until we get somewhere that’s better suited.”

      She nibbled on her lip before finally agreeing. She was nervous about the wound and the strain he’d put on it overnight, but she really couldn’t do anything besides change the bandage right now, anyway.

      “The restaurant is still serving. They’re only taking cash, but I have six dollars. We might be able to get something. I saw Lonnie head that way a while ago.”

      “Okay… wait! You told the Vegas kiosk guy you only had six dollars when you bought the water,” she said in a slightly accusing fashion.

      He grinned. “I couldn’t give away my whole stash in one go.”

      Demi was on the verge of laughing until she realized what he’d said about Lonnie, and all amusement fled. “He’s leaving the truck unattended?” Demi glanced out reflexively, immediately catching sight of Lonnie’s rig. He could see it easily from the window seat he took in the restaurant, but she still wasn’t convinced it was a good idea to leave it.

      “We could grab something to go and sit in the truck until he’s ready to come out.”

      “If he’ll trust us to do that.” Demi sighed, understanding she would have to defer to Lonnie, since he owned the truck. If it had been hers, she wouldn’t have left it alone under the circumstances, but since it wasn’t, what choice did she have?

      She followed Mike over to the booth Lonnie had selected, sliding in. Mike followed her, and a waitress appeared two moments later.

      “Cash only, folks.”

      “What can we get for six dollars?” asked Mike.

      “You can get the daily special which is a cold roast beef sandwich and a bag of chips. The grills and ovens aren’t working.”

      “We’ll take it. And some water,” added Demi.

      The waitress nodded and headed on.

      “I’m glad you folks got through Vegas. I managed to skirt around it, since I didn’t want any part of that with the truck.”

      “Where were you when the HEMP hit?” asked Demi.

      He shrugged. “I think I was near Barstow. It’s on the stretch of road between Los Angeles and Nevada, kind of out in the Mohave. I got quite a view. I almost wrecked my truck though, since all the cars trucks ahead of me just stopped. I wasn’t near a city, but I’ve been able to make a pretty good go of it on the shoulders of the road. Since all the vehicles just stopped where they were, there aren’t many that have blocked the shoulders yet. I’ve had to move a couple with the rig, but it’s been working so far. I’m hopeful we’ll make good time to Ely, since we don’t have a lot of traffic to fuss with. At least not so far.”

      “It’ll be nice to be far away from Vegas. If I never have to visit it again—” The sound of Mike’s phone ringing interrupted Demi’s words. She jerked at the unfamiliar sound. How had something that had been commonplace just hours ago already started to become a foreign sound?

      “Hello?”

      Demi pressed closer, trying to hear who was talking on the other end of the phone. When Mike held out the phone to her, she took it quickly. “Hello?”

      “Demi, it’s Lacey. Dad gave me this number. Are you coming?”

      “I’ll be there soon as I can. Are you safe?”

      “I’m scared. There are people—”

      “Lacey?” Demi called her name a couple of times frantically before pulling the phone away. As she suspected, the battery had given up. She clenched it tightly in her hands as her body trembled. Tears burned at the back of her eyes, and her throat was scratchy from suppressing them.

      Lacey had been on the other end of the line, and she’d been seconds from ascertaining if she was safe or not. Why couldn’t the phone have lasted just a bit longer? She resisted the urge to throw it across the room, though she didn’t think it would ever be worth anything again as she passed it back to Mike. “That was Lacey. My sister,” she said for Lonnie’s benefit. “I didn’t get much out of her before the phone died.”

      “I’m sorry.” Mike put his arm around her shoulders. “Did she sound okay?”

      “They scared her.” Demi’s voice trembled as she said the words, and she pressed her face against Mike’s shoulder, hiding her tears. As strong and as confident as she felt at times, right now she was completely powerless. People could be hurting her sister, and she was hundreds of miles away. With the current state of the world, she might as well be a million.

      “We’re going to get to her, and she’s going to be okay. She had the same upbringing you did, Demi. Surely some of it stuck with her too.”

      She managed to quell the tears at Mike’s words and pulled her head back. She looked up at him and nodded, knowing he was right. David’s indoctrination must’ve surely started to come back to Lacey by now as well. Lacey was younger, and she hadn’t dealt with some things Demi had, but she was strong and resilient. They were only a few days apart, and she was certain Lacey could survive that long. She had to.

      Lonnie leaned across the table, holding out a phone. “You’re welcome to try mine to get hold of your sister, if you’d like?”

      She took it with an eager nod and dialed Lacey’s number, but wasn’t at all surprised to get the “all circuits are busy” message. Feeling deflated, she handed it back to him. “Thank you.”

      “You can keep trying as we’re driving, as long as you don’t completely wear down the battery. I’m still hoping my wife can get through to me too, or vice versa. I haven’t spoken to her since I was in San Diego picking up the load.”

      Demi could imagine how nerve-racking it was for him as well. “Do you have children?”

      “Four of them. Took us too long to figure out what caused it.” Lonnie winked and laughed, suggesting it was a comment he’d made many times.

      She managed a ghost of a smile. “I’m sure you’re anxious to get back to them.”

      “I sure am, so let’s finish up the chow and head out.”

      A short time later, they were back at Lonnie’s truck, and it appeared undisturbed. They’d had a good view of it the entire time they ate, and they had seen no one approach, but it was still a relief to get back in and close the doors. Lonnie locked them a moment later, and they headed out. For the first few miles, they just talked about their lives or made small talk. Demi kept shifting restlessly, and Lonnie finally asked, “Are you all right?”

      “Every muscle in my body hurts, especially my back.” She didn’t explain how she’d injured her back escaping the chair. “I haven’t biked in ages, and never with an extra two hundred pounds.”

      “Hey, just one-eighty.” Then Mike groaned. “Same here though. My leg is killing me.”

      “Shoot, you should’ve said something sooner.” Lonnie nodded toward the console between him and Demi. “If you want to dig in there, you’ll find some ibuprofen. There’s a small mini fridge in the sleeper cabin that has some water.”

      Demi stretched to open the refrigerator which was positioned so Lonnie could reach it without having to pull over. She handed a bottle to Mike, and then she retrieved a huge bottle of ibuprofen. “You should keep hold of this. It might be like gold in the next few months.”

      “I sure will. My wife has a Costco membership, and she’s always ordering bulk items. When she gave me a bottle with five hundred of them, I told her I couldn’t possibly ever use them all, but I’m glad she shops that way now.”

      “Is there a Costco in Ely?” asked Mike as he took the pills Demi passed him and swallowed them before handing her the bottle of water so she could do the same.

      He laughed. “There’s not much in Ely. It’s just a small town with a few stores. She mostly shops online from Costco, though we occasionally go to Vegas to stock up. I’m not home much, so it’s usually up to her and the kids to do that, and I don’t like her taking all of them and traveling that far alone. I imagine that makes me sound overprotective, but they mean the world to me.” His voice broke on the last few words, and he had to clear his throat.

      “I think it’s wonderful,” said Demi. She envied the clear love Lonnie had for his family. She wondered what it would have been like if David had spent more time being a father and less time being a drill instructor. It didn’t matter now, because nothing could change the past, but she couldn’t completely banish the what-ifs.

      Soon, her body stopped hurting so much, and she relaxed against Mike. He was noticeably less tense as well, and other than the occasional pothole that they definitely felt as the truck jarred with each one, it was smooth riding. She fought to keep her eyes open, knowing Lonnie needed someone to help monitor the road, since they were traveling on the shoulder, but despite her best efforts, her eyelids closed, and she relaxed into sleep.
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      Demi woke abruptly sometime later in the afternoon. She quickly realized the reason was because there was a difference in their speed and the texture of the road. They were going much slower now, and she opened her eyes to see they were on the outskirts of a small town.

      Lonnie was having to go carefully, because the shoulder wasn’t as wide here. She winced and held her breath as he moved past a fancy dual-cabbed truck that looked like it’d just come out of the showroom. It yielded to the pressure exerted by the semi, and they could squeeze through with a grinding sound of metal on metal. “Where are we?”

      “We’re almost home,” said Lonnie.

      Mike stirred beside her, lifting his head slowly. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re in Ely,” said Demi. She patted his leg. “It’s a little rougher going, it seems.”

      “Sure is. I wish me and the wife had bought on this side of Ely now.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Mike.

      “We’re going to have to go through the town, or at least the main road, to reach my property.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get us there,” said Demi.

      Lonnie spent the next hour doing just that. It couldn’t have been that big of a town, no more than a few miles long, and yet it took that long navigate through the stalled cars. There were more people here as well, coming out of their houses to look at the truck as it went by, or an occasional person getting out of their car. There were plates from out-of-state, and Demi could imagine some of these people were trapped here. Ely likely hadn’t been their final destination.

      As they passed a grocery store, she said, “Are you going to deliver the food to the store?”

      “I will after I see what we have, and I take some for my family.” He sounded slightly defensive. “I want to help everyone, but I need to make sure they’re provided for first.”

      Demi nodded. “Some people might just keep the refrigerated truck for themselves.”

      He shrugged. “Some people might, but I don’t have the power to keep it refrigerated. I’m hoping the grocery store has an adequate generator. A lot of the people around here know how to can, so maybe we can get a community canning event organized to save what we can before it rots.”

      “It sounds like you’ve given this some thought.” Mike sounded impressed.

      Lonnie grinned. “You get a lot of time to think when you’re on the road. I’ve been doing nothing but that on the way to Ely, trying to figure out the best way to survive with what we have and preserve it for as long as we can.”

      “You’re well ahead of a lot of people then.” Demi couldn’t keep the despair from her tone. She knew how many deaths were coming in the near future, and she didn’t want to contemplate it.

      Fortunately, before the idea could take hold, Lonnie turned off the main road and onto a dirt one. “We’ve got a nice little spread, along with forty acres. I keep meaning to get the road paved, but it hasn’t happened yet.”

      “Maybe that’ll dissuade some people.”

      Demi shook her head at Mike’s words. “Most people will be coming on foot now, so it won’t bother them as much as it would’ve in a vehicle. Do you have good security, Lonnie?”

      “We’ve got a good fence, and I’ve got a passel of family around that can help us defend what’s ours, should the need arise.”

      That reassured her, mostly for the sake of Lonnie and his family. She and Mike wouldn’t be around long enough to have to worry about townspeople realizing Lonnie’s family had more than they did and storming the place. That kind of action would surely be at least a few weeks away. Maybe.

      They reached his farm a few minutes later, and it was a nice spread. She immediately recognized solar panels similar to the ones her father had. “Are you off-grid?”

      “We’re on city water, but we have an old well that we’ve kept in good repair, just in case the city water ever went down. If that happened, I figured negligence caused it like in Flint, not this scenario.”

      “That’s the truth. No one expected this.” Except maybe David, who was probably pleased to be proven right. “It’s a good thing you thought about it, since the municipal supply will probably stop working,” said Demi.

      “I guess it doesn’t matter why it goes down. I like to have a backup plan. Everything else is off-grid, including the power and the septic. We have some farm animals, and a nice arrangement. It sounds like I’ll be spending a lot more time at home, so I can finish some of those projects I’ve been putting off. We can survive well here for a long time.”

      She nodded. “Thank you for the ride.”

      Lonnie nodded. “You don’t have to rush off. You folks are welcome to stay the night and rest up.”

      “I think we should hit the road while we can,” said Demi. She looked up. “There’re still a few hours of daylight, and we can make some progress.”

      “At least stay for a meal.”

      Mike’s stomach rumbled then, making the decision for Demi as well. She grinned. “How can we say no?”

      Lonnie pulled the truck up in front of the sprawling white farmhouse. Judging from the size, she would bet every child had their own room. It was the kind of place that most people would love to live in—and she was afraid they might kill to do so in the next few weeks or months.

      They clambered out of the truck as a plump woman around Lonnie’s age exited the house, along with four kids. The youngest looked to be about seven or eight, and the oldest was probably close to being an adult.

      “Lonnie, what are you doing home?” She patted her hair. “You know I like to look nice for you when you get home.”

      Lonnie swept her into his arms and gave her a big kiss. “You always look nice to me, but you look downright amazing right now. I was a little afraid I wouldn’t make it home.”

      “What’s going on, Dad?” asked the oldest one, who was a boy.

      “I’m not sure, Jacob, but I suspect it will not get better for a while.” He clapped his son on the shoulder before turning to Demi and Mike. “I picked up a couple of strays, but they saved my rump. This is Demi and Mike.”

      “Oh my gosh, you’re Demi Thicke.” The middle girl in the lineup who looked to be about fourteen, squealed in excitement and jumped up and down.

      Demi was too tired to find any joy in being recognized, but she managed a smile. “That’s me, and of course, you know Mike then?”

      She nodded. “Mike Cromwell. Oh, this is so exciting, Daddy.” She threw herself against Lonnie and hugged him.

      Lonnie looked mystified. “What the…?”

      “We’re in a band,” said Mike, making it sound like they practiced out of a garage and sang at grunge bars on the weekend.

      Lonnie nodded. “I didn’t realize.”

      Demi shrugged. “I don’t think it matters much anymore.”

      “It clearly matters to Amanda.” He ruffled his daughter’s hair as she stepped back. “Let me introduce my family. This is my wife, Moira and my kids, Danny, Amanda, April and Jacob.”

      After they’d completed introductions, Lonnie said, “You think you could rustle up a meal, Moira? These folks are hungry, and I could do with a bite as well.”

      “Of course. Come on in. If you want, you folks are welcome to use the shower.” Moira issued that invitation as they followed her into the house.

      Demi imagined she must be a wreck, since a stranger was offering the use of her shower. She wasn’t too proud to accept it. “I’d love that, and could I impose to use your washing machine?”

      “I’ll do your laundry,” said Amanda eagerly. “And April has some stuff that’ll probably fit you in the meantime.”

      “I imagine Lonnie has some clothes you could borrow, Mr. Cromwell,” said Moira.

      “Mike will do, thank you, Moira.”

      Demi realized then that she did not understand what their last name was, and she didn’t ask. Perhaps Lonnie had done that by design, or maybe he had just never thought to add his surname when he introduced himself earlier. It didn’t matter. It wasn’t like they would be exchanging Christmas cards with the mail service gone.

      Amanda led her to a bathroom on the second floor, and she saw Jacob taking Mike farther down the hall and assumed he was using a different one. “Don’t forget to change your bandage, Mike, or let me know if you need help,” she called to him.

      Jacob said something to Mike before he turned to Demi. “Jacob says there are bandages in the bathroom. I think I can handle it.”

      She nodded her acknowledgement before following Amanda into the bathroom. “This house is really nice.”

      “It is. My mom designed it. She used to be an architect before she decided she wanted to raise us kids.”

      “I think she made a good decision.”

      Amanda beamed. “She does too. April think she’s silly to have given up her career and moved out to the middle of nowhere, but I think it’s amazing. I want to be just like her when I grow up and get married.”

      Demi smiled and nodded, glad to hear that. April was probably destined for disappointment, since she sounded like she wanted to get out of Ely and go to college and do something bigger with her life. Those opportunities had withered and disappeared, at least for now. Maybe she could find an apprenticeship somewhere. Demi hoped the girl would find a way to be happy and not just survive.

      The shower felt decadent, complete with hot water and fragrant homemade soap and homemade shampoo that left her skin soft and her hair shiny. It seemed obvious to her that Lonnie’s family could survive the collapse of society.

      After drying off, she took the clothes Amanda had laid for her on the sink and slipped them on. The pants were a couple of inches too short, but they were fine, and everything else fit well. It was nice to have clean clothes, and there was even an unopened comb sitting on top of the clothing that she used to comb her hair and then put in her bag. She was certain they wouldn’t want it back.

      Feeling human again, she left the bathroom and made her way downstairs, drawn by the delicious smells emanating from the kitchen. When she entered, she saw Moira standing at the stove. “Can I help with anything?”

      “I’m just finishing the gravy, but you can carry the chicken to the dining room, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not,” said Demi as she moved closer to pick up the tray. It was heavy and laden with pieces of fried chicken. She couldn’t be sure, but she thought they were homegrown chickens. The pieces were smaller than she’d become accustomed to, reminding her of the ones her father used to bring her to cook after he’d slaughtered one of their chickens. Her mouth watered at the smell, and her stomach grumbled.

      Moira laughed. “That’s a high compliment.”

      Demi carried the tray into the dining room, finding the large table. It could easily hold twelve, though there were only eight chairs out around it. She set the chicken in an empty spot and took a seat beside Mike. Moira joined them a moment later with a bowl of gravy, and they dug into fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, and green beans with slivers of almond and bacon.

      It was simple fare, but it tasted like the most upscale dining experience she’d ever had after her experiences of the last day or so. Demi ate until she couldn’t eat more, feeling way too stuffed. She figured she should’ve gone a little lighter since they were planning to get back on the road soon, but when would they a have a chance to eat like this again?

      “You know, Moira and I talked about it,” said Lonnie as April stood up from the table and disappeared into the kitchen. “We could use some extra help around here, if you folks would like to stay? There’s a little shed that can be turned into a room for you.”

      Demi opened her mouth to reject the offer gently, but Mike beat her to it.

      “We appreciate the offer, but we have family waiting for us in Salt Lake City and beyond.”

      As he finished speaking, April returned with a big pan of blackberry cobbler. “But that makes me seriously want to reconsider,” said Mike with a grin.

      “Help yourself, folks. Amanda, can you grab the ice cream?”

      “Ice cream?” asked Mike, practically salivating.

      “We make our own. We’ve got plenty of electricity stored in our battery system, and we make more power every day with the solar panels. We’ll have ice cream for quite a while.” Moira grinned at him as she said that.

      “Are you trying to convince me to stay? Because that might work.” Mike laughed.

      Amanda returned with a glass tub of ice cream, and though Demi had been convinced she was full just a few minutes before, she found herself accepting a plate of cobbler with homemade vanilla ice cream a few seconds later.

      It tasted amazing, and she was briefly tempted to stay just for the small luxuries this family would have in the coming days. It wasn’t a serious compulsion, and she didn’t really give it any thought, but she would miss opportunities like this.

      When the meal was finished, Lonnie asked, “Are you folks sure you still want to head out?”

      “Yeah, we’d better. I’d like to make more miles today.” Demi glanced out the window, estimating they had at least three or four hours of daylight left. She groaned at the thought of walking, but the idea of Lacey alone and afraid in Pocatello was enough to get her past her physical reluctance.

      “I think I can help you guys out some before you head out though. Come out with me to the garage?”

      Mike and Demi nodded, following Lonnie from the house to the garage. It was a freestanding building, and it looked more like a barn than a garage to her. When he pulled open the double doors, she saw it did double duty. One side of the barn held hay, and they outfitted the other like a garage, with two newer vehicles parked in it and a multitude of tools along the wall.

      There were other miscellaneous items, and Lonnie seemed to know what he was going for. He went straight to a pile of camping equipment. “I can give you guys better and bigger backpacks. I think you should get some food out of the truck too. Anything that’s packaged to be shelf-stable. Moira is putting together a packet of food for you guys too.”

      “That’s not necessary.” Demi offered a token protest, though she was grateful.

      Lonnie grinned. “When I told her you saved my butt, she was ready to adopt y’all. Just be glad she’s content with feeding you and letting you go on your way without making a fuss.”

      Demi nodded, humbled by the generosity of the family. She took the backpack he held out, and Mike accepted one as well.

      “I also have a tent that one of you can tie to your pack. Looks like you’ve got pretty good backpacks, but I’ve got a couple of canteens here for you as well. There’s some purifier tablets too,” he said as he passed those to Mike.

      “Last of all, we have a couple of older bikes here. The older kids upgraded to mountain bikes, so you’re welcome to have them. They’re just basic cruiser bikes, but they’d be more comfortable for riding for miles, anyway. Got some old helmets too, since you left behind your others with that weird bike you were riding.”

      As he spoke, Lonnie led them to a row of bicycles, selecting two. One was an aqua woman’s bike, and the other was a gray man’s bike. Both had big metal baskets, and there were places to secure their packs on the back with a bungee cord if they wanted to leave the baskets free. They’d make much better time than they would on foot, though the trade-off was they would have to protect the bikes.

      As though Lonnie had read Demi’s thoughts, he looked at her. “I know you don’t have a gun, and I think you should out there on the road.”

      She nodded. “Do you know someone in town who might sell or trade me one for something?”

      “We do have a gun shop, but that won’t be necessary. What kind of weapon do you prefer?”

      “I’d say a shotgun for long-term use, but I think a rifle might be more useful for defending ourselves on the road.”

      Lonnie nodded. “Why don’t you folks head on into the house so I can access my gun safe? You can start transferring your belongings, and I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      Demi and Mike nodded, leaving the garage and pushing their bikes between them.

      “These people are amazing,” said Mike.

      Demi nodded. “I think we’ve forgotten how real people can be. I am sure there were people just as nice and friendly in Salt Lake City.”

      Mike shrugged. “I don’t know. I never paid much attention to the neighbors or anything. I’m just humbled by how wonderful these people are.”

      Demi nodded. “Me too.” She didn’t admit to Mike she’d initially had reservations that they might be too good to be true, and they were setting them up for something. She was convinced now that thought held no merit, and the family were just good people.

      They returned to the house, using the living room to transfer their possessions from the smaller backpacks to the larger ones. Moira entered the living room with two bags of food, handing one to each of them. “There’s some freeze-dried stuff in there that’ll last you for a while, and there’s the leftover chicken. You’ll want to eat that along with the potato salad I put in there within the next few hours.” She grinned at Mike. “I wasn’t able to pack you any ice cream, but there’re a couple servings of the cobbler too.”

      Demi blinked back tears that burned her eyes. “Thank you for your kindness, Moira.”

      The older woman came closer, hugging Demi. Demi didn’t push her away, though she wasn’t much for being touched, especially by strangers. She didn’t mind it this time, perhaps because Moira no longer felt like a stranger.

      “I should be saying thank you. Those people might’ve left Lonnie for dead, and he certainly wouldn’t have made it home with his rig and a full trailer of groceries without your help. We’re the ones who owe you everything.” The older woman sniffled.

      Moira seemed on the verge of tears, which just made Demi’s need to cry more pronounced, and she blinked rapidly. “I think we helped each other. There’s going to be a lot more of that in the future, I’m sure.” She left unspoken the flip-side of that—there would be a lot more people out taking advantage of others so they could survive without hard work.

      Twenty minutes later, in possession of a new rifle, along with a handgun to put in her holster, and another handgun for Mike’s holster, she and Mike set out on the bikes. They’d been maintained, and Lonnie had included a few tools and extra inner tubes for them, so she was hopeful they could make it all the way to Salt Lake City with the bikes, if they could defend them from others who might try to take them.

      At first, she was a little rusty on the bike, since it only had two wheels instead of the three that had been on the cargo bike, but the movement came back. Soon enough, she could ride confidently.

      Her body was starting to ache again, and she was thankful Moira had sent along a bag full of ibuprofen for them too. She and Mike were likely to need it for the next few days until they built up their tolerance for this kind of exercise again. She doubted Mike had ever been subjected to the same kind of physical routine she’d had to endure as a child, but he’d get there if they had to keep living this way.

      It was starting to get dark, so they needed to find a place to stop. She was scanning the area when she saw a barn in a field. It looked like it hadn’t been well-maintained, and there was no house nearby. She pointed to it and called Mike’s name. He looked over that way, seeming to grasp what she meant.

      They stopped riding and went to the shoulder, lifting their bikes over the guard rail and scrabbling down the semi-steep hill. The ground was too uneven to ride over, so they had to walk the bikes to the barn. They looked around when they reached it, but there was no one nearby. Part of the roof still stood, so they chose to shelter inside, parking their bikes against one of the walls. It trembled a bit at the weight, but it held.

      “Should I set up the tent?” asked Mike.

      “I think we should probably just use our sleeping bags in case we have to hit the road in a hurry.”

      Mike deferred to her, untying his sleeping bag from the backpack he’d rested against the wall. Demi did the same, unzipping hers and slipping into it like a tube before scooting closer and resting gingerly against the wall of the barn. It wasn’t the most comfortable way to sleep, but she was tired enough that she was sure she could make it work for a few hours.

      The wall seemed to hold her and Mike’s combined weight, and they leaned together for comfort and support as they shared the rest of the chicken. Even cold, it was still good, though cold was subjective. It was more like lukewarm from being in their backpacks, but it tasted fine and smelled okay. She and Mike split the last of the cobbler, and he heaved a heavy sigh when he took his last bite. “I will miss stuff like that.”

      “If we’re going all the way to my dad’s, you won’t necessarily have to miss it. He used to have lots of berries growing, along with a big garden. He even grows stevia and some sugarcane in his greenhouse. I’m not saying stevia is a substitute for sugar, at least not a good one, but you can adapt if you have to. It’s not bad in dandelion tea.”

      “Like actual dandelions from the yard?” Mike sounded appalled.

      Demi chuckled. “The very same. They’re edible, and they have medicinal properties. You must learn about all those things if modern medicine is inaccessible to us.”

      “I just can’t imagine going to grab a handful of dandelions and munching on them.”

      Demi shook her head. “You wash and cut them up. It’s not as if you’re going to be grazing on dandelions like a cow.”

      “Sounds delicious,” he said with a dubious tone that made her chuckle again.

      “You’ll adapt, and we’ll survive.” They would all survive, if she had any say in the matter. They faced the daunting task of getting to their families, and then persuading their families to come along, though she knew Lacey would be willing to return to the compound in Montana.

      She wasn’t certain Mike’s family would agree, and she wasn’t even certain David would welcome them if they all showed up, but she intended to try to get them to come along. If they didn’t, she was afraid Mike would stay behind, and she didn’t want to risk him not being safe. He was her best friend, and she loved his family too.

      Her thoughts turned to Lacey as she rested there, trying to sleep with the hard board of the wall against her back, and the solid ground under her butt. It definitely wasn’t the most comfortable she’d ever been, and she couldn’t help thinking about Lacey’s comfort. Was her sister safe in her dorm room, or had she gone to a friend’s? Had someone already taken advantage of her?

      The thought made her blood boil, and Demi knew she’d destroy anybody who hurt Lacey, but it couldn’t undo the hurt that happened in the first place. She had to reach her sister before anything like that could occur. Lacey just needed to hold on for a few days, and Demi was confident she could do that. She hoped.
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